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Pauline Gutter’s new series of paintings, drawings and graphic works are 

each self-portraits of the artist’s own hands. Her hands are first photographed 

by the photographer Frikkie Kap in specific positions and then Gutter starts to 

develop the image. Often while working, she will also relook at her hands for 

details or qualities that may be missing from the original photograph. 

Gutter confirms that these are specifically her hands, no one else’s. From her 

childhood growing up in the Free State, Gutter has worked with her hands – 

helping her father on the farm, her mother in the garden and vegetable 

patch and her grandmother with weaving out of wool and mohair. Her work 

has always had a strong physical presence. Her materials for priming a 

canvas, for example, include rabbit skin glue and bees’ wax – both of which 

give the paintings a dense, fleshy quality. Her painting technique – a kind of 

weaving together of marks, speaks of an internal energy, something 

morphing from one state to another – a physical presence that is also about 

to evolve into a new form. 

In previous work, Gutter has returned to the image of cattle as a metaphor 

for the voiceless – a beast that is killed and can’t defend itself. She has also 

painted portraits of figures whose identity and ancestry is firmly rooted in the 

platteland. In all of these works, the weaving mark-making that is a 

characteristic of her work speaks of a connectedness with the land. Here, the 

hand is also knitted to the landscape – it is shaped by the landscape and 

shapes the landscape. As with the previous work, it also becomes a 

landscape – often rendered in the earthy tones we might associate with 

other work of Gutter’s and sometimes departing from it.  

So the hands are rooted to the land, but the land itself is never passive – it is 

restless, shifting, a site for conflicting forces. This is not a bad description of 

Gutter’s practice either. Although our hands are more familiar to us than our 
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faces (unless we are very narcissistic or paranoid, we spend a lot more time 

looking down at our hands than we do looking in the mirror), these hands are 

also constantly transforming, evolving – finding shapes that are fleeting, 

momentary. Not only that, but they are in constant dialogue with each other. 

Sometimes they are doing battle with one another, sometimes they seem 

more estranged, but never do the two hands do the same thing – they are 

always at odds with each other, often doing battle for power or status.  

For the past few years, Pauline Gutter has also been involved with sport of 

axe-throwing. She likens this to per practice as an artist, since in both energy 

follows intent: you have to aim, throw and see where the axe lands. There is 

an element of hand-eye co-ordination but there is always the element of 

surprise – as forces beyond your control always affect where an axe – or an 

image – ends up.  

Craig Higginson 

 

BIOGRAPHY: 

Pauline Gutter, a Free-State-based South African painter and intermedia 

artist, was born in 1980. She obtained her BA Degree in Fine Arts (cum laude 

for painting) at the University of the Free State, Bloemfontein. She was 

awarded Honours Colours in Arts and Culture from the same university. She is 

the winner of the prestigious 2013 ABSA L`Atelier competition and was also 

awarded the Helgaard Steyn Award for painting in 2011. In 2012, she 

received the Mail & Guardian 200 Young South Africans Award.  

 

Gutter’s works are included in the following museums and corporate 

collections: Bibliothèque nationale de France (France), Luciano Benetton 

Collection (Italy), Oliewenhuis Art Museum, University of Stellenbosch, North-

West University,   

University of the Free State, William Humphrey’s permanent collection, the 

Standard Bank, Sanlam and ABSA Collections, the ATKV Collection, Dabar 

Wines and Ingcali Engineers. 
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THE GREAT BEYOND 

OIL ON FLAX LINEN 

157 x 107cm 

 

 

PEDESTAL 

OIL ON FLAX LINEN 

173 X 139.5CM 
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CRUCIBLE 

OIL ON FLAX LINEN 

144 x 108cm 

 

 

AWAITING 

OIL ON RED OAK 

16 X 36CM 
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UNFOLDING 

CHARCOAL ON PAPER 


