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I hide behind simple things so youôll find me; 

if you donôt find me, youôll find the things, 

youôll touch what my hand has touched, 

Our hand-prints will merge.   

Yannis Ritsos, ñThe Meaning of Simplicityò [1] 

Randolph Hartzenbergôs work ð encompassing painting, drawing, printmaking, 

installation, sculpture, performance and video ð spans several decades. Prone to 

working in series, and exploring a theme with intense subjectivity over a span of a few 

years, his output can be described as extensive and varied. Despite this, common 

threads in themes and iconography can be found running through his work.  

Hartzenberg is an enigmatic artist, who defies easy placement or categorisation. Born in 

1948, he grew up in Cape Town, and has deep roots with many of the cityôs most 

significant artists. He met Peter Clarke (1929ï2014) and George Hallett (1942ï2020) 

through the Athlone based collective ArtCom in 1968. [2] Hartzenberg recalls, ñI was 

probably the youngest member and I was doing my Art Teacherôs certificate at Hewat 

Training College under the mentorship of Amos Langdown (1930ï2006) who had 

studied with Peter Clarke in Holland at one point é We had an exhibition of paintings, 

prints, photographs and drawings at the Argus Gallery (as in Cape Argus) in St 

Georgeôs Street Cape Town in 1968.ò [3] 

After qualifying as a teacher, Hartzenberg had a long association with Alexander Sinton 

High School in Athlone, [4] before being appointed as a lecturer in the School of Design 

at the Cape Technikon (later the Cape Peninsula University of Technology), where he 

worked for seventeen years. [5] Alongside his roles as teacher and lecturer, 

Hartzenberg was associated with the Community Arts Project for many years, and was 

one of the members of its mime group that participated in the Culture and Resistance 

Festival in Gaborone in 1982. Drawn equally to the performative and the visual, he 

studied both drama and fine arts at the University of Cape Town, graduating with a 

Masters in Fine Art in 1994. 

Much of Hartzenbergôs life has been marked by a proximity to activism and an 

involvement in the cultural side of the anti-Apartheid struggle. Of this political awareness 
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and involvement and its relationship to his art work, he says that he tries to ñtemper my 

political awareness in ways which are personal and that is what makes each artist 

different. There are other issues residing (hiding maybe) in the shadows of the overtly 

political. In my work I want to point to other aspects of life alongside the political and be 

more inclusive of statements that are not obviously controlled by the need to please a 

particular persuasion é The tables can be overturned in subtle ways to introduce an 

alternative way of seeing and making art as I do for example in my performance work.ò 

[6] 

The subtlety in Hartzenbergôs work is complemented by his tendency to work away from 

the crowd. In recent years he has been working in a small studio in the turret of a 

historic building with soft whitewashed walls and sash windows that open to the sky and 

trees. In his own words, ñNo one sees my work.ò [7] On relistening to our interview, I 

was struck by the sound of the birds. Possibly, this is because Hartzenberg is a quiet 

person. He is erudite and thoughtful; our conversation is full of pauses as he considers 

his words.  

Hartzenbergôs working process entails doing small drawings which he regards as 

ñcontaining the prototype of the potential painting.ò Frequently working on three or more 

paintings simultaneously, his process is intuitive and iterative ð returning, revisiting, 

and overlaying ð his works assuming the quality of palimpsests. Some works are 

double-dated. They are numbered chronologically rather than titled individually.  



Preparatory drawings (Photo by the author) 

Hartzenbergôs recent body of work is a series of small black, white and grey paintings, 

which he has ñworked on é for about five years, alongside other works.ò [8] He 

explains, ñThe series is still on-going. At present there are about twelve works but this is 

a series in progress.ò He describes the works collectively as a ñnetwork of imagesò 

which are ñvery much process-related in that the individual paintings are connected to 

each other.ò The word ónetworkô underscores their relationship to each other, a kind of 

philosophic dependence and shared energy of ideas. The works are similar in size, if 

not quite uniform in dimension. [9] These paintings, while being apparently abstract, 

incorporate figurative elements which introduce elements of realism.  



Working mostly with a variety of black and white acrylics, as well as oil stick 

Hartzenberg says, ñI wanted to simplify things é To make sharp contrasts é I havenôt 

given up on colour, it has just developed like this.ò His earlier work, notably the 

Domestic baggage series (1992ï94) shows a luscious and visceral enjoyment of colour. 

He notes that ñlimiting [colour] does not take it too far from drawing,ò and talks about the 

ñimmediacy you donôt want to lose.ò As a viewer, one of the first points of connection 

with an artwork is through the treatment of the surface. In Hartzenbergôs work there is a 

real enjoyment of a lively surface, and a strong sense that to retain a freshness through 

application is of great importance. Certainly, it keeps labile the viewerôs relationship with 

it.  

In interpreting Hartzenbergôs recent work, it is useful to focus on words, arrows, and 

compositional elements that resemble or reference structures or plans. Through the 

intersection of these elements, we find that, as he puts it, ña range of related concerns 

namely existential, philosophical, relating to memory and life experiencesò can be 

revealed.  

Untitled #6 (Photo by the author) 



Hartzenberg speaks very specifically about ñwords as imagesò in his work. Many of the 

paintings in this series have words in them. Untitled #6 contains the lines, written down 

the side of the cardboard surface of the painting, almost as a poem:  

What are we/ doing/ here/ driving/ night blind/ like a train/ through/ drowning harbours 

Several of the words that appear in this series denote fixed tangible nouns, easily 

known and familiar. Untitled #8 includes the words óstone,ô óbread,ô ónails,ô ódustô and 

ósaltô ð things which have been familiar to people for centuries. These are substances 

which are simple and also foundational to our survival. They also have both biblical and 

existential resonances, and recur repeatedly in metaphors and poetry. 

Salt has been used not only as word, but also as a material in some of his works, such 

as his performance I want to hear my brother (2000). He also made extensive use of 

salt for an installation, Salt tower (1997), at St Markôs Church, District Six. Hartzenberg 

reflects, ñWhen people moved away from District Six, they were also moving away from 

what was familiar to them é and the familiarity of certain sounds, like church bells. I 

stacked salt bags up around the bell tower, around the bell, as a way of saying the 

sound has been cut off. It was a signifier for the absence of sound. Salt was about thirst, 

it was also about salt in the wounds, which one could see as a remedy but there is a 

certain amount of pain that goes with that é In this work Hartzenberg uses the 

everyday material of salt to create metaphors, but above all, by connecting it with sound 

(as in the case of the church bells), by placing it as a stoppage against the very sound 

expected to be made, he creates a silence which embodies a feeling of unease.  

It is this sense of disquietude which Hartzenberg creates with consummate skill by 

manipulating the everyday and the familiar ð from his use of familiar words which 

denote mundane objects or materials to the use of these materials and found objects in 

his performances as well as in earlier works such as Blanket and Pillow (both part of the 

Domestic baggage series). 



Untitled #7 (Photo by the author) 



Untitled #10 (Photo by the author) 

I ask him why he uses the word óexile,ô which appears in Untitled #7 and Untitled #10. 

He describes this as ñThe person outside society.ò With regard to the words óbeggarô 

and óthiefô which occur in Untitled #9, Hartzenberg says quietly, ñI was looking at those 

people on the edges of society, and sometimes the artist exists in that space.ò  Platoôs 

idea of banishing artists from society, from the polis, surfaces. However, óexileô and 

óbeggarô describe people in alternate states ð dispossessed or alienated, or morally 

alienated as in the thief. The familiar words now placed in their collective 

correspondence in the ónetworkô of artworks create Hartzenbergôs trademark sense of 

unease, or doubt, prompting and provoking thinking and questioning. 



Untitled #9 (Photo by the author) 

There is another type of writing which occurs in the artworks, and that is dating. While 

dating canvases is commonplace, with dates usually tucked discretely into the bottom 

right near an artistôs signature, in Hartzenbergôs work dates appear large, as though the 

numerals are meant to assume a larger importance or become part of the iconography 

of the painting. Thus, the date writ large also points to a preoccupation of the artist with 

time and, sometimes, revisiting and revising his works.  

A repeated compositional device is the angles of things, such as the depiction of planks 

at a diagonal. These suggest something either makeshift or still in the process of being 

built. This is also suggestive of structures which are faulty.  



Untitled #5 (Photo by the author) 

In Untitled #5, the composition is centrally dominated by a triangle which is divided by a 

hard, dark, central line, making for an uneasy composition. For the viewer this creates 

tension. On the right-hand side of the triangle, a disembodied upside-down head sucks 

up something, or is fed something, through a straw from the apex of the triangle. On the 

left-hand side, an arrow points inwards, towards the triangle. An initial reading of this is 

that the structures are uneasy, and feed the individuals. 

In Untitled #10, the arrangement of shapes is suggestive of large machinery. In this 

work the diagonal is made by a hammer-shaped object coming forward onto a 

Duchampian contraption of a bottle with a straw/sucker going down its middle. The work 

speaks of systems, and of them not making any apparent sense. 

A recurring theme in his work is that of shelter, or the lack of it. This reflects a quiet 

contempt for, and horror at, the broader social structures that cause homelessness, 

dispossession and the disintegration of communities, threatening the social fabric.  One 

of the repeated motifs in his works is that of a dark staircase, or a flight of steps.  



Untitled #3 (Photo by the author) 

In Untitled #3 and Untitled #4, the staircases offer no safe landing or viable destination. 

In Untitled #4, a large void interrupts the steps, making them hazardous. An arrow with 

the word ósaltô points to this void, to an absence or a loss. The staircase in Untitled #3 

also fails to reach a viable destination.  


