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WILLEM BOSHOFF AND THE BOOK 
 
The relation of language to painting is an infinite relation. It is not that words are 
imperfect or that, when confronted by the visible, they prove insuperably 
inadequate. Neither can be reduced to the otherôs terms: it is in vain that we say 
what we see; what we see never resides in what we say. And it is in vain that we 
attempt to show, by the use of images, metaphors, or similes, what we are saying; 
the space where they achieve their splendor is not that deployed by our eyes but 
that defined by the sequential elements of syntax. And the proper name, in this 
context, is merely an artifice: it gives us a finger to point with, in other words, to 
pass surreptitiously from the space where one speaks to the space where one 
looks; in other words, to fold one over the other as if they were equivalents. 

                                                                              
Michel Foucault 1970:9 

 

I write this chapter in response to Willem Boshoffôs assertion that everything he 
makes is a book.1 In 1984, as an undergraduate, I asked Boshoff to comment on 
what I perceived to be a certain óbookishessô (my rather vague and apologetic term 
indicating that I was not sure of what I was looking at) inherent in his 370 Day Project 
(from 1982). I was surprised to hear him respond not in terms of the workôs 
óbookishnessô but in terms of how the work operated as a book. A decade later I find 
myself still responding to Boshoffôs assertion, but here, I am writing in response to 
what I perceive as his pantextuality.  
 
In this chapter I examine selected pages from Kykafrikaans (1980) in order to 
conclude the analysis begun in previous chapters. In doing this I hope to show that 
the influence of both Wurm and Brinkôs Orgie (1965) helped form a body of work 
which has resulted in unique sculptural books. I then look at Boshoffôs 370 Day 
Project as an example of one of these books. I argue that its qualities as an Artistôs 
Book reside in its pantextuality (the term I have used to define a synthesis, unity and 
breaking down of semiotic difference between image and text). 
 
Reading these works highlights, for me, his acknowledgement of the tensions 
between the prevailing formalism of the 1970s and the insurgence of the conceptual 
and elements of process which emerged in that decade. His work willingly reveals the 
formal and material processes through which it moves ï the hammering keys of the 
typewriter or the reductive marks of the chisel. At the same time, however, Boshoff 
purposefully attempts to cut the viewer off from his meanings. His typewriter and 
chisel become instruments of both revelation (through the formal constructs) and 
obfuscation (by allowing the viewer no key to the myriad of graphic symbols).  
 
These works ultimately require the viewer to read his texts as images (a convention 
of Concrete and Visual Poetry)2 as, in converting the sign (of lettering) into an image, 
Boshoff allows one to make little or no headway into deciphering textual meaning.  

                                                           
1
 Boshoff has made this point to me in many private conversations stretching back to my first formal interview with 

him in 1984. In a lecture given to the Art Educators Association at the Johannesburg Art Gallery in 1996 he 
repeated this belief in reference to his Blind Alphabet series. 
2
 Boshoff was considered a maverick and his work ódifficultô largely shunned by local galleries (with the exception 

of the Johannesburg Art Gallery where he was Guest Artist in September 1981) and collectors, leading to his self-
conscious refusal to exhibit work (From an interview with the artist. July 1997). Only in the mid 1990s with 
international cultural isolation and boycotts lifting did Boshoff begin to receive local and international attention. The 
Sachner Foundation for Concrete and Visual Poetry, for example, only became aware of and purchased the 
original works for Kykafrikaans in 1996. 
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An example of this is Boshoffôs forging of Kykafrikaans into a work of visual poetry of 
extreme importance. This work, I argue, not only influenced his future work, but also 
began to resolve the tensions between the physicality of his works and the 
supremacy of the idea. Boshoffôs intention seems to have been the construction of a 
text-based visuality, operating as a continual interplay between looking and reading. 
 
The origins of Kykafrikaans are, according to Boshoff,3 varied. Boshoff remembers a 
tradition which he calls óschool boy crib notesô in which vast quantities of information 
were written in minute letters and secreted under desks and the soles of his shoes 
during examinations. Further points of departure included the practice of writing notes 
in tiny spaces in his Bible which would influence PS 42. (p.12)  
   

 
 
 
and, more profoundly, his massive typed justification for not attending Church Parade 
in the South African Defense Force, titled Genesis (c.1977). 

                                                           
3
 From an interview with the artist. (Boshoff, W., Johannesburg: July 1997.) 
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Yet there are also immediate formal and optical links between du Plessisô 
Kwadrantiese Aleatoriek (in: Wurm 9, July 1968 and discussed in the previous 
chapter) and many of Willem Boshoffôs visual poems published in Kykafrikaans.4  
 
The formal structure of the elements of language (letters, sentences etc.) as units for 
the creation of meaning forge similarities between Kwadrantiese Aleatoriek and 
Kykafrikaans.  
 
 

 
 

 
I will now attempt to unpack some of Boshoffôs sources and will isolate three which I 
consider important. 
 
Firstly, André Brink's Orgie (1965). 
 
In this book Brink exploits the page both spatially and temporally. Reading the pages 
becomes a haphazard and confusing activity with linear processing of text interrupted 
by blank and black pages and other intrusions into the literary structural conventions 
of the page.5  
 

                                                           
4
 For example: Pro Patria (p.1), Vlegskrif (p.2), Persbeheer (p.24), Vol Vierkante (p.26), Teken van Gesag (p.43), 

Rorschach Klattoets (p.60), Strepe (p.84) and 'n Huis in die Hemel (p.86).  
5
 For an analysis of the literary structural conventions of the page, see the next chapter. 
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Brinkôs manipulation of the page as a spatial site encouraged Boshoff to explore 
similar spatial concerns i.e., when the structure of syntax is broken, the page begins 
to operate as a visual rather than purely textual field to be read.6 
 
 

 
 
 
Brinkôs falling lines on page 79 of Orgie make a fruitful comparison with Boshoffôs 
scattered words in Peetprent (p.93).  

                                                           
6
 This can be seen when examining works such as Geagte Heer (p.42) and 'n Oorgeskryfte Verhaal van Elegante 

Mistiek (p.50-53). These works resemble a simultaneous and superimposed script for three or more actors with 
the narrative elements blending to such an extent that it becomes impossible to separate the lines logically. They 
thus operate as multi-layered speech, happening and heard at the same time, a sign for sound. See, for 
comparison, references to the sound quality of text in Blake and Mallarmé and the spatial elements of the page in 
Walter Saunderôs Guavajuice Ballad of Pretoria and Phil du Plessisô Apocalypsis 'n Teks vir Verhoog. 
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In both, the convention of linear syntax and grammar are replaced with graphic 
representations of textual disruption. Brinkôs page is viewed as a disturbance in the 
structural and temporal whole of the book. Reading the words and attempting to fit 
them into the narrative on either side of this disruption becomes a perplexing 
exercise. The reader observes the literal collapse of the narrative structure as a 
graphic representation rather than reading it as the words unfold. Reflexive and 
graphic elements such as these make Orgie extremely important to the way in which 
we are able to approach (if not process) Boshoffôs work. 
 
Boshoff employs such optical qualities throughout Kykafrikaans. In Peetprent 
Boshoffôs falling text constructs a visual link between two sets of ideas, two 
conceptual units as implied by the ósub titleô Dubbeldink (thinking double). 
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The second source, the typographic manipulation of a block of text in order to 
heighten the textôs opticality,7 seems the very basis of Kykafrikaans. This opticality is 
constructed via the carefully manipulated relationship between black type and the 
white space of a page. Boshoff sought out examples of Op(tical) Art as suggestions 
for the opticality of his work.8 In Kykafrikaans, optical relationships between typed 
and untyped elements construct the content of the work regardless of the fact that the 
optical units (letters and words) are, in places, unreadable.  
 
An example of this pantextuality is provided by Curil Barrett (1970) in his seminal 
study of Op Art. He describes Gotthard Müller's serigraph SD 65 (1962)  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

as giving the �³�L�P�S�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �G�R�Z�Q�Z�D�U�G�� �P�R�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�� �O�L�N�H�� �W�K�D�W�� �R�I�� �J�H�Q�W�O�\�� �I�D�O�O�L�Q�J�� �U�D�L�Q�´ 
(1970:47).  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
7
 The term opticality is in no way neutral. Leora Farber (1992:2) equates the term opticality with modernist 

qualities of unity, autonomy, closure, singularity and completeness. There seems an inherent contradiction here. 
Although Boshoffôs work was produced under conditions which, in Farberôs terms, were modernist and male 
dominated, Boshoffôs work in no way valorises the qualities listed above as optical. In fact Boshoff moves to the 
other extreme expressing qualities of open-endedness, indecision, incongruence, incompleteness and 
obfuscation. For the purposes of my project I will use the term opticality to express these qualities in Boshoffôs 
work. 
8
 Boshoff was aware of Morelletôs work which predates some of the more overtly optical work in Kykafrikaans. 

Examples in Kykafrikaans include Verskrif (p.2), Gekrap (p.20), Skakerings (p.46), Tekstiel (p.80) and Verskanste 
Openbaring (p.82-83). 


