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Bio 

Elfriede Dreyer is an Art Professor, curator, writer and artist. She has been affiliated with Unisa since 2015, 
after lecturing there full-time from 1990 to 2003. She also taught full-time at the University of Pretoria from 
2003 to 2014. Except for works taken up in public and private collections, the majority of her art production 
has been destroyed by the Knysna Great Fire of June 2017. She has participated in group exhibitions at 
major museums, galleries and festivals throughout the country; she was a finalist in most national 
competitions, including the Brett Kebble Award; and held solo exhibitions in Pretoria, Paris, Oudtshoorn 
and Johannesburg. Read more 

Except for works in public and private collections, the majority of her art production has been destroyed by 
the Knysna Great Fire of June 2017. Her work from 2017 to 2020 dealt mainly with the dystopia of this 
event. 

Artist statement 

My main conceptual preoccupation has been focused on worldmaking discourses and the ideologies of 
place and space. Central concepts are utopia, dystopia and heterotopia as nuances of a family of 
constructions around place, such as a good place; a bad place; non-place; cocooning; displacement; and 
migrancy. Perceptions and projections of a good place as utopia are common, but exist mainly as fictions. 
Although many utopias have been conceived over the ages, few have worked out. Still they persist in 
appearing in a social and political sense; in addition, most people nurture personal ideas about a ‘good’ 
place. 
 
In many of my works the imagery of a vessel, boats and a ship of fools on a boat recurs. To me a boat 
represents human life between birth and death, and it is tied to place and space. A journey on a boat 
implies a destination or movement between place and it is here that the nuances on the theme of utopia 
enters. As a transportation mechanism the boat is interwoven with the teleology of human carriage and the 
self-inscripted and self-inflicted autobiography of a ‘good ending’. The Renaissance notion of a Ship of 
Fools entailed the practice of removing mad citizens − considered as Others being unwanted, abject and 
incapable – from society by consigning them to ships and sending them into the ocean without any 
supervision. In Madness and Civilization, Foucault  describes the Renaissance Ship of Fools as a ‘strange 
‘drunken boat’’, a ‘pilgrimage’ boat and a ‘liminal’ vessel reserved for the ‘insane’.  The boat holds a liminal 
position on the threshold in-between places.  
 
Following on the theme of people on a boat en route with or without a destiny, the title of Transshipped for 
this exhibition connects the artworks conceptually and also relates to the major changes that covid-19 has 
brought about in most people's lives and to people experiencing feelings of displacement and 
uprootedness. When cargo or a container is moved from one vessel to another while in transit to its final 
destination, it is called transshipment. It speaks to the readjustment and rerouting taking place throughout 
one's life while pursuing our individual teleological 'good endings' that one is hoping for. Witnessing and 
experiencing crisis and collapse in many domains of life, covid-19 has made many people restructure their 
finances, work and home environments. The concept of transshipment communicates the idea that nothing 
is fixed, also not place or perceptions about place. Human life is transient and fundamentally ‘reroutable’. 
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Artworks on exhibition 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Elfriede Dreyer, Sail, sail away, 2021  
Mixed media on Perspex, 1270x1120 x100mm in Perspex box 
R18000.00 
 

Sail, sail away deals with the longing for a faraway, different place that is viewed as 'better' than the current 
place.  

Notions of a teleological ‘good ending’ evident in utopian constructs of various kinds have been presented 
hand-in-hand with the idea of an ideal state. Intimately linked to these ideas is utopia as a regulatory 
mechanism in the creation of culture and as grounded in the ideas of progressionalism and rationalism that 
have dominated scientific and philosophical thinking for centuries. 
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Elfriede Dreyer, Up there is a green patch, 2021.  
Mixed media on Perspex, 1120x1270x100mm in Perspex box 
R18000.00 
 

I use the colour green conceptually in representation of the pursuit of a good place, an ideal state or a 
wonderful dream, pleasure or escapism. Green articulates with Arcadia, a utopian form closely related to 
ideas of paradise and aimed at the reconciliation with nature. Humans’ relationship with nature is a 
fundamental one that has taken on many guises in literature and the arts. In Romantic art nature is 
presented as the ideal place for humans to be and it is suggested that humans should be reconciled with 
nature. Nature’s goodness and abundance has often been associated with greenness, also human 
conditions of happiness and contentment. Cities could then be seen as the antidote or not a good place for 
humans to be.  
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Elfriede Dreyer,  Transshipped, 2018-2021.  
Mixed media on canvas, 1270 x 1000 mm 
R16000.00 
 

In this work the idea of transshipment is engaged with in response to the major changes that covid-19 has 
brought about in most people's lives. When cargo or a container is moved from one vessel to another while 
in transit to its final destination, it is called transshipment. It speaks to the readjustment and rerouting taking 
place throughout one's life while pursuing our individual teleological 'good endings' that one is hoping for. 
Witnessing and experiencing crisis and collapse in many domains of life, covid-19 has made many people 
restructure their finances, work and home environments. The concept of transshipment communicates the 
idea that nothing is fixed, also not place or perceptions about place. Human life is transient and 
fundamentally  ‘reroutable’. 

There are two vessels in this work: one is floating and the other is caught up in a cocoon of transition. Like 
the 2017 Great Fire event when I lost my home which brought major adjustments and changes, for me 
covid-19 again brought about a sense of the fragility of human life and the innate transience of material 
goods.  
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Elfriede Dreyer, Stranded, 2021.  
Mixed media on Perspex, 640 x440x100mm in Perspex box 
R9800.00 

 
Again this work is related to the 'ship of fools' content in my other works. In this work the boat is stranded, 
thus it is in a liminal, impotent position of being purposely intended for a journey to somewhere, but its 
journey has been interrupted and disabled through disaster. The boat here is in-between places, not here 
nor there, indecisive and liminal, but in its own space - heterotopic. The liminal in-between place is also a 
no place. 
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Elfriede Dreyer, Paradise flooded, 2021.  
Mixed media on canvas, 1220x2420mm.  
R39000.00 
 

In Paradise flooded the ancient myth of the flood is evoked:  it is a cataclysmic dystopian event but speaks 
about humankind's ability to survive. Flood myths have appeared in many ancient texts and have been 
described as ordained by a God or deities as an act of divine retribution through destruction. The flood 
waters of these myths and the primaeval waters in certain creation myths are usually viewed as a cleansing 
event and an occasion for rebirth. Innate to the myth of the flood is the idea of dystopia as either end-of-
utopia or utopia-gone-wrong. 
In this work the colour green has been used again in conceptual reference to a ‘green paradise’ – a good 
place – that resonates with current threats the environment and 'green' awareness. Flooding and dystopia 
as brokenness become intertwined with utopian green land, but it is more a case of paradise lost and 
paradise destroyed. Several small ‘scenes’ and ‘events’ are happening within the larger scene of 
destruction, showing buildings tumbling and collapsing; earth being broken up; people running towards 
safety; and more. Human construction and roads are washed away and titanic waves threaten to dissolve 
the once ‘ordered’ landscape into degenerating apocalypse. It is creation in destruction but also in 
reconstruction, almost in a sense of nature returning to its mythical original state of chaos.  
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Elfriede Dreyer, Good place, 2020.  
Archival digital print, 1200 x 900mm. AP. Edition of 5 + AP  
Mounted and framed in whit 
R18000.00 
 

No place and Good place (2020) form part of a series of event-based works relating to the traumatic 
experience of the loss of my entire home and personal belongings during the Great Fire of 7 June 2017. 
However, the work also reflects my ongoing interest in worldmaking discourses and the ideologies of place 
and space. A non-place is a no-man’s land or space that belongs to no-one and everyone, such as, 
according to French anthropologist Marc Augé, a supermarket, airport or mall. Although a non-place then 
seems void of utopia, it is not, since these spaces have been conceived as ‘good’ places with good 
objective or teleology. Utopian is an ambivalent concept; thus my two works on exhibition are presented as 
intertwined concepts and speak to the ambivalence of utopian space.  

Notions of a good place are explored through shattered and blurred island imagery, since the search for 
paradise in human mortal time remains a dream and a negotiated discourse. Yet the dream remains. 
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Elfriede Dreyer, No place, 2020.  
Archival digital print, 1200 x 900mm. AP. Edition of 5 + AP  
Mounted and framed in white 
R18000.00 
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Elfriede Dreyer,  Ship of fools 1, 2012.  
Mixed media on Perspex, 1000 x 1500 mm 
NFS 

Ship of Fools I (2012) is included in this exhibition of work as a reference point. In many of my works the 
notion of a ship of fools on a boat is a recurring idea. A boat occupies a liminal position in-between places, 
not here nor there, and represents human life between birth and death. The Renaissance notion of a Ship of 
Fools entailed the practice of removing mad citizens − considered as Others being unwanted, abject and 
incapable - from society by consigning them to ships and sending them into the ocean without any 
supervision. The concept of a Ship of Fools originates from Plato’s The Republic (Book VI, 488), written in 
360 BCE, in which he compares a state without good management to a Ship of Fools: “Though the ship 
owner surpasses everyone on board in height and strength, he is rather deaf and likewise somewhat 
shortsighted, and his knowledge of seamanship is pretty much on the same level. … The sailors are 
quarreling with one another about the piloting, each supposing he ought to pilot, although he has never 
learned the art … So with such things happening on ships, don’t you believe that the true pilot will really be 
called a stargazer, a prater and useless to them by those who sail on ships run like this?”. In Madness and 
Civilization, Michel Foucault describes the Renaissance Ship of Fools as a ‘strange ‘drunken boat’’, a 
‘pilgrimage’ boat and a ‘liminal’ vessel reserved for the ‘insane’. The concept of a ship of fools is also found 
in Foucault's Of other spaces (1986). The philosopher points to the boat as a "heterotopia par excellence", 
since " … the boat is a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exists by itself, that is closed in 
on itself and at the same time is given over to the infinity of the sea and that, from port to port" (Foucault 
1986:27). As a transportation mechanism the boat is interwoven with the teleology of human carriage and 
the self-inscripted and self-inflicted autobiography of proposed ‘good ending’. 

 Read my article in Third Text on this topic. 


