A LIFE IN ART
At 60, Durban artist Andrew Verster has the energy of a man

half his age. With his retrospective now on at Johannesburg's

Standard Bank Gallery, he spoke to Suzy Bell

Suzie Bell: Should we talk about your retrospective?

Andrew Verster; Do we have to?

SB: Just a bit.

AV: Okay. But it's a real shatterer of illusions. Everybody thinks they might hopefully be a butterfly, but then you look at yourself and you're this kind of dreary brown moth and you think, hell, I'm 60, and this is all I've done! Time is running out. My father is 90. I have a good 30 years. But when time is running out, there is no time to redeem it. You're confronted with all this tentative work, and you think, mmm?

SB: Do you think you could have been more courageous?

AV; You can never change things, but when you look back, you look back with regret and say, why didn't I do these things?

SB: How do you feel about the view that your work is purely decorative?

AV; I love it. I don't think decorative is a bad thing. It's hardly for me to defend my work. It's certainly not the knitted brow and banging my head on the table. If anything, my work is about the optimism and curiosity of being alive. If that isn't what life is about, why don't we take cyanide pills at three years old? I'm not interested in escapism. I'm interested in what makes me different from you, and what makes everyone unique. That, I think, you only find out by making things - making rugs or cakes or doing a trapeze act.

SB: What contemporary art inspires you?

AV: Pierre & Gilles.

SB; Why Pierre & Gilles?

AV: They're the most innovative and wonderful French artists of today. Pierre is a photographer and Gilles is a painter. They set up elaborate photographic shoots, highly decorative and over the top, like a cinema poster. They then repaint the photograph to make it more perfect than reality could ever be. They take

things like the Catholic saints, and they've discovered - as if everyone didn't know – that they're loaded with sex. Look at this Jesus [he finds a saucy image of Jesus in the catalogue]. I mean, you could worship that!

Their work is the most beautiful I've ever seen in all my life. It's outrageous, it's witty, it's light - absolutely exquisite. But of course after seeing these works I went into a deep depression. What can I do? Everything has been done. I thought life was over. Sad. The only thing I could do was to be in the presence of Pierre &

Gilles and feel their energy to be restored. I went to London, and when I arrived, I asked my friend: "Find out where Pierre & Gilles hang out." Word came back they were exhibiting in Glasgow the next weekend at The Museum of Modem Art.

I then wrote them this three-page letter in French; it was like a schoolgirl fantasy saying why I love you. After viewing their exhibition, I bumped into them in this coffee shop. They were wonderful, charming. We spent the rest of the afternoon with them. I'm still living in post-Pierre & Gilles tristesse. I haven't resolved what I'm going to do with the rest of my life. One thing is clear - art is worth doing. It's

given me hope that there is life after the retrospective.

SB: Yes, you're going to India, exhibiting at the Museum of Modern Art's Triennial in New Delhi.

AV; And to visit Varanasi. Me and the 100 ghats. The burning ghats, the bathing ghats, the electric crematorium, the Golden Temple, the Hotel de Paris, chocolate cake at the restaurant El Parador, and the government bread

shop.

SB; So why have you stayed in Durban?

AV: There is such a personal network here. Whatever I want to do I've got  someone to phone. It takes just two phone calls, and a 10-minute drive. That makes it a good place to work in. I keep seeing things in Durban that I

love. They go into my head, sit around waiting to be used.

SB: What major issues do you think contemporary artists are trying to grapple with?

AV: There is so much art today that doesn't deal with any issues. I've just been to London and seen an exhibition of young contemporary British painting at the Royal Academy, which has created an enormous furore. They are big works about tiny ideas. They are so egotistical, so self-centred, so self-important.

SB: What about South Africa's contemporary artists?

AV; They are incredibly mature and professional. Look at the Natal Society of Arts Gallery now - Janet Solomon and Rene Templehoff. Their work is stunning. You can really see that the climate has changed a hell of a lot.

Andrew Verster's retrospective of work from 1957 to 1997, Mapping Terra Incognita, is on at the Standard Bank Gallery in Johannesburg until December 8
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