
‘And what was supposed to come about, has not.’

BENJAMIN STANWIX
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Over the past year, I’ve thought more and more about the relationship between trans-

lation, history, and the activity of making images. Any process of translation reveals the 

inevitable failure of attempts to accurately reconstruct a foreign text or idea, but also 

the potential productivity of this failure – the mistranslation. This tension is replicated 

in the work of creating images, where there is often a great distance between the image 

intended, the image made, and the image apprehended by the viewer. Related to this is 

the way in which a story travels through time, how it fragments, expands and distorts, 

while continually being pieced back together in hindsight. Here again is the activity 

taking place in the studio – piecing together fragments and relying on the retrospective 

glance that assigns significance to a process by observing its outcome. 

Consider a basic question, for instance – how does one read an image of a landscape 

in Cape Town, South Africa, in 2017? Of course any understanding of a landscape is in-

formed by the way it is rendered and the historical forces brought to bear on this, which 

we can’t escape. To put this more directly, there is a double sense of history at work – 

the history of the landscape in question, and the history of the artistic tradition being 

engaged. Similar questions can of course be asked of a bust, a portrait, or a still life. 

Each carries its own symbolic history that prompts a response.

In my case, much of the work emerges through experimentation with an image or idea 

in different mediums, where the material constraints directly shape the terms and struc-

ture of the final outcome. Drawings of damaged sculptures lead to making plaster casts 

of my own head, which are chipped away until they no longer exist. The process is 

repeated for the camera several times and eventually filmed only as a shadow. There 

is the creative work done by the mould and the destructive work by hand. A still life is 

slowly covered in white paint, and a landscape drawing becomes the source material 

for a large woodcut where the original view is obscured. Consecutive automated trans-

lations of a well-known myth are used to distil its message into an unexpected ‘haiku’. A 

poem is pieced together from fragments of other poems. And incomplete online image 

searches operate as snapshots of a concept in its least complicated form. 

But each time there is the sense of an inability to make the ‘right’ set of images – the 

productive mistakes, the attempt to understand the contingency of the process, what 

the images mean and how they ended up like this. The historian and the translator are 

always present, and the images that emerge serve as a stand-in for those that do not 

exist – a mistranslation of the initial impulse. 

Benjamin Stanwix
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LANDSCAPE I

2016

Woodcut on 13 pinned sheets

110 x 95cm
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LANDSCAPE II

2016

Woodcut on 15 pinned sheets

100 x 89cm
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STILL LIFE, CAPE TOWN

2016

Video stills

Dimensions variable
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SELF-PORTRAIT

2016

Video stills

Dimensions variable
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A SEQUENCE OF EVENTS

2016

Selected images from flip-book

Digital prints

15 x 10cm
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HEAD OF A MAN

2016

Lithograph

40 x 30cm
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UNTITLED

2016

Lithograph

33 x 25cm

UNTITLED

2016

Lithograph

36 x 29cm
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HEAD OF A BOY II

2016

Lithograph

40 x 28cm

HEAD OF A BOY I

2016

Lithograph

36 x 29cm
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UNTITLED

2016

Lithograph

42 x 29cm

UNTITLED

2016

Lithograph

31 x 27cm
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UNTITLED

2016

Lithograph

40 x 30cm
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UNTITLED (TRANSLATOR)

2016

Lithograph

40 x 30cm
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UNTITLED (POET)

2016

Lithograph

40 x 30cm

UNTITLED (HISTORIAN)

2016

Lithograph

40 x 30cm
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some borrowed questions

There are thirteen versions of every story. 
Eleven, of course, will be totally false. 
The twelfth, simply untrue.

So tomorrow at the latest I’ll start working on a great book. 
In which our century will appear as it really is. 

As you know, our century was going to improve on the others. 
It will never prove it now. 
Too many things have happened, that weren’t supposed to happen, 
and what was supposed to come about, has not. 

I will tell you a strange thing:
Yesterday at a gathering, close to the grandstand,
I saw a farm lady scared by a blown piece of paper.
Tell me if I am right: 
these are the things we thought we were doing something about.

We can go further back. 
There was a man who lived in Jerusalem. 
Christ was led past his house. 
He saw and heard everything, 
but at the time he was suffering from a toothache. 
Right before his eyes, Christ stumbled and fell 
as He carried the Cross. 
The man saw everything, but he had a toothache 
and didn’t run out into the street. 

A couple of days later, when his tooth had stopped hurting, 
he was told how Christ had been raised from the dead. 
That’s when he realised, 
‘I could have been a witness, but I had a toothache.’
Is that how it always has to be?  

It is naïve but let me put it in these terms:
A certain country freed itself from one evil. 
I wish another liberation would follow. 
Could I help in this? I don’t know.

What you have heard is true. 
The history of my stupidity would fill many volumes. 
I consume the labour of others and at night pray that I don’t die suddenly.
Thankfully, the history of my stupidity will not be written. 
For one thing, it’s late. 
And the truth is laborious.

I do have a special notebook.
I started keeping notes in it from the early days. 
I recorded conversations, rumours, jokes in it. 
That’s the most interesting and authentic thing of all. 
An accurate impression. 
What do we have left of the ancient Greeks? 
The myths.

You will probably tell me how you have executed 
a monument more lasting than bronze; 
but even bronze is perishable. 
Your best poem, you know the one I mean, 
the very language in which the poem was written, 
and the idea of language, 
all these things will pass away in time.

“How should we live?” someone asked me in a letter.
I had meant to ask him the same question.
Again, and as ever, the most pressing questions are naïve ones.
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I’ve got a question too. Something I can’t really answer myself. 
Remember War and Peace? 
After the war, Pierre Bezukhov is so shaken 
that he feels he and the whole world can never be the same. 
But, soon enough, he catches himself slipping back into his old ways: 
having a go at the coachman, grumbling and growling. 

So why do people remember things? 
Is it to get at the truth? 
For the sake of justice? 
To let go and forget? 
Because they realise they were part of some monumental event? 
Or are they taking refuge in the past?

Did you know? The smallest muscle in the human body is in the ear. 
It is also the only muscle that does not have blood vessels; 
it has fluid instead. The reason for this is clear: 
The ear is so sensitive that the body, if it heard its own pulse, 
would be devastated by the amplification of its own sound. 
In this knowledge I sense a great metaphor. 
But I do not want to be hasty in trying to capture or describe it.

Words are our weakest hold on the world.

I haven’t told you anything really. 
Just some fragments.
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DICTIONARY OF UNTRANSLATABLES

2016

Digital print

28,5 x 18cm

THERE ARE LIMITS TO IMAGINATION

2016

Digital print

28,5 x 18cm
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TOWER OF BABEL

2016

Digital print

28,5 x 18cm

STILL LIFE WITH FRUIT

2016

Digital print

28,5 x 18cm
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DOMESTICATION OF FOREIGN FORMS

2016

Digital print

28,5 x 18cm

13 WAYS OF LOOKING

2016

Digital print

28,5 x 18cm
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LANDSCAPE WITH SHADOWS

2016

Digital print

28,5 x 18cm

THERE IS NO OTHER WAY TO SAY THIS

2016

Digital print

28,5 x 18cm
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THE CITY COLLAPSING

2016

Digital print

28,5 x 18cm
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BEARING A HEAVY LOAD

2016

155 bibles and wooden I-beam (Installation view)

Dimensions variable
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WHITE. BUT FIRST, THE WEATHER

2016

Consecutive google translations of the Babel story

103 languages, 105 pages

Inkjet print

Dimensions variable
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HOME I

2016

Digital Lithograph

66 x 46cm

HOME II

2016

Digital Lithograph

66 x 46cm
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HOME III

2016

Digital Lithograph

66 x 46cm

HOME IV

2016

Digital Lithograph

66 x 46cm
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UNTITLED (HOME I)

2016

Digital print

42 x 30cm

INK DRAWING

2016

Linocut

42 x 30cm
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SELF-PORTRAIT II

2016

Photographic print

40 x 31cm

SELF-PORTRAIT I

2016

Photographic print

40 x 31cm
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SELF-PORTRAIT III

2016

Photographic print

40 x 31cm



56 57

SELF-PORTRAIT IV

2016

Photographic print

40 x 31cm
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A CITY COLLAPSING I

2016

Etching, aquatint, drypoint and pencil

30 x 24cm

A CITY COLLAPSING II

2016

Etching, aquatint and drypoint

30 x 24cm
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TWO LANDSCAPES

2016

Digital lithograph, ink, pen and pencil

45 x 28cm
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GOING, GOING, GONE.

2016

36 photocopied pages

Laser print

89 x 126cm

MIRROR

2016

Chalk on 16 sheets of sandpaper

80 x 105cm



BENJAMIN STANWIX

benstanwix@gmail.com

072 460 9369


