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My work is informed by my upbringing and experiences as a person of mixed race and heritage (termed

“coloured") in apartheid and post-apartheid South Africa. I extract from my life experiences to 

create my art.

I work under the moniker of a fictional character called King Champion. King Champion is the finder 

and  custodian of ancient stories. What stories, you ask? The lost and distorted historical narratives of 

the  African continent and its diaspora. Stories our ancestors buried to keep them safe from a gaze 

that  distorted them. Stories about who we are and who we come from. Stories about where we come 

from and  how we came to be.

King Champion is a listener, a seer: an artist whose ear stretches through time to bring history into the  

present. Listening for the stories of men and women who are ready and wanting to speak now, who 

want  us to hear and remember them. King Champion searches for the invisible stories that line our 

streets and  sing in the wind. He collects the songs and phrases, the images and memories. One by 

one, he remembers  them with brush on canvas, with acrylic and ink, with words etched into images.

King Champion’s canvasses are mirrors through time, showing you histories you might not know, that 

live  within and around you. And, like a mirror, each image offers a different reflection to whomever 

chooses to  stand before it. His stories are not easy to read. Where you might find comfort and 

affirmation, another  might be confronted and questioned. However, King Champion is not concerned 

with your reading of each  story – his work is simply its re-telling.

In this way, my work is multi-layered. My paintings are reconstructions, remixes and re-imaginings of 

these  historical narratives. I juxtapose these visual images and portraits with mythology, handwriting in 

multiple  languages, symbols, cryptology, gang culture and high culture, thus presenting ambiguous 

narratives and  creating a Visual Creole.

Juan Stockenstroom is a South African artist, born in 1982 in Cape Town, where he grew up. He started 

out  working in the medium of photography and digital art. However, after a number of years working in 

this medium, he  found it limiting and so abandoned it. In 2018, he started working in painting, finding 

this medium more  expansive and thus more suitable for exploring the themes and ideas with which his 

work is concerned.
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Juan Stockenstroom’s new body of work titled Gold, Guns and Paradise is a multi-layered visual

universe that continues his investigation of lost histories and narratives of the African continent and its

Diaspora.

He plays with the concepts of time, history and reality by juxtaposing multiple timelines over present-

day  sound bites and personal experiences on canvas with the reoccurring themes of Gold, Guns and 

Paradise  metaphorically stitching each work to the next. He addresses both low and high culture with 

these  themes, drawing parallels between both prince and pauper.

Gold symbolically refers to the earthly rewards and ambitions of the historical and personal characters  

Stockenstroom portrays in his paintings, such as Malian Emperor Mansa Musa of the Keita Dynasty, and  

Rashaad Staggie, a notorious underworld crime figure who rose to power in post-apartheid South Africa 

in  the early 90s. It investigates the thin line between ambition and greed and, ultimately, the 

consequences  of such desires.

Guns speak to the weaponizing and violent nature of culture and language that was used in slavery 

and  continues to live in our present day. This is overlain with the social ills of gangsterism, gender-

based  violence and the desensitisation to violence that plagues South Africa. It also makes reference 

to the  historical and modern-day impact of colonisation in post-colonial countries and explores what 

that might  look like in the future.

Paradise remains a persistent symbol culled from humanity’s mythos, evoking the acute pain of loss and  

the hopeful promise of a return to bliss. The longing for Paradise has led countless figures through 

history to seek out those who bear the lost knowledge and reveal the path back to paradise. Here 

Stockenstroom draws parallels between religious/spiritual concepts of Paradise and man-made versions 

of bliss/euphoria such as mind- or mood-altering substances (drug addiction) and otherworldly pleasures 

that man has partaken of throughout history, thus examining and observing a conflict between the flesh 

and the spirit.

These three themes are revealed visually in Stockenstroom’s use of figurative characters, 

multilingual words, short poems and symbols, using rough brushstrokes and saturated primary

colours.
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Known only as Yasuke, this work investigates the rise of an African slave to the status of Samurai in ancient Japan. 

Reported to  have come from Mozambique, Yasuke was brought to Japan by a Portuguese ship captain, Jorge Alvares, 

in 1579 and served under Oda Nobunaga, a powerful Japanese lord of the times.

BLACK SAMURAI (YASUKE), 2020

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas 

100 x 100cm



A STAIRWAY TO HEAVEN, 2020

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas

110 x 84cm

This work explores the archetype of the “African Dictator” and references the novel “Wizard of the Crow”, a 2006 

novel written by  Kenyan writer and academic Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o.



CHOOSE YOUR OWN ADVENTURE: THE LOST 

JEWELS OF VICTORIA & ALFRED, 2020  

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas

100 x 100cm

Playing off the “Choose your own adventure"

book series, this work is made up of several 

smaller paintings, which at first sight appear 

disjointed, but which have, in fact, been 

sewn together cryptically by the artist.

CARAVANS OF GOLD, 2020

Acrylic, oil stick and oil pastel on canvas 

100 x 100cm

Mansa Musa was the 10th emperor of the  wealthy West 

African Islamic Mali Empire.  During his reign (c.1312-

c.1337), Mali may  have been the largest producer of 

gold in the  world. In the year 1324, Mansa Musa made 

a  pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca. His  procession 

reportedly included: 60 000 men,

12 000 slaves who each carried 1.8kg of gold  bars, and 

80 camels who each carried 23-136kg of gold dust. This is 

the only time in recorded history that one man directly 

controlled the  price of gold in the Mediterranean.



ALL THAT GLITTERS - ALCHEMY FOR DUMMIES, 2020

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas

90 x 60cm

This work explores the practice of alchemy on the African continent, as well as how gold was mined, processed 

and traded as a commodity through the ages.



THE GOD ENCRYPTION (WE JUST SINGING BWANA), 2020

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas

120 x 84cm

In this piece, the artist draws parallels between the covert use of melody and song in worship by slaves in both South

Africa and North America.



CASTLE TOWN, 2020

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas

120 x 84cm

In this work, we are shown an exploration of a bustling intersection in one of Cape Town's oldest suburbs – Wynberg.



BETTER TO REIGN IN HELL THAN

SERVE IN HEAVEN, 2020

Acrylic, oil stick and ink on canvas

150 x 120cm

The theme of this work was inspired by “Paradise Lost”,

an epic poem written in blank verse by the 17th century 

English poet John Milton.

HANDSOME FIGHTERS NEVER LOSE

A BATTLE, 2020

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas

150 x 120cm

Multiple themes are investigated in this work:

gangsterism on the Cape Flats and numbers-gangs in 

prison; the early arcade games of the 80’s, found in local 

neighbourhood corner shops; the scramble for Africa by 

Colonial European powers.



LOST IN TRANSLATION – KROTOA, 2020

Acrylic and oil on canvas

110 x 84cm

Krotoa was a Khoe-Sān woman who worked as a translator for the Dutch East India Company. This work investigates 

her life and also references the biblical ancient city of Babel, where language was said to have originated.



SHUCK AND JIVE, WE STAYING ALIVE, 2020

Acrylic and oil stick, archival paper on canvas

120 x 84cm

Here we see an exploration of the abolishment of slavery in the Cape Colony. On the 1st of August 1834, all slaves in 

the British Empire were emancipated, but they were indentured to their former owners in an apprenticeship system, 

which was abolished in two stages – the first set of apprenticeships came to an end on 1 August 1838, while the final 

apprenticeships were scheduled to cease on 1 August 1840, six years after the official emancipation.



DIE VOORLOPER, 2020

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas

100 x 100cm

This work explores the character of “Die Voorloper” and it has two contexts – historically, during the Great Trek, this 

was a position held by a boy who walks with the foremost pair of a team of draught oxen in order to guide them. 

The second use of the word is to indicate the lead position held in the traditional Cape Minstrels (better known as 

“Kaapse Klopse”). This character can be seen at the front of the carnival procession, dancing and moving 

sporadically in jest to rally his troupe and entertain the crowd of onlookers.



DANCE OF THE SUGAR RUM FAIRY, 2020

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas 

100 x 75cm

In this work, the artist explores various themes, most notably the Pass Laws implemented by the Apartheid 

government in South Africa, Gangsterism on the Cape Flats and the Reservation of Separate Amenities Act, Act No 

49 of 1953, which formed part of the  apartheid system of racial segregation in South Africa.



SUGAR, SPICE AND THE DEVIL, 2020

150 x 120cm 

Acrylic and oil ink on canvas

Here, the artist explores various narratives: the 

local barber shop, the role of the devil's advocate 

and the various weapons used in slavery.

UN CORRECTIONAL SERVICES, 2020

Acrylic, oil and ink on canvas

150 x 120cm

The composition of this piece explores multiple 

themes: the prison system in South Africa; the case 

of the Sharpeville Six; the role of King Leopold in 

the Congo.



Juan Stockenstroom is no Jean-Michel Basquiat wannabe, though the comparison is unavoidable. The difference, 

however, lies in the way in which Stockenstroom occupies space. Basquiat arrives at the butt-end of Abstract 

Expressionism, in the slipstream of Pop, in which negative space is crucial. His canvasses need oxygen. Signage, 

or faces used as signage, float in fields of colour. Stockenstroom, on the other hand, crams his canvasses full, 

because he wants to “talk you out of the room”. Having worked in advertising, most recently as a creative 

director for a small design firm, he “understands what holds attention”. He “fills up everything”, he says, his entry 

point being colour saturation. 

Stockenstroom’s iconography is not as terse, nor as obscure, as Basquiat’s. It is not mystery, or mystique, that 

energises him, but a face-off. We are caught in a deadlock. If he talks you out of the room, it’s because what 

interests him most is the density of African life and experience. Both his studio and home are but a short walk 

away from the Wynberg taxi rank in Cape Town, which reminds him of a Lagos market. Wynberg’s business 

district, with its informal businesses spilling onto the street, conveys the same congestion. These arenas are his 

core inspirations. He loves observing people, “life happening, people on the move, people bargaining, drug deals 

going down, people trying to rob other people”. 

It is this coalface – Afropolitanism in action – which finds its way onto canvasses thickly infused with life’s infinite 

variations. A jazz score, Stockenstroom’s paintings possess a dissonant overdrive. One hurtles from place to 

place, the eye caught in a feeding frenzy. Even if inspired by Basquiat, Stockenstroom is stimulated far more by 

the hubbub of African life, its market places, street deals, excessive pooling of energies impossible to aggregate –

hence the visual dissonance – yet the artist’s uncanny capacity to gel that morphing, churning disorder together 

is evident. 

Starting out as a photographic re-toucher – ensuring the image is “glossy and perfect” – Stockenstroom decided 

to break away. Painting in the way he does proved liberating. Perfection gave way to imperfection, gloss to a 

glow which, while bright, seems to wheeze and snort, blast and flicker. Painting, he says, is “anti”. It allowed for 

“a great sense of freedom”. He first posted his paintings on Instagram, the gateway drug for imagery. A growing 

interest resulted, but Stockenstroom, who is self-taught, was looking for more solid backing – a gallery that could 

show his work. Since 2019, Juan Stockenstroom is represented by Berman Contemporary in Johannesburg.

Stockenstroom is drawn to Pop Art’s faux glitter: “As a kid, my drawing was influenced by post-apartheid 

cartoons. A hand would look like a bunch of doughnuts.” It is this anti-realism – which, for Stockenstroom, is just 

another way of looking and making – that is garnering rapid interest. That he has been able to achieve this 

support in under two years is remarkable. That his ratcheting success has come without an art school qualification 

– “which is like getting a British passport”, easy access to the art world – is all the more remarkable. He is a 

“seeker”, he says, “not a follower of dogma”.

A BUNCH OF DOUGHNUTS

February 2020 by Ashraf Jamal



Berman Contemporary is rooted in the growing understanding of the  

cultural richness and diversity of South African contemporary art.

The gallery’s collection centres on a vibrant group of artists living  

and working in South Africa.

Through studio visits, the gallery establishes connections to artists  

from all walks of life whose unique artistic processes celebrate their  

historical and cultural heritage and give voice to their complex  

societal realities, evoking an active and interpretative experience for  

the viewer.

Berman Contemporary was established to promote the work created  

by these local artists. The gallery further aims to establish a  

synergistic network between South African artists and their global  

contemporaries, many of whom evidently want to engage with the  

current South African art scene – not only as observers, but as  

active analysts, experimenters and contributors within this context  

and with this specific audience in mind.




