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“My work is a deMonstration of dedication, a practise of discipline and patience. 
The process is slow and meditative, consuming of time and self. The intention is to broaden 
perspectives of who we are, and where we are”.

words - Tim LEibbrAndT   pHotoGrapHy -  OLiVEr KrUGEr

Ceremony
THE PAssiOn Of mArsi VAn dE HEUVEL

speakinG Here about Her work in 2015, artist 
marsi van de Heuvel alludes to the borderline as-
cetic compulsion to create which underscores 
her body of work. for van de Heuvel, the process 
of producing art is very much centred on the act 
of mark-making, of putting fineliner to Fabriano 
and leaving a mark. And then doing it again.  in 
a sense, the line serves a similar function to tally 
marks, a record of the time and labour encapsu-
lated by a particular piece. Van de Heuvel finds 
this acknowledgement preferable to the way in 
which a medium such as painting sometimes ob-
scures the hours, days and months which underlie 
its production. 

At the same time, as much as her artworks reflect 
the passage of time embedded within them, the 
completed works also shift into an ethereal ‘be-
tween space’, with the cumulative effect of van 
de Heuvel’s astute chromatic sensibilities coming 
to the fore.  inasmuch as the creation of the work 
serves as a meditative process for van de Heuvel 
as the artist, the works are intended to be equally 
as immersive and entrancing for their viewers.

Growing up with an art teacher mother, the 
younger marsi van de Heuvel was surrounded 
by paint, clay, pencils and books on old masters. 
As the artist relates, this served to instil a sense 
of fervour around art and the role of the artist in 
producing work: 

“i reMeMber as a cHild, looking 
through the books and going to 
galleries that felt like sacred spaces 
and having this strong idea that art is 
this big powerful important thing, 
despite the fact that the life stories of 
the artists were almost always 
somehow hard and sacrificial.” 

Cementing her desire to become an artist, van 
de Heuvel observed a certain commonality be-
tween art and organised religion, “i had a reli-
gious upbringing, and perhaps there was also the 
relation of how the gallery is like a church, and 
that artists seem to live a kind of altruistic sacri-
ficial life attracted me too. The idea of devoting 
myself to art came with the potential to live a 
meaningful and purposeful life. it was romantic.”

initially dabbling in photography, van de Heuvel 
found the medium to be too restrictive and de-
parted for more tactile pastures.  she went on to 
study fine Art at the ruth Prowse school of Art, 
graduating in 2010 with a major in painting. she 
still considers herself a painter in a sense, apply-
ing painting theory to her fineliner works and cre-
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ating ‘underpaintings’ of complementary colours 
to create the depth and vibrancy which has be-
come so synonymous with her work.

following her time in art school, marsi spent a 
number of years experimenting with possible di-
rections for her work, discovering an overarching 
fascination with the simple beauty of line-making 
in the process. “One stroke holds a brief moment 
of energy and intention,” she observes. 

“i liked How placinG sMall Marks 
toGetHer could suggest something 
big. At the same time i had a love 
for colour and painting. i loved how 
colour radiates when complemented 
by other colours, i loved how it could 
make you feel and that it didn’t need 
form or a meaning to do that.” 

Her investigation into the expressive mark-making 
potential of fineliners came into its own in 2014 
with a body of work entitled ‘dark matter’. shown 
at Tonic in Kramerville, Johannesburg, the exhibi-
tion featured a number of meticulous black fine-
liner drawings of starry skies and cosmic bodie,s 
and also included a series of portraits of figures 
who the artist felt had shifted her perception of 
space in different ways at different times in her 
life. Central to this body of work was a conscious 
attempt to reduce mark-making to one-direc-
tional black lines, in order to focus on the impres-
sion of transience, impermanence, movement 
and expanse.

substantially increasing her ambition of scale, the 
exhibition included Omega Centauri, a 100 x 100 
cm drawing of the brightest star cluster in our gal-
axy, which took two months to complete. (it was 
usurped as the largest drawing in van de Heu-

vel’s oeuvre the following year by the ambitious 
Entanglement, coming in at 150 x 200 cm.)

The exquisite portraits included russian cosmo-
naut and politician Valentina Tereshkova, Laika 
the soviet space dog, stephen Hawking and El-
len ripley (heroine of the Alien franchise). Van de 
Heuvel included the portraits to add a sense of 
lightness and to instil a warm, personal touch to 
a body of work which may have seemed a bit 
cold without it.

This idea of lightness and warmth became a cru-
cial part of marsi van de Heuvel’s subsequent 
work and, much like the character of david bow-
man in 2001: A space Odyssey, her voyage into 
space was followed by an immersion in total visu-
al abstraction. Her 2015 ‘Entanglement’ (van de 
Heuvel’s first exhibition with Cape Town’s SMITH 
gallery) marked a full-on delving into an emotion-
al and empathetic space of ethereal colour and 
formlessness. 

Characterised by a distinctly blue palette, the 
exhibition took its cue from the work of abstract 
expressionist artists such as mark rothko, and was 
intended to create a space of emotional and 
empathetic projection by the viewer. “i feel com-
pelled to make work that contributes,” marsi ob-
served at the time. “i love that art has the power 
to convey something complex in a simple way.” 
Ultimately, printed reproductions prove a poor 
substitute for the captivating idiosyncratic qual-
ities of marsi van de Heuvel’s drawings in the 
flesh. The abstracts steadfastly resist fixity, and 
continuously shift between uniform swathes of 
colour and heterogeneous markers of labour and 
time. There’s an element of magic Eye autoste-
reograms in the way in which the viewer’s per-
ception is tugged between an array of delicate 
marks and a greater perception. As the viewer 
projects upon the works, there is a sense that if 
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they stare for a long enough period of time, a 
previously concealed image may be conjured 
up. 

Other artworks assume a more playful approach.
The contrasting colours in a piece like Weightless 
(2015) skirts an interesting line between pattern, 
abstraction, and ambiguous representation. One 
second it resembles the texture of scaly skin, the 
next the reflections cast by sunlight hitting the 
surface of a swimming pool. The visual effect 
of examining a slide of single cellular organisms 
underneath a microscope also comes to mind. 
The point is that the works are so captivating be-
cause of their nebulous, slippery nature. 

Curiously, ‘Entanglement’ also featured a num-
ber of oil paintings which seem to depict smoke 
clouds billowing either from volcanic eruptions or 
controlled demolitions. for van de Heuvel, even 

“i was interested in existential crises and tHe fact tHat we call tHeM tHat, 
and saw the connection to natural disasters. We give these natural occurrences 
negative names because they threaten what we know and what is dear to us, 
but they also make the ground more fertile for new growth. i think that 
sometimes a crisis can be a gift.”

these depictions of entropy-in-progress serve to 
prompt constructive contemplation in the view-
er. bearing titles such as Progress, Undo and 
Cleanse, they point to a sense of removal for the 
sake of rebuilding. “i was interested in existential 
crises and the fact that we call them that, and 
saw the connection to natural disasters. We give 
these natural occurrences negative names be-
cause they threaten what we know and what is 
dear to us, but they also make the ground more 
fertile for new growth. i think that sometimes a cri-
sis can be a gift.”

This was a thread picked up in marsi van de Heu-
vel’s most recent exhibition in late 2016, ‘Cere-
mony’. Once again held at smiTH, this latest se-
lection of work focused on ideas of regeneration, 
regrowth and flourishing, represented by the 
motif of wild floral landscapes and contrasting 
abstract colour fields. Figurative pieces like Con-

solations, Harmony and Ceremony attest to the 
confident, sure-fire draughtsmanship of the artist; 
each line assertively placed, there is no sense of 
sketchiness, only precision. Corresponding ab-
stract pieces such as rose and fluorescence are 
some of the most accomplished of her career.

Perhaps the most striking element of the works 
in ‘Ceremony’ is the expanded colour palette. 
standing within the exhibition space, the cumu-
lative effect of the works as an ensemble took on 
an installation-like quality; feelings of warmth and 
compassion emanated from each drawing.  

“our world is full of cHallenGe, 
chaos and pain,” marsi explains. “The 
only thing that makes sense to me in 
this sometimes trying existence is 

compassion - those quiet, vibrant 
moments of connection“.

Pressed as to where her work may be heading 
next, marsi van de Heuvel is intentionally elusive.  
Other than a project which she loosely describes 
as being a “performance film”, she is tight-lipped 
for now. “There are some unexpected detours 
but i don’t think i should share those right now. 
The thing about trying new things is that it’s bound 
to change along the way and you need to allow 
time and space for that. i can’t tell you what it is 
until it’s here because between now and then it 
might become something else”.   

info: smithstudio.co.za
info: instagram.com/marsi_vdh

Entanglement, 2015, fineliner on fabriano, 150 x 200 cm

Halley’s Comet, 2015, Archival print on Hahnemüle, 40 x 30cm Calling, 2015, Fineliner on Fabriano, 35 x 45 cm
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Harmony (and detail), 2016, Fineliner on Fabriano, 55 x 43cm

dance (and detail), 2016, fineliner on fabriano, 31 x 26cm Open (and detail), 2016, Fineliner on Fabriano, 41 x 35cm Glory (and detail), 2016, Fineliner on Fabriano, 42 x 33cm

radiant (and detail), 2016, fineliner on fabriano, 37 x 28cm still (and detail), 2016, fineliner on fabriano, 67 x 50cm blush (and detail), 2016, fineliner on fabriano, 67 x 50cm


