Verster creates a universe in paper and ink

The artist takes millennia of symbolism and makes them his own, writes Peter Machen
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For his latest exhibition, Andrew Verster was encouraged by Storm Janse van Rensburg, the curator of the KZNSA, to work predominantly with ink on paper. 

The result, History, consists of an extraordinary set of drawings, each densely packed with objects, ideas and meaning, a random catalogue from the end of time filled with infinite worlds. This is the painstaking pen of a master reconfiguring reality away from the western eye. 

Verster used 300 pens. That's a lot of ink and fingers to do the walking. With the afternoon light streaming into his super-yellow kitchen, I spoke to him about making these works. Talking to Andrew is a little like taking a brisk but leisurely stroll through a garden maze. You can just see him walking through walls that he doesn't even know are there. 

A devotee of the transcendent, for Verster the world is his for the taking. With History, he takes millennia of cultural and religious symbolism and makes them his own - and hence ours. 

And the remarkable thing is that although so many icons and symbols are used, and are all drawn in the style of their original context, every line, every object, every flourish could not have been drawn by anyone else. 

It's amazing that you've produced all that work just this year - and a thousand other things, I'm sure. 

“You know, there was a relationship between the size of the nib and the size of the paper that was very challenging. It was like saying you've got to go from here across the Sahara and get to the Mediterranean on foot. 

“And if you don't go fast enough you're going to die. I had the vaguest map in my head of where I was going, just the very vaguest. I'd start somewhere and I'd plot this little oasis of marks, of black. 
“And then there'd be this huge nothing of white. And it's frightening. Then I'd plot another little oasis here and then I'd have to find a path between the two - which would be another object, another idea, a pattern, or ... just changing the shape of the white so that it became a thing in its own right.”
You didn't start with compositions; you ended with compositions?”

“I ended with them, yes. You become like a snail, leaving a trail behind you, defining the thing. And once you start and you know that you've got to finish, it becomes a real obsession. Because it looks horrible when it's not done, and you just want to go on and on and on and you can't hurry because it's little footsteps that are needed. And they're too small to run. “
