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In the exhibition See the World, Tanya Bonello lets us travel, invites us along on different journeys to explore our 
inner- and outer worlds. She reminds us that nothing in life is straightforward and that ‘the path’ will be difficult to 
follow. The separation of knowledge and ignorance is the beginning of the process of learning and the accumulation 
of wisdom.

“As Galileo Galilei said, ‘The Philosophy (of Nature) is written in that great book whichever is before our eyes — I 
mean the universe — but we cannot understand it if we do not first learn the language and grasp the symbols in 
which it is written. The book is written in mathematical language, and the symbols are triangles, circles and other 
geometrical figures, without whose help it is impossible to comprehend a single word of it; without which one 
wanders in vain through a dark labyrinth.’”

Africa has a wealth of patterns, everywhere you look you will find repetition of shapes and colours, textures and 
lines, laid out in all sorts of arrangements. Take a walk anywhere and you will find patterns; decorated houses, a 
road stall laid out with product groupings defined by colour or shape; the weaving of hair braids; body art and 
adornments; the woven, patterned baskets; pottery motifs; mask design or the colourful dyed fabrics for clothing. 
Pattern making in Africa is an innate thing, akin to the rhythm of stamping pigment on fabric or pounding maize 
with a pestle and mortar. 

Patterns generally fall in one of two groups:
Symbolic
Natural or manmade, representative motifs: cruciform shapes, crescents, stars, mosaics, flowers, fruit, seeds, pods, 
trees. Symbolic motifs are constantly evolving and influences in current societies are reflected in new motifs. 
Understanding the nature of symbolism as a form of communication will help to understand the patterns of thought 
and feeling in contemporary societies. 

Geometric
Linear and organic: diamonds, triangles, lozenges, triangular or square chequerboard, parallel zigzags, chevrons, 
dots, circles, curved lines or waves and spirals. Geometric patterns and mathematical variations, as seen in the work 
of Tanya Bonello, can be drawn back to architectural constructions, wall patterns and repeating graphic patterns. 

Islamic geometric patterns
Tanya Bonello’s work links closely with the geometric patterns which occur in a variety of forms in Islamic art and 
architecture. Islamic art mostly avoids figurative images, to avoid them becoming objects of worship, so it requires 
artists to explore non-figural art and to create a shift toward mathematically-based designs. Islamic patterns are 
created to lead the viewer to an underlying reality and it is believed that the patterns are the connection with the 
spiritual realm, a way to purify the mind and the soul and to transform.

Tanya Bonello sees art making as a form of meditation and self-connection, where she empties her head and gives 
herself access to her creative unconscious mind and inner stillness, to allow for a natural flow of inspiration. This 
feeling of flow does not stop with the artist – it transfers to the viewer, allowing one to experience a deeper and 
quieter part of oneself, by allowing one to enter a space of present-moment awareness. It is that moment where we 
can be moved to the core, while looking at art or listening to music.

Note:
Examples of contemporary artists in Africa who apply patterns in their works: Ibrahim el-Salahi (1930, 
Sudan), Esther Mahlangu (1935, South Africa), El Anatsui (1944, Ghana), Willem Boshoff (1951, South Africa)  
Abdoulaye Konaté (1953, Mali), Atta Kwami (1956, Ghana), Stefan Blom (1963, South Africa), Victor Ehikhamenor 
(1970, Nigeria), Eddy Kamanuaga Ilunga (1991, Congo).

Well known, contemporary architects on the African continent are: Francis Kere (1965, Burkina Faso), who 
designed the Serpentine pavilion in London, Patrick Dujjaric (1946, Senegal) or David Adjaye (1966, Tanzania), who 
created the Smithsonian African American Museum of Art and Culture in Washington DC. 



I continuously search for a greater understanding of who I 

am. My interest in Space and Time is an extension of this 

long and meandering journey, which begins with the Self 

and extends outwards for as far as my imagination will 

allow. Astrophysicists speculate as to what lies beyond the 

edge of the observable Universe – the Great Unknown – the 

endless possibilities inspire me and motivate my reason for 

Being. Abstract art, for me, is a vessel towards this 

potential infinity. 

Bonello explains her choice of material and themes: “The 

gypsum and synthetic gold and silver leaf, by virtue of their 

nature, will continue to transform or change – they are 

representative of the maxim ‘all is in a state of flux’. The 

geometry signifies that which we know – the fathomable –

whilst the writing appears to be unfathomable as a known 

language, and as such is representative of that which we do 

not know or that which we cannot describe in words.”

ARTIST STATEMENT AND BIO

Tanya Bonello

Tanya Bonello is a South African artist born in 1972. She graduated from the Michaelis School of Fine Art at the 

University of Cape Town with a bachelors degree in Fine Art in 1994. She currently lives in Cape Town, where she 

practices as a mixed media artist working primarily with gypsum, oil paint and found objects. These are some of the 

recurrent threads interwoven into the body of Bonello’s paintings, spanning decades of her art making process, as 

well as the application of synthetic gold and silver leaf, and the thematic use of geometry and writing.
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“On one hand to See the World can be understood as a spiritual journey taken to gain a greater understanding of 

self, an inward, interior experience, towards personal gnosis. A monologue. On the other hand it can be seen as a 

physical journey of exploration, an outward, exterior experience, beyond the self in search of Other or another. A 

dialogue. Both forms of travel are equally valid and necessary, akin to exhaling and inhaling . For to “see” or know 

thyself is to “see” or know the world Everything is interconnected.” 

Tanya Bonello 



Journey of Life, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch silver leaf and oil on board

122.5 x 94cm 

Like a cosmic mountain inspiring us to look up, to consider and observe, the triangle or the pyramid conveys the 

twofold meaning of integration and upward convergence, and can be understood as an image of the concept of 

Synthesis.

The square base of the Great pyramid at Giza in Egypt has a perimeter equal to the length of the circumference 

of a circle with a radius equal to its height - the relationship between the square base and the circle or sphere is 

expressed in terms of elevation and as such the pyramid can be seen as the vertical axis of the sphere - this can 

be regarded as a solution for the squaring of a circle.



Time Reveals All, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

100 x 150cm 

As the foreground pieces apart a golden unified field of Oneness is revealed behind it - the making known of 

something that was previously secret or hidden.



See the World, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

30 x 30cm 

On one hand to See the World can be understood as a spiritual journey taken to gain a greater understanding of 

self, an inward, interior experience, towards personal gnosis. A monologue. On the other hand it can be seen as a 

physical journey of exploration, an outward, exterior experience, beyond the self in search of Other or another. A 

dialogue. Both forms of travel are equally valid and necessary, akin to exhaling and inhaling . For to “see” or know 

thyself is to “see” or know the world Everything is interconnected.



Today, her sought-after works can be found in private and corporate collections, both nationally and 

internationally. Trying to bring to the fore a memory of our collective consciousness, Tanya Bonello uses a 

universal language that is ancient, true and widely understood – beyond words and cultural differences. Her work 

is imbued with an understanding of the Platonic equation: ‘the true = the good = the beautiful’. The substances 

used in her paintings shimmer and dance, humming with an energy which the artist has synthesised with the 

discipline of mathematics. As she puts it: “Geometrical forms are vehicles towards universal understanding and, 

as such, these timeless shapes operate as a force, reminding us that everything is interconnected.”

BEHIND THE SCENES WITH TANYA BONELLO

Instagram: @tanyabonello



Reposing Equanimity, 2019

Gypsum, gold dust and oil on board

120 x 120cm

Repose  - Noun

A harmonious arrangement of colors and 

forms, providing a restful visual effect.

Equanimity – Noun

Mental calmness, composure, and evenness 

of temper, especially in a difficult situation.

Latin aequanimitas, from aequus ‘equal’ + 

animus ‘mind.’

Eunoia, 2019

Gypsum, gold dust and oil on board

120 x 110cm 

Eunoia is the shortest English word 

containing all five main vowel graphemes. It 

comes from the Greek word εὔνοια, 

meaning "well mind" or "beautiful thinking.

The warp and the weft of the fabric of space 

and time intricately connects everything to 

everything, in a network of intimacy, of 

Oneness. From honeycomb, to snowflakes, 

to the neural networks of our brains, all of 

life is composed of intricate patterns.
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Monosemy, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

30 x 30cm 

The absence of ambiguity (in a word) -

having only a single meaning.

Inherent Meaning, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

40 x 40cm 

Existing in something as a permanent, 

essential, or characteristic attribute.

All forms of energy can be freely 

transformed into another form of energy. 

Our thoughts are electromagnetic impulses 

- energy- and as such what we think and 

feel engages with the quantum field.



Fundamental Truth, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

120 x 120cm

The circle is the universal archetype of unity, wholeness and completion. The number one and the circle are the 

foundation for every other number and shape. They are they bedrock upon which all else is built.



Intra Aspiciat, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

100 x 100cm

Look within.



Intus ac Foris, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

40 x 40cm

Inside and Outside.

Penitus, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

40 x 40cm

Inward deeply, entirely altogether.

To understand or know something thoroughly or completely, in every respect, in its entirety - inside and outside -
brings to mind the maxim inscribed in the forecourt of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi in Greece.

"Know thyself and thou shalt know all the mysteries ...of the Universe". 

To quote David Bohm , one of the most significant theoretical physicists of the 20th century  who contributed 
unorthodox ideas to quantum theory, neuropsychology and the philosophy of mind, “In some sense man is a 
microcosm of the universe; therefore what man is, is a clue to the universe. We are enfolded in the universe”. 

As above, so below: the Microcosm and Macrocosm mirror each other.



BEHIND THE SCENES WITH TANYA BONELLO

Instagram: @tanyabonello



Expansio, 2019

Gypsum, gold dust and oil on board

120 x 120cm

One is the Source of all, the point of origination, the beginning. In cosmic terms, One is the first swirling's of 

creation - It is something appearing where nothing was. One is the creative spark of being, the original burst of 

creative force. One is the ultimate unity; it is The One. 

The only form that can express this oneness is the Circle. The division of the circle's diameter by it's circumference 

gives us the ratio known as Pi, which shows us that the nature of the circle is infinite.

One thing led to another. And the One became the many - All procreation proceeds from division. -the expansion 

of a unity into a duality into a multiplicity. 
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The Winds of Time, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

122.5 x 94cm

The stories of Earth are written in stone, in books, and as time passes these layers upon layers of history are 

exposed and fragment transforming from one state to another. The passage or passing of Time communicates a 

changeless principal of the inevitable re-cycling of All and Everything.

In remembrance of what has been and in acknowledgement of what can be, of the traces we leave behind while 

searching for a deeper understanding.



Solutum, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

60 x 50cm

Latin - Dissolving in the solvent – loosened.

Strata, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

60 x 50cm

Layers of history.



Episteme, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

60 x 41.5cm

Ancient Greek famously made a distinction between 3 kinds of knowledge: doxa, episteme, and gnosis. Doxa is 

basically what in English we might call hearsay. Episteme is what we most often mean by “knowledge” in English.

It's the stuff you know because you thought about it and reasoned it out. the Greek term doxa refers to the 

domain of opinion, belief, or probable knowledge — in contrast to episteme, the domain of certainty or true 

knowledge.



Terra Marique, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch silver leaf and oil on board

122.5 x 94cm

Land and Sea –An union or meeting.



Interconnected, 2018

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

100 x 100cm 

Patterns in Nature are dynamic connecting interrelationships between everything, and they are the manifestation 

of the truth that everything is connected. Recognizing patterns, from simple to complex, helps us to understand, 

appreciate and make sense of the natural world.

“We live in an orderly universe. There are universal laws that govern the processes of Nature that extend 

throughout infinity.”  - Albert Einstein



Annals of Time, 2017

Gypsum, gold leaf and oil on board

60 x 45cm

Energy and Everything perpetually transforms.

Heraclitus, the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher said 

‘Change is the only constant in life’.

Littoral, 2019

Gypsum, Dutch gold leaf and oil on board

60 x 41.5cm

The line along which a large body of water meets the 

land, the area denoting the zone between high- and low-

water marks, or the zone near a lake shore with rooted 

vegetation.

A meeting place of 2 great minds, thoughts, ideas and 

principals.



Mappa Mundi, 2018

Gypsum, gold dust and oil on board

100 x 150cm 

The journey of the soul. 

“The experience of being in the world is one of constant navigation, of locating oneself in relation to others, of 

orientation in space and in time, of charting a course, of placement and displacement, and of movements  

through an array of geographical and historical phenomena. The human condition is one of being “at sea”—both 

launched into the world and somewhat lost in it—and, like the navigator, we employ maps, logs, 

our own observations and imagination to make sense of our place.”  - Robert T. Tally



SACRED GEOMETRY

June 2020 by Ashraf Jamal

In a world in chaos, we long for certainty, balance, proportion, grace. Looking at Tanya Bonello’s works for her 

exhibition, ‘See the World’, it is the consolation which benign forms afford that is uppermost. As the title of her 

exhibition announces, Bonello seeks to ‘see’, intimate, decipher, and invoke the restorative powers of symmetry. For 

in the midst of chaos, she knows, and senses, the power of coherent design, sacred geometry.

For Bonello, ‘a union or marriage’ exists ‘between the physical and spiritual’ realms. The one does not exist without 

the other – their separation amounts to catastrophe. ‘On the one hand, to See the World can be understood as a 

spiritual journey taken to gain a greater understanding of self, an inward, interior experience, towards personal 

gnosis … On the other hand, it can be seen as a physical journey of exploration, an outward, exterior experience, 

beyond the self in search of Other or another’. The logic is both practical and mystical, the journey inward and 

outward bound simultaneously, rather like the act of breathing, ‘exhaling and inhaling’. This is because, for Bonello, 

art is a living force – ‘a dialogue’.

The material the artist uses – gypsum and oil on board, Dutch gold leaf – are the elements of an alchemical process. 

Bonello does not make art, she spirits it into being. Making is a ‘personal gnosis’. Her focus is exacting and elusive –

Bonello is compelled by that which is inscrutable, vital, absolute, transfiguring. The title of a work – ‘Eunoia’ – sums 

up the artist’s austerity. The shortest word in the English language that contains all five main vowel graphemes, it 

means ‘well mind’ or ‘beautiful thinking’. The work itself possesses an auratic allure, some intangible-yet-tangible 

mystery, the trace perhaps of some secret parchment intercut with definable-yet-indefinable patterns and forms. 

One must look … sense … intuit. We are caught in ‘a network of intimacy’ as beautifully simple and complex as a 

‘honeycomb … snowflake … the neural networks of our brains’. 

If it is the life force of things, the spirit that lives in matter, which returns as we look at Bonello’s work, it is because

she returns us to all we have abandoned. If matter matters, it is because it is the face of the sacred. If one looks 

long and hard enough patterns emerge, coherence concretes – and thus one is lulled, becalmed, appeased. 

‘The number one and the circle are the foundation for every other number and shape’, Bonello notes, ‘They are the 

bedrock upon which all else is built’. But when the ‘bedrock’ has been fracked, divine order squandered? What then? 

How does one piece together the shattered fragments of our lives?

This is the burning question that courses through works scored in glimmering gold. I am reminded of the words of 

the mystical sculptor, Anish Kapoor: ‘We are … religious beings, and religion doesn’t … have to be doctrinal. It can 

also be about a kind of symbolic continuum that life and all its tragedy seem to keep throwing up. And art finds ways 

of pointing at that’. This tragedy is ours, but so is grace. Bonello has found her way to help us – to see the world. 



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. 




