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RESEARCH OUTLINE: 

FOR QUALIFICATION:  D.PHIL – DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY IN ART (PRACTICE-LED), PROSPECTIVE STUDENT:  

MARIEKE KRUGER 

CARCERAL SPACES 

Anticipating the sublime… 

In my proposed research I would seek to respond to the central research question of whether the 

experience of the emphatic sublime (functioning through the experience of awe) in drawing and 

its particular relationship to space could affect the transformation of the self and the other.  In 

seeking to respond to this research question, I aim to investigate whether a carceral space could 

pre-empt the sublime and secondly, whether traces of drawing could potentially mediate 

transformation.  Both of these aims could be regarded as “audacious” and so I would suggest that 

it is most worthwhile to consider the significance of these two ideas.  This study’s problem 

would be how to measure this and to determine which processes would best facilitate such aims. 

It would seem that my large scale, charcoal portrait drawings of the prisoners would now 

propose to develop themselves in a new way in their particular relationship to space – a carceral 

prison space, explored on a physical, psychological and spiritual level as a specific place, human 

condition and state of being and becoming.  I thus would seek to unite my portrait drawings 

(their specific development and origins stemming from my most recent Masters Degree solo 

exhibition entitled “REFLECTING SELF”) with my initial Romantic attraction towards 

architectural ruins and the metaphoric wasteland as a symbolic space of being and becoming. I 

also intend to explore and develop my new-found interest in the sublime as it functions through 

drawing and the latter’s specific relationship to space – specifically focusing on the emphatic 

sublime and its’ connection to the experience of awe in large scale portrait drawings.  I would 

argue that the notion of the “Emphatic Sublime” in my proposed study and work could possibly 

be defined as an experience of sublime presence, a space of mutual silent, empathy and 

compassion, which exists in a reciprocal relationship between the self (drafter) and the other 

(prisoners).  The exploration of the transformative potential of drawing as conduit of the sublime 

would also be in relationship to prisoners being the subjects of my portrait drawings.   

Since the completion of my Masters Degree studies, I have become involved in the teaching of 

drawing and printing rehabilitation workshops with a group of inmates at Drakenstein 

Correctional Services (DCS) in Paarl.  During the last 4 years I have been experimenting with 

the notion of the sublime in my own drawings with a specific interest in the transformative 

potential of the sublime in my specific reciprocal relationship with the prisoners – them 

functioning as my muse and soundboard, and myself, functioning as their drawing and 

printmaking teacher towards establishing their potential rehabilitation and transformation.  As I 

continued my classes at DCS, my relationship with each of these prisoners grew, through our 
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particular interaction and my interest started shifting more towards exploring the power and 

transformative influence of the sublime - in my life as well as their lives.  In my anticipated PhD 

research, I want to document our experiences as a product of processes.  The “dialogues” 

between myself and prisoners becomes central to the proposed project which attempts to grasp 

the marks and tones as mediators of lives beyond our everyday understanding of humanity:  I am 

their other and they are my other.  Through my drawings and their particular relationship to 

space, it is in the relationship of compassion with the carceral condition that I propose to dwell 

on the melancholy of the unattainable.  I question whether our internal ‘space of being’ might not 

necessarily be the awe that we have for an external “space of being”.  I therefore, seek parallels 

between the experience of the emphatic sublime through drawing, and the experience of awe as it 

relates to space both as proximity and tensional distance.  In my proposed body of work the 

emphatic sublime, will relate to notions of “presence” and “absence”, which will be encountered 

in the most “unexpected” or ”unlikely” of places through my drawings as installation pieces and 

their specific connection to space (relating to an “inner” and “outer” space of “being” and 

“becoming”).  In my work I would seek to anticipate a sense of sublime “presence” in a physical 

space of “absence”, which also, in turn relates to “loneliness”, “solitude” and even 

“abandonment”. (Burke: 1990; Kant:  1981)  I propose that in order to anticipate an experience 

of the emphatic sublime, I will search for the symbolic arena of “sameness” which lies in the 

acknowledgement of our basic universal “human condition”.   

“I see you” and “You see me”  

suggests a specific space of recognition, acknowledgement, and sense of “regarding” of the 

other, which transcends differences (social, gender, religious differences etc.).  The critic Terry 

Eagleton (1990:  54) has argued that the sublime is on the side of individuation, rivalry and 

enterprise.  Contrary to Eagleton, Cézanne, according to Shaw (in his article on Modernism and 

the Sublime), accomplishes a realization of the otherness of nature and a vision of the sublime 

freed from the fiction of self-realization.  Jamin Carson (2006:  79 - 93) states in her book “The 

sublime and education” that the “sublime can enhance the conceptual understanding of all 

subjects while fostering the aesthetic sensibility of the student.”  Through my anticipated PhD 

study, I would propose to cultivate a sense of sustained “self-worth”, “reformation of new 

individual identities” and a “sense of ambition” amongst prison inmates through an appreciation 

of the sublime in particular.  So that man does not completely become degenerate, Boulton 

(1958:  50) claims that in order that man does not become completely degenerate, “God has 

planted in a man a sense of ambition and a satisfaction arising from the contemplation of his 

excelling his fellows in something deemed valuable amongst them.” I would dare to propose that 

there is a need for identity formation and/or reformation originating from the potential towards 

the need for individuation (according to Jungian theory) as well as an establishment of a sense of 

“being” and subsequent “becoming” in myself as well as the prisoners with whom I work.  In the 

opening address of my solo exhibition at Oliewenhuis Museum, Gwenneth Miller (2017) 
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referred to the need for identity affirmation and subsequent restoration residing in the 

acknowledgement of another:   

“To stand in front of someone and say: “I see you”, is an act of humanity and dignity.  There is something 

to be said about being “regarded”.  We view the art work with reverence, but we also spend time with the 

person portrayed, a special time to “regard” the presence of another life.” 

A prison (or a carceral “space of being”) is generally considered, as a place of suffering – devoid 

of all hope or possible vision, of all sense of reverence and divine presence.  Anticipating or 

seeking to invite sublime presence in these “spaces of being” through drawing, thus becomes a 

pivotal need towards hopeful spiritual and psychological health. 

This study will be a qualitative study in which enquiry focuses on meaning in context.  My work 

can be contextualized or allocated with earlier concepts of the sublime – specifically related to 

18
th

 century philosophers such as Edmund Burke (1990) and Immanuel Kant (1981) and Burke 

who claimed that the sublime is “an emotion of awe that is evoked in the viewer/spectator for 

that which is beyond comprehension”.  I propose that my work and the area of my anticipated 

PhD investigation continue and reviews possibilities of Burke’s (1956:  141 - 156) sublime 

particularly in their huge format, darkness and the awareness that these figures are in prisons, 

submitted to the experiences of deprivation, solitude and fear.  

The Practice-Led PhD study proposes practice to lead, which in essence, possesses an 

unpredictable life of its own and the theory to follow.  I intend for both components of theory 

and practice to function in a unique relationship of elucidating, contextualizing and enriching one 

another.  In regards to the specific source material, I would be consulting a wide range of 

theorists, with the intention of mostly focusing on more contemporary theorists such as Phillip 

Shaw (2017), Jean-Francois Lyotard (1994), Paul Crowther (1989), Slavoj Zizek (1989), 

amongst many others.  I also intend to interview and reflect upon the work of artists pertinent to 

my field of research, such as Clive and den Berg, Henk Serfontein, Mikhail Subotsky, Johann 

Louw, Paul Emmanuel, Alessandro Papetti and Anselm Kiefer.  Furthermore, I intend to collect 

theoretical and practical data through my drawing process and/or projections/ installation work 

exhibited in a specific abandoned prison building.  I will use and reflect upon new case study 

material, artwork and interviews from the group of prisoners with whom I will work.  In the case 

of the latter, I would seek to apply for the necessary ethical clearances from the University/s as 

well as the Prison/s involved in order to make effective use of such reference material towards 

my proposed research.  I would also seek to visit and collect historical data from specific 

abandoned prison sites locally and possibly also abroad.  In doing so, I would attempt to draw 

historical, social, psychological and spiritual parallels between different prison spaces and the 

experiences of the prisoners who are the subjects of my portrait drawings.  I would also intend to 

allocate and find a suitable abandoned prison building or space in which to exhibit.  I have 

therefore, become interested in the re-contextualization of my drawings as interventions in the 

actual architectural space. By proposing to exhibit my work I this way, I would propose to invite 
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a visual dialogue between the actual prison space and the drawings themselves, towards invoking 

a sense of sublime presence.   For further referral of my practical work embodied in my recent 

solo exhibitions entitled “Hidden” (Everard Read Gallery, Franschhhoek, 2018), “Carceral 

Spaces – Anticipating the Sublime…” (Reservoir Gallery, Oliewenhuis Museum,  Bloemfontein, 

2017) and “Reflecting Self” – An exploration of drawing as reciprocity between self, drawing 

and life-world with specific reference to the work of Diane Victor” (Masters Degree in Visual 

Arts, U.S., 2014, Equus Gallery, Cavalli Estate, Stellenbosch), (Website:  

http://mariekekruger.com).  During my Masters Degree studies, I developed a unique style of 

charcoal drawing through the use of charcoal powder and paintbrushes.  In my proposed study, I 

am hoping and intending on pushing my technique to “the next level”, through seeking to re-

contextualize my drawings in relation to the specific building. 

Finally, this proposed PhD study would aim to model a particular expression of the emphatic 

sublime and its relationship to an experience of awe through drawing towards effecting the 

possible transformation of the self (drafter) and the other (The “other” referring to the specific 

prisoners with whom I aim to work).  I hope to develop a model of engagement with prisoners 

through graphic art/drawing that potentially transform any place or state of seeming 

alones/suffering/abandonment or solitary confinement to transcend a mere physical “space of 

being”.   
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