
When Pieter Mathews, the principal of 
the award winning firm Mathews and 
Associates Architects and initiator of Cool 
Capital – “the world’s first uncurated, 
DIY, guerrilla biennale” staged in Pretoria 
– returned from the Venice Architecture 
Biennale in 2012, he had in the back of 
his mind the idea to “sculpture bomb” 
Venice during the next Biennale in 2016. 

His initial idea was to take work from a 
handful of sculptors to the Biennale as 
a statement against the over regulation 
by the Biennale Foundation and its 
bureaucracy, and to give the 2016 official 
South African pavilion curator some real 
competition, to show him or her how 
creativity could be democratized. Little 
did Mathews know that shortly before 
the opening of the 15th International 
Architecture Exhibition on 28 May 2016 
in Venice he would be appointed Curator 
of the South African Pavilion by the 
Department of Arts and Culture.

What started out as a joke by 
purposefully inserting maquettes or 
miniature sculptures into the view of 
a photograph (à la photobombing), 
resulted in an uncurated, participatory 
and travelling project, taking art outside 
the elitist white cube of the gallery to the 
streets of various centres and to the cyber 
environment of Instagram and Facebook.

Mulling over his ideas in conversation 
with Pretoria-based sculptor Sybrand 
Wiechers, Wiechers came up with 
“Saadjies” as a title for the project. 
“Saadjies” as in tiny seeds or seedpods – 
or “saadjie as in psyche,” says Wiechers, 
making no bones about his dyslexia. “As a 
first year student I battled to write down 
‘Cupid and Psyche’ correctly. I wrote 
Psyche as ‘Saadjie’.” Which is quite apt, in 
a way, since the soul as innermost kernel 
does manifest in depth psychology.

In line with the Cool Capital 2016 
theme, “Small is big”, the Saadjies 
project was intended to demonstrate 
that “sculpture did not have to be 
monumental to have a powerful impact,” 
as Mathews argues. The inaugural Cool 
Capital in 2014 saw the start of the 
Sculpture Capital project, with the aim of 
leaving a legacy of sculpture works in the 
city of Pretoria. “The aim of this project 
was to promote the city’s sculptural 
heritage during future editions of the 
Cool Capital Biennale,” says Mathews. 
“Pretoria claims the pride of being the 
city with the biggest number of foundries 
in the country – both the oldest and the 
most technologically advanced – and 
is home to a number of the country’s 
foremost sculptors.”

As the 2016 Cool Capital flagship project, 
sculptors were invited to submit either a 
set or series of small sculptures, no bigger 

Entwined by Kay 
Potts, Saint Mark’s 

Square, Venice
Photographer: 
Carla Crafford

than 180 x 180 x 180 mm, to form part 
of Saadjies. The size limitations, the only  
prerequisite given to the participating 
artists, were to facilitate transport.
 
Ranging from small works, such as 
Keneilwe Mokoena’s sensitive patterns 
in pen on a white pebble (Untitled), to 
the bigger Virus, made by Gordon Froud 
from traffic cones, more than 80 works 
formed the initial core of the collection. 
In reaction to the overwhelming response 
to the open invitation, Mathews and 
Associates decided not to limit the 
project to Pretoria-based sculptors, but 
to invite artists from all over the country. 
In total 75 artists participated, including 
established artists such as Guy du Toit, 
Gordon Froud, Angus Taylor, Daniel 
Mosako, Lwandiso Njara, Jan van der 
Merwe and Sybrand Wiechers, alongside 
up-and-coming artists, sculptors, students 
and enthusiasts.

SAADJIES
VKW van saad; kiem; begin; oorsaak; oorsprong

(- die saadjie is geplant etc...)

In the 1990s a rash of pranks played out in 
England and France involving the theft of a 

garden gnome, taking it on a trip and  
photographing it at famous landmarks, with the 
photo’s sent on to the owner. The essence of this 
kind of practical joke, immortalised in the 2001 
French film, Amélie, seems to live on in a pro-

ject initiated by the Pretoria-based architectural 
firm Mathews and Associates Architects as their 
in-house contribution to the second iteration of 

Cool Capital. 

This project, called Saadjies, also referred to as 
#saadjies, draws on three elements prevalent in 
“gnome roaming”: a small piece of sculpture, 

extensive travelling and photographic 
documentation.

Johan Myburg
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Mathews’s initial plan to “sculpture 
bomb” the Arsenale in Venice and 
“to challenge the next Curator” was 
jeopardised to some extent when “fate, 
karma and passion worked in unison and 
the Department announced eight weeks 
prior to the biennale that the Curator I 
thought of challenging would be me,” he 
recalls.

Within a couple of weeks he had to 
assemble an exhibition for the Biennale 
and in the end took three Saadjies with 
him for the vernissage attended by 
dignitaries and the international media.

It was during this week that Wiechers’ 
Brick Psyche, made of brick, steel, 
concrete, copper, tar and glass, 
disappeared from the Pavilion in the 
Arsenale. “All the materials in the brick 
were found locally and, theoretically, if 
you planted this brick, it could grow into 
a city – the perfect Pretoria bomb,” was 
how Wiechers describes his artwork. 

“I was rather flattered that my work 
was stolen during that first week,” 
Wiechers quips afterwards. “I regard this 
as a purposeful international art theft, 
committed not by any passer-by, but by 
a renowned architect.” Mathews took a 
photo of two Carabinieri posing next to 
the empty window sill where Brick Psyche 
used to be displayed.

1. In-side / sight / cite by Leanne 
Olivier at Murano Cemetery, 
Venice
Photographer: Chenette 
Swanepoel

2. Cool Capital Hotspots 
by Liekie Fouché, Venice
Photographer: Carla Crafford

3. Chairs by Guy du Toit. Secret 
installation in the Arsenale, 
Venice
Photographer: Neil Human

From Venice Saadjies were scattered all 
over the world. “I doubt if sculpture 
bombing on this scale had been done 
before,” says Mathews. “We sculpture 
bombed many cities abroad as well as 
locally. Artists and their families joined 
in and volunteered to photograph a 
Saadjie in the most unusual places: 
from Oppikoppi in Northwest to 
Kyoto in Japan, from Beijing in China 
and Amsterdam in the Netherlands to 
Richmond, Potchefstroom and Pretoria in 
South Africa, and of course Venice.” 

In Amsterdam Mathews and videographer 
Neil Human were busy documenting 
Froud’s cone virus, strategically placed 
between the rails of a tramline. As they 
were turning away from the artwork, a 
passer-by responded: “Are you Banksy?” 
Human said no, but indicated that they 
were contemplating leaving the work 
behind. At which the stranger picked 
up the cone virus and kept on walking. 
Instead of prohibiting him from taking 
Froud’s Saadjie, Human filmed the man, 
nonchalantly taking his found objet d’art 
with him.

Like Froud’s work, many of the Saadjies 
found a new life in a foreign country. 
Sunet Ferreira and Renier le Roux’s 
Duwweltjies, bronze incarnations of the 
small spiked seeds of the weed Tribulus 
terrestris, were some of the most travelled 
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Portrait of a plot house by Angus 
Taylor, North West Province

 
Madonna and Child by Daniel Nell, 

Dutch Reformed Church
(Moedergemeente),

Potchefstroom
 

artworks, visiting Berlin, Greece, Venice, 
Amsterdam and Spain. These tiny 
bronzes were strewn on a road where 
they embedded themselves in car tyres or 
the soles of shoes and sandals – minute 
artworks taking on a life of their own.

Many friends of artists taking part in 
the project offered to take Saadjies on 
international travels. Odette Graskie’s 
wooden sculpture, The Grin, attended 
this year’s Oppikoppi near Northam in 
Northwest, but also went to Sylt, the 
island in the North Sea, with artist Nina 
Kruger as part of her residence after 
winning a Barclays L’Atelier merit prize. 
Graskie devoted a blog to The Grin’s 
travels (www.thegrinart.wordpress.com).

Retief le Roux took Liesl Roos’s Beijing 
Stars to a congress in Beijing. These glass 
drops with magnets attached to them 
are still sitting somewhere in China, part 
of the Saadjies distribution that will not 
return to South Africa.

After installing the exhibition in the 
South African Pavilion in Venice, Guy du 
Toit left behind two tiny bronze chairs, 
hidden in the roof structure of a Venetian 
building.

An unplanned by-product of the Saadjies 
project was the subtle manifestation of a 
“gift economy,” or at least a “circulation 
of gifts” co-existing uncomfortably with a 
market economy, in a transaction culture 
where everything is measured in monetary 
terms. “Although some artworks in the 
Saadjie collection are available as editions 
that could be purchased from the artists 
or their respective galleries, in theory the 
collection belongs to everybody – hence 
the exhibition on social media for all to 
enjoy,” remarks Mathews. 

“Creativity is not about money but 
about looking at what you’ve got and 
reimagining it,” the website archinect.com 
quotes Mathews speaking at the Biennale 
in May 2016. “In that sense,” the website 
added, “the work displayed in the South 
Africa Pavilion democratizes creativity.”

With some Saadjies leaving the project, 
as indicated, new ones are constantly 
joining the project – such as a work 
by Thabo Pitso, an artist known for 
repurposing trash. His sculpture Sins of 
Our Fathers is a comment on the effects 
of consumerism and the living and 
working conditions of factory workers 
who are mass-producing objects. “The 
factory worker is crucified for the sins 
and greedy needs of the buyer,” Pitso says 
of his work that did not travel to Venice 
and Amsterdam, but was exhibited at 
the first of a series of more formal and 
curated exhibitions at the Van Wouw 
Museum in Pretoria in September 2016. 
Curator at the Anton van Wouw  
Museum, Daniel Mosako, officially 
opened this exhibition, curated by Jana 
Kruger and generously sponsored by the 
art auctioneers Strauss & Co. 

The following month the collection was 
exhibited at the Aardklop Arts Festival 
in Potchefstroom. In collaboration 
with the MTN Foundation, one of the 
sponsors of the visual arts programme at 
Aardklop 2016, an audience that would 
have had little chance of visiting a gallery 
could see the exhibition. Learners from 
all over Potchefstroom were taken on 
guided tours of the Aardklop exhibitions, 
including Saadjies. For these art safaris for 
children at Aardklop, MTN received the 
Aardvark Innovation Award.

When Saadjies was shown in Richmond 
in the Karoo later in 2016, the Modern 
Art Projects South Africa (MAPSA) 
Gallery was filled with youngsters who 
may never have been in touch – so to 
speak – with small artworks, recalls Carla 
Crafford, official photographer of the 
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In keeping with the 
original intention of 

creativity as a democratic 
endeavour and the 

participatory nature of 
this project, Saadjies 

started to extend beyond 
expresions traditionally 

considered as sculptural 
mediums.

1. Hoeveel letters om ‘n huis 
te bou? by Trevor Snyders, 
Richmond. Photographer: Harrie 
Siertsema

2. Mongoose by Brian Ncube, 
Richmond. Photographer: Carla 
Crafford

3. Saadjies banner outside the 
exhibition, Richmond. Photogra-
pher:Pieter Mathews

4. Mini Brick Sample
Photographer: Abre Crafford

Saadjies project. “The care with which 
the children approached the work and 
their amusement at recognizing familiar 
objects, and learning about less familiar 
ones, will stay with me for a long time.” 
This exhibition coincided with the 
Richmond Book Festival and the annual 
draadkar (wire car) race. 

MAPSA proactively serves and acts as a 
catalyst in creating an increased awareness 
of art in the public and commercial 
spheres, as well as facilitating the 
advancement of art research, art practice 
and culture in South Africa. While 
MAPSA has assisted a diverse group of 
South African artists, showcasing their 
work locally and internationally, it keeps 
on forming networks and facilitating 
breakthroughs on both a grass-roots level 
and on major platforms. 

On a small scale MAPSA has been 
creating opportunities for the Richmond 
locals. “Vrek, Werk of Trek” is a brick-
making incentive that was initiated by 
Gabriel Snyders many years ago. His 
son Trevor Snyders has taken over the 
business since, keeping alive an old-world 
method of making the bricks, using 
manual labour and a donkey to mix the 
clay and sand. Snyders, in collaboration 
with MAPSA, produces “alphabet bricks” 
with the idea that artists can create 
“concrete” poetry. The “seed” was indeed 
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1. Tortoise by Dorah Hlong-
wani (Mapula Embroidery 
Project), Winterveldt
Photographer: Neil Human

2. Elsie Maluleke explains the 
thinking behind her artwork 
for Saadjies
Photographer: Neil Human

3. The Mapula Embroidery 
Project’s Saadjies
Photographer: Neil Human

4. Embroidery by ladies of 
the Mapula Embroidery 
project depicts issues that 
have shaped the lives of their 
makers
Photographer: Neil Human
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Flower by Dorah Hlongwani 
(Mapula Embroidery Project), Winterveldt

 Photographer: Neil Human

“Dazzling in colour and inventive 
in design, the embroideries made 

by the women of the Mapula 
Embroidery Project engage 
compellingly with social and 

political issues that have shaped the 
lives of their makers. Over the years 

Mapula have become highly 
collectible, won numerous awards 
and have been exhibited in Greece, 

Germany and England.”

planted! Snyders contributed an “A” brick 
to the Saadjies project – the first in a 
series of alphabet bricks. 

In keeping with the original intention of 
creativity as a democratic endeavour and 
the participatory nature of the project,  
Saadjies began to extend beyond 
expressions traditionally considered as 
sculptural mediums.

In Winterveldt, to the north of Pretoria, a 
group of women had been embroidering 
on fabric since the early 1990s. Dazzling 
in colour and inventive in design, the 
embroideries made by the women of 
the Mapula Embroidery Project engage 
compellingly with social and political 
issues that have shaped the lives of 
their makers. Over the years works by 
Mapula have become highly collectible, 
have won numerous awards and have 
been exhibited in Greece, Germany and 
England. In addition to the high levels 
of technical and visual artistry, Mapula 
generates an income for economically 
disadvantaged women of Winterveldt.

When Janetje van der Merwe, involved 
in Mapula since the mid-1990s and 
currently serving as Mapula project 
manager, became aware of Saadjies, she 
saw this as an opportunity for marketing 
and creating awareness of Mapula.

“Community projects are not as well 
supported and funded as in the 1990s,” 
says Van der Merwe. “A lot more could 
be done to promote projects such as this 
one in Winterveldt. We argued that the 
visibility we could gain from being part of 
Saadjies would benefit us most.”

Despite their enthusiasm to create work 
for Saadjies, the Mapula women had to 
overcome the obstacle that they had  
never worked in 3D format. Their forte 
had always been wall hangings with topics 
that speak of public histories as well their 
own personal experiences.

“They were a bit taken aback initially,” 
says Jana Kruger, Saadjies project co-
ordinator, of this transition. “It was 
Dorah Hlongwani, a member of Mapula, 
who convinced her fellow embroiderers 
that they could turn working on a flat 
surface into Saadjies. They were given the 
size format and together Hlongwani, Elsie 
Maluleke, Selina Makwana, Rossinah 
Maepa and Jossinah Ntshuntsha created 
17 Saadjies, reflecting their personal 
experiences: for Maepa her house, for 
Makwana her garden and for Maluleke 
none other than Madiba.”

Hlongwani used the shell of a 
black monkey orange (Strychnos 
madagascariensis) as the carapace for the 
small tortoise she made. “She compared 
herself to the little tortoise,” Kruger 
remembers. “Dorah said: ‘I am like this 
tortoise: although life is difficult and 
although I don’t always know how to 
tackle challenges – like this project – one 
has to push forward.’” 

The enthusiasm displayed by Dorah 
Hlongwani and others soon became  
indicative of the Saadjies project and 
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1 & 2. As the official photographer for the 
Saadjies project, Carla Crafford travelled 
to Venice and Amsterdam with luggage 

filled with Saadjies, scouting ideal locations 
to shoot images of the sculptures. A new 

dimension in the work, a new collaboration 
between artwork and photographer, came 

into being.

contributed to its open-ended nature – to 
the notion of a project constantly in a 
state of flux. The willingness of more and 
more artists to participate leads to new 
artworks entering the project, resulting 
in different (curated) manifestations at 
different venues where Saadjies are being 
exhibited. Mathews’ idea of an uncurated, 
participatory and travelling project, 
taking art outside the elitist white cube 
of the art gallery, finds reflection in the 
myriad of photographs taken since the 
inception of the project.

“When a photographer’s lens targets 
your work you are captured with the 
work, and you join as a part of a parallel, 
peripheral project, an overlap, a collective, 
a collaboration,” says Guy du Toit of the 
photographic aspect of the project. “Your 
work (as does the photographer’s) exists 
in two spaces, now with two authors 
sharing, commenting and collaborating. 
Any photographic rendering of an 
artwork becomes another artwork in its 
own right.” Moreover, the photographed 
artwork establishes a connection of its 
own with the viewer, within a specific 
context and with a sense of immediacy, 
since the photographer rearranges, re-
contextualises and envisions the work 
before commandeering it. “It’s like 
sharing and showing and showing and 
sharing,” says Du Toit, “always learning 
about looking and seeing.”

As the official photographer for 
the Saadjies project, Carla Crafford 
travelled to Venice and Amsterdam with 
luggage filled with Saadjies, scouting 
ideal locations to shoot images of the 
sculptures. A new dimension in the work, 
a new collaboration between artwork and 
photographer, came into being. Rendered 
in photographs, Saadjies immediately 
embraced social media as the new wind 
of dissemination. Apart from formal 
photographs published in print media, 
#saadjies found a way to platforms such 
as Instagram and Facebook. Images 
taken by commissioned photographers, 
artists, friends and the public brought 
the artworks into the public domain 
and created greater awareness amongst a 
public that might not necessarily be 
art-conscious. Soon afterwards, the 

Saadjies photographed “on location” in 
Venice started to appear on Instagram 
and Facebook.

Du Toit’s Psyche, a bronze of a seated hare, 
was photographed on the Ponte degli 
Scalzi, and Lwandiso Njara’s cast concrete 
Totem is seen in a niche as if cradled by 
a Virgin Mary, already dealing with one 
infant. In a close-up Du Toit’s hare, “a 
lively, witty, fast-talking, and likely-to-do-
the-unexpected animal [that] has come 
to stand as surrogate for human existence 
and our relation to the natural and social 
world,” took on the proportions of a 
surrogate public sculpture, contemplating 
in its monumentality the hurly-burly of 
Venetian canal life.

On a more intimate level Njara’s Totem, 
photographed with a Madonna and Child 
relief outside one of the churches on the 
Venice Lido, speaks of his boyhood years 
in rural Transkei and his schooling by 
Roman Catholic nuns. “At the same time 
I lived in a cultural world of ancestral 
ritual slaughter where blood is spilt in 
honour of my ancestors,” he says of two 
worlds, “both necessary for survival in 
society.” With all the churches Venice 
has on offer Crafford opted for a niche 
outside a church, for two reasons: “The 
better light outside and I wanted to draw 
a wider audience outside the church.”

Photographing artworks outdoors proved 
to draw onlookers – people would stop 
and take pictures of the photo shoot,  
creating “events” around the artworks. “
People thinking ‘if someone thought of 
taking pictures of an artwork, it must be 
important,’ that kind of approach,” says 
Crafford. “That we encountered often.”
This spontaneous connection with the 
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Instagram screenshots

sculptures that resulted in onlookers 
taking photos supports Instagram’s 
claim of  “a new way to see the world”. 
Instagram is an application designed 
exclusively for smartphones (and more 
recently, tablets) that enables mobile 
photo capture, editing and sharing. It was 
launched in 2010, bought by Facebook 
in 2012, and currently claims on its 
website more than 500 million active 
users who upload, on average, 95 million 
photographs a day.

Among other reasons it must be the 
beguiling format (180 x 180 x 180 mm), 
the photogenic quality of the artworks, 
and the sensitive placement within a 
specific context (architecturally as well 
as socially) – or a combination of these 
factors – that contribute to ‘grammable 
art’.

As executive producers, Mathews and 
Associates have commissioned writer, 
director and filmmaker Neil Human to 
make a comprehensive documentary of 
the Saadjies project. The film, scheduled 
for release at the end of 2017, will 
include some of the extensive footage 
Human has shot as official videographer 
for the project since its inception, as 

well as material obtained from various 
sources at different stages of the project. 
According to Mathews the film, Saadjies, 
“will serve as an overview of the project 
and simultaneously extend the reach of 
Saadjies to people who have not seen the 
physical artworks,” and will possibly open 
doors for the project in countries such as 
Belgium and the Netherlands – “Flemish 
and Dutch speaking countries where the 
Afrikaans concept ‘saadjie’ would be easily 
grasped”.

In retrospect the Saadjies project offered 
viewers different ways of looking at art, 
and in a range of incarnations: from the 
collected and curated to the dispersed; 
from the filmed and photographed to 
the shared on social media; from static 
work shown in a traditional gallery 
space to work traversing the world as a 
form of public art. Moreover, viewers 
from different backgrounds responded 
favourably to the project: from occasional 
interest to organised visits to Saadjie 
exhibitions; and from support by the 
Department of Arts and Culture’s Mzansi 
Golden Economy Strategy, to a Business 
and Arts South Africa (BASA) grant, and 
galleries accommodating exhibition runs 
on short notice.

 At the time of going to press, a Saadjies  
exhibition was underway at the 
Stellenbosch University (SU) Botanical 
Gardens’ greenhouses – yet another 
opportunity for amateur as well as 
professional photographers to engage 
with these small-scale artworks. To 
follow on these exhibitions Mathews is 
currently negotiating with galleries and 
arts foundations abroad to have Saadjies 
shown to an even wider audience. 

“Although the Saadjies project is intended 
for the artworks to disperse and spread 
like seeds,” says Mathews, “I have the 
dream that an edition of Saadjies should 
return to Pretoria to find a home in 
the new Javett: UP Arts Centre on the 
campus of the University of Pretoria 
(UP), a building designed by Mathews 
and Associates Architects. This “home” 
would be something of a temporary 
home, more library than final resting 
place – since Saadjies are designed to 
roam the world, to inspire, to enrich and 
to sprout new shoots of creativity. •

*Johan Myburg is an arts writer living in 
Johannesburg.
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