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To Tamara Van San

In 1983, a fellow student handed me this Banda copy, 
suggesting it might be interesting for me – as an aficionado 
of art and literature – to study the writings of Kafka without 
interpreting them. The origin of the book you are holding 
now lies within this generous gesture. Thirty years later, when 
I accidently rediscovered it, I realised that the text quotes 
a book by Susan Sontag, translated and typewritten by an 
unknown hand.



Everyone has a sort of individual form vision.  
In all the greatest artists the seeds of this form vision has 
been present even in their early work, and to some extent 
their work has been a gradual unfolding of this rhythm 
throughout. (…) It’s something the artist can’t control –  
it’s his make up. (…) The less conscious you are of your 

own individual form rhythm, the more likely it is, I think, 
to get richer and fuller and develop. 

Henry Moore, 1941

What is important now is to recover our senses.  
We must learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more.  

Our task is not to find the maximum amount of content  
in a work of art, much less to squeeze more content out  
of the work than is already there. Our task is to cut back 

content so that we can see the thing at all. (…) The 
function of criticism should be to show how it is what it is, 
even that it is what it is, rather than to show what it means.

Susan Sontag, 1964

‘We are arrant knaves all, believe none of us.’

(Hamlet to Ophelia, 1603)
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INTRODUCTION
When, a  few years ago, a  Cuban art critic asked me what I 
thought was specific to Belgian art, I replied that it would be 
a  sign of navel-gazing to believe that Belgian artists are more 
prone to bricolage than their foreign colleagues or have more 
feeling for the surreal than the French, the Spanish or the South 
Americans.
       But if there is one thing in which we do excel, I thought, it 
is in the acceptance of diversity.
           Might this idea also be based on short-sightedness or an 
optical illusion? Quite probably. Moreover, when I tried to link 
this supposedly exceptional diversity to a long democratic tradi-
tion, a Catholic indulgence and a great willingness and elasticity 
on the part of the countless collectors, I was told by my interloc-
utor that this was a typically bourgeois conviction.
 That is certainly possible, because I am a bourgeois.
 In any case, the value of this anthology seems to lie mainly 
in the variety of approaches. This alone seemed reason enough 
for bringing these conversations together, in which I, together 
with the artists, go in search of their specific artistic form vision.
 The underlying theme of this book is the counter-intuitive 
insight that artists attach less importance to so-called ideas than 
is generally accepted. After all, there are but few ideas, yet an 
infinite number of forms. Of course, artists think through ideas, 
but also through words, letters, images, drawings, anecdotes, 
memories, stories, colours, sounds, patterns, rhythms, materi-
als and techniques, all of which come together in ‘an experi-
mental courtship of the things themselves’ that hopefully leads 
to ‘accidents’, which in turn produce objects and images that 
could never have been predicted. Artists think with form, not 
with a  separable ‘content’ or ‘meaning’. The meaning arises 
afterwards, in the viewers  (who can also be the artists them-
selves) when looking at or listening to the finished works.
  In total, I have spoken at length with more than 200 artists 
over the past four decades. The texts in this book are multiple 
ways to deal with my findings. If possible, they have been proof-
read by the artists in question.
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ABOUT CHANCE 
AND TOLERANCE

Thinking of Isi Fiszman

It is with great sorrow that I address you, distant reader in an 
increasingly strange and empty world, about ancient things 
that endlessly renew themselves, such as art and death. ‘Thanks 
to death the world remains eternally green, young and fresh,’ 
Marcus Aurelius wrote to himself (in a world that did not yet 
know any readers). How could he know that the world would 
incessantly grow older, greyer, dirtier, shabbier, coarser, flatter, 
uglier, more stupid and more malodorous?

And now Isi Fiszman has also evaporated.

Right after I left him last Saturday, having spent a poignant 
day just talking and walking, he fell asleep and never woke up.

an exceptional collector

Not many people know who Isi Fiszman (b. 1938) is or was, not 
even those who belong to a Belgian art world that, in part, owes 
its extraordinary diversity and radical nature to his endeavours. 
He was a collector who mattered, who made a difference, and 
who made that difference possible through his unwavering 
support of a radical gallery like the Wide White Space (where 
he purchased work from almost every exhibition), by financing 
Huis A and the famous magazine Pour, and by giving numerous 
artists the opportunity to work undisturbed, by allowing them 
to do their own thing, and to be who they wanted to be.

In the 1960s, he was the first to collect the work of Joseph 
Beuys, Marcel Broodthaers, Panamarenko, Hugo Heyrman, 
Bernd Lohaus, Daniel Buren, Carl Andre, James Lee Byars, 
Christo and many others. They weren’t yet the famous artists 
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grasping the world that produced these artefacts and the vision 
of their makers.)

It was different with Fiszman. When he visited Andy Warhol 
in New York, he asked the artist which of his works was the hard-
est to sell. ‘Most Wanted Men’, replied Warhol: one of his most 
beautiful, poetical and political works. And Fiszman bought it.

S.M.A.K. owns a masterpiece by Carl Andre, consisting of 
thin metal pipes that the artist had rescued from a demolished 
building in the Netherlands. Unique. Powerful. Radical. Un-
adorned minimalism. Not faked for the art-market, but an 
exceptional thinking-thing, a thing that exists. Half-owned by 
the late Konrad Fischer and half-owned by… Fiszman.

Isi also gave me permission to exist and to be myself. Not by 
buying anything from me, but by attending my plays, reading 
my texts and walking with me through the Forêt de Soignes, 
reminiscing about the time when a confused Broodthaers at-
tempted to deliver leaflets produced by the resistance to the 
Gestapo in the rue de la Pépinière (and of his miraculous escape), 
the passage in The Damned in which the steel magnate appoints 
a Nazi sympathizer as his vice-president and thus seals the fate 
of the Jewish community, or about Fiszman’s father who, fleeing 
the Nazis, died when Isi was four years old.

Isi gave himself to others, because he himself had been aban-
doned in the dark. He was searching for the light. He dreamed 
and hoped. He refused to give up.

When I conducted a filmed interview with him about Huis 
A, eighteen months ago, he admitted that he was sometimes 
the only viewer, other than Jef Cornelis.

‘You were the only one present?’ I asked.
‘Yes,’ he said.
‘But why did you organise it, then?’ I queried.
A long silence followed.
‘Because I thought we were going to change the world,’ he said.
In any case, he changed my world. Even if only in my dreams.

that we know from contemporary books and badly curated 
exhibitions, but simply people who took a different stance to 
the world. In recent decades, he supported artists such as Angel 
Vergara and Lise Duclaux.

During the opening of an exhibition Fiszman offered to buy 
some of Broodthaers’ jars on the condition that he could smash 
them. Broodthaers stated that he temporarily suspended his 
artistic conscience and gave Fiszman permission to drop the 
jars, provided he returned the shards. And with these fragments, 
Broodthaers created one of his most beautiful works: Machine 
à poèmes, which he gave to Isi.

This anecdote reveals that a collector can be important if he 
understands the spirit of someone’s work. Panamarenko once 
told me that he was chatting to Broodthaers during an opening 
at the Wide White Space Gallery, when an elegant lady came 
over to congratulate Marcel on the beauty of a colander filled 
with eggshells. Marcel walked over to the colander, rammed his 
fist into the sculpture and asked her: ‘And now? Do you still 
think it’s beautiful?’

Who remembers, today, that artworks can be something 
other than commercial goods and decorative baubles, and that 
they don’t have to be reduced to ‘images’ and ‘meanings’ as an 
excuse for pseudo-intellectual claptrap? Which Belgian museum 
director comprehends their impact, which is both poetic and 
political? I see nothing of this. Exhibitions are ugly, cobbled 
together, nonsensical and shameful. Genuine curiosity – about 
the things themselves – is almost non-existent. The institutions 
have devoured an authentic visual approach and slowly regur-
gitate it, devoid of flavour.

(The exhibition with work by De Keyser in the S.M.A.K, 
with the retrograde separation of old and new work, the sombre 
first space and the redundant, pathetic, embarrassing wooden 
construction in the main gallery. The overloaded Panamaren-
ko exhibition at the M HKA, with the tombstone-coloured 
plinths made out of MDF. The hideous Beuys exhibition in 
the same bunker. All of which prevents young people from 
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chance and necessity

On the last day of his life, Isi was enthusiastic. For hours, with-
out pause, he recounted dozens of anecdotes and tried to share 
his varied insights with me. We conversed from eleven in the 
morning until six in the evening. Sometimes he wept, sometimes 
we laughed. I tried to remember everything. Between half-past 
five and six, we strolled through the Forêt de Soignes as dusk 
fell. The air grew cold. His shepherd dog had become strangely 
placid. As long as we stayed behind him, he was quiet. But 
when he leapt up to attack a jogger, Isi was able to bring him 
to heel with a few tugs of the lead. It soon became dark, and 
Isi spoke quickly, as though we were reliving the last pages of 
One Hundred Years of Solitude.

He sometimes related new ideas and anecdotes, at other times 
he repeated oft-heard words and stories. Everything merged into 
a wonderfully lucid stream of images, appearing and disappear-
ing like coils of hair woven into a braid. Only to be suddenly 
interrupted by a cliché, or so it seemed in that instant, before 
everything regained its coherence and I understood how he had 
wanted to live, and why.

This cliché was Mallarmé’s famous line Un coup de dés jamais 
n’abolira le hasard (A throw of the dice will never abolish chance), 
which was often used by Marcel Broodthaers. Although it wasn’t 
the first time that I’d heard Isi quote this verse, I’d always be-
lieved it was prompted by a sense of loyalty or perhaps a kind 
of laziness. But for a split second, there on that forest path in 
the dusk, everything suddenly became crystal clear.

What does this verse actually mean? Within Mallarmé’s poet-
ics, I believe it signifies that every successful poem has a linguistic 
and even a visual form that is necessary and can be compared to 
the apparently equally fixed, definitive and contrived structures 
of zodiacs (constellations). The necessary form of a successful 
poem, Mallarmé wrote, cannot eliminate the accidental, impure 
nature of language: language as it is typically used and spoken. 
Conversely, the sentence also seems to imply that exceptional 
poems can only be written by ripping the words and expressions 
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evolves in a certain direction. Perhaps a poem after Auschwitz is 
still possible, but it may never make us forget our inhumanity.

And this means that we should be alert to the contingency, 
the coincidence, of all our achievements. It also means that we 
must be forever cognisant of our ignorance. That we should 
know we’ll never have God’s home phone number or be party 
to his or her thoughts. That we will have to continue to study 
and question the Old Testament forever, as per the Jewish tra-
dition (the brilliance of so many Jewish scientists and artists 
might be related to this intellectual tradition, in which nothing 
is considered definitive, everything is open to discussion, and 
all things are perpetually reconsidered and debated). That we 
must be tolerant, therefore, and treat people we don’t understand 
with respect. And that any form of thought that is dictated by 
political parties or other organisations will ultimately damage 
us in the long-run, simply because it is closed, because it is 
inert, because it is unable to adapt and, ultimately, because it 
isn’t real thinking but a dangerous ruminating of words, sounds 
and stale images.

And this is why Isi wanted to help people who were aware 
of their own ignorance and were engaged in the lonely quest of 
trying to give form to an ambiguous and open approach to reality.

We reached his house. ‘My whole body is shaking,’ he said, 
‘I’ll quickly put my dick in the socket to recharge and then I’ll 
hit the sack. I suddenly feel very tired.’

 
10 January 2019

away from the conventions of spoken or badly-written language, 
so that people can hear, see, taste and understand them anew. 
In so doing, the words themselves, and the poems or prose that 
are constructed with them, seem to become autonomous, and 
begin to resemble objects.

For Marcel Broodthaers, these poetics probably legitimised 
the poems he created with objects such as mussel shells and 
eggshells and with the associations the (sound of) these objects’ 
names evoke within us.

For Fiszman, the beauty or relevance of an artwork was akin 
to the beauty of mathematics and the natural sciences, but also 
to a meaningful, tolerant, ethical and political attitude. He saw 
all of this as the product of a world ruled by chance, in which 
endless permutations could occasionally produce a useful result. 
He quoted from Chance and Necessity (Le hasard et la nécessité) 
by the biologist Jacques Monod; he explained how a twist of 
fate had brought him to the place where Rabbi Meir Ben Ba-
ruch Von Rothenburg was arrested in 1286; and he advocated 
inclusive models of society, such as Ghandi’s plea for a united 
India (instead of the unfortunate division into three countries 
with three different religions) and the truth commissions es-
tablished by Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu. Thinking is 
guessing. And unless you have the courage to make mistakes, 
there can be no progress. ‘It doesn’t matter if you make mistakes,’ 
he said, ‘the terrible thing is to never apply what you’ve learnt 
and to keep on making the same mistakes’.

In an essay on Nietzsche, written after the Second World 
War, Thomas Mann decried his apolitical attitude of the inter-
war years and denounced the intellectualist critique of culture 
‘because only a thin layer of culture separates us from barbarism’. 
I think Fiszman would have added that we also must always 
remember that this ‘thin layer of culture’ was created by trial and 
error and is not, as some would assume, the fruit of a divinely 
preordained plan.

Because in quoting Mallarmé, what Fiszman really meant was 
that we should always bear in mind that the achievements of man-
kind have not abolished chaos. Nor have they proven that history 
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EDIBLE MAYONNAISE
Thirty questions for Rogier Van der Weyden

Several years ago I met the restorer Irene Glanzer, who together 
with Elisabeth Bracht and Louise Wijnberg restored Barnett 
Newman’s painting Cathedra (1951) for the Stedelijk Museum 
in Amsterdam. She told me that nobody knows which brushes 
this artist used and that these days notable restorers like Carol 
Mancusi-Ungaro (Whitney Museum and Harvard) spend much 
of their time interviewing artists as so as to gather as much 
detailed information as possible about their technique before 
they leave us forever.

This optimistic message reminded me of Claude Lévi-Strauss’ 
sad remark that he was well aware of the questions his prede-
cessors should have asked the Brazilians who surrounded him, 
but that he could not imagine what questions he should ask to 
satisfy the curiosity of future anthroloplogists. This is how I hit 
on the idea of inviting three experts on the work of Rogier Van 
der Weyden to write down the ten questions they would ask 
him if he miraculously came back to life today. As I expected, 
but to my great delight nevertheless, all three came up with 
different questions. I hope you derive as much pleasure from 
them as I have.

In 1974 one of these three experts, Lorne Campbell, published 
a wonderful book about Rogier Van der Weyden, which moved 
me to tears as I sat on a train between Brussels and Antwerp, 
slowly and breathlessly turning the pages and ravenously de-
vouring the text. What I found most moving was to see how 
he isolated and enlarged women’s faces, as if the people Rogier 
had painted were real people to Campbell. Somewhere in this 
book he writes that Rogier lengthened the noses of his characters 
artificially, because this gave them a more devout appearance. 
I had only just left Antwerp station when I met a woman with 
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lorne campbell (b. 1946)

1. First break the news that his paintings of the Justice of Trajan 
and the Justice of Herkinbald, painted for the Town Hall 
of Brussels, have been destroyed. Please tell us as much as 
you can remember about them.

2. Show the tapestry of Trajan and Herkinbald (Historisches 
Museum, Berne). What are the main differences between 
this and your paintings for the Town Hall?

3. What was your position in the workshop of Robert Campin?
4. Where was your workshop and how did you organise your 

team of assistants?
5. Show the Prado Descent from the Cross. Would you agree 

that this was the best thing that you ever did?
6. Explain what your intentions were in presenting the Descent 

from the Cross in this way.
7. Show the Escorial Crucifixion and explain about the damage 

it has undergone. Did you enjoy working on this without 
interference from a patron?

8. Show the Washington Portrait of a Lady. Tell us about her 
and about how you painted her.

9. Tell us about your painting (which went to Genoa and 
which we know only from a very short description by 
Bartolommeo Facio) of the woman sweating in her bath, 
with a puppy near her and two youths peering at her 
through a chink.

10. Did you go to Italy? If you did, what were your impressions 
of the country and its art?

dirk de vos (b. 1943)

1. Standing waiting for you at Brussels Central Station, I rec-
ognized you immediately from a later portrait drawing 
based on a painting which really does capture your features. 
I suspect it was not a self-portrait. Who was the painter of 
that portrait? (which, sadly, has been lost).

2. Was Robert Campin your teacher?

exactly the same long, pious nose as the men and women in 
Rogier’s paintings. I took a photograph of the lady in question 
and sent it to London without a message. ‘I know,’ Campbell 
wrote back several hours later, ‘I have seen hundreds of them 
in Britain as well.’

griet steyaert (b. 1965)

1. Do you see yourself as an artist or as a craftsman?
2. The figures in the Descent from the cross (Prado, Madrid) are 

arranged in a case, the sort of gilded wooden case we know 
from carved altarpieces. Do these figures represent living 
people or polychromed figures? The figures are actually 
too big for the case. Did you do this on purpose to create 
tension and make the image more powerful and dramatic?

3. How long did it take you to make the Descent?
4. What were the dimensions of your studio? Can you de-

scribe the lay-out? What was in your studio? How many 
people worked there and how many people actively paint-
ed with you?

5. How many paintings did you make during your career and 
which do you like best?

6. Did you have any books? What were they?
7. Your son, Pieter van der Weyden, succeeded you. Can you 

describe his work? How is it different from yours? (The 
Master of the Saint Catherine Legend was later identified 
as being this son.)

8. Tell us about your apprenticeship. Which painters did you 
know personally?

9. An Annunciation painted on the outside panels of the 
Bladelin Triptych (De Vos, cat. n° 15) was clearly the work 
of a less able hand. Was this painting produced in your 
studio? By whom? And if not, was the painting done at 
a later date? What was the story here?

10. In the Seven Sacraments altarpiece (De Vos, cat. n° 11) ten 
heads were painted and stuck onto an intermediary medium 
(pewter, parchment or paper). Why was this done?
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IMPERIAL YELLOW
Remembering James Lee Byars

I met James Lee Byars (°1932) in October 1996. A few months 
earlier Maria Gilissen had visited him in a home for the aged 
in Santa Fe, where the doctors kept him sedated, waiting for 
his death. Maria stayed with him for several days and saw to 
it that he didn’t take his medicine. When she saw Byars slowly 
recovering she decided to come back a few weeks later. During 
this second visit she had Jule Kewenig and Stephen Mcken-
na relieve her until Byars was able to leave the home and travel 
to Europe. A few days later I had to be at Maria Gilissen’s to 
collect some notes. Krystyna Szymorowski showed me in and 
introduced me to James Lee Byars.

He was sitting at the big table and cutting out tiny circles 
from photographs with a pair of giant scissors. He was wearing 
a black velvet suit with a very long black lace scarf. He was 
drinking red wine and eating thin slices of Parma ham which 
he was drying on a claret-coloured cushion placed in front of 
the fireplace.

‘Put some more logs on the fire,’ he said to Krystyna. ‘Where 
do you find these logs anyway? Put more logs on the fire, I’m 
freezing. What do you think of this portrait of Maria?’ he asked 
me. ‘It’s a good portrait, I think. I made it.’ He showed me 
the face of Maria Gilissen, cut from a photograph, as if for 
a medallion.

‘She looks like a Madonna,’ I said, ‘I never saw her looking 
like that.’

‘A tank,’ he said. ‘She’s a tank… She’s got arms like this. 
She lifts a ton with each hand and then she starts walking. 
She grew up in a small Dutch village in the neighbourhood of 
Maastricht… Which one do you prefer?’

On another copy of the same photo of Maria Gilissen, not yet 
cut, he laid a piece of paper with a circular cut-out. He showed 
me two possible positions for cutting out the photo. I told him 

3. How is it that the workmanship varies so much from one 
of your paintings to another and that some sections in the 
large formats can only be described as poor? – with apol-
ogies for this impertinent question which is not intended 
as criticism.

4. Is it true that you knew Jan van Eyck personally and was 
he of an older generation?

5. Was your wife Elisabeth, whose mother was a Van Stock-
hem, by any chance the niece of Ysabiel de Stoquain – clear-
ly a gallicization of Van Stockhem –, who was married to 
Robert Campin?

6. Did you really do the drawing which alludes to the ‘Scup-
stoel’ (Ducking Stool) and which is the only surviving 
design for a series of satirical sculpted capitals on the front 
of Brussels Town Hall?

7. I don’t wish to give you a heart attack, but were the four 
Justice paintings which went up in flames under the French 
bombardment of Brussels town hall in 1695, the commission 
which led you to leave Tournai and settle definitively in 
Brussels because of your appointment as city painter?

8. Was the paint you used thinned with water, even when 
it was combined with oil (what we call ‘emulsion’), rath-
er like our modern-day mayonnaise? But perhaps edible 
mayonnaise is something you were familiar with too?

9. When you produced a portrait of someone, I assume you 
first made a separate drawing. Did that person sit again 
for the painting?

10. Did you ever make a painting without a specific purpose 
or without being commissioned to do so?

4 June 2008
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bowl they get another kind of food. And every day those orni-
thologists come to watch them with binoculars to see whether 
everything is still fine. To see whether they are happy. And they 
are happy! They haven’t lost a single feather! And the ladies look 
at themselves all the time in the mirror and kiss themselves in 
the mirror and their husbands look around a bit. But there is 
one male bird who is the boss. He is about 1 centimetre bigger 
than the others. And he’s the boss. He sits on the highest bar. 
He is always sleeping. Except when there’s something wrong, 
for then he will open one eye. And this bird, it is a male bird, is 
the boss. He is completely yellow, imperial yellow, and he always 
sits on top. His wife is olive green. Olive green, with a yellow 
beak and yellow feet. That’s how you can see she’s his wife. But 
the male bird is completely yellow, imperial yellow, with yellow 
feet and yellow lips and golden eyes. He is the boss. And when 
I arrived he was taking a bath in a big porcelain bowl. I was 
wearing the coat that is hanging behind you.’

I turned around and saw a long, red velvet coat decorated 
with black lace butterflies.

‘He was taking a bath, but when I entered the room he 
stopped washing to have a look. He didn’t look at me, but at 
the butterflies. Because normally he eats butterflies. And then 
he made an invisible sign to his wife who was kissing herself 
in the mirror. She came down at once and sat down at his left 
side, slightly to the rear, the way she is supposed to. And then 
he said: ‘Look, butterflies!’

But she said: ‘You fool, those are not butterflies but lace dec-
orations and you are locked up in a cage.’ And then she flew up 
again to admire herself in the mirror… The boss quietly finished 
his toilet and flew up as well to take a nap on the highest bar…

Maybe the words were not exactly the same,’ Byars said, ‘but 
they really were talking about the butterflies, and it’s a true story.’

 
2 August 1997

I liked the second one best. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘you cut it out.’ Then 
he started calling Krystyna, who was working in the next room.

‘Krystyna, do you have another copy of this photograph? 
Bring me another copy of this photograph! And another pair 
of scissors for Hans! And more wood on the fire!’

I had a close look at the other photos Byars had cut out and 
I recognised the portrait of Marcel Lecomte taken by Marcel 
Broodthaers, a photo of Marie-Puck Broodthaers, a portrait 
of Isi Fiszman and a very small ball-like head of Mario Merz.

‘Could you go up to my room and look for a small picture 
for me?’ Byars asked. ‘I must have lost it on the floor.’

I went up to his room and started studying the floor. After 
a few minutes, hidden in the crevices of a thick white carpet, 
I found a round piece of white paper some 3 millimetres in 
diameter. In the middle I saw an almost invisible black dot. 
I picked it up and brought it downstairs.

‘It’s a bird,’ Byars said, ‘you need a magnifying glass to see it.’
I took a close look at the photo with the copper-mounted 

magnifier he was using and I discovered the dot had two mag-
nificent tiny wings… like two thin curved lines. I was struck by 
the unexpected elegance concealed in this small piece of paper 
with what had looked like an ordinary dot.

‘I just happen to have seen a beautiful exhibition about birds,’ 
Byars said. ‘There’s a wonderful airplane made by Panamaren-
ko… a kind of flying platform called Bernouilli. I love it. It’s 
a magnificent work. I have also seen a very small earring with 
five little white feathers… And next to it they have put Brancusi’s 
bird. Wonderful! A delightful equilibrium! Here a plane made by 
Panamarenko, there a minuscule hanger and there the Brancusi! 
And the cage! The cage is extraordinary! With five couples of 
rare birds brought by French ornithologists from the Australian 
rain forest. They went to fetch them themselves. They carefully 
picked five couples and now you can see them in this cage. 5 x 
6 x 8 metres! And the back wall is a silver mirror! And then five 
stainless steel bars on which they can sit, one above the other, 
whichever they want. And their food is served in two times five 
bowls in Chinese porcelain of the Sung dynasty and in each 
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UNCOVERING 
THE WEAPONS

Interview with Raoul De Keyser

Six o’clock in the morning. Yellow elbows are tumbling out of 
some blackbird’s beak and echo in my head like illuminated 
islands with unimaginable, ever-changing contours. I can’t sleep, 
because last night I met Raoul De Keyser (b. 1930). And I forgot 
to ask him something about the Matisse clippings. And I have 
to commit everything to paper before I forget…

Two days ago, I saw some of his paintings from close-by, 
something which I’ve been putting off for as long as I could, in 
the conviction that some encounters, or attempts at understand-
ing, are best postponed for as long as possible, as it’s a question 
of leaving sufficient unprocessed beauty for the days and nights 
ahead. The paintings had just been brought to Antwerp and 
someone had unpacked them for me. They were sitting on the 
floor. On all fours, I crawled from painting to painting, enrap-
tured by their incredibly light facture. ‘An exercise in white!’ 
I thought. ‘A complete retreat of the armies and an uncovering 
of the armaments! But then without pathos… Like a poet who, 
with three transparent words, captures all the power of literature 
and at the same time dares to show its fragile skeleton…’

Not giving in to the hopeless task of conveying something of 
my emotion to you, and for once renouncing my refusal to 
compare works of art with other things, I quote to you some 
randomly chosen lines from Nescio’s work: ‘And the hills were 
too low and not steep enough, how could you tire of them? And 
she had to get tired or else she would shatter into poet, woman 
and courtesan. From the top, they looked onto a valley with 
sloping oblong fields in black and yellow and green, and pine 
forests and oak coppices scattered on the slopes. And over there 
in the tiny valley, hours away with nothing striking in it, only 
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they were made. And he doesn’t want to answer any questions 
about other artists… I don’t blame him.’

We quickly cycled through the shattered city, swerving be-
tween cars, other colour spots and abruptly tumbling shadows 
and holes of light. ‘But what are you going to talk about then?’ 
asked the young man. ‘I don’t know him,’ I replied. ‘Either he 
takes his work very seriously, as a kind of mystical mission, or it 
must be possible to ask him whether he shares my view that the 
two yellow spots on the edge of the painting Ready are funny 
and how they got there. And if he doesn’t answer, I’ll tell him 
that Bacon would have thrown them on the canvas. Which is 
not true, of course, because the spots are far too large and too 
precise, but they do have a function similar to that of Bacon’s 
white gull droppings, because they seem to have been pushed 
in front of the painting and evoke an additional pictorial depth. 
If that doesn’t get him talking, I don’t know what will.’

the chat that was not  
allowed to be an interview

It is evening time. Raoul De Keyser sits in a secret room on 
a chaise longue, because he recently hurt his back. In front of 
him, against the wall, hangs a beautiful poster of a blue female 
figure by Giacometti. In addition, there are ten postcards and 
two posters of De Keyser’s own work. On top of the pelmet is 
a white cloud by Luk Van Soom. There’s also a limited library 
for daily use. I recognize the book Beeldarchitectuur en kunst by 
Jean Leering, Goethe’s Italiaanse reis, Matisse at Villa Le Rêve by 
Marie-France Boyer, a book by Paul Léautaud and books about 
Seurat, Henry van de Velde, Warhol, Giacometti and Picasso.

I saw your new paintings yesterday. Together they form a light-foot-
ed exercise in white. They are very funny.

raoul de keyser: Yes, that’s what is sometimes said 
about my work.

a straight chunk of river that moves squarely into the distance, 
until it loses itself in a bend. Next to it, the red miniature roofs 
of brickworks and their chimneys, high and yet lost in the 
greatness of the landscape.’

Swiftly painted, white, transparent veils which – through their 
superposition – show the thinnest realisation of what a painting 
can be. Paper-thin paintings that celebrate painting. No icono-
graphical endeavours or, indeed, demolition of the power of the 
image in a disintegrating texture, as in the case of Tuymans, not 
even a tactical move to tip a bad drawing into a painting, as in 
Swennen’s case. Just painting. So thinly, that a possible image 
only stands on the thinnest of legs, because it only arises from 
the overlapping of the slightest fake planes. So thin it is. With 
here and there an omitted or added stain, sometimes greasy, but 
mainly thin. What guts! I thought. What power! Who could 
go even thinner? So cheerful! So bouncy! So free!

And after examining the new paintings, I rode a borrowed bicycle 
through the city, alongside the young sculptor Michael Wiesner. 
The world was clear. Somewhere on the second floor, a young 
mother opened a window, causing an angular stroke of light 
to strike a notch into the facade on the other side of the street. 
‘Your sculptures are clean,’ I exclaimed above the traffic noise, 
‘but they have no bottom or back. That’s ok, but you have to 
know it… You could also give them a back and perhaps display 
them with some kind of support, the way African doors are 
exhibited. You should take a look at Giacometti’s white marble 
bean. I think that’s displayed on some kind of support.’

‘So what are you going to talk about with Raoul De Keyser?’ 
Michael called out above the overexposed spectacle. ‘He doesn’t 
want to speak to me,’ I yelled. ‘He doesn’t want to be interviewed 
anymore. He’s tired of it. He’s just been interviewed and he was 
sick of it. But I have continued to insist. And finally he gave 
in. He doesn’t want to be interviewed, but he is willing to talk. 
Provided it doesn’t go on for more than 20 minutes. And he 
doesn’t want to explain what his paintings are about and how 
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are not predetermined in advance… For example, secondary 
matters can become primary issues… The painting Crook, for 
example, is based on a drawing, but the angle in the drawing 
was different.

What does the word ‘Crook’ mean to you?

de keyser: When you hit somebody with your elbow… I should 
look it up again in the dictionary…

(Leafing through the dictionary) It says here: ‘A bend, curve or 
hook… Anything hooked or curved. A professional criminal…’

de keyser: (Smiles)

With every artist, I wonder how their viewpoint arose from a sen-
sitivity that preceded their work. But in your case, this question 
seems to become absurd, because the visual rhythm of your work is 
so closely linked to the texture of the paintings and you are always 
looking for some sort of ambiguity: the blue stripes in ‘Closerie V’ 
(illustrated on p. 338) do not represent a sun-blind, but they do 
evoke an image of it. Do you, in this case, remember such a pre-
liminary visual sensitivity or do you think that your ‘personal form 
vision’ has been completely created by your experience as a painter?

de keyser: I think it was entirely the result of painting.

Without your work, of course, I would not be able to talk about 
your visual sensitivity, because there would be nothing to look at. 
And your paintings are real painter’s paintings, in the sense that 
they are the fruit of painterly contemplations about painting. In 
my opinion, however, your original view of the world must also 
have disintegrated into different fragments in the past. Or some 
coloured stains must have behaved very autonomously at times.

de keyser: You’re giving me food for thought. (Laughs)

For example, the two yellow islands on the edge of the painting 
‘Ready’. They’re funny, because they say something about creating 
a painting, whereas they should actually be silent. There’s something 
inappropriate about them, because they want to exist in spite of 
everything. They want to be there without meeting the expectations 
and customs. They are ‘potatoes’: shapes that are not immediately 
recognizable… How did you actually get them there?

de keyser: (Silence.)

Bacon would have flung them there.

de keyser: I also flung the lilac work you see there. (He points 
to one of the postcards on the wall depicting the work Bleu de 
ciel (1992). And the work behind you. (The work Front, which 
is depicted on page 77 of the Troublespot catalogue.) I threw 
the paint tube at it… You have to watch out for jumping carps 
if you do this.

Did you use a rag for the underpainting?

de keyser: I did. Just as I manipulated the end result in this 
painting with my painter’s rag because I thought the grid was 
too beautiful. (He points to the painting Lok from 1995, Ludion, 
p. 66. The title is translated there as Decoy, so that the reference 
to the French word ‘loque’ (rag) is lost.

What are jumping carps, if I may ask?

de keyser: If the tube of paint first touches the cloth with its 
tail and subsequently tilts, it can end up strange… You can also 
get a notch as a result… You see, we must always remain alert…

To react appropriately when the painting creates itself.

de keyser: When your opponent relinquishes something, you 
have to make sure that you take advantage of that. Many things 
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de keyser: You’re making me doubt my own mind…

What attracts you in this sculpture, I suspect, is precisely the fact 
that the woman seems to fall apart. She is only visually held to-
gether by the frame of the backrest behind her, just like you add 
an extra corner with two thick white stripes in the bottom right 
of one of the large paintings in this exhibition.

de keyser: You say she seems to fall apart… I rather think she 
looks assembled. Like a stack… What would you call a hori-
zontal stack?

Good question… Do you mean that we can look at your work as 
if we were watching horizontal stacks?

de keyser: (Smiles.)

What do you call the indefinite shapes in your work that are 
reminiscent of potatoes, but then potatoes that sometimes take 
the shape of frayed flags, like here, for example? (‘Untitled’, 2006; 
included in the 2006 Zwirner catalogue).

de keyser: I have no name for it, but the stain you’re referring 
to is a rocking swing to me.

In two paintings, we can see red corners at the top, which indicate 
the size of the canvas before you stretched it.

de keyser: Yes, I stretch my own canvases. Being the son of 
a carpenter, I want to keep in touch with things… Also, it’s 
sometimes good that you can still see those red corners, because 
they help to lock the painting… You call my current exhibition 
a ‘light-footed exercise in white’. For me, the exhibition consists 
of two parts. There is the smaller, light-footed work, but there 
are also the two large, unyielding works… I don’t mind working 
very quickly, but that swiftness involves precision. Sometimes it 
shouldn’t take long, sometimes it just wants to be made.

Giacometti tried to draw the billowing matter underneath the 
picture we are projecting on it. On this poster, we see a woman’s 
swelling or hollow forms, captured in airy, blue circles… The work 
moves us, because we recognise those twists and turns without 
remembering where we’ve seen them before… Two weeks ago, in 
Paris, with my son Cyriel, I stood looking at a thin, moon-fishlike 
head for a long time. ‘If you keep on looking the heads suddenly 
swell,’ Cyriel said. And it was true. When we came out, I saw three 
people who had a narrow head resembling the body of a moon-
fish. The third person was a woman with large black glasses. The 
glasses did not in any way detract from the effect.

de keyser: It so happens that I have a book about Giacometti 
here… (He produces a booklet that was wedged between the 
chaise longue and the wall.) It contains a clipping with an image 
that really moved me… As far as we can still talk about being 
moved in this day and age…

Every day, we must remind the know-it-alls of our time that 
there are non-sentimental emotions that can be evoked visually…

de keyser: Behind you, on the bookshelf, there’s an exhibition 
folder with another picture of the same sculpture…

(Together, we look at two black and white photographs of L’objet 
invisible, one of Giacometti’s wooden, African or Etruscan-look-
ing, female figures dating from the 30s.

In Paris, I was most moved by the images from this period. I think 
they’re just stunning…

de keyser: (Nods.)

But you can see that the woman’s body seems to fall apart. Each 
body part seems to behave autonomously. You, for example, would 
only paint the front view of her left thighbone and let it drift 
around in the painting.
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You are now talking about the speed of Léautaud, who wanted 
to write every text in one go, but not without trying it a hundred 
thousand times, until the text had stylized itself…

de keyser: I remember once I had prepared an underpaint-
ing to which I only wanted to add an over-angle line. It took 
months, because I wanted the line to hardly touch the canvas 
and because I was afraid that I would spoil my underpainting. 
It had to be done in one correct movement, like jumping over 
a ravine… But sometimes I also want to put down a funny, 
wavy or stiff line, of course… And over the white… I painted 
the foundation of these paintings very lightly to emphasize 
the light-footed, mobile aspect, so that you wonder why some 
surfaces don’t fly 2 metres away from the canvas. They hang 
together very loosely…

Now you catch yourself saying it!

de keyser: (Laughs.)

Dirk De Vos wrote that you create paintings with surfaces that 
have a non-figurative, but concrete effect, like revolving props 
of film sets. I think you live in a world of unconnected scraps…

de keyser: Are you sure you didn’t study psychology? (Laughs.)

I am sorry, but your time is up.

22 February 2008

I AM A MAKER, 
I WANT TO SEE THINGS 

AND LOCK THEM
A wayward conversation  
with Raoul De Keyser

One sunny Sunday afternoon, I drove to the secret residence of 
the painter Raoul De Keyser under a blanket of low-hanging 
white clouds tinged with shades of blue, purple and grey. In the 
boot, I had brought a festive cake, which I hoped to share with 
the artist and his son Piet along with the home-brewed muddy 
filter coffee, which De Keyser would pour from a distiller’s flask 
into the waiting cups. A few weeks before that, De Keyser had 
allowed me access to his studio, where I had the opportunity to 
film a series of paintings in a different state of readiness. I hadn’t 
asked him permission for anything else, so when De Keyser be-
gan to talk about his work, I felt hesitant, anxious about having 
seemingly forced myself upon him under false pretences. But 
I was hardly out of the door when I realized that I should have 
put the camera down and made myself vulnerable by telling 
him what I saw, thought and felt, as I always do when an artist 
takes me in confidence by showing his or her work. Since that 
missed opportunity to talk to the artist about a beautiful and 
new series of works, just a few days after their completion, I had 
continued to dream about a new encounter.

I know exactly what I want to talk about with De Keyser: about 
the way the texture of a painting can lead to a new pictorial 
space as a result of provoked, but at the same time unexpected, 
derailments. But it seems as if De Keyser can’t imagine such 
a conversation. He doesn’t want to talk about the texture of his 
work, he says. Why not? We can only hazard a guess. Perhaps 
because he has had to answer too many inane questions in the 
past. Perhaps because he has tried too often to say something 
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useful, but has not found a trace of it in the published texts. 
Perhaps because he used to write about art himself and had the 
feeling that he was deceiving the readers. Perhaps because he 
really believes that there is nothing to say about his work. And 
perhaps, and this may well be the most important reason, because 
he no longer remembers everything, or is afraid of remembering 
things incorrectly. Not only because it is sometimes so long ago, 
or because his memory is letting him down, but also because 
things have taken place in such a way that they are not stored 
by the conscious memory. (The things we remember are im-
poverished by storing. Things we can no longer remember, such 
as smells, sometimes come back with full force, because they 
were stored in an unconscious, more physical way. What about 
remembering physical events such as the making of a painting?)

We are sitting in his front room. De Keyser, his son Piet and I. 
There are five paintings hanging and standing around us, which 
the artist has brought together especially for this meeting. He 
has also compiled a handwritten catalogue, which is on a shelf 
along with two paintings. We are sitting opposite each other. 
We look each other straight in the eyes.

raoul de keyser: In 1980, on the occasion of an exhibition at 
the ICC, someone wrote about me saying that I am a doubter… 
But that’s not the case at all. If you ask me when I put this or that 
brushstroke, I often can’t answer, because I can’t remember. It’s 
difficult to describe an action after the event, because it’s made 
up of impulse a lot of the time, of escapes and quick skirmishes.

You’ve told me about this painting (‘Untitled’, 1982, Jacobs: 421), 
which has been in the front room for a few months now, that it 
came about being ‘repaired’. Whenever the absorbent substrate 
absorbed the colour, you retouched the painting until it remained 
more or less opaque and stable. This resulted in a comical, almost 
clumsy, facture.

de keyser: I have used many different types of canvas. This 
work is painted on lightly prepared, very absorbent canvas. 

Right at the start, I painted with oil paint, then I switched to 
acrylic paint for reasons that I can’t remember or that weren’t 
very clear, but when I was using acrylic paint, I came to the 
conclusion that if I used thin layers, the work took no time at all. 
I wanted to take my time painting. That’s why I started painting 
with oil again and was glad that the paint was absorbed. The 
paint disappeared into the canvas while I was painting, so I had 
to touch it up, add to what had disappeared. The paint didn’t 
disappear evenly, of course, which resulted in a rather stubborn 
painting, because you’re always tempted to restore what you lose 
along the way… The painting is part of a series I exhibited at 
Richard Foncke in 1980-1982. Together with the paintings based 
on the monkey puzzle trees in my garden, these were the most 
important paintings from that period. I called these paintings 
Zacht apeverdriet, as if you could walk over them… The model 
of this painting is called Tornado (1981, Jacobs: 402). It has also 
been ‘repaired’.

Why did you use the absorbent canvas if you wanted to work 
more slowly? That also accelerated the drying process, didn’t it?

de keyser: Yes, but the result was different. (He is quiet and 
looks at me.) I don’t want to answer any more questions now. 
Why don’t you answer your own questions? Then I might learn 
something.

Because I try to write texts and books that teach us something about 
the works themselves rather than about the author’s speculations. 
I can’t imagine that you would be interested in such speculations.

de keyser: I don’t read about art. I used to write about art 
myself, but I stopped when I caught myself using the word 
‘field of tension’ for the umpteenth time.

That’s exactly my point. I have never used the word ‘field of tension’. 
I’m trying to do something else. But I’m tired, I have to say. And 
if you want, I can leave now. It’s up to you.
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(From the corner of my eye, I can see that De Keyser’s son, who 
is 2 metres to his left, is starting to smile. De Keyser is silent and 
looks at me piercingly. I get up and walk towards the painting 
in question.)

There used to be a landscape by Jean Brusselmans here. It was 
a winter landscape. You loved it, because you’d paid a lot of money 
for it, instead of buying a holiday apartment at the seaside, which 
is what your wife wanted. What was so special about that paint-
ing? I don’t know. I saw it just once, now more than a year ago. 
But if I remember correctly, the trees seemed to be black and the 
branches were covered in snow. Snow in a painting, I often find 
that odd. Because you need white to finish a traditional painting. 
Thick coats of white can make for a comical effect. And thick 
coats of white on seemingly black branches produce a fascinating 
image… Is it a coincidence, then, that the painting that is now 
taking its place also appears to have a black-and-white structure?

de keyser: (Angry.) That’s not black. That’s Hooker’s green… 
I’ve used a lot of green. Sometimes I was tired of it and couldn’t 
face green for a long time… Piet, can you go and fetch a tube 
of Hooker’s green for us? Wait, I’ll come with you…

(Both men disappear and come back after ten minutes. De Keyser 
has two new paintings with him. In the meantime, I have looked 
up Hooker’s green: it is a dark green colour created by mixing 
Prussian blue and Gamboge, an orange-like yellow.)

de keyser: I can only find Hooker’s green in acrylic, but I’m sure 
that it was an oil paint… I brought along two of the four-part De 
Zandvlo with me. My father made the stretchers for it. Instead 
of making them 2.5 cm thick, he made them 5 cm thick. It was 
right here, I’ll never forget. I’d been working at the university 
all day, I came home at five o’clock, and then I saw this. Where 
is he? I asked my wife. He was already in the café, celebrating 
his successful day. I went there to look for him. ‘20 × 30 × 5 cm, 

that’s not going to be a painting, but a box!’ I said. But he was 
satisfied with his work.

To return to your question about why I used an absorbing 
surface: the painting is essentially about these traces of this white 
line. Many of my paintings are an exercise in recalcitrant painting, 
a purification of lines or surfaces. I used to have a neighbour 
whose job it was to paint the white lines on the football pitch. 
He did so with a bucket and a brush. When he was painting, 
he sometimes had to go back, because the wayward grass resist-
ed… I, too, always searched for forms of waywardness. What 
is technical competence? Going from A to B. Some do it as 
straight as possible, others do it waltzing…

Often, when you place dots or small stains on your canvases, 
you do so in a space that you left open and you let a thin line of 
the canvas shine through around the dot or stain. I think that’s 
funny. And you?

de keyser: Me too.

You selected five paintings for our meeting. We are now in front 
of ‘Drie hoeken: II’ from 1971.

de keyser: That, too, was painted on an absorbent canvas.

The mini-catalogue that you prepared for me states that the paint-
ing has been tamponed. What did you use for that? A cloth, paper, 
a sponge?

de keyser: I can’t remember.

We are now looking at ‘Untitled’ (1988, Jacobs: 555), which you 
describe in the catalogue as ‘Verzonken hoeklijnen in donkergroen, 
rechtsboven open’ (Sunk corner lines in dark green, top right open).

de keyser: An old football line that is fading…
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‘Studie voor Kerf ’ (1989) was made later. We see a white horizontal 
line applied on top of differently coloured surfaces. It seems as if 
you’ve painted the coloured areas twice.

de keyser: I don’t think so. But maybe I did, I honestly can’t 
remember… This painting (Sok, 1971) originally represented 
a football sock, which I repainted a year later. I’ve repainted things 
before. In fact, in 1992, I exhibited in a Berlin gallery a series 
of works that I called Souvenirs massacrés. They were recurring 
images, of which I knew beforehand that I would repaint them.

Here you painted the edge of the painting white afterwards.

de keyser: Yes, sometimes I do that when the edge is dirty.

The canvas is very granular.

de keyser: Yes, I once experimented with all sorts of different 
kinds of canvas to see how the same Hooker’s green would react 
to it. I asked my supplier to provide me with as many different 
kinds of canvas as possible. The result was a canvas of 50 by 
50 cm, which consists of nothing but cut out rectangles of canvas 
that I glued together until they formed a square. Then I painted 
them with the same colour in the same mixture. Depending on 
the texture of the canvas, the green becomes darker or lighter. 
The work is called Studie voor Lamastre.

What does the title mean?

de keyser: The titles of these works refer to towns that surround-
ed us at our holiday home in France: Lamastre, Chambonas, 
Vanes… When you visited me in my studio last time, you saw 
that I’d made many small and narrow strips of cloth in a wide 
variety of formats. That’s because I want to use up all the canvas 
I still have. All the leftovers. My son Piet thinks I should buy 
new canvas, but I love this kind of voluntary poverty.

What attracts you to the work of Jean Brusselmans?

de keyser: His brutality, which is even reflected in his frames 
and stretchers.

And in the work of Courbet?

de keyser: The skin in his paintings and the density of things… 
I once set myself the task in Vienna to look at human and animal 
skin in paintings. I wondered which painters had been able to 
produce the effect that you would rather see human skin than 
paint. I found seven or eight outstanding examples. Five of them 
were by Rubens. One of Courbet.

Last time, we talked about Giacometti.

de keyser: In a letter you wrote that I may be attracted to the 
interiors in that photo book. But the picture I love the most is 
the one where he crosses the street under his coat. That hood! 
And then, very romantic, that picture of that café visit with 
his girlfriend. Amazing! At one time, I was the second visitor 
to an exhibition with his work at the Musée d’Art Moderne 
in Paris. There was only one Japanese man in front of me. He 
had camped out in front of the entrance. I walked straight to 
the end of the exhibition and then slowly walked back to the 
crowd. They had used very large plinths, which put me off to 
some extent…

 
30 March 2009
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ON OLD GHOSTS 
AND THINGS THAT 

DON’T PASS BY
Guide to a superb Luc Tuymans exhibition

The exhibition is called ‘Les Revenants’, which translates as ‘the 
ghosts’, but the word ‘revenant’ was once used to describe the 
Jesuit Order or Society of Jesus. So the motif (the story, the 
concept) of this exhibition is the power of that Order and the 
way the Catholic Church, as the powerhouse, used images to 
perpetuate and expand its power. The theme of the exhibition 
is a logical continuation of the theme of all of Tuymans’ work: 
the power of the image and the struggle with powerful images. 
Tuymans (b. 1958) is not a flash in the pan sort of artist; he is 
not someone who causes a furore with a flimsy idea which flares 
up brightly, hot and noisily and dies out equally quickly. He is 
like an effervescing flow of lava concealed in the depths, which 
gradually forces its way up through slowly shifting tectonic plates.

In January of this year I was at the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York where to my great joy I stumbled upon Tuymans’ 
portrait of Condoleezza Rice, right next to a room where Rich-
ter’s complete Baader-Meinhof series was on display. A superb 
museum with superb displays of superb works. Hanging there 
was the portrait of the American Secretary of State painted by 
Tuymans, while this country is in a state of war! A tour de force! 
An achievement that drives me to go on working.

Apart from its possible pacifist, political meaning, the lovely thing 
about this portrait consists in its being a tribute to a powerful 
woman of Afro-American descent as well. Indeed, the power 
of Tuymans’ work has to do with an ever-recurrent, ‘intrinsic’ 
ambiguity or richness, which is also apparent in a form executed 
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with great precision and economy that results in the formulation 
of a clear painting technique to produce an unstable image.

In this exhibition the intrinsic ambiguity is expressed through 
references to the qualities and exceptional achievements of the 
Jesuit Order as well as to the far-reaching and often pernicious 
and undemocratic, political, moral, pedagogical and aesthetic 
influence of that powerful club.

In the illustrated weeklies you can read more about the reasons 
for the choice of that motif. Here I would like to talk about 
the way the ‘content’ of these paintings is conveyed (by means 
of colour, brushwork, composition, absence of modelling, etc.) 
and manifests itself to us in, for example, the various facets of 
a papal cufflink.

In the largest painting, which is called Rome, we recognize 
the interior of St Peter’s Basilica during the ceremony to elevate 
Archbishop Danneels to the cardinalate. Danneels can be seen 
bottom right among the other candidates, who are represented 
with a few pale brushstrokes. A few moments later the new 
cardinals will kneel. The asymmetrically framed image, with 
the two twisting columns in the foreground on the right and 
the thousands of worshippers in the depth, evokes an effective 
image of the gigantic architecture of the basilica. Suddenly the 
enormous sculptures in the recesses regain their true propor-
tions. The church appears as an imposing, intelligent theatre, 
which helped bring about, hide, profile and preserve a powerful 
association.

The columns are made to look exaggeratedly amorphous, 
thereby accentuating their theatrical twists, but they also seem 
to disintegrate as if made of smoke. It looks as though the 
brushstrokes have been applied roughly, with parted hairs, but 
this is only appearance. The white background is visible between 
the brushstrokes, along with the occasional pencil markings. 
(Before starting work on a canvas, Tuymans paints it white.)

The painting was made swiftly. It is extremely effective. It 
shows the power of the image as something leprous, something 

tattered, something perishable which at the same time can be 
magical. The work was based on a home-made print of a digitally 
compressed image, with the result that the coloration is remi-
niscent of illustrations in old textbooks. The reality has the air 
of a disintegrating cardboard theatre or thousands of scattered, 
tiny patches of light. In that respect, the work is reminiscent of 
the painting Versailles which shows the back of Fontainebleau 
castle, like an old colour picture postcard.

‘Why the back?’ I ask.
‘Because the front would come across as too clichéd,’ Tuymans 

replies, ‘and also because the fountain adds something to the 
theatrical, flashy but at the same time almost domestic, petit 
bourgeois character of the piece.’

The striking thing about the painting is that our attention 
is immediately drawn to the fountain, the apparent nucleus of 
the painting, while no real attempt is made to reproduce the 
fountain itself, the spatiality of the falling water or the beaded 
light. Quite the reverse, in fact. Our gaze is deflected off that 
bleached-out, blind spot and onto the Fata Morgana of the castle 
above, whose almost opaque image disintegrates into thousands 
of short, narrow brushstrokes. I tell Tuymans that I admire the 
way he was able to appreciate Richter’s ‘blurriness’, but eventually 
replaced it with a form of his own: strokes placed side by side, 
which in this painting produce an effect I can best compare to 
flowers which occasionally appeared on the legs of some of the 
schoolchildren during my gymnastics lesson as a boy.

‘Richter wipes paintings,’ says Tuymans, with a sweeping arm 
movement. ‘I paint wet-on-wet.’

‘You paint on the newly applied, white ground?’
‘Yes.’
I have described elsewhere how Tuymans evokes objects just 

by painting shadow lines, which themselves break up into short, 
diagonally applied brushstrokes.

‘Do you use thin brushes for that?’, I ask him.
‘No, I always use the same brushes’, he tells me. He points to 

a little bucket containing some twenty identical, 2-centimetre-
wide brushes.
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‘What sort of brushes are they?’, I ask.
‘Just cheap synthetic brushes’, he answers, ‘I can’t work with 

expensive materials.’
‘So you apply those little brushstrokes using the corners of 

your brushes?’, I ask.
‘Yes, I hit the canvas with the corner of the brush,’ he says.

‘I paint in a classical manner’, he tells me, ‘first the light tones 
and then darker and darker. Gradually I darken the image in 
the places which will receive the most attention, like the girl’s 
hair in The Exorcist.

‘The image of the castle seems to shimmer, like an object 
shimmering in the heat,’ I say.

‘Yes, I aim to create an image that doesn’t petrify or become 
lifeless. You can also see that in the painting The Valley, which is 
based on an old film about an American town in which blond, 
blue-eyed boys are born who seem to be malicious, extraterrestrial 
creatures. In this context, of course, we just see a schoolboy. To 
make the image less graphic and static, at the end I applied the 
slightly greener yellow parts on the edge of the shaded areas, 
for example on the left cheek and on the nose. That way you 
reformulate the edge of the lighter yellow areas and give the 
area a coarser dimension. For me it isn’t about vanishing lines, 
but about defining something by means of colour.’

‘As Cézanne, Velásquez and El Greco did?’
‘Yes, initially I only knew El Greco from books and I found 

him very manneristic. But when I physically encountered works 
by him for the first time at the age of eighteen – they were 
portraits of saints in Budapest –, I saw that the paintings had 
a deconstructive element to them and almost fell to pieces. De-
spite the mysticism, the colour temperature was very cool. That’s 
why once I had left the building, I couldn’t remember either the 
tone or colour of those paintings. Seeing El Greco’s paintings 
made it clear to me what an image or a painting could mean.’

Another visual issue encountered in this exhibition is a sort of 
attack on Rubens.

‘Rubens was the Cecil B. DeMille of his time,’ says Tuymans. 
‘All his paintings are concentric, they try to create a continuous, 
cinematic movement in a single image. That’s what irritates me 
about his work. Hence, too, the asymmetric view of St Peter’s 
Basilica in Rome and the painting based on an illustration of 
a church in a book (The Book), in which the only illusion of 
volume or depth is evoked by the woman walking diagonally 
in the middle. And finally that painting based on a picture of 
a church in which the architecture alternates with trompe l’oeil. 
What interests me is the static image, but then one that is un-
steady. In The Book the woman in the book is given a counterpart 
in the vertical, almost fluorescent, fake, purple shadow on the 
right. In The Deal, the painting in which the Pope concludes the 
peace with the Jesuits’ general, you have that effect mainly in the 
papal vestments which are painted with cerulean blue and on 
top white with madder mixed with yellow, so as to create a sort 
of space, but at the same time achieve that plank-like effect.’

‘From which the pope’s cufflink emerges like an opening tear, 
like the issuing reality of the painting that is born? Do you have 
a thing about buttons and buttonholes?’

‘Yes, and spectacles too. Spectacles give you a colour contrast 
that is easy to paint, the image (the suggestion of a face) is directly 
formulated. They are the moments which carry everything and at 
the same time make everything uncertain. Just as with Velásquez 
you never know if what you have is a contour, a shadow or an 
imaginary line… I like Jan van Eyck more than the Renaissance 
painters with their ‘modelé’ and their sfumato. You can enlarge 
a painting by Jan van Eyck to the format of a wall: it will still be 
sharp. Velásquez comes close. A tremendous, quasi minimalist 
economy, which nevertheless creates depth rather than flatness 
without suggesting a perspectival space.’

‘Hence, too, The Book, and your painting based on the lid 
of a Japanese lacquered box’?

‘Yes, The Book is an image you perceive much more slowly and 
which is flattened by the fold, thereby underlining the fact that 
those Jesuits worked and still work with theatres and façades.’
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‘Was the painting The Exorcist based on the scene of the 
exorcism in the film of that name?’

‘Yes, the priest, who’s played by Max von Sydow, is also 
a Jesuit.’

Tuymans always paints on a loose canvas. Only when the paint-
ings are finished are they stretched on a frame. I am standing 
among several, as yet unstretched canvasses. Next to the finished 
image on each canvas there are spots of colour. I take several 
photographs of these spots next to The Exorcist. I am struck by 
the number of pure colours there are to see here, for example red, 
which you hardly find on the canvas. I suspect that these spots 
are the references on which Tuymans bases their different values.

‘Yes, in this painting I had great difficulty with the colours,’ 
he tells me. ‘It was hard to get the values right, to decide how 
far the contrasts could go, how I could sharpen the blur and 
paint all those colours into each other while giving them that 
light-emitting power in their stratification.’

‘The values are the relative gradations of all the colours com-
pared to the tone of the focal point of the painting?’

‘Yes. In this case it was the girl’s hair. But because I work from 
light to dark, I have to constantly adjust all the tones as that 
head of hair emerges from nothingness. In this painting that 
was not easy. For example, this green line was very important.’ 
He shows me a wafer-thin, almost gleaming, emerald-green 
line which looks like the farthest contour of a dried-up stain. 
‘A barely visible temporizing of the space of the painting.’

Finally, there are still two paintings I have not said anything 
about here. The first shows the wax seal of Loyola, the founder 
of the Order of the Jesuits.

‘I have the most difficulty understanding why you painted 
this,’ I say. ‘Unless doing so gave you a great deal of pleasure.’

‘Yes, I did like the oiliness of the wax,’ Tuymans replies, ‘and 
the image of blood it evokes.’

Hanging to the left of that painting is The Pledge, a work depict-
ing two people dressed in white prostrating themselves. ‘They 
are adherents of the charismatic movement,’ he says. ‘There is 
something amorphic about the image. In particular it’s the effect 
of the over-sized feet.’

Then I see that this work is almost a twin brother of the famous 
work with the two geese, which Tuymans based on a painting 
that hung in his bedroom as a child. One of those geese had 
a large, black, egg-shaped eye, which the child thought might 
swallow him up. Here that eye has expanded into a dark, amor-
phic spot intended to represent a pair of shoes. The artist made 
the same painting again, perhaps without realizing it. The old 
ghosts are still at large.

 
17 April 2007
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THE EYEBROWS OF 
THE CLOWN

Conversation with Luc Tuymans

prelude

Not so long ago, I was waiting for a train near a dozen or so 
elderly people on a group outing. It struck me that they all 
spoke at the same time, without really listening to one another, 
as though the meaning of their words was less important than 
the possibility to make sounds and gesticulate, and this within 
a complicated but elegant polyphony and collective dance, 
like a gaggle of gobbling geese. The so-called meaning of their 
words was obviously just a pretext for a play with forms (tone, 
rhythm, gesture), one that engendered a sense of familiarity, 
safety and security.

For whatever reason, there will always be people who cannot 
relate to these kinds of group theatrics. They take the words too 
literally, like people with autism. They don’t understand how 
to make a place for themselves within this type of spectacle. 
They quickly start to feel uncomfortable. There is something 
wrong with them. They imagine they will feel better if they do 
something exceptional. And that is why they become doers. 
Their actions become a mask. They become clowns.

Some clowns do it with words. They never stop talking. Their 
utterances might sound very logical, reasonable and attentive, 
but their thoughts are impersonal, insensitive and inconsiderate 
towards others. Their actions might mirror those of the geese, 
but something about them feels forced. Their speech is not a di-
alogue, but a compelling monologue. Their talk is discordant. 
Anyone who watches or listens to these clowns for long enough 
will experience but one emotion: fear. The fear of matter that 
looks at itself and falters.

Some clowns get married and have children.
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What strikes me most about Tuymans’ paintings, besides their 
weightless and often sensual textures, the temperature of their 
colours and the use of shadow lines, is that they give shape to 
unstable images. By this, I do not mean images that are just 
blurred or difficult to grasp, but those that, by their very form, 
make it seem as though every image is a fabrication and that 
all attempts to conceal this fact – by presenting thoughts or 
images as absolute – is tantamount to an abuse of power or 
vulgar laziness. Everyone is looking for fixed forms and stable 
words in which to nestle, but the artwork wishes to defy as 
many certainties as possible. I think Tuymans would say that he 
‘iconizes’ precarious images without institutionalising them. The 
aim is to create images with a political, disruptive strength. His 
images reveal the rips and holes in the wallpaper of power. At 
the same time, and this is why I find them so fascinating, they 
also expose the holes in the wallpaper that we drape over reality.

In Luc Tuymans’ visual world we witness the encounter between 
a hotel room and a gas chamber. The gas chamber is built to 
mislead and destroy. The hotel room is furnished to convey 
the impression of homeliness and shelter. But this haven is an 
illusion. You feel that the hotel room will always exist whereas 
your stay, and by extension your sojourn on earth, is only tem-
porary. The interior becomes menacing. A crack materialises. 
The image we have of the hotel room is just an illusion. What 
do we actually see? We see an image that we ourselves have 
projected over a collection of atoms. We see a hotel room from 
our memory. We see our quizzical selves. We see a painting by 
Hopper that is devoid of figures. We feel a sense of loss. And 
then, once again, we take comfort in the thought that someone 
has made this painting.

But how does it work? How can one create an image that tran-
scends or disrupts visible reality and the popular, tautological 
use of images? Each artist creates his own precursors, as Borges 
said. Those who know Tuymans’ work will recognise Edward 
Hopper in the oblique compositions and use of hard, almost 

introduction

Twenty-two years ago, in 1983, I was friends with the actor Johan 
Heestermans, who owned some paintings made by Luc Tuymans 
(b. 1958). When I learned in 1985 that this artist was going to 
show some of his works in the swimming pool of the Ostend 
baths, I went to the opening with Linda Dasseville. Tuymans 
and the poet Bob Van Ruyssevelde stood at the entrance of 
the pool next to a crate of beer, from which they occasionally 
fished out a bottle. I did not see any other visitors. Three years 
later, in November 1988, when I founded the magazine NOUS 
with Damien De Lepeleire, Tuymans was the first artist that we 
invited to contribute. We paid him a studio visit.

He explained that he worked extensively with photographs and 
gave us two prints that we could publish. Hundreds of paintings 
stood against the walls, some of which are now world-famous. 
De Lepeleire remembers, in particular, the painting with the 
geese. I chiefly recall the caution with which Tuymans, who 
exited the building with us, emptied the ashtray into a bucket 
of water and how, some 50 metres down the road, he turned 
around and stared at the place for a good two minutes. ‘What are 
you looking at?’ I asked. ‘I need to make sure that the building 
hasn’t caught fire,’ he replied.

Today, Luc Tuymans is an internationally renowned artist. Right-
ly so. His work is poetic and complete. He makes real paintings, 
which are executed quickly and directly, with beautiful areas of 
thinly applied paint. But besides functioning as paintings, his 
works also operate as images: they evoke instinctive and rational 
impressions and thoughts, they assume a position within the 
history of the image and give shape to a type of intelligence that 
is neither purely visual nor completely discursive, but one that 
sees the two approaches as indivisible. Perhaps this is why he 
always speaks of ‘images’ rather than ‘paintings’, even though 
his images are made of paint and canvas.
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black shadows. Occasionally, his images resemble over-exposed 
paintings by Hopper (minus the figures, then) of which only 
the dark parts remain visible. Tuymans’ work is also reminiscent 
of Manet, about whose paintings Zola wrote that viewers were 
shocked, amongst other things, by the pale, stylised faces of the 
figures, which contrast sharply with certain black areas, such as 
the eyebrows. In Hopper’s work, this contrast takes the form 
of the black, almost protruding eyes of the woman in Morning 
Sun. (Tuymans told me that he once saw this work in London. 
He described the eyes as ‘hewn with an ice pick’.) Could it be 
that Manet’s paintings derive their political strength from these 
specific formal characteristics? I believe so. In all probability, it 
was not even intentional. Manet wanted to be respected and 
win medals at the annual Salon, yet something compelled him 
to keep on making the kind of images that were unbearable to 
most of his contemporaries.

Such a wrenching, shameful, clumsy and personal approach is 
inevitable. Sometimes it is triggered by technical innovations 
that enable new forms, the latter of which are usually based 
on a divergent viewpoint that seeks new ways of shaping and 
distinguishing itself from everything that has gone before, be 
it images or artworks.

I believe that every artist makes specific images and that these 
are not only derived from their personal viewpoint but also 
shape it: a matrix that filters their observations and makes their 
works recognisable. Since Luc Tuymans not only makes beautiful 
paintings but has also thought deeply about images in general, 
I wanted to ask what he thinks about this conviction and whether 
he sees it as applicable to his own oeuvre.

Talking to an artist is impossible. To use Kuhn’s paradigm con-
cept: two scientists or artists, each of whom starts from a different 
paradigm, will necessarily deviate from one another, simply 
because the meaning of their words is dependent upon the 
said paradigms. The hardest part of conversing with an artist is 

listening. Whenever you think you recognise a word, you no 
longer hear what is really being said, and you digress. Actually, 
you can’t really listen if you don’t know what to hear. The only 
way to break this hermeneutic circle is to immerse yourself in 
the artist’s oeuvre by consistently dealing with the artworks 
themselves, like a form of continuous exercise, as Benjamin 
said somewhere.

Once listening becomes a habit, an attitude, you develop a sense 
of the equivalence of each paradigm. In the light of the un-
knowable thing-in-itself and the eternal twilight zone in which 
objects or facts are linked to words and sentences, the world 
can henceforth only be seen as a landscape of shifting languages 
and a series of images that, to a greater or lesser extent, awaken 
something in our minds. While the results are of varying prac-
ticality, they all possess an equal beauty and logic.

The absolute equivalence of the different approaches to reality 
does not mean, however, that there is no point in delving into 
them. On the contrary. The richness of our spiritual life resides 
precisely in these differences, which only become visible after 
careful examination. This is why I endeavour to respect Luc 
Tuymans’ use of words as far as possible in the conversation 
below, even if you can’t find them in dictionaries.

Tuymans speaks intensely and with great precision, using long, 
stacked sentences that strive to illuminate a subject from every 
conceivable angle at one and the same time. Because you can 
only render this manner of speaking by constantly placing 
phrases between commas, brackets or dashes, I have therefore 
decided to split certain sentences. You must imagine his story 
as an uninterrupted stream of reflections, twisting and turning 
like an endless snake slithering around the hollow (perhaps 
non-existent) tree of reality.
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the clown and the carnival float

I’ve brought a book with images of clowns for you.

luc tuymans: Thank you.

In your work, the clown stands for the mask, style, aesthetics or 
interior design: any form of decoration or representation that can 
be experienced as threatening because the true world remains 
hidden behind a false reality, the latter of which is presented as 
absolute. I am thinking of the figures of death in Lynch’s films, 
who often wear a clown mask.

tuymans: The candy-coloured clown from ‘Blue Velvet’.

Or the clown in ‘Lost Highway’.

tuymans: I’ve only made two works with the image of a clown. 
A drawing and a painting. They both refer to John Casey.

A serial killer who dressed up as a clown.

tuymans: Yes.

I’m not concerned with the figure of the clown as such, but with 
the image of a disguised and hidden reality. For example, I see 
a connection with your drawing of a carnival float bedecked with 
flowers. The exterior looks wonderful but hidden inside are the 
people who have to push the contraption forwards.

tuymans: Yes, I once did that job myself. What I remember 
most is the contrast between the clamour of the bystanders and 
the silence of the people within.

You are just as invisible in your work. It seems as though you are 
cutting yourself off from reality in order to create more powerful 
images. Like Kafka or even Proust… There are many similarities 

between your work and that of Proust. Firstly, there is the conviction 
that the true human being, if he exists at all, is hidden behind 
a series of social and other disguises. Then there is the liberating 
effect of light, which makes objects seem less rigid and evokes 
a world of moving images, and finally there is the timeless reality 
that lies behind the realm of phenomena and social intercourse. 
For Proust, our identity consists in the continuity between our 
different impressions. This continuity exists in that which is hid-
den. Outsiders just see the masks. Artists, however, are in direct 
contact with a timeless reality that they carry within themselves.

I see a connection with your work because it opposes author-
itarian and rigid images. This is why it seems as though you are 
making wounded images, images that survive, images that seem 
to be born from a timeless reality and yet appear to be topical. 
Every image is an infringement, an offence, a gambit, a challenge 
that you can’t control, an impending invitation, a comforting 
deterrent. The oblique lines and asymmetry create images that 
are difficult to remember, even if they continue to haunt us. You 
have actually found a form that allows unstable images to become 
visible. Objects fade away or appear, mostly indicated by shadow 
lines or by the dark, often linear sections of an overexposed image. 
If you scrutinise these lines, you will also see that they are com-
posed of dozens or hundreds of irregular brushstrokes, which are 
often applied in the transverse direction, so that the lines seem to 
disintegrate. Even the dabs of paint seem to fragment because of 
their ridges. Everything is crumbling.

tuymans: The fact that some images are viewed from a certain 
angle, not an ideal one, but a seemingly random angle, is ob-
viously connected to the theme of ‘documenting’ (because my 
works have never been artistic compositions, not even at the 
beginning), and with the fact that I only provide a framework 
for an image afterwards, and also because this is exactly how 
I think: I want to make images that keep moving (as when 
you look at reality) and I want to compel the viewer to always 
provide meaning, just as I was forced as a child to give meaning 
to a reality that resisted, that did not offer itself up.
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There is always a meeting between coolness and warmth in your 
images. This could lead one to deduce that you equate coldness with 
warmth, because you are familiar with it from your childhood. 
I’m not interested in the so-called psychological explanations. What 
fascinates me is how such an experience can acquire a visual struc-
ture, for example how the caress of light and the falling of shadows 
can lend an unreal and temporary character to objects, making 
them appear less definitive, less accessible and less threatening.

tuymans: Yes.

I think that a child can have the crushing impression of being 
very transient and almost invisible compared to the surrounding 
decor, so that any degradation of this decor can be liberating. One 
could, for example, also see Guillaume Bijl’s work as a successive 
unmasking of decors that he experiences (or experienced) as ag-
gressive and compelling. In your work, this could be inferred from 
the asymmetrical compositions, the hard framing and the uneven 
treatment of the different elements of a figure, as also seen in Manet’s 
oeuvre (for example, his portraits with the unfinished hands).

tuymans: First of all, I would like to say something about the 
fragmentary nature of my work. At a certain point, I decided 
that I didn’t want to make fragmentary work – in the sense of 
images cut out of a larger, invisible reality – but images in which 
the so-called fragment becomes the complete image. This is an 
important nuance.

As far as the approach to reality is concerned, it is certainly 
a question of detachment. That’s true. But at the same time, 
there’s a kind of indifference, which is related to the statement 
of things themselves and the way you deal with this, as you just 
said. It’s elementary, because what generates things is reality itself 
and my experience of it; I generate comparatively little myself. 
In that sense, I consider myself subordinate to reality. I don’t 
think that even an imaginary world can exist without a certain 
representation of reality. My work is principally related to this: 
the question of authorship, as in what is original and what is 

not, how you appropriate, how you make things your own. 
Not so much in the idea of sampling, but more via the simple 
statement of an image that immobilises itself.

Within this immobilisation, the image assumes a completely 
different function, and that is the one you mentioned in relation 
to instability. Whether the image destabilises or stabilises is linked 
to how it is focused. I never paint on a stretched canvas. The image 
is only framed afterwards by painting white around it. Then the 
canvas is stretched. All of my paintings have a different format. 
I can focus them down to the last millimetre. Thanks to the 
varied formats, my paintings are fed back to the viewer in a very 
physical way, but despite that physical feedback – also because 
I never work on more than one painting at a time – you strangely 
enough achieve a kind of… distance. This game of distance and 
attraction has to do with my obsessive interest in the static image 
and whether or not I remember it within a certain powerlessness, 
what I omit, and what I want to specifically focus on.

You actually asked me if I know where this lifelong fascination 
for images comes from… But I personally don’t think that it’s 
an exceptional preoccupation. It’s an important viewpoint but 
only because other people find it unusual. I think it’s strange, 
because I strive towards a certainty in my work. You also find 
this in Proust: a specific logic in the way of thinking, in the way 
of looking and observing, in the manner of the sensory reaction 
and how the sensorial is activated within a kind of intelligence 
that, whether it transcends the individual or not, strives to 
assimilate within a larger totality or pattern.

Very early on in my development, I was influenced by Ernst 
Bloch’s publication, Ästhetik des Vorscheins, in which he talks 
about the relationship between the ‘not’ and the ‘nothing’. 
I once wrote something about it for a book that was published 
in Bern. Between the ‘not’ and the ‘nothing’ you have the realm 
of everything that either comes into being or decays. This zone, 
for all its banality, is the one that fascinates me the most because 
it acts as an incubator. Halting the process of becoming, in order 
to see what happens next, leads to the fragmentary and this, in 
principle, is presented as a whole.
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the war and the child

You often say that your fascination for images related to the  Second 
World War stems from the fact that your parents discussed the 
conflict almost every day at the dining table. I would like to relate 
that observation to the painting of geese that used to hang in your 
bedroom as a child. You have recounted your fear of the work and 
how you thought a day would come when the black, ovoid eye of 
one of the geese would swallow you up. I suppose your parents hung 
the painting of the geese in your bedroom to make it feel cosy, just 
as they wanted to make the house feel homely throughout. Yet it 
must have felt very threatening.

When I look at your work, I’m left with the impression that 
you’re trying to solve objects because of the unbearable, crushing 
presence they must have had during your childhood. Your parents’ 
conversations about the horrors of the Second World War might 
have been especially difficult to place because, when approached 
rationally, these atrocities actually did seem to merit this level of 
attention. However, this rational justification must have concealed 
that this subject is not really suited for everyday conversation in the 
presence of a child. Is it possible that, as a child, you felt that the 
war was a greater reality for your parents than your own presence? 
And that your existence was fragile, almost invisible perhaps?

tuymans: Yes. (Silent.)

…

tuymans: Partly also due to the overarching fact that as a 
child you couldn’t understand the war, because you hadn’t 
lived through it, and because it always returned as a point of 
reference in any given situation. They usually talked about it 
during mealtimes, which made it even harder. It made the meals 
more aggressive, or less peaceful, so to speak; to the extent that 
I couldn’t enjoy these meals.

On the other hand, this recurring subject also created a kind 
of phobia, fed by an extreme fascination for the subject. Not 

so much a preoccupation with common knowledge, or for the 
documentaries that we have all seen and the horrors that have 
all surfaced, but more with the constant, daily references to 
the war within a domestic context and thus, in actual fact, its 
trivialisation. Later, a quest emerged from all this, one that was 
initially unconscious but subsequently became more rational. 
In this respect, there is a clear line that runs throughout my 
entire oeuvre, one that is also directly related to the important 
theme of detachment.

My work focuses less on the element of time as a temporary 
phenomenon: daylight, moving from one place to another, how 
one experiences this or the after-image of the experience. With 
my work, you tend to get the idea of time in its actualisation and 
also time as a reconstruction, or the image as a reconstruction. 
Because all of the images that I appropriate are painted, they 
are, of course, processed and reconstructed. A sort of mimicry 
creates a kind of appropriation of the image, but at the end of 
the day the image is transformed into something (a painting) 
that doesn’t exactly fit within the reprising of the image itself.

Alongside this extreme fascination, there was also a fixation 
on the thing-in-itself, as a continuous element. Because unlike 
many Germans, for whom the Holocaust is a barbaric given 
that cannot be part of culture, I view that horror – and certainly 
after seeing a film like Hitler: ein Film aus Deutschland by the 
like-minded Syberberg – more as something with a normative 
function. I see it as something that did develop from culture. 
For me, it was about an ethnic cleansing that was primarily 
cultural in nature. So, I reached the conclusion that it was far 
more stimulating to somehow objectify the issue and to fetishize 
reality within the statement of those objects. For example, with 
that painting of a gas chamber in which the colour temperature 
and other emotional elements create an image that wrongfoots 
the viewer. The image begins to suffer from metonymy be-
cause it almost becomes overstated: the way the gas chamber is 
portrayed makes it a masked space once again, which was very 
necessary in my eyes, because it was already a masked space 
during that period.
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It is precisely this extreme distrust of reality and the thing-in-
itself that runs consistently throughout my work, even today. 
But there have been several stages. It began with emotional, 
semi-existential images in which the gestural played a role and 
there was a different use of colour. At one point, I stopped what 
I was doing because the distance became too narrow. I then 
factored in a much-needed break and experimented with film 
for four to five years – in a totally organic, accidental way – after 
which I returned to painting, but with a different ability to con-
ceptualise, and where the distance had increased tenfold. Then 
I made, for example, those images of toys that begin to develop 
their own logic within the perception of reality, images like Wied-
ergutmachung (Reparations), in which I talk about things like 
genetic manipulation or the commercialisation of life, organic 
things or even life itself. Or images like Der diagnostische Blick 
(The Diagnostic Gaze), which are divorced from something like 
the Holocaust but start from a medical, clinical observation of 
reality. Finally, there is the current approach, in which a number 
of things become more actualised, but at the same time they 
continue to express that kind of elementary vision. Actually, it 
is a never-ending story that piques my curiosity, because there 
are so many things that I would never have painted in the past 
but which I would tackle today. It’s fascinating to note how an 
interest presents itself, what kinds of things offer themselves 
and how you can look beyond… In this sense, the theme you’ve 
mentioned is certainly vital in terms of my oeuvre, but it doesn’t 
mean that the images don’t evolve in countless different ways.

visual strategies

I would like to repeat the question: could it be that your parents’ 
extreme preoccupation with this subject made you feel that you 
barely existed?

tuymans: (Bitterly.) At any rate, it wasn’t pleasant.

What interests me are not the so-called psychological conclusions 
that could be deduced from this fact, but how a sensitive child, 
in the absence of rational arguments, can develop certain visual 
strategies to resist a crushing appearance of reality. One of the 
consequences, for example, is that certain viewers might regard 
your paintings in the same way that you once apprehended the 
interior of your childhood home: as things they cannot control, 
and which are liable to evoke feelings and thoughts over which 
they have no mastery.

tuymans: Yes, the interior is important. My work is primarily 
about the interior rather than the external world, even though 
there are now images of landscapes, as shown in my last exhi-
bition in Berlin, for example. Look, this is one of my recent 
paintings.

(He shows a reproduction of Dusk, a painting of a high-rise 
building against a blue sky. The reflection of the golden rays 
of the setting sun seems to dissolve a section of the building.)

It is quite a large painting. The golden sunlight creates a kind 
of idyll. The most important thing is the overexposure of the 
image – the light is even harsher in the painting than in this 
reproduction –, which engenders a sense of detachment from the 
forms you actually see. If you look at the other works that were 
shown in the exhibition, it is clearly about a kind of perception of 
something ambiguous within the religious. It was also noticeable 
in the exhibition about the Passion Plays in Oberammergau, 
with the village actors, whom I reduced to mannequin-like, 
completely unreal apparitions. They were incredibly flat and, 
because they stand so close to the wall, the shadows once again 
emphasised that unreality. Through hints such as a stylised 
Christmas tree or the suchlike, you arrive at that fundamental 
question as to what you can and cannot actually believe.

Someone pointed out that Baudouin’s right hand in the painting 
‘Mwana Kitoko’ is so flaccid that it cannot be real. This reminds 
me of the separated hands in the painting ‘Wiedergutmachung’ 
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‘Reparations’ where, in contrast to the drawing of the same name, 
it seems as if the hands extend and originate from children beyond 
the picture plane. That painting reminded me of one depicting 
two feet, the painter’s feet perhaps…

tuymans: The aim was to rid the king of his youthfulness. His 
reserved attitude betrays extreme uncertainty. The right hand is 
a bit weak, a bit less decisive than the hand clasping the sabre. 
I found that a beautiful discrepancy within the image.

You recently made images that you never previously thought you 
would make, for example ‘Dusk’, but painted that office building 
at the very point when the image no longer functions, because so 
much light is reflected that you think you are looking at a swirling, 
melted mass. The obstacle dissolves.

tuymans: Yes, as you said at the beginning of this conversation, 
it’s about extracting as much as possible from the images, in order 
to purify them. To perfect the image, you try, somewhere, to let 
it fail. This breaking point is actually the approach taken towards 
the image, the initial form from which the image is analysed 
and created. To achieve it, I work with material that is already, 
in principle, impure or which generates the intermediate steps.

For example, by using old or discoloured paper for your 
drawings?

tuymans: Yes, that is how it tended to be, especially at the 
beginning. Now a little less, but still… For example, I never 
work on a white canvas, always on a canvas that is primed with 
a coloured white, or a shade of white. I’ve also made models 
for a number of works and I frequently use Polaroid photos to 
visualise how an image evolves from very light to dark. In this 
way, I obtain contrasts that I can separate into different layers 
so that I can formulate and construct an image. These are vital 
intermediate steps. They are integral transitionary stages in terms 

of the image and how it appears and then, finally, I paint it, 
which changes its appearance yet again.

The breaking point gives both you and the viewer access to the 
image?

tuymans: Yes. There are many images in which you can indicate 
such an entrance. It’s the point that determines your initial and 
overriding sensation. Henceforth, your gaze will fan out over 
the rest of the image. That point certainly doesn’t have to be in 
the centre. It is the idea of an injury, of a scar, as was already 
apparent in Body, but on an intuitive level. The majority of 
images transmit this kind of rationalised scar. Every painting 
contains a point that is weak enough to create the possibility of 
an access point. My images are different, therefore, from those of 
the Flemish Primitives, in which every object is depicted in its 
entirety and with the same attention to detail, out of a kind of 
fixation with reality. Very admirable, of course, but it was a more 
perfect representation of the world, one that derives significance 
from a dogma that no longer exists. The contemporary artist 
can only work from a conscious dilettantism. In that sense, you 
get a different approach anyway.

form vision

As a creator of books on contemporary art, I always look for the 
specific ‘form vision’ of an artist. More often than not, I can only 
discover this gradually, after months or even years of collaboration. 
I try to work as much as possible with images and materials, and 
from these I attempt to discover the artist’s conscious intentions. 
Then suddenly, while working on a book, an exhibition or a film, 
I begin to see it. There are times when it happens very quickly. 
I once had a wonderful conversation with the painter Robert 
Devriendt, whereby the pieces of the puzzle fell into place with 
untold speed.

Devriendt is always dressed in layers, he wears several layers 
of clothes one on top of the other. Often in shades of burgundy. 
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When we met in 1997 at the Grand Place in Bruges, I noticed 
that he was wearing burgundy shoes and asked him if he could 
describe the colour. As a result of this question (it was Bordeaux 
with white, à la Jordaens) he explained that he paints in glazes, 
a technique in which different, semi-transparent layers are ap-
plied on top of each other. Half an hour later, he told me about 
an image that had affected him as a child: a cow that had been 
surgically opened, layer by layer, for a Caesarean section. He was 
impressed by the fact that this big animal only consisted of layered 
membranes around a carmine red cavity.

The connection between his attire, his painting technique and 
the story of the cow is not coincidental. Not because the latter is 
the origin of his work, but because the tale demonstrates that his 
way of looking at the world hasn’t changed: it is the same today as 
it was during his childhood. And this is connected to his manner 
of painting. His work already existed as a way of seeing. No other 
child would have viewed, interpreted or remembered the same 
Caesarean section in quite the same way as Devriendt.

Your ‘form vision’ is connected to what you term ‘irradiation’: 
the overexposed image that makes the object look unreal.

tuymans: Yes, of course. The painting of Baudouin in Congo 
(Mwana Kitoko) and the painting of the Belgacom Tower (Dusk) 
are very different, but the idea of irradiation is common to both. 
This extreme exposure almost turns into a kind of ‘kitchification’ 
of reality. Yet the king’s uniform and the high-rise building were 
not random choices. These are objects that propagate something. 
They are symbols associated with the principle of power. This is 
important. My fascination for making images is undoubtedly 
related to their intrinsic power, the mistrust they generate and 
the destabilisation process that is inherent within them, even 
before they are painted.

They are mostly images that I have observed, and which 
only acquire a certain stratification of meaning following an 
analysis, the latter of which becomes obvious. By reproducing 
these images, I am doubling and multiplying their layers of 
meaning. Instead of simplifying them, I’m making them even 

more complex while simultaneously striving to return to an 
unambiguous image. In fact, it is about the image that immo-
bilises itself. That’s not new, it’s not something I invented, but 
the fact that we’re dealing with a ballast of images gives us a new 
experience of time, one that requires new images.

Our experience of time is one of extreme loss, because we have 
scant control over the contemporaneity of time itself. In that 
sense, there is also a need to either extend time or to connect it 
with a certain way of looking, with a particular contemporary 
reaction to a virtualised world. That way of looking is a con-
stant, and it is also linked to a person, who has some kind of 
continuum, who has some kind of limitation.

That limitation is reflected in the way someone looks around 
and how some things are validated and others not. In the early 
years, there were images like Die Zeit (Time) or Our New Quarters 
or Body or even Gaskamer (Gas Chamber). These are works with 
quite an immediate, graphic condition that has a direct effect 
within the icon and its symbolic function. Today, my work has 
evolved into a more complex way of looking at reality that, 
once again, is formulated in a painterly manner, but with the 
baggage and the substructure of the early period. As a result, it 
has become possible to contemplate things, to actualise once 
more, but without losing the connection with my original 
experience. I continuously make the link to the starting point, 
but I try to push my images one step further every time, also 
in terms of order of magnitude, in terms of scale, in terms of 
the skill of painting itself. These things are all interconnected.

I’m under the impression that the distance from the object 
being portrayed – a building, a person or whatever – has, in fact, 
only increased. That’s the strange thing: the older I get, the greater 
the detachment and the more abstract the object, especially as 
a motif element that you can deploy as a fetishizing moment. 
And that is what has interested me for a number of years now, 
because it gives you a degree of abstraction that starts to clash 
with the way in which the subject is portrayed.



74 75

empty paintings and pornography

When I saw the paintings from the exhibition ‘The Arena’, with 
those images of empty slide projections, I was forcibly struck by 
how they were painted. They have a sensual, concrete quality, one 
that is only enhanced by the reduction of the image. At the same 
time, I found these paintings to be unexpectedly funny, because 
what look like abstract images are, in reality, just empty images… 
projected nothingness.

tuymans: Yes, those empty paintings were about the idea of total 
nothingness and also my longstanding fascination with light. 
These empty slides are about a total negation of the image and 
the materialisation of a patch of light, as well as its appearance 
as a construction on a construction, namely as something that 
is no longer cohabiting the space. Yet they are not so remote 
from other images, such as the still life shown in Kassel.

For me, the Slides were a contrast to the monkey paintings, 
which were part of the same exhibition: close to pornographic 
images that humanise themselves within their dehumanisa-
tion, because the bodies of those little monkeys come nearer to 
a human structure than those of a chimpanzee or a gorilla. The 
very same monkeys who were forced into those positions by 
a taxidermist in a Japanese museum and which appear within 
our inhibitions as a kind of information transfer.

The monkeys, like children, are powerless. In this sense, these paint-
ings speak of powerlessness, but also about the power of images. 
They are cruel images. Revenge images in a way… You once said 
that you cannot depict the sexual act, because it plays out as an 
eternal repetition. Do you mean that there is something within 
the sexual act that transcends the temporary and therefore cannot 
be depicted, frozen or immobilised? Something like the dream? 
In that sense, one could also consider the monkey paintings to be 
a demonstration of the impossibility of making sexual images.

tuymans: There is also an image of a dildo with a torso. This 
could be the most explicit image… You certainly have the idea of 
the timeless nature of the act itself and its repetition. It is the 
same abstraction that is also implicit within pornography: that 
it’s not real, but an ‘image’ of the act. This makes it difficult to 
tackle the issue directly. In this sense, Caravaggio is something 
of a pornographic painter, because the chiaroscuro and the 
heightened reality – by showing things in a kind of decay and 
a type of mutilation principle – create the impression that the 
painting is extremely physically charged. But there is enough 
distance even in Caravaggio’s paintings, because without that 
remoteness you simply can’t visualise this kind of thing. The 
boundary between sexuality and pornography is also related to 
the borders of the private image, which is profoundly fascinating 
and very difficult to describe or interpret.

soundlessness as an act

You coax your images into being by making them appear overex-
posed, for which you use Polaroid photos, by removing parts of the 
image, by excising them and performing acts that are tantamount 
to violence, not just on the image, but also upon yourself, because 
you always cut yourself away. The image doesn’t chatter. It is silent. 
You can’t divine your private life…

tuymans: …from it. Indeed, that’s very true. What matters 
to me is that with the images, for example with those empty 
projections or even with an image like Dusk – with most of 
my images actually – a parameter has been created that is more 
important than the private image. And that is the parameter of 
silence as an act, which is close to a political act, just as Manet 
first made collages of actual images and allowed them to collide 
with their surroundings or simply reduced the background to 
a monochrome, as the The Fife Player, for example. He added 
an abstraction to the depicted reality that not only serves to 
heighten it (because it makes focusing easier) but also destabi-
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lises any concept of size, atmosphere and the ramifications of 
the experience.

There is something authoritarian about it, in the sense that 
it is a compelling measure by which the painter can position 
himself within the image. And these things lead, amongst many 
others, to the idea of silence, but then silence as a weight, almost 
a corpus within the image, just as I also believe that the idea of 
depth is not something that is restricted to the Renaissance 
concept of ‘lines of flight’, perspective and the construction, but 
is essentially linked with the temperature of an image, the tones 
used and all the elements that take place within the different 
values of these tones. For me, these are not unreal objects, these 
are things that belong to reality, that are part of reality.

physical intelligence

tuymans: We find a similar physical intelligence in Lynch’s best 
movies, especially Eraserhead. It’s like a route, whereby a kind of 
world is created from matter, which first moves from a micro to 
a macrocosm and then perceives itself. It’s fascinating, because 
you can use this to physically give the world a different time 
frame. In my view, it’s no coincidence that Lynch started out as 
a painter. The painterly and cinematic act involve an identical 
approach to things. It’s not so much about the photographic 
image, or about the possibility of making countless reproduc-
tions of something, but about the way in which we – within 
a certain representation of the unicum – approach something, 
either up to a certain limit or by transgressing the boundary, 
so that you can determine a starting point for the visualisation 
process. From here, a clearly defined path can develop.

In a painting, this track is obviously less visible than it is within 
a film, because it is static and functions outside a narrative con-
text. As a consequence, it also has a different concept of time. It 
is visible in every good painting. It is about the conviction that 
the physical element of the visualisation process does not turn 
into a kind of stupidity, but into a type of perfidious, perverse 
desire to prolong or stop the physical. Within this pleasure lies 

the pornographic aspect of every image I have ever created. It 
is often suggested that my images are asexual, but I don’t agree. 
I could refer to the toy paintings, but also to Dusk. If you look 
closely, you can see that there is a certain level… Especially the 
physical, which is something you can always extract.

My desire to realise images stems from the fact that the vast 
majority of things are not completely or perfectly translatable, 
and they reveal themselves to me after a delay, or are perceived 
within a delay. I want to associate both the perception and its 
inadequate memory with different qualities that indicate another 
kind of sensuality, one that is not about pure revelation.

It is about a different kind of intelligence, a different kind 
of approach to reality, which others sometimes experience as 
a dogmatic way of connoting the world as almost unchanging.

And then you have the site-specific nature of the image…. 
Just now, you were talking about the dream. I once read a book 
about the dream time of the Aborigines. These people (the most 
ancient of all) communicate with a language that flashes back 
to 50,000 years ago and returns to places that are meant to 
have a certain meaning, a symbolic function. Sound and music 
play an important role in these dreams and, through this, they 
become more than just images. In fact, it is like a primal film 
that is projected within a community, which considers dream 
time as real time, and reality as the dream. It leads, for example, 
to completely different ideas about property.

You can consider objects or images as possessions, but also 
as vehicles for transgression or the transmission of signals. Any 
intellectualised system is first and foremost about a sedentary 
position in relation to what one wishes to emphasise or make. 
The fully intellectualised world must constantly institutionalise 
itself, even when there is an apparent resistance to institutions. 
That is a fascinating fact. I’m also very interested in the fact that 
an image has a means of escape through its own iconization.

The contrast between the purely discursive on the one hand, 
and the image on the other, doesn’t add anything. I think that 
every image, and certainly in my own work, is conceptualised 
and that it has always been like this, to quote your analogy with 
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Robert Devriendt. We are always looking for a single grid, image 
or measure by which we can determine a number of weights.

the archivist and the instrumentarium

We could relate this theme to the simultaneous presence of warmth 
and cold in your work, with a kind of survival despite the negation. 
You can cut yourself away completely and still be present within 
that physical intelligence, in that texture, albeit without wanting 
to develop a signature or establish a style, because then you would 
fall back into a kind of representation, into an image that obscures 
things by presenting them in an institutionalised way?

tuymans: The struggle to attribute a kind of reality to the 
images is, of course, an eternal battle, and also occurs because 
I work with existing images, even if they are my own drawings or 
preliminary studies. I represent existing images. You have to look 
at my paintings from the viewpoint of the copyist, the archivist 
of an instrumentarium who discovers that his apparatus is sadly 
lacking (as in Bouvard and Pécuchet by Flaubert). I then have 
to go one step further in terms of the specificity of my work, 
so that the image will function. The solution generally lies in 
things that are less visible, in the detail, but then – just as we 
said at the beginning of this conversation – not as a fragment 
of a larger, invisible whole, but primarily as a total image. The 
tiniest detail then actually becomes the total image. When you 
start from there, it fans out towards a different connotation, 
or the image acquires a different kind of relevance. This can 
range from something extremely small to something so huge 
that it might implode again, for example the large still life in 
Kassel – the still life is the lowliest genre within the hierarchy of 
painting – that interpreted a certain idyll with a twist and, due 
to its extreme size and ridiculousness, turned into a cerebrally 
inaccessible image. Dusk works differently, because the only 
steering factor in the painting is the light, this is all that indicates 
how you experience that image, or can’t credibly experience it at 
all, or whether you can remember it or not. The vivid blue sky 

and the gold of the high-rise building can never be perceived 
in this way. Regardless of whether or not it’s a clichéd view of 
reality – because that’s also a question you can ask yourself – you 
always get a battle between the figurability of something and 
not depicting things. That’s why the work is also called Dusk. 
Quite literally, it is about the idea of that twilight zone.

the black hole and the mask

You once said that if you look at a face for a long time, that face 
sometimes becomes a black hole. Giacometti recounts that when 
he wanted to portray his wife, she became unrecognisable. Some-
times his drawings resemble convex constructions of the colourless 
swirl of atoms behind the projected image, the one that we project 
onto someone’s face.

tuymans: In my case, it’s the sensation that I felt as a child 
when, in my mother’s bedroom, sitting at her dressing table, 
I stared at my own face in the mirror for a long time, without 
blinking. If you focus without interruption, you start to develop 
a peripheral image and then you effectively get that gap, the 
gap within that image. I found it fascinating, because wanting 
to explore and understand what you really are, and discovering 
your physical make up, degenerates into a kind of negation of 
your potential self. This is the most important observation that 
recurs throughout my oeuvre: the masking of faces and the holes 
that appear in all images. That was intuitively clear at an early 
stage. The world masks itself, but its masking simultaneously 
proposes a kind of validation process, and this is regardless of 
whether or not it is a pose. It is going to express something.

I think that the obviously archaic element of the icon as an 
image is perpetuated rather than terminated. But you inevitably 
see that the images which grow in importance, and are more 
crucial than ever before, are the ones that are repeated or copied 
from the periphery, if only because of the reminiscences they 
evoke. However, these images are so interwoven with reality that 
they cannot be burned away. In that sense, it is very difficult 
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to exclude all kinds of symbolic functions. It is quite difficult 
to make a kind of excavation or to reach an opening into that 
material. And that is what I’m trying to do.

I’m not claiming to be able to unmask images. Aesthetic mask-
ing is inevitable. Even if you resist it, as I did, you will always 
create a certain form in which you push through a styling process 
in order to create a specific and efficient image. And within that 
process, you create an element in which things reach a point of 
stagnation – sometimes it is obvious and at other times less so –, 
in which they actually become absolutely immobile, and within 
that immobility, of course, there arises the powerlessness. That is 
the point at which you can’t push the cart any further and would 
do well to stop. But it presupposes, of course, that you must make 
the image even better. That is a singularly strange fact. It’s been 
a long time since I could limit myself to a single image. Each image, 
in my view, must stand alone, but the individual meanings will 
obviously change within certain constellations, and this happens 
very precisely, because the images enter into mutual relationships. 
But that relationship to the other images is only possible from 
the moment they censor themselves to the extreme.

My greatest desire is to be able to stand in front of my paint-
ings like a complete stranger, to be just like any other viewer, in 
a state of total detachment, disconnected from any ambition 
I might once have had or might still harbour. From the very 
beginning, I dreamt of being able to see my images neutrally. 
That desire remains unchanged.

When we look at your work, we see someone who seems to cut 
himself away from reality. But in actual fact, that cutting away 
is your means of existence.

tuymans: Yes, that is the duality associated with life. To be 
able to make these paintings, I have to become an empty space.

Are you saying that you would like to come face to face with 
yourself as with a stranger, just as you have shaped yourself in the 
temperature of your images and, equally, in a deafening silence?

tuymans: Yes. It might be an impossible dream, but it is a clear 
desire to simulate one’s own vanishing point. Of course, I actu-
ally already do this in my work, for example by not basing my 
paintings on personal events, but I am curious to gauge the overall 
impression. I would like to experience the ultimate conclusion.

 
2 July 2005. Dedicated to Dirk De Vos
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ABOUT SOCLES FOR 
THE NIGHT AND 

ABOUT SOOTHING 
CIRCUMSTANCES
Conversation with Berlinde De Bruyckere

The following conversation contains a number of references to 
statements by the artist Paul McCarthy. It is not the intention 
to suggest that McCarthy and his work have a particular bearing 
on Berlinde De Bruyckere (b. 1964) and her work. It is simply 
that he had paid a visit to her workshop a few days earlier and so 
many of his remarks were still fresh in her memory. In the normal 
course of events I would have removed these digressions from 
the conversation. However, the image of the emptied body used 
by McCarthy and quoted by De Bruyckere is so important that 
I decided to adhere to the authentic drift of our conversation.

I am in Berlinde De Bruyckere’s workshop. She’s supervising 
a number of men loading large, heavy crates onto a lorry. I study 
several small reproductions on the wall, including Cranach the 
Elder’s Lucretia; a photograph of homeless people or bodies lying 
under blankets; Paul McCarthy’s The Garden; Rogier Van der 
Weyden’s Deposition from the Cross; a prisoner in a Christ-
like pose with a hood over his head, being tortured in the Abu 
Ghraib prison; Grünewald’s altarpiece and a photograph of the 
artist’s son resting his head on someone’s lap. I walk round the 
sculptures which are in the making: a Pietà, a branch person 
and a figure with two backs. And then we have coffee together.

When I look at your latest sculptures – including the ‘Schmer-
zensmänner’ (Men of Sorrow) –, it strikes me that you set about 
your work like a painter. Not only on a small scale, because of the 
facture of the surface – which is tinted with colours that emanate 
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from the inside of the wax layers, as in Rogier Van der Weyden’s 
paintings – but also on a large scale, because of their structure: the 
sculptures consist of what might be described as a self-supporting 
hull arranged around a skeletal structure. The space between the 
hull and the structure is only filled in later on with cobalt fibre 
soaked in epoxy. In that sense your sculptures can be seen almost as 
thick paint strokes, as if you have applied the wax with a gigantic 
brush around a non-existent core.

berlinde de bruyckere: As a matter of fact, I trained as 
a painter. I don’t see myself as a traditional sculptress in the 
sense that I don’t construct my sculptures by gradually adding 
or removing material… I am someone who brings things to-
gether. I regard sculpting as a sort of recuperation process: my 
first sculptures were bas-reliefs made from bits of iron and wood 
I had found, which I then used to make a new sculpture by 
putting them together (see ill. on p. 4). By combining a stool 
and a pile of blankets, I create a new reality, a new meaning. 
I am fascinated by used objects and materials; they are charged 
with meaning. For example, I once made roses with used lead; 
the lead was weathered and so perfect for my sculpture.

Your recent sculptures are the result of assembling casts of parts of 
human or animal bodies.

de bruyckere: I ask models to pose in specific positions and 
then we make casts of parts of the body which seem to me es-
sential to that position. I then use those casts to make a silicone 
mould, which I paint in with coloured wax.

So they are really the result of painting?

de bruyckere: Yes. For every sculpture we create a colour 
palette which consists of numerous pieces of coloured wax. 
Depending on the colour I need, I melt a sample and paint 
in the patch. The effect is achieved by painting a number of 
transparent layers one over the other.

The result isn’t visible until you remove the form from the mould.

de bruyckere: Yes, I can’t control what it eventually looks like 
– only an approximation. If I want a particular colour to show 
through in a particular place, then I make that colour very hot 
so that it melts through to the bottom.

And after that you can’t touch them up because the outer layer 
has taken on the microscopic form of the silicone mould (it shows 
the details of the skin).

de bruyckere: Yes, the moulds are very detailed.

You created your recent sculptures by fashioning together several 
hollow casts. You begin by fastening them together with thick 
needles and lengths of string and when the form is definitive, 
you join them together. Partly because of their coloration, but 
also because of the verve of the different parts, these sculptures 
look like three-dimensional reproductions of figures in paintings 
by Francis Bacon.

de bruyckere: Others have said the same thing.

In 1975 when Bacon was asked by Sylvester what appealed to 
him so much about painting faces of screaming people, he replied 
that he found black holes surrounded by shiny teeth a fascinating 
subject. He loved the technical difficulties involved in trying to 
paint a dark hole.

de bruyckere: You see the same thing in Bernini’s monument 
to the Blessed Ludovica. Her ecstasy is expressed by the opening 
of her mouth; also by her hand, but particularly the mouth.

The mouth is the place where our outside becomes a dark, antedi-
luvian inside, where the light has not yet penetrated. If we ignore 
their cobalt filling, your sculptures are hollow. In some places you 
leave an opening. That hole then seems to become the real core, 
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which can only be made visible by building a sculpture around 
it, as a special socle for a special hole. On an emotional level, the 
sculptures seem to act as a veil hiding and revealing the night or 
the unutterable. On a structural level, however, they allow us to 
reflect on what it means to make a sculpture.

de bruyckere: The hollow is very important to me. Not only 
the hollow of the sculpture, but also that of the body. Last week 
Paul McCarthy paid me a visit and we had good conversation. 
Even though our works are miles apart, we do start from the 
same needs, the same fears and pain. ‘The emptier you can make 
the body by vomiting, bleeding, urinating, defecating, sweating, 
crying or ‘coming’, the freer it can be,’ he told me.

So we could regard his films as recordings of attempts to turn living 
bodies into sculptures, just as in his work the existence of several, 
more or less polished versions of the same sculptures invests the 
sculpture with a sort of spiritualization… He likes a sketch as 
much as a polished end-product and he likes to place those different 
levels next to each other as different stages in the realization of 
a fantasy or the poeticization of reality…

de bruyckere: He thinks I should show my sculptures in their 
unfinished state, with the scars still visible.

You are currently working on a sculpture which makes us think of 
a human body bending forward, its arms dangling and seemingly 
turning into branches, cane supports or insects’ legs. In the right 
ankle we also see an exposed bone, which could be an outward 
growing tree.

de bruyckere: Yes, it looks as if the body is being pulled 
downwards by a parasite. I recently came across a drawing I did 
in 1997, showing a similar parasitical form which seems to be 
controlling a figure.

In this drawing we see a human figure surrounded by very lightly 
applied stripes of red paint, criss-crossed with small lines like 
a scar. Those scars also appear in your unfinished sculptures, the 
various parts of which are held together by means of staples, thick 
pins or pieces of string.

de bruyckere: As I said, McCarty thinks I should keep those 
scars in the final version, but in my opinion they would divert 
attention away from the essence. I want to remove everything 
that is superfluous. Keeping the needles or the string, which 
conjure up the image of a wound or scar, would be a guaranteed 
success, but to me they are surplus to requirements… And there 
is another difference between McCarthy’s work and mine. I see 
the subject matter of my sculptures as very hard. A body that 
turns into a tree or a branch is only bearable because of a certain 
aesthetic… And herein lies a second, more specific similarity 
with the work of Bacon, who showed his paintings behind glass, 
in a beautiful wooden, sometimes gilt frame. He built in a sort 
of ‘soothing circumstance’ to make his subjects accessible. I try 
and do the same by using blankets, or socles with a lovely patina.

In the Pietà you are currently working on, one of the two figures 
suddenly acquires two backs (see ill. on p. 52-53) and in another 
sculpture we see a double backbone. That is a more sculptural way 
of making the composite character of the sculpture felt than just 
keeping the needles. After all, you’re not concerned with illustrating 
an idea, but with a sculptural approach to an experience… You 
say that your work and McCarthy’s take the same fears and pain 
as their starting point. To me that is less fascinating than the fact 
that McCarthy also works with holes, wormholes and hollows. 
One of his first works was a window he cut out in his windowless 
student digs; later on he worked with an H-shape configuration 
derived from the square pipes of an air-conditioning system, and 
now he makes inflatable, hollow blow-ups of existing forms (for 
example, a sculpture by Henry Moore) into which he drills holes. 
The sculptures look like structures around those holes. In fact, his 
exhibitions seem to take place inside our body or head, as if they 
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are no more than the shadowy occupants of a wormhole. I told 
him his work put me in mind of Proust’s description of dreams as 
‘illuminated bowels’. ‘Nice image,’ he replied, ‘I once made a work 
that was set inside the stomach of a chipmunk…’

de bruyckere: I found The Garden at the S.M.A.K. unbearable.

Why?

de bruyckere: To begin with you have that film set which he 
recuperated from a sort of Bonanza-like television series. I do like 
those sort of reversals of use. In The Garden he has two men, who 
might well be the heroes of that sort of television series, screw 
a tree and the ground. I find that pitiful and painful. You feel 
so ill at ease… like a voyeur… looking on as the father screws 
the tree and the son the ground. For me a tree is a symbol of 
life, a fantastic icon. I was very uncomfortable walking round 
and through The Garden, with the sound of that mechanical 
screwing. And then you arrived in a space where two sexless, 
wax dolls were lying on a table… They had formerly served 
in The Garden, and their fucking mechanism was broken… 
A really painful image…

You both pay a great deal of attention to the socles. For example, 
he makes a wonderful socle by joining ordinary tables together 
with tape. Your socles are superb too. For example, I really like 
that double sculptor’s socle: two revolving modelling tables placed 
one over the other.

de bruyckere: Yes, all my life I have collected beautiful objects 
which I gradually started to use as socles.

In ‘Schmerzensmann V’ (Man of Sorrow V) the iron pillar looks 
quite solid by comparison with the wax figure.

de bruyckere: There are five of these sculptures. They were 
made for two exhibition spaces with a mezzanine. I wanted 

to make sculptures which looked good both from the ground 
floor and from the mezzanine. The posts are wide because they 
allude to the traditional statue representing a hero on a column. 
They came from an old, dilapidated station. But those shabby, 
rusting poles to which warped, tortured bodies cling, are a far 
cry from the heroism of traditional sculptures.

The hero is slumped round the column?

de bruyckere: Yes. One of the two exhibitions took place in 
London and I kept thinking of Nelson’s Column.

Could you give another example of a sculpture inspired by a socle?

de bruyckere: The Pietà you see here was originally created 
for a niche. But during the sculpting process I had to replace 
the niche by another socle. The niche didn’t work.

Was it too prominent? Did it give the sculpture a too official status?

de bruyckere: Yes… First we made a female figure. Then we 
tried to place a character on her lap. It didn’t work. Then we 
placed this second character next to her. But it still didn’t work. 
However, as soon as I removed the figures from the niche and 
placed them on another socle, I started to concentrate on the 
rear side of the sculpture and that’s when the split back came 
about, as if the second character had doubled to surround the 
first. It was also clear that three legs were enough. Eventually 
I made the first character a man. The woman’s breast was super-
fluous. I am really pleased with the rear side of the piece. The 
backs look like two crumpled paper bags. Actually the sculpture 
became less and less figurative, so there are fewer inessentials 
to distract the attention away from what I want to convey. For 
me the sculpture is about two people comforting each other, 
not about men or women.
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That’s also why the characters don’t have faces, like the horses. One 
of the things I particularly like about your horse sculptures is that 
they are not repellent despite the absence of a face.

de bruyckere: The horses’ bodies were taken from casts of 
dead horses. The heads of those corpses are awful to look at, 
I don’t want to show them. The human figures don’t have faces 
because I want to avoid a situation whereby the viewer only 
looks at the face and sees the rest of the sculpture as incidental. 
I want my sculptures to conduct a dialogue with the viewer for 
their completeness, not for their face. It seems to me that faces 
make sculptures too accessible.

Let’s go back to the Men of Sorrow.

de bruyckere: Making those sculptures was an overwhelm-
ing experience. The fact that those Men of Sorrow are affixed 
to poles high above the ground meant they had to be larger 
than life. Consequently, their bodies are made up of casts of 
horses’ carcasses. Putting them together was really tough, both 
physically and emotionally. Up and down the whole day with 
a steeplejack. And then those enormous horses’ bodies! After 
a while, it’s more than your body can take, but you are in charge 
and so you have to keep going, both mentally and physically… 
I have already told you that the Men of Sorrow started out as 
sculptures for high-ceilinged exhibition spaces with a mezzanine. 
I like the ambiguity of those sculptures. There are parallels with 
the three figures on Mount Calvary. Schmerzensmann V is the 
most phallic. On one side he has grown round the pole, on the 
other side he is open, more feminine. But perhaps I shouldn’t 
point these things out; I wouldn’t want to discourage the viewer 
from attaching his or her own meaning to my sculptures. For 
me there is no story, no unequivocal meaning. It’s good if my 
sculptures start to mingle with other events and if people see 
unexpected things in them. If they also arouse emotion or 
provide comfort, I’m very glad.

Your sculptures seem to be increasingly naked. There is something 
very human about them because of the flesh-coloured wax, but 
also something very inhuman and nocturnal. They are very hard. 
Is that your experience too?

de bruyckere: Yes, I agree, they are very hard.

You make things you find unsettling. Why do you do that?

de bruyckere: I don’t set out to do that; those sculptures 
surprise me. Just as I like the incredible freedom of watercolours 
or painting in with wax, I find not being in complete control of 
what is happening very liberating. Seeing what you are doing is 
restrictive… But my sculptures are not only hard; I hope they 
also offer some sort of comfort or sense of security. Somebody 
once told me they found solace in one of my sculptures. I can’t 
imagine a more wonderful compliment! I try to make sculptures 
which are both frightening and comforting. Like the blankets. 
They create a feeling of warmth and safety, but they also have 
connotations of oppressiveness and suffocation.

Like in the sculpture with the figure on an upside-down washtub? 
We see the figure’s legs, but its head and upper body are wrapped 
in a blanket…

de bruyckere: Some feminist authors see the upside-down 
washtub as a plea to housewives to end their so-called oppres-
sion, but that was not my intention of course. I don’t like that 
sort of narrow-minded approach to feminism. And my work 
has no narrative, illustrative or anecdotal content.

You used the tub because you needed a socle.

de bruyckere: Yes, of course.

You work with a female photographer and a female designer. Is 
there a particular reason for this?
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de bruyckere: I also work with three women in the workshop: 
Nele, Annelies and Leen. Leen and Annelies are 23, Nele is 33 
and I am 43. I like working with people who are younger than 
me. They know different things and they notice different things 
when they’re out and about. When we were on our way back 
from Lucerne recently, I arranged to stop in Colmar to look at 
Grünewald’s altarpiece, which is a great source of inspiration for 
me. One of my assistants found the image too hard. I find the 
differences in our reactions enriching… But to return to your 
question about the reason for working with women… At one 
time we had a young man helping us, but it didn’t work. We go 
about what we do quite openly. We talk to the sculptures. We 
talk about ourselves. I believe we should tell those sculptures 
lots of things so that they can do without us later on. But that 
young man found this threatening. He was not at ease, so we 
constantly had to restrain ourselves. You create a large male 
body and you make jokes about it. But with a man there, you 
can’t do that. He immediately thinks you’re laughing at him!

What do you think of my suggestion of not approaching your sculp-
tures from the underlying themes or feelings, but from their form?

de bruyckere: It’s the first time a writer looks at my work 
starting from the work itself… The approach is refreshing and 
it fits in very well with the way the works come about, because 
in fact they all derive from each other. One sculpture originates 
from another… For example, you could look at the different 
ways blankets are used in my work and how they lead to new 
sculptures.

In 1999 I made that sculpture of a female figure on an up-
side-down washtub. The blanket became a second skin, which is 
sewn round the body like a straitjacket. The figure is not a girl, 
but a grown woman with a short upper body. That sculpture 
led to another called Aanéén-genaaid (Sewn-together), which 
is made up of separate elements: broken gypsum casts of limbs 
which I painted with wax, like dripping candles. The old felt 

blankets I used for it don’t have a pattern because I wanted them 
to look as much like skin as possible, to have the texture of skin.

However, I am now using the blankets in a different way, 
for example to support a figure’s arm. The blanket protects the 
arm from the rough wooden socle… Recently I made works 
using very large display cases. Behind the distorted, antique 
glass, you see sculptures in the shape of trees or branches. The 
trees are very nearly the colour of human skin, so you end up 
with something fragile. Because the antique glass distorts your 
view, a couple of doors are left open, inviting you to look inside. 
I don’t want people to see the sculptures as trees, but as strange, 
vulnerable beings. The vitrines have a shelf at the bottom on 
which I placed three piles of blankets. It looks as if they are 
shielding and nurturing the roots of the trees… I also refer to 
those blankets as a ‘soothing circumstance’, because they can 
sometimes lead us to a less harsh reality.

After the sculptures with the blankets I began to work with 
figures with long hair. The hair took over the role of the blan-
kets. In response to a title – not chosen by me – for a group 
exhibition, critics started to compare those sculptures with 
Mary Magdalene but that was definitely not the intention. The 
hair serves the sculptural purpose of covering the face and the 
nakedness, that’s all…

Then I produced the hanging figure (see ill. on p. 46-47). 
While I was making this sculpture, in 2002, I became aware of 
the need to leave out what was superfluous… I really wanted 
to show that hollow body, which, to put it crudely, is just flayed 
skin hanging from a hook. The thickness of the hook underlines 
this. The Men of Sorrow stem from this sculpture.

Another example is the evolution of the used parts of bodies. 
I made San S., my sculpture based on the St Sebastian motif, 
using casts of women’s legs. Until then I had only worked with 
casts of women’s bodies. It’s different. I could never for example 
wrap a blanket round a male body. I would never have placed 
a man on an upside-down washtub either. I love men. But only 
after San S. did I think I might be able to work with casts of 
male bodies… So you see how my work continues to develop…
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You said that one of the purposes of the blankets and the long hair 
was to hide the faces, because you believe faces draw attention 
away from the sculpture as a whole…

de bruyckere: In a sense that is also the origin of the hole in 
the Pietà we’re working on now: it shows where the head would 
normally have been. The hole is functional, because I don’t want 
to make a sculpture that conjures up an image of a decapitated 
body. I haven’t yet found a plastic solution for a human head 
without a face. But I’ll have to come up with one at some stage; 
I can’t go on postponing it.

Hence the images on the wall of Judith and Salomé with their 
respective trophies?

de bruyckere: Yes, I am currently trying to work out how to 
make sculptures that consist only of heads.

I would like to go back for a moment to the question of whether 
the holes in your sculptures are purely the result of the evolution 
of those sculptures, or whether perhaps they derive from a sort of 
extreme awareness of black holes as part of reality. I am thinking, 
for example, of the hero of Kafka’s novel ‘The Trial’, who discovers 
a black opening between the foliage of a sculpted pulpit and puts 
his hand into it for a moment, but quickly withdraws it out of fear.

de bruyckere: I am sure that it has to do with a way of observ-
ing and feeling which is much older than my conscious drawing 
and sculpting activities. It has to do with an experience of fear 
which dates from much longer ago… An experience which 
certainly influenced me was my first pregnancy, which at times 
felt like an alarming adventure with an unpredictable outcome. 
Aanéén-genaaid makes you think of a pregnant woman, but it 
could also be a character that is lived in by a parasite… For me 
the hole in the Pietà is more about drawing attention to the 
fact that it is completely hollow than about the hole per se…

The painter Robert Devriendt once told me that as a child he 
watched a cow being cut open membrane by membrane for a Cae-
sarean section. He had been shocked to see that the cow was hollow 
and dark inside. I don’t think he became a painter because of that 
experience, but I do think that even as a child he looked at things 
as the artist he later became.

de bruyckere: That’s extraordinary! Witnessing a Caesarean 
operation was a dramatic experience in my youth too! As a child 
I was absolutely determined to see a calf being born and eventual-
ly I was allowed to. I was not shocked by the gaping opening, but 
by all the blood the cow lost… I had always wanted to be a vet 
– until that Caesarean… On the other hand, I’m the daughter 
of a butcher and I should be able to cope with blood… My 
father’s butcher’s shop was the scene of some fascinating images 
which have certainly influenced me. The men who delivered 
the meat wore white smocks which were red with blood. The 
animals were stripped of all their dead weight; their head and 
skin had been removed. They were large and hollow half beasts…

I wouldn’t know what to add to these words…

de bruyckere: You have deboned not only my work, but also 
its maker!

 
3 March 2008
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ON DOUBT AND 
OPENNESS

Conversation with Berlinde De Bruyckere

Some of the first pictures you saw as a child were reproductions 
of paintings by Lucas Cranach the Elder. You have just visited 
an exhibition of his work.

berlinde de bruyckere (b. 1964): One of the things that 
struck me in the exhibition is that because Cranach returns to 
certain themes so often – as indeed I do –, you begin to wonder 
just how far a single theme can be pared down or, conversely, how 
many ways there are of exploring different forms and materials 
within the same theme. In my view, many of his paintings are 
really badly painted, especially the portraits. However, in some 
portraits his admiration for his subject really comes across. These 
works are wonderful to look at, but all too often he just seems 
to be churning out commissions…

Above all I feel an affinity with the way he deals with corporality, 
the way he uses the sensual body as an image for the mental body. 
There was a painting on show of a Pietà with a veiled Mary. Her 
whole face, but also the way her hands are placed round the body 
of her son tell us something about the pain she feels. You know 
that Christ is dead, but she holds him in her arms as if he was still 
alive. Christ’s face and gestures constitute a powerful experience 
within the painting. His hands are clenched, as if trying to hold 
onto life, but you sense that it has just gone out of him. On the 
edge of the painting we see a crown, which is really lovely because 
it denotes the ‘letting go’ and suggests that enough is enough. I’d 
like to make a work centred on a crown of thorns, which conveys 
that sense of letting go… For me it’s a really powerful painting: 
the way the body occupies the picture-plane, the way the hand 
is positioned in the corner and the feet are not contained within 
the framework of the painting.
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After our conversation I saw a large head by Rodin in the Museum 
of Fine Arts in Ghent. Its neck becomes the socle.

de bruyckere: That reminds me of Carlos Saura’s film Salomé 
and the scene where they cut off John the Baptist’s head. They 
couldn’t just walk around on stage with a severed head, so they 
put John in a pillar which they rolled across the stage, the head 
protruding. That was a brilliant image! Like Salomé in this paint-
ing: her gown is almost pillar-like. Her expression is fantastic too. 
You feel a sort of unfulfilled desire. And all those other women 
looking on. Everyone has a different viewpoint… Whether it 
is Judith or Salomé, you feel the passion that drove them to 
decapitate John. That’s what’s so powerful about Cranach. The 
care he took with her jewellery and the fineness of her gown 
reinforce the fact that a beautiful, sensual woman is capable of 
such a horrific deed. In my opinion, Cranach is a master when 
it comes to creating characters of whom you would not expect 
such acts. He always comes up with exciting contrasts. You can 
see that in this hand which is touching an ear. The hand is not 
actually touching the ear, because it is wearing a glove, however 
elegant that glove may be.

The dog also has an unusual viewpoint.

de bruyckere: Yes, it’s licking up the blood. I always found that 
a powerful moment: the head being chopped off and the blood 
spurting everywhere. Even as a child leafing through Artis-His-
toria books and seeing that severed, rolling head gushing blood, 
I thought it was extraordinary. I’ve always found it fascinating.

What is your favourite colour?

de bruyckere: Green, because there are so many different 
shades of green in nature. I once made a huge carpet of flowers 
for an exhibition in Speelhoven. I had found a large open expanse 
and was amazed at all the different shades of green there. My 
grandparents were florists so as a child I often went to nurseries. 

The legs call to mind your sculptures. Downstairs I saw a photo-
graph of the man who posed for your sculpture in the position of 
the ‘Thinker’ and to my amazement I saw that his legs really do 
look like the legs in the sculpture. His legs are strangely thin, almost 
sculptural. And you have that here too: a sort of emaciated leg.

de bruyckere: As I said, I feel an affinity with Cranach because 
of the way he distorts the body. I have never copied his work on 
paper (in the way that I have Antonello da Messina’s), but his 
bodies have always fascinated me because of the restraint. I could 
never copy work by Rubens with its corporealty and fullness, 
because it is restraint that is important to me. The restraint you 
feel here derives from that dent in the leg. If I made a sculpture 
of that body, I would give it the same dent… But if I had to 
sum up what it is that strikes me most about Cranach I would 
say his subject matter; all those essential questions which I deal 
with in my work, too, and which have been asked countless 
times and are answered and not answered and asked again. In 
that respect we are brother and sister, I think.

A moment ago you referred to the mental body. What do you 
mean by that?

de bruyckere: When I look at his paintings, I experience their 
physicality as the medium to express the thoughts and concerns 
of those figures: their fears, their passions, their doubts… It is all 
to do with man’s mental state, which is evoked by the visible body.

Just now you spoke of your intention to make a work centred on the 
image of a discarded crown of thorns. In a previous conversation 
you told me you would like to make a head.

de bruyckere: Perhaps a crown is a more powerful starting 
point because it also evokes the head, but then by its absence. 
I was planning to approach that head in an abstract way, it’s 
just that I hadn’t found the right form.
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I always loved the fields of begonias with their reds, yellows, 
oranges and pinks. Having found that amazingly green place, 
I wanted to put something there that would be equally powerful. 
I took an Iraqi carpet as my starting point and designed a carpet 
of flowers using scores of different shades of red and pink. The 
experience was very intense. The flowers vibrated. One of the 
reasons it looked so strange and intense was because there was 
nobody there. Normally you see flower carpets in the middle of 
a city, but this one was at the end of a no-through road in the 
small town of Aarschot. I had also erected long ladders used for 
fruit-picking so that people could see a larger piece of the carpet. 
For me the most beautiful thing about the carpet was its decay. 
After the exhibition all the flowers withered and the grass began 
to grow back. It was magnificent. You really felt that while you 
can try and do something in nature, it will always be temporary.

Your assistants told me you are able to see beauty in the bisected 
carcass of a horse which initially they found difficult to appreciate. 
I wonder if you learned to look at a dissected horse as if it were 
the maquette of a landscape? Is it true that you see a sort of red 
landscape in those horses, a landscape with lots of different colours 
and shades of red?

de bruyckere: Yes. I had never looked at it like that, but 
what you say is consistent with a very recent experience at the 
veterinary school. They had offered me a bisected horse to cast 
but I started taking detailed photographs of the internal organs, 
the ribs and the muscular tissue. There’s a lot of colour in that. 
While I was taking those photographs, I remembered medieval 
paintings in which blood and the colour red were treated in 
a very unusual way… When you asked me what my favourite 
colour is, I said ‘green’, because I find it the most restful colour. 
I like to look at trees and at the way the light colours all the 
leaves differently. I had never thought about red in the same 
way until now.

One of the things that amazes me about artists is the way they 
always seem to make certain images over and over again without 
realizing it. Two months ago when I suggested making a green cover 
for a book about your work, your immediate reaction was that 
there is no green in your work. Yet there is a lot of green in your 
wax sculptures. Now you tell me that you have never considered 
red to be multicoloured, whereas five minutes ago you told me you 
once made a huge, red carpet of flowers. So could it be that you 
unconsciously look for green because you want to get away from 
red? But at the same time seeing landscapes in animal carcasses 
in your father’s butcher’s shop as a child seems to have been your 
way of making them palatable.

de bruyckere: I don’t think artists should try and understand 
everything. If I could put the answers into words, I wouldn’t 
make sculptures any more. So as a general rule, I try to say as 
little as possible about my work… I am an iconophile and an 
iconoclast. One sculpture follows on from another. It is a story 
which needs to develop slowly.

In his introduction to Werner Herzog’s diary excerpts about his 
journey to Paris on foot, Wieringa says that Herzog approaches 
film-making as a hopeless venture. Herzog dwells on the hopeless-
ness of making an artwork and believes that doubt is inherent in 
what he does. Can you relate to that?

de bruyckere: Absolutely, which is why I chose to publish 
excerpts from that book in a new book about my work. I couldn’t 
work without that element of doubt, even if it is sometimes 
very difficult to cope with. I believe doubt is an integral part of 
making sculptures or works of art in general, whereas certainty 
gives you nothing to say. You are driven by a desire for some-
thing that may be unachievable. For example, Herzog used 
manpower to pull a boat over a real mountain rather than stage 
the scene in a studio somewhere. I understand all too well why 
he didn’t want to fake it. All that heaving and toiling gives you 
a very different experience, particularly when you are working 
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with other people. It is that experience which enables an artist 
to say something, I think. It is much easier to stage things in 
a film studio than actually mobilize people, get them to believe 
in a particular set of ideas and go for it. And that is something 
I experience myself very strongly when working with the people 
around me. I realize I have to make them all crazy enough to 
go for the same thing, each in their own way, because we are all 
very different… Best of all is that in the end there are people 
who recognize something of themselves in the sculptures. That’s 
what makes a good sculpture, I think: the fact that it doesn’t 
rely on a meaning or subject matter, but that it is so broad that 
you can take it in any number of different directions and lose 
your way in it.

It should be open?

de bruyckere: Yes. Because if you can categorize a sculpture 
or any work of art and attach a name to it, you suffocate it, you 
shut it off and rob it of its raison d’être. You need to be able to let 
a work go. I can do that… I can only make the sculpture, keep 
it with me for a while to charge it and after that occasionally 
show it in different contexts. You have to put up with your work 
being read or interpreted in different ways… If an image just 
relies on the meaning the artist gave it, you forget it as soon as 
you have seen it. Good images stay with you and the questions 
keep coming.

The artist gives shape to doubt, perhaps because of an aversion 
to ‘certainty’.

de bruyckere: I think so, yes. We used to have the certainties 
of faith and tradition, now we are all looking for rules and 
norms to help us survive in this world, though we are always 
wondering if they are the right ones. That is why we return to 
beautiful works time and time again. Once we think we have 
understood them, the longing to see them again ceases, the 

longing to have them with us all the time, the longing to cherish 
them in our memory.

Do you remember which was the first artwork to affect you in 
this way?

de bruyckere: I would find it hard to choose any artwork, 
because my first contact with art was through the Artis-Histo-
ria books. As a child I never saw artworks for real.

Your parents never took you to museums?

de bruyckere: Definitely not. Art did not feature in our lives at 
all; it was not even discussed. My parents did collect the points 
for the Artis-Historia books, but it was a customer, I think, who 
carefully stuck the prints in the books and gave them to me. 
As a five or six-year-old, I remember being intrigued by the 
illustrations. I was moved by the power of the paintings, even 
if I had never actually seen them.

My first physical experience of art was when I was at pri-
mary school and we went to see the Gustaaf Van de Woestijne 
exhibition at the Museum of Fine Arts in Ghent. The teacher 
allowed us to walk round on our own. Hieronymus Bosch’s 
Christ carrying the cross made a great impression on me. I found 
Christ with the cross and all those hideous, staring figures around 
him really scary.

After that I was far more interested in poetry and books than 
in visual art, because at boarding school I found large piles of 
magazines in the library. There wasn’t a single book about art.

What was life like at boarding school?

de bruyckere: I have some very good and some very bad 
memories of it. But I was at boarding school from the age of 
five and so had nothing to compare it with. I had no brothers 
or sisters and in that respect it was nice having a group of girls 
around me at boarding school. On the other hand, the expe-
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rience impacted on many aspects of my life. At the age of five, 
I suddenly had to cope with a large school, difficult tasks and 
nuns I could not really relate to and so I have always felt I had 
to do everything on my own… Every decision I made, I made 
myself. There was nobody I could turn to and ask: am I doing 
this right or am I doing this wrong? As a child I missed having 
someone to look out for me and help me solve questions and 
make decisions. However, I think I may have become an artist 
because I was used to questioning things. In that respect I don’t 
regret going to boarding school.

I wasn’t a star pupil. I had a group of really nice friends and we 
spent a lot of time together. We escaped the world of the nuns 
through our imaginations and that was exciting. Drawing was 
my escape valve, my way of expressing myself and finding my 
feet in a world that was a gaping hole and one big question-mark. 
The need to express myself through sculpture is certainly the 
result of going to boarding school. I was there from the age 
of five to fourteen; that’s a long period in a child’s life… But 
I shouldn’t give the impression that I was always fearful, anxious 
or sad because I had to fend for myself. Sometimes I got quite 
a kick out of doing it alone. There were certainly times when 
I thought: I did that all on my own and I don’t have to share it 
with anyone. Even then I attached great importance to emotions 
which I didn’t have to share and translate. And I want my own 
children to have that too; I don’t want to over-protect them and 
try and read their minds so as to know exactly what is going on 
in there. I believe I can help them by being open and receptive 
and by giving something back to the world, but I don’t believe 
my job as a mother should go beyond that.

You said that as a child you started drawing and created a world of 
your own. When did you realize you wanted to make works of art?

de bruyckere: I can’t remember. When I was twelve, I de-
cided to do arts at secondary school. My parents allowed me 
to choose and now I’m really glad they did. At one stage in my 
life I wondered if it would not have been better to go to an 

ordinary secondary school first, because at the academy you 
only learn techniques and don’t develop any sensitivity for 
poetry, literature, languages or the history of art. But I think 
I’m making up for that now.

Bosch’s painting frightened you. Do you remember the first time 
you drew comfort from an artwork?

de bruyckere: (Thinks for a long time.) Strange. I always feel 
the need to comfort people in my work, but off the top of my 
head I can’t remember an image that has given me comfort.

Perhaps you want to make them yourself because you feel they 
don’t exist?

de bruyckere: Maybe. I think I find more solace in books, in 
films and in conversations with friends and family members. 
My husband and children bring comfort and serenity to my life. 
Without them I would never be able to stop working.

Is being married to an artist important to you?

de bruyckere: I think so, because my husband understands 
that element of doubt as nobody else can. There are times when 
Peter [Buggenhout] comes into my workshop and makes a com-
ment almost over his shoulder which is spot-on. He sees the 
whole process, he has followed it and experienced it and then, 
just when I need feedback, he knows exactly what is required. 
I’m grateful for that. He is not the sort of person who wants 
to thrash things out, know and understand everything that is 
going on in my head. Certainly as two artists together you have 
to give each other the freedom to explore and develop and you 
should not demand or expect constant explanations… I think 
that is important in every family: you should be given the space 
to be yourself.

30 June 2008
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HOMECOMING
Interview with Elly Strik  

about some works of art that move her

A work of art feels like a homecoming. It takes us to places that 
seem familiar, though we have never been there before. Sensitiv-
ities, thoughts, patterns, rhythms, sounds and vibrations which 
lived in an insusceptible and impalpably way within us, take on 
a new and totally unpredictable but affecting form.

In 2005, I asked Elly Strik (b. 1958) to send me some pictures of 
works of art she would like to include in a book I was making. 
Then I asked her why she had chosen those particular works.

On William Degouve de Nuncques: ‘What I find so beautiful 
here is the way the light is diffused. I know this painting from 
the Kröller-Müller Museum where I saw it as a young girl and 
it lived on in my memory as a painting by Magritte. Only later 
did I discover that it was painted before Magritte was even born. 
Moreover, the painting is beautifully constructed: the window 
which lights up in the darkness on the left and the house on 
the right which is filled with light. Some of the shrubs and trees 
in front of the house do look as if they’ve been stuck on. On 
the ground floor the curtains are drawn, but there is a light on 
behind them. On the first floor there are no curtains and all 
the lights are burning. I see the house as a body. Degouve also 
painted pictures of peacocks, featuring trees which recall dancing 
Salomés. Very erotic. Not unlike the drawing of the breast-
feeding tree we have included towards the end of the book.’

On Khnopff: ‘I was drawn to symbolism when I was studying at 
the academy, but after a while I turned away from it in shame. 
I wanted my work to be more austere, because I thought that was 
the way to achieve a greater convergence of form and content. 
But in fact that didn’t work for me. I realized that the conver-
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gence I was looking for actually occurs in symbolism. In fact, 
I now believe that all artists have something of a symbolist. Even 
Duchamp. As for this landscape by Khnopff, it is intangible. 
It is a dream. And there is almost no shadow in it. It is all light 
and green, very tranquil.’

On Johann Hauser: ‘I am always deeply affected by this man’s 
work. His figures are almost primeval, they are primal screams. 
All his images are highly charged. My approach is of course very 
different. Hauser is seen as a patient; it could be that he didn’t 
have a conscious method. But I always look at a picture to see 
what it can give me and then it doesn’t matter how it was made, 
by whom or in what circumstances.’

On Heinrich Heine’s death mask: ‘I wanted to include Heine in 
this book because of the line: ‘Speak woman, what shall I give 
you?’ He is also the one who injected new life into the story 
of Salomé, after it had fallen out of favour. Why did I choose 
this portrait and not another? He is dead, of course. It didn’t 
occur to me to portray him as someone who is still alive. The 
photograph is taken from the book Das ewige Antlitz, which 
only contains photographs of death masks. It was given to me 
as a present… When I get stuck, I take a look at that book.’

Does her interest in death masks also have something to do 
with the idea of the ‘mask’? ‘No. And they are not real masks. 
They are casts of faces.’

On Spilliaert: ‘I have chosen two paintings by Spilliaert in which 
something similar happens: a self-portrait and a landscape. In 
the first painting Spilliaert’s reflection – his self-portrait – is 
captured in the mirror like a stray ghost. That sounds alarming, 
but he gives himself the chance to escape by isolating one eye, 
encircling it with black. This eye is in contact with the viewer. He 
extricates himself from his own eye by painting a mask around 
it. In the second painting, the passages under the bridge, which 
are much lighter than the rest of the painting, also make us think 

of a mask. It’s also nice to notice that Spilliaert seems to use the 
reflective water surface in the same way as he uses the mirror in 
his self-portraits. I see Spilliaert and Ensor as kindred spirits. 
In my opinion Ensor also sought relief and escape through his 
masks; he simply turned them into a ‘feast’. Spilliaert knew 
Ensor and would often stand and wait for him at his front door, 
so that he would not have to go out walking on his own, or 
rather, go out ‘spooking’. But if Ensor saw Spilliaert standing 
there, he stayed indoors.’

On The Studio by Philip Guston: ‘The work is a repetition. I find 
the repetitions in this work incredibly beautiful. The cigarette 
is in the same position as the brush. The eyes in the painter’s 
hood are repeated in the painting, just as the black dots on the 
front of the easel are repeated on the side of the canvas. The 
window is partly obscured by what looks like a roller blind, just 
as what appears to be a curtain is draped around the painting. 
And the smoke is given form. That’s very subtle. The cloud of 
smoke doesn’t come from the cigarette, but hangs in the air 
much further away. The clock, the light, the eyes: they are all 
important. I don’t know if the painter’s disguise has something 
to do with anonymity or the Ku Klux Klan. Perhaps it is also 
a sort of ‘wiedergutmachung’, a reparation. But I don’t know 
Guston, nor what he thought. In photographs he looks a very 
amiable sort; I don’t think he was involved in politics, quite 
honestly. I once saw him painting in a documentary. He made 
a line, and then he came back with his brush and painted the 
last bit of that line again to continue the movement. A very 
beautiful movement.’

On Fra Angelico: ‘Fra Angelico or Beato Angelico is one of 
my favourite painters. He was canonized as a painter. I find 
almost all his work totally disarming. It is unbelievable how it 
takes me unawares, how it affects me. It has even moved me to 
tears. He painted with such chasteness. In my view, ‘Noli me 
tangere’ is all about respect. I see this work as the beginning, the 
beginning of art. The two figures are very close, but they don’t 
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need to touch. And they go their separate ways. That’s nice. 
I’ve seen this work in San Marco in Florence. Each friar’s cell 
contains one painting. He painted them with his assistants. I’ve 
been there twice. The first time you could look at the frescoes 
from close up Ten years later, they had cordoned off the cells so 
that you could only view them from a distance. There were not 
many pictures in Angelico’s days. Imagine the impact an image 
like this must have had when you lived with it every day! I have 
visited Fra Angelico’s tomb in Rome. I couldn’t find it at first; 
I didn’t expect it to be so simple and inconspicuous.’

On Goya’s El entierro de la sardina: ‘The title of the work speaks 
of a burial, but when I look at it I see a wedding. I’ve seen the 
work in Madrid, not in the Prado, but in that museum which 
also has two superb self-portraits by Goya. I think it’s wonderful 
that the people carry that portrait in a procession. Actually I’ve 
always had a soft spot for that face, perhaps because it comes 
across as so ‘non-guilty’. It almost touches the tree and at the 
same time it stands out against the light of the clouds. The 
whole thing is crazy, but why not? It’s a celebration after all.’

On Bas Jan Ader’s photograph: ‘I don’t know if I’ve interpreted 
this image correctly, so for that reason I am not entirely certain 
if we should include it. I don’t want any lies in this book. What 
I find so powerful in this image is that the lamp is not directed 
at the writing, but half at the empty wall next to it. Half-half. 
It is in this ‘empty’ half that things can begin to happen. Space 
is made available for something else. This photograph hung in 
my studio for a while. I, too, look for what can be eliminated. 
I think I do something similar with the peacock feathers.’

On the images from the film King Kong: ‘This legendary film 
dates from 1933. I wanted to include two images from it in the 
book, one of King Kong and one of Fay Wray. When Fay Wray 
was asked to play the role, she was told that her opposite number 
would be very dark. She did not of course suspect that it would 
be a gorilla. My Fay Wray drawing is in fact the image of ‘the 

terrible primordial mother’: something that gives and takes at 
the same time. I hadn’t realized this when I made it, I discov-
ered it much later. The idea of combining gorilla heads with 
seductive women was inspired by the artistic, feminist pressure 
group, the Guerilla Girls, who want to remain anonymous and 
so give themselves names drawn from history. The work didn’t 
have a name when I finished it, but the same day the actress 
Fay Wray died. The title was given to me. As a tribute to her 
they made the lights of the Empire State Building in New York 
flicker for fifteen minutes. I thought that was wonderful.’

 
14 November 2005
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ON DARK SUGAR LOAVES 
AND BECOMING A RAVEN

Conversation with Elly Strik

Wednesday, 5th of August 2009. My fourth visit to the studio 
of Elly Strik. She still has very long hair, bunched up and held 
together with a hair band decorated with a zigzagging motif 
that succeeds itself in a variety of colours, like a rainbow of 
thunderbolts: brown, orange, red, yellow and white. The pattern 
reminds me of the large drawing that I saw last time, on which 
there was also a rainbow pattern. I tell my old joke about an 
art historian whom I had heard proclaim during a lecture that 
Gaudí’s work was merely decorative.

elly strik: Gaudí’s Sagrada Familia is incredible. No archi-
tectural function? The whole city’s character is influenced by 
it! Splendid towers, reminiscent of those mud towers children 
make. Those towers have dizzying spiral staircases inside of them. 
Above, you can step from one tower to the next across very small 
bridges with low railings… Whoever claims something like that 
about decoration does not want to see what decoration actually 
is… I used to have a friend who developed a sustainable energy 
resource from the seeds of the jatropha plant. When he was on 
his deathbed, he asked me if I would make a coffin for him. 
I found it a difficult request, but I finally chose to buy a simple 
white tinted oak coffin and to decorate it. With coloured pencils 
I drew a frieze of semi-transparent jatropha leaves in various 
shades of green. When I saw my friend borne up it was as if 
he were floating. The coffin, adorned with the frieze, held him 
aloft. He looked like an angel. It was really beautiful… The 
making of a drawing with a repetitive pattern has something 
ritualistic about it; you turn off your thoughts. You draw your 
first line and repeat it; you take it with you like an echo. Slowly 
you forget that first line, which means you get a new line that 
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strik: One day I was the first visitor in the Orangerie in Paris 
and after looking at Monet’s water lilies, I was also the first 
visitor to go to the toilet. There lay a little red hat, no doubt 
left behind by the last visitor of the day before. This hat has 
been left behind especially for me, I thought… Before I always 
used to have unheated, cold studios, which is why I would wear 
a hat now and then. One day I decided to make a work about 
the hat I had found in Paris. The way in which I painted the 
hat was similar to the paint handling of the water lilies. Later 
the hat also transpired to be a useful metaphor.

What did you think of the water lilies?

strik: Looking at the paintings of the water lilies is a special 
visual experience every time. The movement on the surface of 
the paintings is extremely wild, rich and overwhelming. With 
all that movement you no longer see the shapes, you don’t see 
where they come from. So many details that all lead a life of their 
own, and still compose a coherent whole. Incredibly beautiful… 
The special thing about the treatment of the surface of the water 
lilies lies in the fact that you become aware of the underlying 
layers. There is a notion of death in these works.

Like in the first and the third drawing of the series Orakel, in 
which you a have a face loom out of dancing and knotted pencil 
lines which evoke the image of pubic hair? Or in this large drawing 
which represents a dark skull with a woollen hat. The image of the 
skull only tentatively appears from planes, which seem themselves 
to be composed of a disintegrating matter.

strik: Sometimes I start working again on older drawings, 
because I have the feeling I can push them further. It is my in-
tention to push a drawing so far that it becomes an autonomous 
work; that something new occurs. A work that is not finished 
misses tartness and tension. In this work I made the cheekbones 
of the skull more yellow.

serves as a model. This is how patterns occur, which for me are 
systems for transmitting energy.

A rhythm or a grid.

strik: Yes, what you are always talking about: a collection of 
holes, little balls or curls out of which an image can emerge.

We are looking at ‘Orakel’ (Oracle), a series of three drawings 
from 2008. On the second drawing we recognize a dark, sugar loaf 
shaped silhouette (a woman with a burqa or a woman with long 
hair seen from behind) decorated with white, painted links. Did 
these links evolve out of a desire to paint a kind of crochet pattern, 
like the knitted dresses with large holes in them, of the 1970s, of 
from the placing of lines that start to behave as links?

strik: Both happen simultaneously… Those knitted dresses 
also had something folkloric about them, don’t you think?

The drawing is of course also reminiscent of hands decorated with 
henna, face-paintings and tattoos, which here take on the form 
of a kind of trelliswork, something like a hairnet, that reins in 
a head or a woman like a veil with large holes.

strik: Crocheting or knitting of course also comes about as 
a result of a repetitive ritual… For me the drawing also has 
something to do with the continually opening and closing of 
an image. The woman with the burqa is an image that inheres 
this opening and closing. On the first and the third drawing 
we see the companions of the woman with the burqa, which 
give her an added dimension.

Besides the concrete logic of painting, are there other reasons why 
so many woolly hats appear in your work? Where do those hats 
come from?
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So that they come forward and the painting becomes more spatial?

strik: I would like for the image to evoke the illusion of a dark, 
transparent depth, which at the same time is very present. In my 
drawings I distinguish parts where you could have the feeling 
you could stick an outstretched arm into it, and other parts that 
are rendered more solidly.

The planes seem to consist of little lines, which makes them look 
as if they are falling apart. It is a bit reminiscent of colouring 
books that have been filled with cross-hatching.

strik: They are ordinary grey pencil stripes on a coloured back-
ground. The lower layer of my drawings consists in a mixture 
of lacquer and oil paint, which I use to give the paper the 
colour I want it to be. It is actually a juice, that’s how thin it 
is. It draws into the paper. The lacquer serves to give the juice 
a bit of substance and to prevent an excess of oil eating up the 
paper. The oil paint serves to give the mixture exactly the colour 
I want. Sometimes I draw over it with pencil and graphite. Then 
new paint layers come on top of that. Some of those layers, or 
parts of them, are erased with paper and thinner… Sometimes 
a drawing is first applied as a painting, very lightly, whereby 
you achieve a change in focus. I like to work with graphite or 
pencil. It is a tool that is geared towards making; it changes 
shape. I use pencils and graphite sticks of various makes. Some 
makes are shinier than others. And then I use all thicknesses 
and gradations of soft and hard.

The skull falls apart into various different planes, which have come 
about in different ways, but they still form a whole, like Monet’s 
water lily paintings. On top of the skull sits the image of a painted, 
woollen hat. Both should also form one coherent image, whereby 
the hat in the first place seems very present and the skull seems 
to disintegrate into the darkness. Both parties hold each other in 
balance. The eyes’ illuminating intensity, as a kind of echo of the 
illuminating hat, prevents the disintegration of the skull.

strik: In ideal circumstances the portrait becomes a kind of 
landscape, an expansive space in which you don’t immediately 
recognize a figure. In many of my drawings I try to evoke 
a hollow space, into which the viewer can be absorbed. I would 
like you to have the impression that the image is touching you. 
Every image touches you in a certain place. When I compose 
a series, I combine drawings that touch you in different ways. 
I mean that physically… Do you think that it is possible to 
experience an artwork in a physical way?

I think we can view all of our experiences as physical, also our 
thinking.

strik: Can you hear my drawings?

No. Unless you are talking about a kind of humming? Like we 
sing internally when we are drawing or writing?

strik: No, no humming. For me they are incredibly noisy.

Do you also experience that with other art works?

strik: No, only in my work. This is why I think that the noise 
doesn’t come out of the drawings but out of myself.

You remind me of the young hero of the ‘Recherche’ who looks at 
things very attentively, because he wishes to find out where their 
aura comes from, until he realises as an older man that they just 
evoke old images in him… why shouldn’t images evoke sounds? 
If it is possible for people with perfect pitch to associate notes with 
colours or shapes, whereby these notes obtain an individual char-
acter, then it must also be possible for certain people to hear sounds 
upon seeing images. Maybe this happens with your own images, 
because they are stored in your memory like a kind of music, like 
a sort of musical series? Oliver Sacks writes somewhere that our 
sense of identity could be a kind of melody we sing to ourselves. 
I believe we can experience everything as melodies or dissonance, 
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as rhythm, as a succession of colours, sounds, smells, shapes, holes 
or bumps and that all our experiences are stored in our brain like 
rhythmic series, of which the form is determined by the manner in 
which we perceive (light and dark, great and small, faraway and 
close-by, point, line or plane) and the way in which our memo-
ries are embedded in neurons which are constantly connected in 
a different way, like giant, three-dimensional networks of rosaries. 
(And each network contains neurons which are also connected with 
other networks, so that it is not actually about three dimensions, 
but about countless, interwoven, bunches of grapes.)

strik: It’s funny that you should say that, about light and dark. 
I was just telling you that I sometimes continue working on older 
drawings in order to push them further. Often that has to do 
with a good balance between light and dark. You surmised that 
I made the cheekbones of this drawing more yellow in order to 
bring them forwards, but for me it actually had something to 
do with the purple areas next to them. That purple is so pres-
ent that I needed the yellow to crash into it. I like to bring the 
drawings to a kind of autonomy. I work on until the image has 
such an extent of realism, that it starts to lead a life of its own, 
that it has brought its own existence into the world. That takes 
a long time. The danger is often that you stop too soon. Your 
drawing evokes a certain feeling and you stop. But you must 
continue, and pump up the image until nobody can escape the 
feeling that is being evoked. Sometimes months go by in the 
making of such a drawing. It also has to do with wanting to 
understand myself what is in it. The purple is nocturnal, but 
there is also yellow in the night. Through the emphasis of the 
yellow, the work gains a landscape-feel. It becomes something 
that you cannot grasp. It also gets another scale.

Like in the five-part series ‘Snake and Bride in Blue’ in which 
a drawing appears of a knitted hat that evokes the image of a sugar 
loaf shaped mountain?

strik: That is not a hat for me, but a female figure. I try to 
represent that shape in such a way that you can see landscapes 
in it, for example at top left.

In another painting of this series we think we recognise a veiled 
woman, where a blue string of pearls ties the veil at the top and 
bottom, which reminds us of people who get a hood over their 
head before they are hung.

strik: The veiled woman is the bride. Each bride that I paint is 
invisible. The drawing with the blue pearls is the first drawing 
that I have built a series around. The necklace is of course also 
a snake. The first drawing of the series represents the hanging 
head of a snake.

Hence that strange decoration, which reminded me of tattoos or 
face painting, but which looked so strangely isolated.

strik: The drawing isn’t based on a real snake, the motif resulted 
from the act of drawing.

We see the string of pearls again in a vanitas drawing in which 
we recognise decorated skulls and a wandering Ensor.

strik: The necklace springs from the act of drawing. It is a chain 
of little balls. It is an image for a drawing or for a series of 
drawings. We do indeed see two stacked skulls that look at the 
viewer. On the edge between the two heads, two new eyes seem 
to come into being. Ensor is also watching us. At the top of the 
drawing is the opening phrase of one of his speeches, in which 
he says that he was born on a day devoted to Venus… Birth 
and death meet in this drawing as in a cycle, like in a necklace, 
a string of vanities and desires. I am fascinated by Ensor’s work. 
The surface of his paintings seems to fall apart, but at the same 
time it forms one world, one image… The beads are also eyes… 
The work is about more than Ensor, but I needed Ensor for the 
awareness of our gaze, because of that looking back. The figure 
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with the walking stick activates the looking, whereby it holds 
us in its grip; it is difficult to wrest yourself free from it, it is like 
a farewell that lasts forever. More I do not want to say about 
this drawing. I don’t like to explain my work. The work itself 
says more, it is smarter than I am, as Richter says.

There is no point in explaining all of your works, but if you look 
at some pieces with us, we will know how to look at your other 
drawings.

strik: That is true…

The image falls asunder, but at the same time it forms a single 
world…

strik: Every drawing begins with one line. That first line you 
will never see again, drawing is always saying farewell to that 
first line. You know where you want to go, but along the way 
something happens and you digress. That’s how a drawing grows. 
It’s about the things that you meet along the way, and that 
charge your drawing. Suddenly all of the lines meet and a sort 
of implosion or explosion happens, making all the lines into one 
world and they coalesce into a figuration, into an image that 
appears. The past weeks I have tweaked some drawings a bit, 
for example the drawing with the anthuriums, so that there 
would be a bit more volume. There is more tension in it when 
a volume is suggested, when there seem to be things under it.

At the moment there is just one reproduction hanging on the wall, 
on which we recognise the folded hands of a praying person, with 
prominent fingers. Who is this work by?

strik: The image shows a detail of the Crucifixion by Matthias 
Grünewald. I like the turbulence of the sleeves, but mainly 
the way in which the fingers are pointing in all directions. 
Grünewald does that very often: he represents bodies in a very 
artificial manner, which makes them very expressive. The hands 

are enough. There is so much tension in them that you don’t 
even need to see the rest of the body. You know how the rest 
of the body is feeling… I also love the raven that flies in with 
two pieces of bread in its beak, in The Meeting Between Saint 
Anthony and Saint Paul. One piece of bread per person. The 
shape of the raven is fantastic.

In these days they didn’t know what flying or running animals 
actually looked like, which meant that they also could not suggest 
those movements.

strik: That is probably what makes it so beautiful. It is very 
well resolved in terms of form. You should also look at the 
way in which the mountains or the clouds are painted in the 
background: incredibly modern. Washed away.

Just as you also wash away parts with paper and thinner?

strik: Yes.

The raven reminds me of your drawing of a so-called panting 
crow. I think that you consider that to be one of your most im-
portant works.

strik: It is a work that introduces everything. It is an animal 
that has become human. The work is very big, 3 metres wide. 
I think it is important that as a viewer you have to look along 
from left to right.

The crow is breathing on the earth. Why?

strik: He is pre-heating the earth. A bird on the ground is 
something different than a bird on a branch. The crow is an 
ancestor. When I visited India later, I saw huge swarms of crows. 
The Indians try to get them to come close. They see them as 
pleasant messengers.
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Did you want to say something else about Grünewald?

strik: That you experience his works in a physical way. You can 
physically imagine what is going on in those scenes. I increas-
ingly think this is important. As I said earlier, it has something 
to do with the tension between dark and light. I think it is 
exceptional that you can descend into your own body when 
you are just breathing in and out. It is one of the themes of the 
series Para Goya.

In which Goya’s face emerges out of swarming sperm cells?

strik: Actually the appearance of Goya’s face attracts the sperm 
and egg cells. Nobody knows where Goya’s head went. He is 
buried headless under his own fresco. Each part of the series 
deals with a different body part. The series gains something cos-
mic that is at the same time very physical. As if those drawings 
develop you and touch you somewhere.

In this drawing you have cut out the face. The character holds 
up a sword that is made shiny with a thick layer of graphite. 
The sword mirrors the part that has been cut away. Below we see 
a chopped off, but not filled-in head. Is it a drawing of Judith?

strik: Yes. It is a drawing after the work of Lucas Cranach the 
Elder. The best are those hands of his, with those wriggling 
little fingers. It looks as if she is still fiddling with the hair of the 
decapitated head, as if she is contemplating whether she has just 
done the right thing. I have exaggerated that a bit, which gives 
her those strange little stubs of hands. First I had let the face 
of Holofernes appear out of her face, but that did not suffice. 
Then that hand appeared on her shoulder. I don’t understand 
it fully yet myself.

It isn’t finished yet.

strik: No. I am still searching. Something has to happen that 
makes it all make sense. The cut out head now looks like a bit 
of a freak show attraction, I think.

You beheaded her, but you are still fiddling a bit.

strik: That big hand was meant as a consolation, but it doesn’t 
work. But it has a certain something. You just keep on looking 
through that hole. Then it does work.

And this drawing?

strik: That is a piece after Lucas Cranach the elder, namely 
the painting The Virgin with child under the apple tree. I made 
an Eva out of her who is being chased and driven out by two 
apples. Of Eva all that remains are her hair and her ear.

There are many ears in your drawings, for example, surrounded 
by the fur of monkey heads. I  saw them as images of female 
genitalia (an entrance shrouded in folds) and did not want to 
ask anymore about them. But maybe they also have something 
to do with the fact that you hear your work? And that we gather 
more immediate, physical impressions through our ears and nose 
than via our eyes (as Proust shows with the tinkling spoon and 
Swann’s little bell)?

strik: Ears are strange. They all look different. A lot is exposed 
through them. Sometimes you can see an embryo in them 
and sometimes half a skull. Life and death. I rubbed out Eva’s 
face, but on the left side of the drawing I rounded the corners 
in black, so that a world seems to appear. Her face that has 
been left out coincides with a whole world. One human being 
coincides with a whole cosmos. If I touch something of that 
essentiality, of what it means to be human, then I am satisfied. 
At the same time I would like to impose the drawing, which in 
art is mainly used as a starting point, as an independent form. 
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This is why I always work on paper. I cannot bear any other 
form any more…

Sometimes I can repeat the same gesture four hours long. 
Sometimes I stop after a minute. Why? I think that the noise 
then stops, and that is why you have to take a distance and have 
a look. Because what are you actually doing as an artist? It is 
not ourselves, but about the movement we can lay down. The 
hand does things that you don’t know about. Luckily, because 
the hand doesn’t lie, the head does. I recently saw a beautiful 
documentary about Giacometti, who talked as he continued 
modelling. I could never do that. His hands stayed in contact 
with his work the whole time. He kept on kneading from top 
to bottom, and from below upwards, as his eyes kept following 
his hands…

I thought a long time that, after completing a drawing, 
I would become increasingly lighter, but that is not the case, 
because you keep on learning to look better, and because it 
becomes more and more difficult to develop things from the 
place of not knowing. You know too well how it works. The 
challenge is in the not knowing. When you discover as you go 
along, you also understand more…

I have often asked myself why someone would want to buy 
a particular work of art. I think such a person buys time to spend 
with it. An artwork stops time, I think. But someone who lives 
with an artwork always discovers new layers in it, just as you 
only get to know your partner by living with him or her for 
years. Year after year you lift up veils and only in the end you 
discover the bride. Such a monkey’s head with woman’s curls: 
you can disappear in it. You can lose a lot of time in it. It has 
something of a ruin about it: a hollow space into which you 
can disappear. Hair! If you could only see what dance can take 
place inside it! I love the fact that the banal and the exalted come 
together. Hair can overrun you; you get caught in it again and 
again. It gives a visible form to your own being, as a body, an 
animal, or a landscape. Hair is that which keeps on coming. It 
wells up from inside of you.

Last time you told me you worked with Spalter-brushes.

strik: They are the finest brushes; you can work with them very 
finely. You can easily take them by the bristles, which allows for 
very supple painting. You pull it in the direction of the back 
of your hand. Sometimes I turn the paper around in order to 
make certain movements with the brush. The nice thing about 
these brushes is the dancing. Every little bristle begins to dance 
by itself. At times it is as if such a brush gets a will of its own. 
I also used to cut pieces out of it, in order to paint parallel bands 
of different widths. The brush lies very close to your hand. It 
is also nice to hold them in such a way that your fingertips are 
resting on the bristles. It then looks as if the hairs are growing 
out of your fingertips.

So that you become a monkey, or a crow? A crow that paints 
with its wings?

 
2 August 2009
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GLASS TEARS
Conversation with Marlene Dumas

The ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’ exhibition of work by Marlene 
Dumas (b. 1953) occupies both galleries at Zeno X in Antwerp. 
The title refers not to the book by Hemingway, but to the 
eponymous LP with the soundtrack of the film starring Gary 
Cooper and Ingrid Bergman. Dumas hasn’t seen the film, but 
she has long loved the picture of a crying Ingrid Bergman on 
the record sleeve. Exactly one year ago Dumas lost her mother. 
‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’ consists of a thematically coherent 
but formally varied series of paintings which, following her 
recent loss, crystallize the main theme of Dumas’ work: that 
love, death and sex cannot be captured in images… Or can they?

The exhibition is structured around the painting Einder (Ho-
rizon), depicting a coffin. Dumas’ mother had asked Marlene 
several times to paint flowers; here at last she has done so. The 
flowers float on a sumptuously layered and gentle nocturnal 
blue. The coffin recedes into a blue, velvet night, which returns 
in other paintings in strong, dark surfaces that add a watery 
facture, and in the hard eyes of the self-portrait, and in the 
black globs of Waterproof Mascara, and in a painting based on 
the porn film Blue Movie in which Marilyn Monroe appeared. 
In several paintings there are very thinly painted sections which 
I had never seen in her work before.

(Pointing to the painting ‘Crying in Public’ based on a photograph 
of a crying Marilyn Monroe.) I have never seen such a large, watery 
section in your paintings before. How did you do it? With dirty 
water mixed with white spirit?

marlene dumas: Yes. I don’t like cleaning my brushes and so 
I plunge them into water to stop the paint drying. And sometimes 
I use that water. Hence the two parts of the painting. On the 
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left you have a strip with an illusionistic area in which I achieve 
photographic characteristics and a degree of volume, and on 
the right you have that large, indefinable area. Without that 
abstract area it wouldn’t be a painting. A painting is an object, 
not a representation.

I have never compared paintings to music or dance before, 
but if I was to describe the process of painting Crying in Public 
as a physical performance, irrespective of the theme, then the 
painting of the right-hand side went ‘woohoo’, and here it was 
something like ‘brrrrrr’ and here ‘tititititi’. (She performs these 
movements bending forward, because the canvas was lying on 
the floor when she painted it. You can watch this interview 
on Vimeo.)

When I was young I wanted to make abstract paintings, but 
I couldn’t find a specific form of my own. I didn’t want to be an 
umpteenth Jackson Pollock or Willem de Kooning. Eventually 
I returned to the human figure because it still enables me to 
make abstract paintings. I adore the work of Clyfford Still: 
large surfaces in a single colour with a little line in a different 
colour at the side.

In your case, that line or smudge is often black, purple, dark blue, 
light blue or pink.

dumas: Yes, I used to see myself as an expressionist painter 
until I discovered that the impressionists were the first to work 
with bright pink and light blue. I am really an impressionist 
too! (Laughs.) But if I painted you, of course I would need light 
blue for your eyes. It would be a beautiful abstract painting! Just 
as I made a beautiful, solitary hillock of Margaux Hemingway’s 
genitalia! (Laughs.) In every one of my paintings there is tension 
between the materiality and the illusionistic. As soon as I sense 
that I may be taking the photographic or the illusionistic too 
far, I return to the gesture.

The large area made with dirty water, which you pointed to 
here, is not a new development for me, but it is the first time 

I have used it like that in a painting. I try to produce paintings 
that are as graceful, playful and airy as my drawings and my 
earlier watercolour paintings. I try to be guided by what happens 
when you perform certain actions… I painted this Marilyn 
for an exhibition in the United States of America. I thought it 
would be a good image for America. All eyes are on that coun-
try again: will they vote sensibly this time round or will they 
bungle it again? The painting was based on the only photograph 
of a crying Marilyn I could find: she is crying because of her 
separation from Joe DiMaggio. The exhibition contains other 
paintings which are based on images of crying actresses, like 
Romy Schneider and Ingrid Bergman, but that’s just a coinci-
dence really. What interested me is the border between private 
and public emotions. That’s why the painting is called Crying 
in Public. It’s also why I made that little work based on Man 
Ray’s photograph of a woman crying glass tears. I didn’t want to 
create an emotional exhibition, but neither did I want to ignore 
my own recent experiences. It is an exhibition about women, 
mothers, daughters, dead women, crying women, flowing tears 
and flowing water. But it is also an exhibition about paintings, 
about the painting as an object, and about the impossibility of 
capturing certain things in images.

(We are now standing in front of the painting Infinity, depicting 
a large mouth.)

How did you paint those thin stripes? With a very fine brush, 
with a very large brush, with a hardened brush?

dumas: (Laughs.) No, I very rarely use fine brushes. However, 
I often paint with paper towels, what do you call it, kitchen roll. 
I wiggle it or I dab it a bit. This is clearly a kitchen-roll painting. 
(Laughs.) The painting you see there is called Einder. I wanted to 
do something with my mother’s funeral. This is a very different 
sort of painting from Crying in Public, which almost danced its 
way into being, unlike Einder which I had difficulty with. It is 
made up of lots of layers. I tried really hard… Sometimes when 
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you try too hard… Under it are numerous paintings of graves 
and coffins. Eventually I decided to add flowers and I asked my 
daughter Helena if she would like to paint the first one. She 
took a piece of chalk and drew this flower… Then I still had 
to paint a coffin, but I am not good at perspective. So I asked 
my partner Jan Andriesse if he would paint a line. It is a rather 
wobbly line…

I love the seemingly nocturnal aspect of the deep, tender blue…

dumas: Did they let you in here earlier? Had you already seen 
this painting?

No.

dumas: This really is the first time you’ve seen it? (Silent.) I am 
also really pleased with the blue…

One of the paintings is called ‘Hiroshima mon Amour’.

dumas: That was one of my favourite films when I was young. 
I love the mix of politics, love and art. That’s also why I wanted 
to be a painter. (Walks over to another painting.) This is a por-
trait of the South-African poet Elisabeth Eybers, who died in 
December 2007, three months after my mother. In a letter of 
my mother’s I found a reference to Elisabeth Eybers’ anthology 
Einder. I had not understood what the word ‘einder’ meant 
before. I didn’t much like the poems either; I only came to 
appreciate them later in life…

How would I describe Elisabeth Eybers? In a wonderful poem 
she says that people talk about heaven, but she herself, she writes, 
wants ‘to decompose thoroughly’. When I painted this portrait, 
I thought of Richard Avedon’s portrait of his father who was 
terminally ill with cancer. I think it’s one of the finest portraits 
ever made, partly because of the way the camera captures the 
fear in the father’s eyes… Nobody can live for ever.

(Turns gracefully.) Opposite that almost caricaturally drawn 
portrait I have hung a work based on Man Ray’s photograph of 
a woman with glass tears. I would never have thought I could 
base a painting on such an aesthetic work, but then I thought 
of Picasso’s portrait of the crying Dora Maar (the most beautiful 
painting of a woman crying) and saw how I could make the 
photograph work as a painting. First you have the illusionistic, 
photographic elements. Then there is the Picasso-like nose. And 
then you have those strange scribbles in the bottom right-hand 
corner: that’s me. (Laughs.)

 
3 September 2008
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THE DISCRETE CHARM 
OF PYRAMIDS

Conversation with Tamara Van San

What would you like to say today about your work; what would 
you like to see published?

Tamara Van San (b. 1982): That the meaning of non-figurative 
sculpture is often approached in a superficial way. For example, 
I sometimes hear it said that neither my work nor I are critical or 
profound enough. Anybody who says such a thing cannot read 
forms and forgets that ways of looking at things and thinking 
about them change constantly.

When Henry Moore went to art school in Leeds, they had to hire 
a sculpture teacher specially for him. Sculpture had been declared 
dead in the United Kingdom.

van san: Of course my work doesn’t stem from an interpreta-
tion of ideas or themes taken from books and gradually devel-
oped. First and foremost it has to do with whether or not the 
form is new. What interests me are ideas relating to form. As 
Eva Hesse asked: will the work eventually hang, lie or stand? 
And you can add: which material and which technique shall 
I use? For example, Eva Rothschild remarks somewhere that 
she used sculptured hands to hang a sculpture to avoid having 
to use nylon thread. The solution may not be elegant, but it is 
an answer to a fundamental question for a sculptor who wants 
to use the whole space, so not only the floor and the walls but 
also the ceiling. For example, I have mounted sculptures on 
bent reinforcing bars hooked into screw eyes, or straight from 
the roof construction so that the sculpture itself became the 
hanging system and was self-supporting because it consisted 
of strands of wool soaked in plaster.
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urge or a necessity. For example, I believe the fact that I am 
a woman is important. Our work is conditioned by numerous 
circumstances. We are driven by things which affected us as 
a child or as an adult. That applies to all artists, I think, even if 
it is often unconscious or, conversely, the artists are so conscious 
of it that they shake off that particular influence altogether or 
go the other way and make a theme of it. When I was eight, 
my mother disappeared for a year, without anyone telling me 
where she was. Events like that mark you. They can make you 
an anxious child or an anxious adult. However, Bourgeois said 
that it is impossible to state publicly that your work is fuelled 
by fear, because it might prevent people looking at it closely and 
drawing their own conclusions. You almost have to protect the 
openness of your work by keeping quiet about things. Only 
what do you keep quiet about? Everyone is conditioned by the 
way they deal with their fears. And yet it is important to realize 
that for yourself your work can sometimes serve the purpose of 
keeping a chaotic world at bay or creating a manageable world 
(even if it still looks chaotic or absurd to outsiders). Hesse 
said that her fears evaporated when she was working. I have 
the same experience. She also made lists. On the face of it, an 
innocent enough activity, but no doubt also a way of trying to 
introduce order.

The sculptor Michel François described a part of his oeuvre as an 
‘inventory’: that might just be a list, but it could also be putting 
things in order.

van san: Actually this also happens when you allow your work 
to interfere with a space or with other artworks: a spatial structure 
develops that can change, enrich, strengthen or weaken the indi-
vidual meaning of the works. Like this book, for instance. There 
were scores of possible variations, with different images or texts.

You mentioned negative emptiness just now. What do you mean 
by that?

In 2006 you stabilized a sculpture by puttying one end straight 
into the wall.

van san: That’s what I mean. You are concerned with forms, 
with formal solutions, not – or hardly at all – with art histor-
ical, social or political matters. At least not explicitly. Even if 
you think about the place of your work vis-à-vis all the art that 
already exists, about the equality of the sexes or the degradation 
of the environment, the main thing is always finding new formal 
solutions by thinking through action. How do you get people 
to experience more than a negative emptiness when looking 
at a non-figurative shape? How do you guide the viewer’s eye? 
How do you trigger emotions, thoughts, images and stories 
so that sculptures seem to speak? Eva Rothschild, who often 
works with triangles, pointed out that geometric forms such as 
triangles, cylinders and spheres existed before people did. When 
I read that, egg-shaped boulders, desert roses, crystals, minerals, 
plants, fish, rainbows or star systems immediately spring to mind. 
What makes the shape of a pyramid so appealing? Not a social 
or political concept. Why can’t its effect be spiritual, emotional 
or sensory? I often work with circles and ovals. For Hesse they 
didn’t refer to the infinite. But for me they do. The form influ-
ences the way you experience the object. There is something 
pure and untainted about geometric forms, which leaves us free 
to look at them. So you can also say things by deviating from 
these forms, by corrupting them, making them distorted or 
clumsy. You create a kind of confusion or astonishment so that 
people pay more attention to them.

There is often something disturbing about the form of your works. 
In some cases the waywardness of the material seems to defy the 
way we view and think about things.

van san: How do sculptures speak? By resembling, but above 
all by differing from other things in terms of form. Then there 
are the artist’s personality and motives. We have something 
to say, even if we don’t always see that as ‘content’, but as an 
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van san: I see negative emptiness as an absence of tension, of 
poetic expressiveness. Positive emptiness is potency. Openness. 
The possibility of recognition… I used to compare my work to 
music. Now I would prefer to describe it as structured silence. 
Or as noise. I regard the apparent intrinsic emptiness as a form 
of spiritual openness… Lucy Lippard thinks we are attracted to 
artworks because they make us nostalgic.

I think that’s right literally, if you translate ‘nostos’ as nest, and 
nostalgia as a wistful longing for one’s original home. People like 
to recognize themselves in a work, but then covertly.

van san: Yes, you have to take a roundabout route, otherwise 
you produce garden gnomes. Kitsch. If you look at my work, 
you’ll see that I constantly repeat certain formal, material or 
technical themes. Yet I make unique objects. If one drops, as it 
did this week at a fair, you realize that it is irreplaceable.

What do you mean by tension?

van san: A sort of confusion, friction or contrast must devel-
op between the geometric and the organic forms. Both with-
in the work and between the different works. I don’t make 
straight cubes.

The sculptor Bernd Lohaus didn’t either. That’s what distinguishes 
his work from that of Carl Andre. With Lohaus you feel forms 
which want to surpass themselves, which have a sort of transcen-
dental effect, for example by wanting to be a square or a cube.

van san: You see the same with Phyllida Barlow and Eva Hes-
se. Generally speaking, a sort of magical transformation of 
materials, forms and colours takes place in art as a result of 
which we sometimes experience new things. Material, form and 
colour: that’s what you do it with. But also by positioning the 
works in the space and vis-à-vis each other. Artworks start to 
dialogue with one another, they complement each other. They 

are fine on their own, but they also like to be in groups. They 
are not afraid of each other. What is missing in the one – line 
or softness perhaps – is provided by a work a little further along 
which might be hard, closed and square. Sometimes you create 
rhythm by almost exaggerated, dogged repetition, for example 
by hanging lots of what appear to be circles and ovals in a space. 
That’s how meanings or stories come into being.

But each work must be autonomous?

van san: Yes. Each sculpture poses the same challenges: how do 
you get your material to speak? For example, I recently twisted 
Knead It epoxy and immediately ended up with an unexpected 
form which I could not have made any other way. Then there 
are the colours. Rothschild says that colour destroys the purity 
of the form. I don’t agree, even if it does sometimes appear to 
be that way. For example, I made a number of black or dark 
works because I had the impression that the bright colours 
I used prevented people seeing the form. But you immediately 
realize that darkness also evokes meanings, as in Céline (2010) 
and Bad Mother (2014), which I regard as two of my most 
powerful works. But colours are certainly a form of material. All 
the colours have different qualities. They can mislead us when 
we look at shapes, but that way they demand greater attention, 
like an anomalous or confusing form. Staring at a grey cube 
can be simpler. Colours make looking more complicated. You 
can choose to make easier work, work that is less surprising or 
frightening, but I have chosen to astonish, to communicate my 
own astonishment at things. If I want one thing, it is the chance 
to arouse and retain the viewer’s astonishment.

Which artists’ work do you admire at the moment? And why? 
I know that you collect, look at and read books about the work 
of some artists.

van san: Yes, artists like Jim Lambie, Jeff Koons, Brancusi, 
Hans Arp, Dewain Valentine, Sterling Ruby, Richard Jackson, 
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Martin Creed, Berlinde de Bruyckere, Mary Heilmann, Richard 
Hughes, Aaron Curry, JC, Ugo Rondinone, William O’Brien, 
Jean-Michel Othoniel, Roni Horn, Lionel Esteve and Daniel 
Arsham (for Pixel Cloud), usually people I feel an affinity with, 
who look for the same tone in their work. I also read the texts 
and sometimes I find a confirmation of things I have already 
thought, which gives me the courage to go on working. Not 
because their words and experiences are always very encouraging: 
Eva Hesse and Louise Bourgeois can be quite depressing. They 
want to be loved, particularly Eva Hesse. They describe all sorts 
of fears, such as the fear of going round the bend or the fear of 
being abandoned. If they are not working or being useful they 
feel like ants or insects. ‘Never stop working’, Bourgeois wrote. 
Today her work is regarded as extraordinary, but most of her 
life she found it hard to believe in herself. As I said, Bourgeois 
wrote that it was unusual and even undesirable to speak about 
fears in the art world, while she regarded fear as the subject 
of her work. Bourgeois wrote that she was abandoned by her 
mother. Eva Hesse’s father also abandoned her and her mother 
jumped out of a window, but they hid that from her. Quite apart 
from those underlying motives, I am mainly interested in their 
sculptural approach. Sometimes I am struck by the similarities 
with my own work. Not because they influenced me for often 
I only become aware of their work once other people have 
pointed out similarities to me. Take Lynda Benglis, for example. 
I am not that familiar with her biography yet, but she makes 
magnificent ceramic work which is almost nothing, which looks 
like a test. Then there are her things with candle wax or bee wax, 
very beautiful work of which I don’t understand how she made 
it, and the works she creates by throwing pigmented latex onto 
the floor. Or Katharina Grosse who paints straight onto walls.

And sex?

van san: Yes, sex always comes into it. Hesse claims not. But 
Benglis holds penises in front of her. And we know Bourgeois 
and Sara Lucas. But just as Bourgeois doesn’t want it published 

that her work is rooted in fear, you can hardly say or write 
anything about sex without your work being reduced to that. 
But other things come into it too. Benglis, for example, went 
in for scuba diving, as I do. She says that diving changed her 
perception because of the loss of gravity, that it changed her 
sense of rhythm. So you are pleased to find companions, but 
you are angry because they did things twenty or thirty years ago 
that resemble your own work. With Karla Black I had a simi-
lar experience. Someone said that one of my works made her 
think of the work of Black, who also makes hanging, floating 
things or scatters things on the floor. But you have to consider 
not only the similarities but also the differences. As you wrote 
somewhere, art is the world of difference. Artworks demand the 
right to be anomalous, different from everything that already 
exists. Therein lies one of their most important qualities: that 
they crystallize the dream of being different. So encounters with 
those other artists are both encouraging and disheartening. It 
is sometimes said of my work that it lacks consistency, but for 
me it is about being true to myself, using materials I can afford 
in a consistent way. You fold them or uncoil them, you make 
holes in them, you stack them up or scatter them. In the end it 
is up to the viewer to give meaning to a work. All we can do is 
try and make things which are as close to us as possible.

 
30 May 2014
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A NEW VISUAL LANGUAGE
Conversation with Max Pinckers

max pinckers (b. 1988): Red Ink, my photo-reportage on North 
Korea for The New Yorker, is based on the premise that it is 
impossible to divulge anything about the political reality of this 
country. All you can do is think of a form by which to show 
the concealment, to show that everything has been staged by 
the government and by the people themselves.

Through the recurrence of the colour pink, for example. Sentimen-
tality, kitsch and dictatorship go hand in hand. Everyone always 
seems to be dressed in their Sunday best.

pinckers: The creepiest thing is the uniformity. Last week, 
I visited Ali Alqaisi in Berlin. He looked at the pictures and 
remarked that no one smiled.

Milan Kundera wrote that you could always recognise an informer 
in Czechoslovakia because they lacked a sense of humour.

pinckers: During a visit to a dolphinarium, I was plucked from 
the audience in order to be ridiculed. I was up against a girl who 
knew how to handle a hula hoop, whereas I was a complete 
novice. At first, I was laughed at by the entire audience, but 
once I’d got the hang of things, they all started clapping their 
hands in unison by way of encouragement. That is what I mean 
by a sinister uniformity.

Could you tell me something about the development of your work, 
from ‘Lotus’ (2011) until today?

pinckers: I’ve increasingly come to realise that I’m always 
looking for ways of creating images in complete freedom within 
the world of documentary photography. I think the reportage 
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aspect is important because it creates a context, a kind of con-
crete interpretation or reading direction for the viewer. This also 
allows me to make abstract images, which might acquire a certain 
meaning due to the context. That’s what I want to do, I think. 
The subjects lead me to people and to their unique imaginary 
spaces, which I try to flesh out with photographs that are not 
purely documentary. I make documentaries about real people, 
but on the basis of images that are independent of them and by 
giving an account of a world that is plausible but only exists in 
the imagination. That is what fascinates me today.

In Margins of Excess, for example, I wanted to do something 
around the American idea of freedom. I travelled around the 
whole country with Victoria Gonzalez Figueras, looking for 
images that would transcend the usual clichés. I often took 
pictures without knowing what purpose they might serve. But 
during the design of the book, which took a year, dozens of 
these photographs acquired a function or meaning within the 
context of the six life stories that we documented.

Perhaps it’s also down to my own uncertainty, since I initially 
look for a subject of general interest before taking my personal 
photographs within that framework. At the same time, I don’t 
like elusive, hermetic abstraction. I prefer to make images that 
work on multiple levels, that are both abstract and serve a story, 
for example.

lotus

pinckers: The original idea of Lotus was as follows: Quinten 
De Bruyn and I often looked at classic photojournalism that 
complies with all the rules: an attempt to capture the decisive 
moment (le moment decisif), perfect light, perfect framing. In 
other words: photographs that you are only allowed to take once 
everything has fallen into place and which, as a result, always 
look slightly picturesque. For example, when someone touches 
something at just the right moment, with the right incidence of 
light and a beautiful composition. We were intrigued by the fact 
that these rules or conventions were completely independent 

of the subject. They have more to do with taking pictures and 
profiling yourself as a photographer than with what you actually 
wish to portray. The desire to make an aesthetic object always 
seemed to take precedence.

We wanted to try and make a photographic documentary, 
therefore, in which we would parody these clichés or exaggerate 
them in such a way that the viewer could see that it was inten-
tional, that it had been sought. Quinten and I really found each 
other in that, because it was a game. The ‘golden hour’, fire the 
flash twice: ‘Look! Someone touches something at just the right 
moment!’ At the same time, we gave cameras to a few ladyboys in 
order to see what kind of photographs would be taken by people 
who aren’t driven by aesthetics, who don’t care whether there is 
a finger in front of the lens or whether the framing is crooked. 
The intention was to show our over-aestheticized photographs 
alongside the banal snapshots taken by the people themselves.

a new visual language

Through this setup and the resulting experiments, however, 
a whole new visual language was created that offered far more 
possibilities than we had originally expected. I subsequently 
developed and refined this language, for example by making 
photography books in which parallel visual stories are distin-
guished from each other in a graphic way (email traffic, news-
paper clippings, abstract photos, found footage).

As a starting point, I contrasted the methodologies of two 
photographers. On one side of the spectrum I placed Jeff Wall, 
who takes fully staged photos in a studio-like setting, based 
on things he has observed. The core is real, but the photo is 
completely directed. Everything is staged, but it resembles a doc-
umentary photograph.

On the other side, I placed Philip-Lorca diCorcia who, I think, 
does the opposite: he photographs real situations, actual street 
scenes. He doesn’t stage anything, but because he uses a flash, 
his photos come across as staged and theatrical. I admire the 
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work of both photographers and I wanted to do something 
with this contradiction.

I will never forget the moment when everything coalesced. 
First of all, we’d been working in Thailand for four or five days 
and had returned to Belgium. Two months later, we returned. 
In the meantime, I’d been constantly thinking about possible 
solutions. I happened to attend a lecture by Erik Eelbode on the 
work of Dirk Braeckman. When Erik told us that Braeckman 
uses a reflected circle of light to symbolically position himself 
in his photographs, Quinten and I understood that we had to 
find a way to make ourselves visible in our documentary images 
and thus make their subjectivity visible or readable.

We found a completely new middle ground between Jeff Wall 
and Philip-Lorca diCorcia: working on location with real people, 
theatrically lit, staged, sometimes re-enacted, sometimes directed, 
trying to capture spontaneous moments in a theatrical setting. 
The biggest difference was that we wanted to make a complete 
documentary, one expansive story, not separate images. It was 
a beautiful plan.

We also felt it was important to try and capture movement. 
Because you usually see very static people and objects in the 
work of Jeff Wall and Philip-Lorca diCorcia. There is very little 
dynamism, probably because their staging techniques and heavy 
cameras preclude any kind of movement.

Like the nurse walking out of an infirmary in ‘Lotus’ and the 
beautiful view through the door?

pinckers: Yes, those were things that we repeated time and 
time again, until it worked. The best thing about it was the 
tremendous sense of fun. It was about being able to create the 
unadulterated ‘joy’ of a marvellous image and working together 
in total freedom on the invention of a new visual language.

I subsequently realised, however, that we could have gone 
much further in terms of looking for abstraction, that it wasn’t 
perhaps necessary to have a ladyboy in every photo. Although 
it’s true that the series is very consistently structured around the 

subject and, as a result, is all the more powerful. Initially, we also 
wanted to build sets, but we abandoned that plan as soon as we 
arrived back in Thailand and realised that there were plenty of 
existing places that already resembled them.

We established a series of formal rules for ourselves: everything 
had to be as sharp as possible, both in the foreground and back-
ground. Every image had to be taken with flashlight. All the lines 
needed to be straight. The setting always had to have a context 
so that things could happen in relation to the given situation. 
Working together, we considered, discussed and scrutinised 
every single image. This methodology ensured the optimum 
level of coherence.

turning points

Another key image is the illuminated manhole in the series 
entitled The Fourth Wall. This photograph was a turning point, 
because it was my first abstract work. I simply placed a lamp 
inside the pit and took the picture. That was a completely dif-
ferent approach to the one I’d taken previously, and it paved 
the way for a lot of new things.

Another turning point was the making of the book Margins 
of Excess, which was born of your desire to report on certain 
aspects of the media culture in the United States: idolatry, fake 
news, the visual gestalt given to contemporary history, war 
propaganda and the impossibility of distinguishing between 
truth and fiction, for example. As a result of this project, you 
started using images with various origins, found or self-created, 
which are all mixed up, thereby giving shape to your subject by 
evoking an extremely coherent-looking visual confusion. In this 
book, the documentary narrative structure has liberated you, 
because almost every image became usable, for example a photo 
of circular tyre marks at an intersection (traces of a joyrider as 
an allusion to a kind of James Dean culture), which you use in 
a context of crop circles, alien visitations and the manipulation 
of perception by the military government.
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pinckers: The structure of Margins is different to that of Will 
They Sing Like Raindrops or Leave Me Thirsty. In the latter book, 
you still have many images that are anchored in the attempt to tell 
a story and evoke a context. Pictures of honeymoon destinations, 
white horses, carriages, sets for weddings, washed up pictures 
of sweethearts, a reconstruction of the Taj Mahal as a tribute 
to a deceased loved one, and so on. The flower seller and the 
bottle of ‘love perfume’ were made for me. The photographs 
serve the story in an illustrative way.

I turned that around in Margins. The only photographs that 
refer directly to the documentary story are the portraits of the 
six people who, for various reasons, had come to the attention 
of the media. Ninety percent of the images have nothing to do 
with the subject in documentary terms. Yet you would think 
the opposite: that the main characters are fictional and the other 
images documentary, because those people have such insane 
stories. The real seems to be invented, the fictitious comes across 
as completely normal.

the fourth wall

The Fourth Wall has the most abstract subject of all my pho-
tography books, by which I mean that you can’t photograph 
the subject directly (the way the film industry affects people’s 
imagination). In the end, I tried to capture it by improvising 
film scenes with people I met on the street. All of the pictures 
were taken on the street using ordinary people, not actors. We 
went looking for places that resembled studio film sets. You 
don’t have to look far in India, because nearly everything looks 
universal or ordinary due to the fact that they don’t add any 
‘modern’ objects or inscriptions. You can find many corners that 
look like a film set. Everything you see in the photographs is 
real: real people, real places, real improvisations. Many of the 
scenes were also directed by the people who feature in them. 
Whenever you set up a little spotlight somewhere in India and 
place a camera on a tripod, people automatically gravitate to-
wards you. They want to help.

One day, we were at The Gate of India, which is a tourist spot 
in Mumbai. We wanted to take pictures of the photographers 
who make portraits of tourists. While we were setting up our 
equipment some fifty people joined us and a fifteen-year-old 
boy, Pankaj Choudhary, asked me, ‘Excuse me, Sir, are you 
the director? Do you need an assistant?’ So, we invited him to 
direct. The people who’d congregated around us spontaneously 
joined in. Someone came and stood next to me with a parasol, 
in order to shade me from the sun.

In this series, the magic also lies in the fact that none of these 
people hesitated when asked to play a role. Everything you see is 
‘real’, but at the same time they are performing a part: they are 
acting. I made this series with Victoria. At first, we spent days 
hanging around on film sets in Bollywood, but we didn’t see 
how we could escape all the clichéd film industry approaches, 
how we could make a documentary without photographing 
film sets, sound engineers, directors, the extras milling around 
and so on. Because what we actually wanted to photograph 
was the influence of the film industry on everyday life, not the 
industry itself. We wanted to show how film influences people’s 
behaviour and thoughts.

While designing the book, we decided to jettison all photo-
graphs taken on film sets. We retained photos of the film sets 
themselves, of course, to create confusion, but everything else 
was simply photographed on the street. In terms of involvement, 
this series was the most enjoyable. Everyone wanted to partici-
pate and experience the ‘joy’ of making images. They liked the 
action and fight scenes the most. I think you can sense that in 
the photographs.

Actually, they are endearing portraits of unknown people… We 
also understand the contrast with the photos you took at Jay J. 
Armes’ home where everything, including the man himself, looks 
artificial. He resembles a wax figure, his tigers are stuffed, his office 
resembles a set from a seventies television soap opera. With the 
father of the boy who had supposedly flown away in a balloon, it 
remains impossible to tell whether he staged the whole thing or 
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not. And also like the lady who supposedly pretended to be a ‘black’ 
person, we are dealing with a reality that literally cannot be pho-
tographed or established: that someone’s identity is not determined 
by his or her skin colour, but by their education, experiences or, to 
use James Baldwin’s phrase, by the ‘price of the ticket’.

pinckers: These kinds of ideas were present in The Fourth 
Wall, but less elaborated. Throughout the book you will find 
newspaper quotes that you can freely associate with the images. 
At the end of the volume you will find the complete articles, 
so you can read the actual story. Subjects that come up for 
discussion are a little boy who has hanged himself, because he 
thought he would come back to life in the ‘next episode’, or 
people who watch real-life ‘high-speed’ car chases as though 
scenes from a film.

relating to a subject

pinckers: I’ve come to realise, more and more, that I’m primarily 
interested in the way a photographer relates to the subject. If 
you begin with a documentary approach, then you always need 
a subject. The danger, however, is that the subject will dominate 
the narrative. In which case, for example, Lotus would only be 
a work about transgenders and Margins of Excess a book about 
crazy people in America. I always try to find a balance, which 
makes it clear that the photographs not only serve a subject, but 
also create some kind of additional space in which I can freely 
speak about the way you can approach and shape a documentary 
subject. I want my books to say something about the status of 
the photographer.

When I look back, I can see a very clear line through every-
thing. Lotus has a very tangible subject: Thai transgender people, 
whom you can recognise and photograph on the street. Most 
pictures also show a ladyboy.

The Fourth Wall has no concrete subject (it’s not about Bolly-
wood). It’s about people who experience reality as if it were 
a film; it’s not about a particular place, person or ‘event’. It is 

about something intangible. You can’t aim the camera at it, it 
has to be created.

I unite the two approaches in Will They Sing Like Raindrops 
or Leave Me Thirsty. On the one hand, you have the Love Com-
mandos with their secret ‘shelters’ and the runaway couples. 
That’s the documentary subject, just as the ladyboys were the 
subject in Lotus. But there is also the abstract fact of love in gen-
eral and its cultural dimension: on the one hand, the cast-iron 
rules in connection with arranged marriages and, on the other 
hand, the romanticised approach to love in Bollywood films. 
For example, I allow images that are rooted in the imagination 
to collide with the documentary approach taken towards, say, 
the reality of couples who have to flee in order to survive.

For Margins of Excess I decided to work with six different 
people, so that I could make it clear that it was not about their 
personal stories, but about the abstract theme that connects 
their narratives and about the ways in which you can shape such 
an abstract theme in a photography book. At the same time, 
I created a space in which I could be myself, because the freest 
photos are able to function within the larger, more abstract whole.

Actually, you try to create a space in which you can be yourself, 
in which you can photograph as freely as possible.

pinckers: I think so. In the end, the most important thing is 
not that I’ve found a new form by which to make documen-
taries, but to be myself and to give shape to a certain desire or 
dream, one that only becomes tangible through the making of 
these works.

An abstract personal dream, one that is impossible to photograph, 
that you try to make concrete…

pinckers: Undoubtedly comparable to the ladyboys who want 
to create a certain self-image and to the young people in In-
dia who let Bollywood influence their love lives.
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mau mau

Or with your desire to give form to the history of the Mau Mau 
in Kenya, of which no images existed other than those made by 
the British, which gave you the idea to ask elderly former soldiers 
to reenact certain scenes?

pinckers: Everyone needs images of their past. We’re going 
to Nairobi again at the end of next year. On a merely visual 
level, I’m looking for a form that makes it clear that my images 
are re-enactments. I want the viewer to understand that it’s all 
staged, but that it’s also a reconstruction of authentic events. 
This duplicity must be preserved. I would like to find a form 
that is less theatrical, less reminiscent of a tableau vivant, like 
the photographs that I’ve already taken with Michiel Burger. 
I think those pictures are too static, too stiff.

I’m particularly touched by the fact that the men’s suits are too 
big, thereby revealing their age and fragility and intensifying the 
contrast with the scenes depicted. You also sense that they want 
to look good, that they want to be in the picture, that they want 
you to take a photograph of which they can be proud.

pinckers: Yes, but that’s why the photos seem unworthy. It 
seems like I want to make those elderly people replay scenes 
from their past in a clumsy way. But that wasn’t the intention. 
The aesthetics that you achieve via artificial light is an addi-
tional problem. Without light and with a disposable camera it 
would be easy, but I don’t want to work in such a way. I think 
it engenders a false sense of ‘truthfulness’. But how do I make 
my intentions seem credible when everything looks so artificial?

You mean that you don’t want to ridicule them, that you really 
want to make images of their history?

pinckers: Yes. I want to give these people a place where they 
can introduce themselves in the best possible way.

Perhaps you could allow the old Mau Maus to direct younger men 
within the image, thereby giving you an additional, unpredictable 
movement and a new layer of ‘reality’ that refers to today?

pinckers: That’s not a bad idea, but I’d prefer to depict those 
older men as warriors. Perhaps it’s related to the fact that I’d 
like everyone who sees the work to be able to identify with the 
people portrayed, rather than just people who know something 
about art.

The older men can enact the scenes while two lads in sneakers 
stand and watch?

pinckers: I worked with a Mamiya last time, which is an ana-
logue camera. But things move so fast that, this time, I’ve decided 
to work with a digital camera. In the beginning, I also wanted 
to weave several layers together, starting with the historical 
photographs that I’d found in the Archive of Modern Conflict 
(AMC) in London and which set everything in motion. I wanted 
to supplement them with my own photographs, historical and 
military reports, news articles and so on. But I’ve now decided 
to exclude the broader context and just make a series of nine 
images that represent certain scenes from the lives of the Mau 
Mau freedom fighters, and which together can form a kind of 
monument, one that could be much stronger than recreating 
the context.

In all my work, I have been looking for a kind of poetry, for 
metaphorical images. But I don’t feel that there is room for that 
here. In any case, I don’t feel the urge to add anything poetic.

Nothing prevents you from making a supplementary publication 
in which you outline the context through found footage, documents 
and more personal photos.

pinckers: That’s true. On the other hand, I still have my doubts. 
For Margins of Excess I took a picture of the missing bathtub in 
Ali Alqaisi’s bathroom, because he gets panic attacks when he 
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sees a bathtub (because of the waterboarding). Sometimes you 
also need to be able to show the absence of things in order to 
tell the full story.

After reading Margins of Excess my mother remarked that 
you can easily empathise with the stories of the first five people, 
but the torture of Ali Alqaisi transcends our imagination. The 
picture of the missing bathtub seems to lend it a form.

There’s also the fact that the Kenyans I’m dealing with do 
all they can to fit me into their narrative. As you know, I gave 
them money to build a replica fort. This was only allowed to be 
built on a campus belonging to the Kikuyu tribe, because the 
tribe is trying to appropriate the entire history of the Mau Mau, 
partly because they think they can claim more compensation 
from the British. They hope that my photos might help them 
to substantiate their court case and victimhood. I would have 
to find a visual solution for that too.

 
19 October 2018

Postscript, Friday 1 February 2019

Today, I met Max Pinckers again. He has just returned from 
Kenya, where he did not make pictures, but films. Together we 
look at the beautiful, touching images in which an elderly lady 
shows how, more than half a century ago, she had covered her 
dead child (who had died in the sling on her back while she 
was working) with branches at the side of the road, because the 
British guards had made her leave the tiny body behind. We also 
see elegantly dressed, former freedom fighters show how they’d 
followed someone through a forest. One of them demonstrates 
how to make a homemade rifle (with a slide lock and an elastic 
band). Three men imitate a ritual slaughter with a living goat, 
which they’ve pinned down on its back. Two older men, who 
have never been in a boat before, slowly sail in a small motorboat 
on a lake they dug themselves seventy years ago. The eldest man, 
now a hundred years old, constantly points to birds, perhaps 
the same birds that spoke to him of freedom when he was still 
a slave. We also see people dancing in a parade, holding each 
other’s hands. Time and again we are moved by the tenderness 
and respectful attention with which Pinckers portrays people. 
For the first time, we see women appear in this story. They 
radiate strength and determination. You can see how much 
they have endured.

They are poignant images, simply shot with an iPhone. 
Pinckers didn’t take any photographs, because this demands 
a different sort of time, he says. He wants to return later to 
make a series of analogue, monumental photographs, based on 
some of the images that he has just filmed. But first he has to 
go to Vanuatu, to make 3D-scans around the local veneration 
of aeroplanes. I’m curious.
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WANDERINGS OF 
A PHOTOGRAPHER

Interview with Sébastien Reuzé

I am in the workshop of Sébastien Reuzé (b. 1970). One of the 
walls is covered with metal panels on which pictures of different 
sizes are pinned with magnets. Here and there are found ob-
jects covered with crystals: joysticks and military objects. From 
the original interior design of the office building in which the 
workshop is situated, Reuzé has kept the grey rug with orange 
stripes and the hygienic false ceiling. This choice corresponds 
to his desire to show his latest series of photographs in a cold, 
technological environment that refers to the aesthetics of J.G. 
Ballard. Reuzé tells me that amongst the writings on art, he 
prefers interviews. So I decide to write an interview.

sébastien reuzé: In 2010, I found that there were similarities 
between my work and Ballard’s universe. It had been a few years 
since I had an eclectic practice, which was not devoted to a main 
subject, and I wanted to develop my practice in a writing project: 
La Noë. I was looking for a topic that might resemble a docu-
mentary but which would allow me to fictionalize real things. 
Thus was born a trilogy on contemporary forms of violence.

trilogy

The first part is based upon the novel The Concrete Island. To 
summarize, this is the story of a publicist in his forties who 
has a car accident. He finds himself between three access roads 
to a freeway and eventually abandons consumerism, modern 
comforts, his wife and his mistress. My work is dedicated to 
a family that is socially and geographically isolated in an unspo-
ken form of political protest and rejection of the present. We 
feel that this withdrawal into a clan produces something very 
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The third part of the trilogy is titled Indian Springs. It is not 
directly inspired by a novel, but by my interpretation of Ballard’s 
work. It is a series of framed photos that tell a fictional day of 
a drone pilot. Frankly, I’m not really inclined towards literature 
or science fiction, I don’t care specifically for space shuttles. What 
interests me in Ballard is the anticipation of something possible, 
something not really true or plausible. Here we see that military 
robotics, and the control of drones in particular, are very similar 
to video games. The display, by nature, distorts the real, it is an 
interface that acts as if what we saw on the screen was not true, 
fictive, invented. The screen acts as a filter that pushes us away 
from reality. And suddenly, there are people who get up in the 
morning, take their coffee, drive to the office in their Camaro 
or Ford Mustang, arrive at the base, salute the guys and have 
themselves seated in front of a screen to cause devastation. I try 
to say something about this in just a few images.

colorblind sands

Indian Springs gave birth to a new work which is related to 
the American road movie. The idea of the road movie comes 
from the psychological wanderings of a guy who drifts instead 
of representing the order as he is supposed to. This wandering 
could also be that of the photographer. Early in my photography 
practice, I was very influenced by the work of Garry Winogrand. 
I was quite aware that it is difficult to succeed with works of 
the sort, or that of many other people. I thought that to work 
on this theme, it was necessary to question the medium, not 
just make pretty pictures as we see so often. I thought, more-
over, that it was interesting that this work would relate to my 
previous projects. So I used the same character, a pilot, who 
deserts (this is neither said or shown) and drifts through desert 
areas in the Southwest of the United States. Sometimes the 
same images, edited differently, end up in Indian Springs and 
in Colorblind Sands.

This time, I worked with a collection of stories entitled 
Vermilion Sands. These stories offer us almost a synthesis of 

tense, an impoverishment, and finally, a form of self-surrender. 
We see people living in a green environment, in a small paradise 
resembling a prison. All signals that appear in the work are 
negatively connoted. I was thinking about people like Terrence 
Malick and Boris Mikhailov. It is not a literal translation of the 
novel, but a work I have undertaken with a family. It consists of 
four slideshows (each with 80 images) projected simultaneously 
with different exposure times so that the four projected slides 
are always combined differently.

The second part of the trilogy is based upon a novel by Bal-
lard entitled Kingdom Come. The author invents a city in the 
western suburbs of London, south of Heathrow Airport. The 
city is called Brooklands and there are riots. Ballard juxtaposes 
consumerism, advertising, events in a mall, middle-class life, 
sports competition and racism.

During the summer of 2011, I moved to London for a few 
months to develop this work. I lived in an area called Hackney. 
I was just asking myself how I could film a car on fire when 
things went wrong in my neighborhood. Soon it proved that 
it doesn’t make sense to me to film real riots. What interests 
me is to paint a psychological landscape, a parallel world. That 
being said, a burning car is very beautiful and very meaningful. 
Cars are very important social markers and are designed objects 
that cost a lot of money. Pontiacs are works of art, coming 
from a genuine sensitivity. Cars are like mobile architecture 
forming part of the real, which adds geometry to a landscape. 
It is also a mechanical animal, one which replaced the horse. 
A wrecked car replaces the iconic skeleton emerging from the 
desert sand. Finally, I staged the burning of a BMW in a studio 
here in Brussels. It was lit with a Molotov cocktail; a one hour 
sequence shot, which became my version of Kingdom Come. 
Aside from that, I also did a film called Brooklands, a montage 
of photographs and films showing the escalating urban tensions 
supposed to happen in the city of Brooklands. Both films and 
the Brooklands Morning newspaper make up the box which 
constitutes the second part of the trilogy.
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Ballardian semantics and aesthetics. Visually, I borrowed the 
description of a seaside resort without water, without sea, which 
lies somewhere in what could be the southwestern desert of the 
United States. My work is rooted in the same landscape, which 
I approach visually in a manner which is influenced by Ballard’s 
descriptions. Concretely the work consists of analog photos of 
different formats. They will be presented on metal panels on 
the wall, arranged as if in an office or university. I am looking 
for almost administrative aesthetics to avoid being preachy, 
to create an ambiguous atmosphere, with beautiful pictures, 
mostly edited on photographic paper in a darkroom. Drones 
are technological animals, beautiful, and yet terrible weapons, 
reminding us of the horror of atomic bombs and landmines. 
They are poisonous flowers, giant carnivores. I find myself in 
the position of a documentary photographer and I photograph 
this demented flower, this icon of now, while I question myself 
on the meaning of this undertaking. Drones are economic and 
political symbols because they represent the power of a state 
that has the means to design them. They are absolute symbols 
of the idea of horror. The project’s goal is to create an ambigu-
ity about the truth of what the pictures show. I’m looking for 
a narrative form, because I’m not a journalist. For me, it’s more 
interesting to talk about it whilst breaking with the traditional 
form of objective documentary.

The ambiguity in meaning is extended to the form of the pictures. 
Sometimes the pictures materialize in analog prints (at times 
manipulated), that have been digitalized and printed by inkjet 
printers. Sometimes however they are just analog photographs 
that have been enlarged in a darkroom. This work aims to show 
the analog physical matter as malleable material that can be 
roughed up, which can suffer the hazards of time, but also as 
a material that evokes much more (such as skin, for example). 
It’s about the editing process, the semantics of colour and the 
darkroom, the plastic quality of photography, the possibility 
of a medium. Moreover, it is a work that is turned towards the 
future rather than the past. I do not consider analog photography 

as an archaic medium. I would like the photographic medium 
to be considered in its materiality, accepting dust on a slide 
as part of the medium. Photography could well be a medium 
which goes beyond its sole photographic representation. In 
other art forms, the medium serves as a project. In photography, 
the project must often serve the medium. In the past, I made 
photographic objects, such as screen printed flags with pictures 
of seagulls. Now, this set of photos, magnets on metal panels, 
could be considered a form of photography: it would erase the 
boundaries between photography and other artistic media. This 
abolishment of artistic boundaries interests me.

I called this series Colorblind Sands in reference to Vermilion 
Sands and because I’m colourblind. Learning the colour printing 
process was very difficult and frustrating for me, because the 
dominant colours were difficult to recognize. I see colours as 
less saturated than others, with less magenta, less sensual. For 
the same reason, I started to work on colours, for example by 
printing shots in a single colour. That being said, I do not like 
the allegiance of photography to painting, where photography 
tries to be painting. The principle of this exhibition is to make 
present the work of the workshop. I do not want it to seem 
trashy or dirty, I just want to make visible the living dimension 
of the used materials and I would like to make the research 
and laboratory stage palpable. I do not want it to become an 
idea illustrated by several examples. I would like the work to 
show itself like life, with its mistakes. I want it to be abundant.

 
25 August 2015
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A KIND OF 
CLEANING LADY
Brief conversation with David Claerbout

 
When watching a film, I love to lose myself in details, like the 
tenuous patch of light on the bushes in the opening scene of 
Sunrise: before we see the heroine appearing at a bend of the 
road, the light on her bicycle projects a dancing flame of light 
on the dark screen of reality. There is something androgynous 
about the heroine with her shoulder bag and trousers. However, 
a little later we see her appear, unrecognisable, in the traditional 
garb of a housemaid. She has become an image that is absorbed 
into the larger image of the architectural surroundings. The 
interior shots are filmed in colour, but they are almost grey. 
The final images, shot outdoors, are in colour: a landscape, the 
girl cycling home, a sunset and her illuminated face, which is 
reminiscent of the morning light that illuminates the face of 
Proust’s milkmaid. With music by Rachmaninov. The slavish 
activities in what appears to be a modern house, enveloped in 
semidarkness, turn into an ecstatic liberation. This is what it 
looks like. However, the minimal approach and the need for 
control that the house exudes also characterise the minimal, 
controlled way the films are created and which for example 
are evident in the consistent use of tracking shots. It is as if the 
film is showing us something that is not allowed to be shown. 
Something that is past, perhaps, or something that could have 
happened. Something which Platonically speaking should escape 
any form of recording, for reasons of decency. We are looking 
at an exercise in seeing in which as little as possible is shown. 
So that other things become visible, like the way in which the 
light can dissolve the world in grey veils, or the way grey veils 
and simple horizontal and vertical lines can meet.

David Claerbout, ‘Sunrise’ (2010)
Single channel video projection, colour, stereo audio, 18’
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sunrise

david claerbout (b. 1969): Sunrise is a choreographic work 
lasting 17 minutes. In the last two minutes you hear Rach-
maninov’s Vocalise. In most of the film you see a housekeeper 
cleaning a modernist house. I spent five months looking for that 
house. It had to be a building in which all the formal principles 
of Mies van der Rohe had been applied, but it was not to be 
a well-known building. In the end I found the private home 
of one of Norman Foster’s partners. Long ago I once made 
a film in Rem Koolhaas’ house (The Bordeaux Piece, 2003) and 
people still constantly criticize me for this. Why would I, like 
a fashionista, want to shoot a film in one of the ten best-known 
buildings of the last few decades (when I am not even particu-
larly interested in Koolhaas’ architecture)? I wanted to avoid 
this by using an anonymous house which did however comply 
with all the standards of modernism. It is the sort of house that 
only the very rich can build, people who can afford Mies van 
der Rohe chic. In my view these houses demonstrate the bank-
ruptcy of the social thinking which provided the foundations of 
modernism. The housekeeper we see working represents what 
remains of that social element. She has to do her work in the 
dark. There is no artificial light anywhere. She is working just 
before the break of dawn.

The camera is on rails.

claerbout: These are 20-metre tracking shots aimed at convert-
ing the attention that might have been focused on the woman 
into dance. The camera work ennobles the work that she does. 
The film is a composition of vertical and horizontal lines.

Does your film have anything to do with ‘Journal d’une femme 
de chambre’?

claerbout: No.

Is a film like this based on personal memories?

claerbout: No. Even though I do see myself as a kind of 
cleaning lady as well. I am also in that house and have to make 
a film on a minimum budget. The idea for the film is based on 
the music you hear at the end. I have a preference for music 
which, when I hear it for the first time, makes me feel that the 
hour that has just passed was filled with silence pregnant with 
meaning. The beginning of the film is extremely controlled. 
There is very little light, as if our eyes are operating at the very 
limit of their capacity. At the end of the film it is as if you are 
blinded by the light radiating from the huge fireball that ap-
pears above the horizon. The minimalist chic is swept aside by 
a romantic outburst of light. Perhaps real beauty, which today 
is still represented by Rachmaninov, actually lies in the reality of 
the Romanian housekeeper. In my view this film is a balancing 
act in which one does not choose sides.

 
30 March 2010
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WITNESS FOR THE 
PROSECUTION

Listening to Philippe Vandenberg

kiefer’s skis

philippe vandenberg (°1952): I am currently dealing with 
the most ungrateful job: packing and preparing paintings for 
a journey. Very annoying… Apart from painting and drawing 
nothing interests me really. I’m not good at it either… this 
packing business. So it frightens me. But I will be all right.

What shall we talk about? As you see, I live among my paint-
ings and drawings. My whole life unfolds here. And yet, I don’t 
call myself an artist. I consider myself more of a… témoin à 
charge. ‘A burdening witness’: a lovely term in French for a wit-
ness for the prosecution. I find it a nicer term than artist. ‘Artist’ 
makes me think of ‘artificial’. So not that interesting… What 
absolutely keeps me alive is mobility. The mobility in what I do. 
In my drawings, in my paintings. And also in the grumbling 
about it, actually.

Which paintings are you going to ship?

vandenberg: I will be exhibiting at a gallery in The Hague, 
and they have made a selection from the entire oeuvre. One of 
the few benefits of getting older – I am now fifty-six – is the 
fact that after a while an oeuvre comes into being. Initially there 
are individual drawings and paintings but after thirty years, 
they start to constitute an oeuvre. An oeuvre comes into being 
all by itself. It’s fantastic that you can bring together paintings 
from twenty years ago with works you painted yesterday… 
without any hesitation. It’s like bringing together legitimate 
and illegitimate children.
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of words. ‘Kill the Dog Today’. So I will call it ‘Untitled’… Does 
the music bother you?

It does.

vandenberg: I also have to date the work. This work developed 
over a longer period. It started with a frame that I found on the 
street. Maybe the painting already started that very day. That 
was one year ago.

This is a painting from 1996. It came into being after a very 
serious depression. I had become unable to work with paint 
and accidently I came up with the idea to use blood. A drop 
of blood had fallen on a piece of paper… From then on there 
was a sort of transitional period during which I started using 
materials like blood, hair and skin. And when that in turn be-
came a habit, and I started getting immobile again, I gradually 
returned to working with paint.

This is a piece about sacrifice. I grew up with the crucifixion. 
I was raised by Catholics. The crucifixion and the sacrifice have 
always fascinated me. The crucifixion is also the first image I saw 
as a child. People nailed to the cross. It has never left me since. 
In a way, this is what all of my attempts are about. Although 
I am horrified by this image, I think it’s the best image to show 
how people are and what they do to themselves and to others. 
Il n’y a pas d’art heureux. There is no happy art. Like Brassens 
said: ‘Il n’y a pas d’amour heureux’, there is no happy love.

This painting is called: Sur la faculté d’être lièvre et le poids de 
sa consequence (About the capacity to be a hare and the weight 
of its consequence). It’s very trivial to gain pleasure from pain 
and its depiction. A painter who does not enjoy creating his art 
cannot create good art. The most gruesome and dramatic works 
have been created with lots of pleasure. I think Bosch would 
have loved to paint even more gruesome tableaux. Ultimately 
you can’t make anything without pleasure, nothing decent at 
least. It’s a strange thought that all those suffering Christs and 
Saint-Sebastians have given so much pleasure to their makers.

So the first thing I want to say today is: not being an artist but 
a témoin à charge and the second thing is: mobility. Mobile, 
mobile, mobile.

This is why my works at times appear to be playing or fighting 
with each other. Abstraction or figuration, it makes absolutely 
no difference to me. Compare for example this recent so-called 
abstract, black painting with this figurative one from three or four 
years ago. They’re about the same thing. They’re attempts. It’s not 
about a theme. It’s about an attempt. I am just trying. I don’t feel 
like I’m making something, like I’m creating something. I am 
just trying to do something that can push me through life. Ul-
timately there is only one problem: getting through every single 
day. On the other hand, there is a common thread in my work. 
It’s a common thread that carries a melancholy tone. Mother 
Why do We Live? That’s it. The paintings are themselves… I don’t 
think they are dramatic, but they have a tragic undercurrent. 
Life is not a drama. It is a tragedy.

I use everything that I can use, everything that I find. I find 
lots of things on the street. Like panels or parts of old cup-
boards. And since there are lots of poor Moroccans living in this 
neighborhood, you can find a lot on the street… When I get 
bored with the cupboards, I return to the canvas. I try to keep 
mobile with my materials as well. My basic material is paint. 
But paint can be lots of things. Blood is paint and so is liquid 
chocolate. Tar is also paint. In the end, everything is possible. 
But it has to stick to the canvas. That is not always the case. 
Sometimes Kiefer’s skis drop from the paintings. But then they 
glue them back on.

rabbits

One talks about truth and reality, but these are mere concepts. 
For me, truth and reality do not exist.

I always write the title on the back of the painting because 
I find it very rude to write your name on the front side… The 
title tends to be a problem. On this painting, the image consists 
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black milk in the morning

vandenberg: Drawing is the greatest gift the good fairy has 
bestowed on me. The rest has not been all that great. To be 
able to take the entire universe: every, every, every single thing, 
including eternity even, and the cosmos, and to condense it on 
a tiny square with a pencil and a small piece of paper… I find 
that truly beautiful. Indeed, I have no other words for it. It’s 
fascinating that you can sit down by the side of the road, or 
on the train, or in your studio, and then do something, and 
something comes out of it: a text, a scene or another crucifix-
ion. And you see things everywhere. You see something in the 
street and the next week you draw it. Take for instance these 
geese. I don’t have a goose, but I recently heard one scream. It 
was being slaughtered. And then it entered my drawings. It’s 
actually pretty simple. It’s also quite strange and contradictory. 
Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t. But it doesn’t have 
to work. I don’t make a big deal out that.

‘Black Milk in the Morning.’ Paul Celan.

vandenberg: Yes, magnificent. It’s one of the most beautiful 
lines of poetry.

It’s of course impossible to be optimistic. But that cannot 
spoil the party.

Dieu ronfle… I have quite a few friends who are now in their 
fifties, and have arrived at a sort of crisis of faith. When you’re 
fifty, you’ve seen so many people perish that you start to believe 
again. For me, God’s existence is just a fact. But it’s an absent 
God. And he is not in the least concerned with us. That’s OK 
for me. I can easily be reconciled with the notion of God. I can 
even consider myself religious. But I believe in a God who has 
nothing to do with us. He is not there. He exists, but he is not 
there. And he is not very helpful either.

Gerard Reve wrote that God is very lonely and wants us to com-
fort him.

vandenberg: God must also be very bored, I think. That is 
something we have in common. I think boredom can function as 
a driving force to do something. It is a kind of latent masochism.

Boredom, is that not fear? We call it boredom, but it’s fear to do 
nothing, to take a rest, to enjoy oneself.

vandenberg: Fear is mostly considered to be a negative thing. 
I don’t find fear negative at all. A healthy dose of fear brings 
us into motion. It makes us run away if we find ourselves in 
a difficult situation. But if it paralyzes us, we’re done. No, fear 
is not necessarily negative.

Boredom isn’t either…

vandenberg: No, as you say, they’re linked. Twin sisters perhaps. 
But fear is something with which you can make a deal. You allow 
it or you don’t. On the other hand, it’s hard to run away from 
fear. Like many of us, I have tried it by using substances. To no 
avail. It only makes fear more negative and more threatening. 
It’s better to accept it. ‘Ok you are here, but so am I. You can’t 
manage without me, but I can’t manage without you either.’ 
You can always make a deal…

What fascinates me is that the noise of an image is inaudi-
ble…An image doesn’t make a sound. I’m very fond of silence. 
I don’t like things that produce noise. It’s less exhausting… 
than a symphony. When I hear one of his long symphonies on 
the public radio, I always wonder what Wagner must have felt 
when he composed them. I’m fond of rapidity…

reviens adolphe, on t’aime

Paint pretty fast. In a lot of rapid phases. I am not the sort of 
painter who tortures himself for hours to get the painting into 
a good position. If the painting won’t collaborate, I will say 
‘OK’ and put it aside and finish it later. ‘Delay of execution’ is 
a wonderful tradition. It’s strange because this way, there are 
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always things that surface unexpectedly. For example, the last 
drawing I made about welcoming Hitler: Reviens Adolphe, on 
t’aime. I made it in Paris a couple of weeks ago and continued 
working on it in this studio. On a piece of paper with bloodstains 
and phone numbers. It was probably about Putin or others of his 
kind. That is my duty as témoin à charge. The Olympic Games 
in China, for example. Very interesting.

I think we need to be alert. To survive. But also: L’oeil intran-
quil… How did Pessoa put it?

‘L’intranquilité.’ Restlessness.

vandenberg: That’s it: the restless eye. Years ago, I was working 
on a painting when I heard on the radio that a certain gangster 
had been shot in a forest near a Dutch city. I was painting two 
landscapes… and then the gangster drove into the painting and 
got shot… Everything can be useful. Everything is at the same 
time very trivial and very useful…Take these old books… This is 
one of my Eskimo-books. We were suffering from an extremely 
cold winter… In Brussels… And then this Eskimo element 
in me popped up… A beautiful documentary: Nanook of the 
North…What inspires us more than television? If you watch 
the BBC, of course… or ARTE… Because otherwise you start 
thinking that Flanders is the center of the universe.

Above all, the atrocity of the media resides in the mixture of 
the comic and the inhumane. It’s fascinating to see how people 
cope with this. Without being disturbed, they apprehend that 
once again 150 Palestinians have been shot because the day 
before one Israeli has been killed. And we always have to create 
a balance, haven’t we?

Van Gogh has made a very claustrophobic painting of prison-
ers circling on a courtyard. It’s a terrible painting… Terrible… 
I made a parody of it… I changed the prisoners into cardboard 
boxes… It’s weird…

I think Van Gogh is generally misunderstood. He is not who 
they suppose him to be… His sunflowers are not merry, are they? 
They’re very tragic. Their heads hang like the head of Christ… 

With petals like razorblades… And his shoes… Painful… And 
yet his work is received with great joy… I think he was a great 
‘témoin à charge’. Just think about his letters…

 
6 January 2009
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BOOTS AND SLIPPERS
Conversation with Ronald Ophuis

Monday, 20 July. Ronald Ophuis (b. 1968) has tidied his studio. 
Brushes and palette knives have been sorted into separate piles. 
A row of palettes has been propped up against the wall. His 
painting clothes are hanging in a corner. On the wall is a large 
portrait of a young black man who is holding up a gun. He is 
leaning slightly backwards and you can sense his skinny legs 
through his jeans. The sandal on his left foot reveals crooked 
toes. Next to a number of opened art books is a row of photos 
of a fat man and a blonde woman with naked breasts, her right 
hand is holding a wooden handle that is wedged between the 
man’s legs. Above the sink is the portrait that Holbein made of 
his wife and two children just before he left for London. Ophuis 
shows me a small book called Piss on it (Een ondergezeken pistool) 
and was written by the Russian poet Aleksandr Brener, who was 
sent to prison for five months in the Netherlands for spraying 
a green dollar sign on a painting by Malevitch. I open the book 
and discover that the poet once disrupted a cultural event by 
dressing up as Batman and yelling out ‘Batman forever!’ He 
also attempted to give a pair of slippers to a general ‘so that 
he would be less inclined to think of boots’. Country music is 
wafting softly from small loudspeakers. And it is Ophuis who 
asks the first question.

ronald ophuis: Do you know this music?

Hank Williams?

ophuis: Yes… Just regular, everyday stories. I find them power-
ful. When I was a kid, I tried to draw comic books but I never 
got beyond the title page because I couldn’t make up stories. 
I want my paintings to tell stories.
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Do you have a story for your next painting?

ophuis: I’d like to make a painting about old people in a con-
valescent home. I’m pretty clear about that. Now the question 
is whether they will be sleeping on their beds or sitting on 
chairs. Are they in a rehabilitation room, are they bowling or do 
they have to be bathed? All that’s something that still has to be 
worked out. I also want to make a painting about the Second 
World War. Right now, I’m reading books written by people 
who survived the concentration camps. And I’d like to paint it 
in the same way as the painting by van Eyck that you can see 
over there: the one with the three crosses. It’s a painting with 
lots of people and up till now I’ve never included more than 
four or five people in a painting.

Do you always work on one painting at a time?

ophuis: Yes. I’ve just finished Miscarriage. Generally, I spend 
three or four months working on a single painting but this 
time it’s taken almost a year. Not because of problems with the 
painting, but due to other factors in my life. In fact, it’s still 
incomplete. The drawing of the woman’s head is slightly to sharp. 
At first, I liked it that way but since then I made a drawing that 
I think works better.

Why have you painted the tiles in relief?

ophuis: Because I believe that’s the best way to paint tiles. You 
can feel that they’re tiles.

Van Eyck wouldn’t have painted them in that way.

ophuis: No, but Rembrandt would have.

There’s an iron clamp that attaches the lead pipe to the wall. The 
relief technique gives it a humorous appearance.

Ophuis : I’m particularly pleased with that dingy brown layer 
of glue where a sticker has been removed.

Why do you read books about Piero della Francesca and El Greco?

ophuis: Because Piero della Francesca made a painting with 
an old man and an old woman… I don’t know many painters 
who have painted old people… Recently I’ve been studying El 
Greco’s work because he uses so much white. That’s something 
that l always do although I’m trying to change my ways. Yet, 
when I try a different approach, it ends up looking yellow-ish… 
And for me, it ceases to be credible because it looks like some-
thing that was painted.

You could also opt to paint in layers.

ophuis: Yes, but then each layer would have to succeed imme-
diately because you can’t make corrections without having to 
start the whole thing over again.

Where did you meet the toilet bowl?

ophuis: In a house where I used to live.

And you went back there to photograph it?

ophuis: Yes.

On your studio floor are photos of a corpulent man behind the 
wheel of his modest family car who’s being jerked off by a prosti-
tute. Do you first direct these scenes and then photograph them?

ophuis: I do.

Bacon also worked from photographs.
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ophuis: As did Munch and Courbet. I think The Funeral at 
Ornans was made from photograph. And then there’s Max 
Beckmann… This is a great work by Beckmann…

‘The Night’ from 1918. What do you like about it? Is it the com-
position?

ophuis: It’s the composition but also the narrative elements… 
The fact that she’s naked… those shoes… that the man is strung 
up… the pipe in his mouth… the sickle moon, that it’s all taking 
place in a living room and you still believe it.

Do you like Soutine?

ophuis: There’s a painting by him called Mother and Child that 
I really like. I can’t paint things that simple. I always need a strong 
subject so as to be able to create a similar level of emotion.

There’s a scene in your painting ‘Soccer Players l’ where a number 
of players are holding down a team mate and are shoving the neck 
of a Coca Cola bottle between his buttocks. Is this something you’ve 
actually experienced?

ophuis: Yes. I’ve played soccer for years. And that’s what hap-
pened. The mud on the floor from your boots, the shirts and 
the changing room looked just like that.

Why was that kid picked on?

ophuis: He was rather stout.

Like the stout guy in the film ‘Deliverance’ whose backside is 
exposed when he tries to scramble away.

ophuis: And who is forced to grunt like a pig… I was really 
impressed by that film. I first saw it one evening at home… 
Later I realized that these things also happen here. Not just 

amongst the Cajuns in remote areas of the United States but 
also right here in the Netherlands. Here too, there are villages 
that are both relatively isolated and religiously fundamentalist. 
Outsiders are excluded and the inhabitants have little contact 
with the ‘outside’ world. These things happen here as well. In-
breeding… It wasn’t that bad in Hengelo, at least not quite… 
But take, for instance, my painting Boy and Girl. The scene is 
in a kind of park, in a lake area. When I went back some years 
ago to take photos, it all looked far more threatening than the 
way I remembered it. There was a marshy bit where the gay 
men met, there was a beautiful island for the nudists and there 
was also a place where the weirdos congregated. One evening 
I was lying there with a girlfriend and we were disturbed by 
someone constantly riding back and forth on a moped until 
finally I chucked a beer bottle at him. At exactly the moment 
that I realized that he was a relative of mine, another relative 
was emerging from the bushes behind me…

Two realities that exist simultaneously: a harmonious one and 
a sinister version. This sounds like something out of a David 
Lynch film.

ophuis: Yes, like in Blue Velvet where first you see a pleasant 
scene of a man watering his lawn and then the camera zooms 
into the auditory duct of a severed ear.

In ‘Fire Walk with Me’, the image is like a fragile membrane 
stretched across the white noise which occasionally breaks through.

ophuis: Really? always thought that there was something wrong 
with the copy I rented.

When Laura Palmer is murdered in the train carriage they added 
several frames of graphically designed lightening to the noise.

ophuis: I didn’t know that.
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In your painting ‘Boy and Girl’ the intimacy is palpable yet is 
virtually disintegrating in the noise of the leprous and clotting 
paint. The scenes in your paintings often take place in enclosed 
spaces. In ‘Sweet Violence’ even the ceiling has been painted yet in 
‘Boy and Girl, where the theme seems to be the intimacy between 
people, you were left feeling unprotected. Even the yoghurt-shake 
carton is left standing on its own.

ophuis: When my panting Sweet Violence was removed from 
an exhibition in 1997, I sued the Dutch state because I did not 
want to be viewed as a painter of child pornography. Finally, the 
authorities were forced to return the painting to the show. I hadn’t 
expected that a painting could cause so much commotion.

People think that the things that aren’t discussed simply don’t exist. 
And then you depict them.

ophuis: The opponents of Sweet Violence feel that a painting 
should not be too explicit. If the viewer can use his or her im-
agination to complete the suggested scene, they feel that there 
is no need to show more… Do you know The Judgement of 
Cambyses? It’s a diptych by Gerard David. The story comes from 
Persia and concerns a judge who is condemned and is flayed 
alive. The painting was intended to promote the integrity of 
judges. Look, here it is…

The judge is wearing boots and slippers. In the first painting, he 
is wearing them on top of each other and in the second painting 
they are standing at the foot of the torture table…

ophuis: Perhaps there’s not enough blood but otherwise I don’t 
see that much has been left to the viewer’s imagination…

You mentioned earlier that you’re currently reading about people 
who survived the German concentration camps. Are you also 
familiar with the work of Primo Levi?

ophuis: My decision to make a painting about the Second 
World War is actually based on the end of Levi’s book If This ls 
A Man. The Germans have abandoned Auschwitz but, although 
they expect that the allies will arrive soon, the ailing inmates 
still have to try to survive. They have barricaded themselves in 
the field hospital so as to protect themselves against the dying. 
Constantly they hear the cries of people perishing. Then they 
discover potatoes. They dig up a mass of frozen potatoes and 
they begin to cook for each other: potato soup and other dishes 
with potatoes. That’s an extraordinary moment. I once made 
a painting of people sitting in a kind of hut eating soup. During 
the opening of the show, an old lady kept approaching me with 
all kinds of questions although I couldn’t quite work out why. But 
then she told me that she’d been in a Japanese camp and that my 
painting reminded her of that. Later I read that at first Anselm 
Kiefer’s paintings were mainly bought by Jewish collectors and 
I thought that perhaps they did this because Kiefer’s aesthetic 
makes sense of what they have been through. Now I believe that 
they may experience the paintings as a kind of liberation because 
their trauma is actually being discussed. It is difficult for them 
to talk about the past because nobody understands them. Even 
if the artist has never experienced anything so terrible, perhaps 
these people are happy that he or she has tried to give shape to 
the horror and may have possibly succeeded.

 
27 July 1998
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POCKMARKED  
OBSTACLES  

REFLECTING
Conversation with Ronald Ophuis

I visited the Dutch painter Ronald Ophuis (b. 1968) in his 
studio for the first time in July 1998. I was happy to make the 
acquaintance of this gentle, open man. His work, however, made 
an anything but gentle impression. Not so much because of the 
weighty subject matter (a miscarriage, a rape assault in a locker 
room, a poor man with a gun), but because of the rich facture 
of his paintings, which was unusual at the time. (In the rest of 
this text I will use the world ‘structure’ when referring to the 
facture – the construction or execution – of a painting because 
that is the word Ophuis uses.) Moreover, in a seemingly naive 
way this structure remained faithful to the contours of the 
things, as in the sea and townscapes made with a knife which 
are offered for sale in places visited by tourists.

In 2003 I saw his solo show at Aeroplastics in Brussels. There 
Ophuis’ particular way of painting proved to be an excellent 
technique when painting wooden beams or boards to bring 
certain scenes (for example, images of concentration camps) 
unbearably close. Most unbearable of all, however, were the faces 
whose rough structure even gave the impression that they were 
made of wood, as if people were also dead objects: implements, 
consisting of the same monstrous scaly, lumpy or fibrous matter 
as sawn up, dead trees.

Again today, something new seems to have happened in these 
paintings. Sometimes a wooden floor is painted flat, but the black 
background is in relief. The structure of the painting seems to 
have become recalcitrant, less faithful to the depicted objects, 
as if the painter has found greater freedom. A new pictorial 
space has emerged, but I can’t see exactly what has happened.
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Jan paints quickly, carelessly, unpredictably. He uses the hand 
of the amateur, of the commoner, and juxtaposes it with narra-
tives about power and about the serving people who worship and 
snigger at their leaders, their idols, their ideals. And Jan creates 
an image: because of his handwriting, his distinctive style, the 
icons fall away, painting falls away and what is left is a cynical 
and affectionate Van Imschoot like a new, trampled, futilely 
inspiring autonomous icon. I really admire his rich anarchic 
spirit and work…

I am also always curious to see how painters use their palette. 
Some painters mix and keep their colours in jars. Others squeeze 
the paint straight from the tube onto the brush… I once saw 
palettes from the 1930s in the Soviet Union: on the far left were 
the white and the ochre, one on top of the other like melting 
blocks of flats. They skimmed off the very wet paint with soft 
brushes, one brush for each colour, and allowed the colours to 
run into each other on the canvas.

Do you project images yourself? I don’t think so. Even some an-
atomical details, like the legs in ‘The Miscarriage’, seem to be 
deliberately wrongly positioned.

suzanne oxenaar (Ophuis’ wife, who joins us briefly): That’s 
true. The Miscarriage is about different women, about all women 
who have lost an unborn child. They are legs of different women.

ophuis: If you don’t project, your handwriting becomes more 
emphatic. I think that’s important. For me a painting is always 
about a sensation: that is the domain of painting. Just as the 
concept is the domain of the philosopher. But there’s more to that 
sensation than just the expressionist brushstroke. With virtuoso 
painters like Bacon, the stroke is much more important than it 
is with Géricault, whose subjects essentially arouse a sensation… 
In general, in the history of art you see that the handwriting 
becomes more important when the painting features just one 
figure. In the case of Willem De Kooning, for example, or Francis 
Bacon. With painters like Rembrandt, Géricault, Fra Angelico 

It is evening. I have only just arrived at the museum. The 
preview and the dinner have already finished. Not finding the 
artist in the function room, I make my way through the many 
galleries of the museum. Eventually I find him, sitting on a win-
dow seat all alone in a small room. Visibly moved, he is looking 
at a painting depicting a scene from a ‘rape hotel’. He is moved 
not only by the painting.

‘After an opening, when you’ve heard all those reactions, you 
start to see things more intensely again,’ he tells me. ‘And you 
experience the works not only through your own eyes, but also 
through the experiences of others. This evening I met a woman 
who told me about a child from the former Yugoslavia who is 
upset every time she sees the word hotel. That child’s mother 
was in one of those hotels.’

In the introductory text you write that you want to hurt people 
with your paintings. ‘You still suffer far too little and you still 
love yourself too much,’ you write. And: ‘I want to influence the 
question: how do we want to remember ourselves? Sudan, Congo, 
Guantánamo, Georgia, Armenia, Israel… The experiences of 
people further away matter just as much as the story of our family, 
friends and forefathers.’

What is extraordinary about your paintings, as far as I’m 
concerned, is that it is essentially their structure that makes them 
shocking. Yet, when talking to an artist who is trying to be a wit-
ness of his time, I do feel slightly embarrassed talking only about 
structure.

ronald ophuis: But I, too, am absolutely fascinated by the 
way other painters work. Recently I read your interview with Jan 
Van Imschoot. I really enjoyed it. I just thought it was a pity you 
didn’t ask him if he had used a projector for his latest paintings. 
I assume he never projects, but in his most recent paintings, 
which you saw in his studio, I thought: maybe. Especially that 
interior in which the glassware, the tables, sofas, flowers, fruit 
etc. are so effective.
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and Giotto, whose work often features a number of figures, the 
handwriting is less important because it is secondary to the story 
that has to be told. Narrative painters or paintings cannot do 
much with an expressionist handwriting. When it’s a question 
of showing reality and making it feel familiar, a wild gesture is 
too detached… So, I try to make work that doesn’t dissipate 
the interest in the handwriting, while at the same time I try to 
tell a story.

The groups of figures in your paintings are often shown in a larger 
space with the result that the space (or parts of it) has as great 
a presence as the figures because of the pasty structure of the paint-
ing. The result is not that the space becomes more human, but that 
the people seem to become objects: subtly reflecting, pockmarked 
obstacles. Consequently, the spatial elements also become some-
what bestial, compelling and inescapable. The closed space is the 
instrument of power… The space collaborates and corrupts…

But we should talk about the structure… Now that I see so 
many paintings together, I notice that the relationship between 
the structure used in your paintings and the suggested object is 
less unambiguous than I thought. Sometimes I spot strokes going 
in the opposite direction, or parts rubbed very flat, just where 
you would expect texture, like the wooden floor in the painting of 
the masturbating man. The pictorial space seems to have become 
deeper and your recent paintings seem to work less directly, but 
I cannot really see how that has come about.

ophuis: The difference is that the finished painting no longer 
consists exclusively of layers which were intended as final layers. 
The whole of the definitive surface used to consist of a third 
finishing layer. I worked in three layers. With the first layer 
I marked the contours and the large areas of colour. The sec-
ond layer was applied lightly: it indicated what would be light 
and dark. The third layer had to be right in terms of structure, 
colour and form.

The last layer used to be the dominant one, but that is no 
longer the case. In the recent paintings you can see bits of the 

first layers showing through. These days the second layer pro-
vides most of the structure. The third layer is now much less 
controlled. Less imperative and definitive. I dip wide Spalter 
brushes in the paint and skim the canvas, leaving just a trace 
of paint here and there. Occasionally it’s what I want. That’s 
how I did the grass in this landscape, for example… I only 
use the paint after leaving it to dry on the palette for three or 
four days. That gives it a stiffer, less oily consistency. I detest 
lubricated paintings.

What we call ‘wet on wet’?

ophuis: Yes. That’s what students do. They let the paint flow 
freely, they don’t use many colours and there is not much dif-
ference between the first tones and the last. The difficulty when 
you work wet on wet is heightening the colour contrast or the 
contrast between light and dark in a single paint stroke. There’s 
a painting by Rembrandt (Self-portrait as the Apostle Paul) in the 
Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam of a figure wearing a light-coloured 
turban. That turban was painted almost in one movement and 
really does look as if it is wrapped around the figure’s head. 
The result is very spatial and incredibly beautiful, because the 
stroke seems to change from ochre to white or from dark to 
light. Actually, that’s impossible. Everyone admires Rembrandt 
for that virtuosity. In reality, he achieved that effect using lead 
white, which has become more and more transparent over the 
centuries. In his day his light strokes were much heavier…

(We are now standing in front of a painting of the skull of some-
one who has been executed and our attention is immediately 
drawn to the blindfold finished with thick red spots.)

ophuis: Here the first layer consists of ivory, Van Dyck brown 
and raw umber.

The brains were painted using paint of a paste-like consistency. 
The skull itself was scraped away with a palette knife.
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ophuis: The background needed less definition, so I could allow 
myself a degree of abstraction, of aestheticism.

Jan Van Imschoot said that you have the courage to make your 
works less seductive than other painters. But in fact you shift the 
attention. You scrape away the skull and allow the background to 
well up. Our attention is drawn to the thickly painted, flamboyant 
blindfold, which speaks to the green in the background through 
its red spots. Finally you draw three black lines over the skull to 
suggest cracks. You finish another painting with thick white marks 
– almost caricatures of highlights – which represent the teeth of 
what seems to be a screaming skull. The pictorial space you create 
is subtler because it has to serve the image, but it is there.

ophuis: The pictures we see in the press often look very in-
nocent. Like that dictator with a full beard they pulled from 
his hideout: the image was almost touching. I want to create 
images that make you feel something is wrong. It’s a challenge 
I want to take on. Painting vs. CNN. Media images convey 
information, but are not really able to arouse emotions, so in 
the end they don’t affect us, they don’t traumatize us and so 
we don’t believe them either. The visual language is worn out. 
Just as philosophical thoughts can become meaningless with 
frequent use. Therein lies the opportunity for the artist. He or 
she tries to visualize things and just doing that brings him or 
her much closer.

 
22 December 2008

AN EXTRATERRESTRIAL
Conversation with Ronald Ophuis

Ronald Ophuis (b. 1968) is best known in the Netherlands for 
his hard-hitting paintings based on shocking real-life events 
which he wants to turn into images that make these events 
tangible. At a joint lecture in The Hague, now two years ago, 
I heard him speak in such a nuanced and precise way about his 
motivation and the way he legitimizes his work that I ask him 
about it again today. But first let’s take a look at the paintings.

When I look at the painting about the wager, I am struck by the 
realistic rendering of a concrete wall which I don’t believe you 
could have dreamt up. I think you must have taken it from one 
of your photographs. You probably constructed the horror scene 
yourself using extras… The magnificent tree with those many 
parallel trunks or downward-growing roots also looks to me as 
if it was staged.

ronald ophuis: First I had the scene enacted in a little hut 
in the country, but gradually I realized that it would be more 
interesting to have the events take place on the street, because 
that way the recklessness, the conviction and the arrogance 
of this sort of human behaviour becomes more legible. The 
background with the white cement sheets I did photograph 
myself. Technically they are interesting because they provide 
a good background for the darker figures and push them to the 
fore. It is really difficult to paint a person in front of a bush, for 
example. Each little leaf is an ordeal. That’s why they used drapes 
in the olden days. I did indeed take the thick tree from another 
photograph. It adds extra depth, but there is also something 
strange about it because of those parallel trunks: something 
monstrous, but also something industrial or artificial…
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The boy in the portrait, he was about 22 years old, I met 
in 2010. The events dated from 2001. He was washing cars 
with other boys on pastureland alongside the road. I went past 
on a bicycle, accompanied by the fixer or guide who spoke the 
local dialect and who had also been a child soldier, so he could 
set their minds at rest. I took the boys with me to the beach 
or to an empty house and let them tell their story. I talked to 
them for a couple of hours. (Long silence.) They didn’t see me 
as a threat. In fact, they were very candid. They didn’t think 
I was from the police or anything like that, they saw me more 
as an extraterrestrial. So as to allow them freedom of speech, 
I always invited them to talk about things they had seen, not 
about what they themselves had done, but before long they 
would start telling me about their own actions.

Would you tell me once again why you make these works? How 
you see your motives?

ophuis: There are several possible answers. One answer is anger 
with the universe; the outrage triggered by the impossibility, the 
inability to control life.

The second answer is that making this sort of work can help 
you channel the violence inside yourself.

The third answer relates to the euphoria of suffering, what 
you recognize when a friend has died and you walk in the fu-
neral procession. The other people stop out of respect for your 
suffering and you feel the arrogance of someone who thinks 
he is more important than the people who in his eyes are not 
suffering. With my work I try to build a bridge so that I can 
suffer with them.

The fourth answer is about the need for an image felt by people 
who have experienced something terrible. I realized this for the 
first time when a plane crashed in the Bijlmer. Journalists asked 
numerous people what they had seen and it soon transpired 
that lots of them could not have seen anything from where 
they were. They simply imagined they had seen something or 
they concocted an image as a way of dealing with it. The same 

As if the scene is unfolding on a set, which makes the image look as 
if it has been constructed, following a series of decisions to achieve 
a rich and deep painting?

ophuis: Perhaps. I once told you that I want to make images 
which are more powerful or, at any rate, more confusing than 
CNN’s. That confusion is soon created because the painter 
really wants the image, whereas the war photographer doesn’t. 
An artwork has almost always been a homage to the image. 
A media image is more concerned with conveying information 
than provoking contemplation.

You painted the knife and the T-shirt on top of the black back-
ground, they are not sections left blank. You find that sort of 
experimentation less important.

ophuis: Yes.

Did you also paint the portrait in three layers with slightly dry 
oil paint, as you once told me? I don’t think so, because I can’t see 
a granular top layer.

ophuis: The portrait was drawn using pastels. I just added 
touches of oil paint here and there to heighten the contrast.

Tell me about your trip to Sierra Leone. How did you set about it?

ophuis: I travelled with a fixer, as war journalists often do, but 
this time I was followed by a camera crew for Catherine van 
Campen’s documentary Painful Painting. She wanted to capture 
on film the genesis of some of my paintings. I contacted relief 
organizations who worked with child soldiers and their initial 
reaction was enthusiastic, but it was more curiosity I think, 
because as soon as they got to see the sort of work I do, they 
backed off. Those organizations prefer to present a positive 
image of their progress rather than a confrontational image of 
the horrors which took them there in the first place.
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phenomenon occurred with people who survived concentration 
camps and claimed for example that they had seen Mengele, 
while the man had never been in that particular place.

In 1998 you told me that people who had survived camps, were 
moved by your paintings, because they appeared to represent what 
they had experienced or felt. And when I spoke to you in 2008, 
you had just met someone who told you about the son of a lady 
who had been in a ‘rape hotel’ and was upset every time he saw 
the word ‘hotel’.

ophuis: I feel the need to make images for people who have 
experienced something but cannot find the words for it. I try 
to identify with them and to create an image which allows us, 
but also the victims, to believe we are seeing a ‘rape hotel’. The 
painting as constructed evidence. When you go into a Catholic 
church and you see a figure of Christ, you know that the model 
for the sculpture could have been a stuntman or a body double, 
as happens in films, but that doesn’t affect your perception of 
the painting.

With some of Berlinde De Bruyckere’s images you see that 
her sculptures don’t literally represent human figures, but you 
are filled with a sense of despair about the human body, which 
can be comforting.

Many of my works have been purchased by medical specialists. 
Not only because they have the money to buy them, but also 
because they are so often confronted by that sudden end-of-life 
scenario, without having the poetical ability to find the words 
for it or to make an image about it. Consequently, they hanker 
after these images of pain, conscience and consolation.

 
2 July 2012

WHY I PAINT AS I DO
Letter from Ronald Ophuis to Hans Theys

 
Hello Hans,

You asked me why I paint as I do:

– I use the works to reflect on the world
– first you need emotion, only then thought
– painful confusion or discomfort is a more exciting starting 

point for thought
– jan van imschoot: ‘a wound says more than 1000 angels’
– testimonies of the soul
– to come up with images that enable empathy, make the 

experiences of others your own
– I also want to be inspired by the history of art
– to make dramatic images even more unbearable
– not only identification with the victim
– to put the viewer and me in an unpleasant position
– the need to build a bridge to the lives of others
– how do we want to remember our history?
– to underscore the suffering, including the suffering of the 

perpetrators
– we create these monsters
– political decisions carry responsibility
– social punishment paintings
– forgiveness for the perpetrators
– fascination with violence in art and in life
– the moment of inspiration and the immediate desire to paint 

when I am moved
– commitment
– victimage can be fascinating, proud, survived camp
– willingly taken away, e.g. srebrenica, men’s spirit broken, see 

also primo levi on the uprisings in the camp
– revenge on life, on god, throw the world back in god’s face
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– represent so as to feel, see caroline nevejan’s text ‘witnessing’
– researching one’s own existence, putting it to the test talking 

with the people the paintings are about
– viewer an accessory, because of the fascination, passion, 

anger, which drive the work
– viewer as victim, because of the pain and deprivation which 

drive the work
– sense of superiority, euphoria on a bereavement of a friend/

family. everyone must stand aside
– to feel connected
– the lies in the bijlmer statements
– the images on the death of my little brother
– body double christ, we believe his suffering
– your own anger, passion, fantasies
– seen dr mengele, inability to find words of your own
– several interpretations possible, actual sm fantasies
– need to feel, experience solidarity
– the war photographer (the journalist, CNN, etc.) didn’t 

want his image, the painter did
– let the images come to you without arguing
– examine the images which surface without direct ethics
– this is who I am, even without considering the content I can 

make this work, indeed, I am making this work, or to quote 
painter armando, ‘beauty is fishy, beauty isn’t worth a dime’

– the christian easter story, the feeling of superiority at a funeral
– I am speaking about the poor wretches, not about hitler, 

stalin, sharon, the bush family. I am speaking about the 
poor wretches who have to fight and suffer in the name of 
a political ruler. the same poor wretch as I am or could be

– you could almost say that a painting is a gift to the depicted

 
Amsterdam, 2012

LAYER AFTER LAYER
Conversation with Robert Devriendt

‘Recently I was painting near a pond, when a goose suddenly 
flew into the air. I had already seen it sitting there, some 10 
metres away from me. I had seen its head moving through the 
reeds and now and then I had heard her honking. Suddenly 
she took off noisily and then dropped into the water. Right in 
front of me. Dead. I took her home, painted her a few times and 
then gave her to a taxidermist friend. He would keep her in his 
deep-freeze for a while because I wanted to paint her one more 
time. But when I arrived at his house a couple of days later, he 
had already stuffed her. The news came as a terrible blow. The 
goose had gone. An emptied thing consisting only of skin is 
devoid of all expression.’

Robert Devriendt (b. 1955) and I walk across the Grote Markt 
in Bruges on our way to his studio. I look at his shoes while 
listening to his story. They are Bordeaux red.

‘I grew up on a farm. As a young boy, I once saw the vet re-
move a calf from a cow by Caesarean section… I knew that cow. 
I still remember her name…. First I saw the cow as something 
full, something complete, but when they started cutting her open, 
layer after layer, first her skin and then the other membranes: 
the peritoneum, the wall of the uterus, etc… she became one 
large, dark cavity… Nothing but layers of membrane… and 
that’s what we call reality.’

Under the mid-length, grey woollen coat with its fine her-
ringbone pattern, he is wearing a carmine velvet jacket and 
underneath that a waistcoat with alternating bluish-grey and 
reddish-gold checks embroidered with roses. Underneath that is 
a white silk shirt whose mother-of-pearl collar encloses a loosely 
knotted white silk scarf, partly concealed behind a second scarf 
with patches of muted dark-blue, dark-green and ochre. On his 
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‘I love cubism,’ says Devriendt. ‘My paintings are natural, not 
cubist, but I feel a lot for their use of colour, for their contrasts, 
light against dark, hot against cold, and for that juxtaposition 
of different views of things, so that you have to put them back 
together in your head…’

I also recognize a scenic view of water surrounded by trees.
‘It’s a deceit,’ replies Devriendt. ‘It looks like an idyllic spot, 

but actually I was sitting on top of a concrete sewer from which 
rats were disgorged at regular intervals by the fast-running 
water… It also stank to high heaven.’

He shows me another scenic view.
‘This one I painted from a boat. I wanted to paint a bank 

from the water… It is rather romantic.’
He takes a painting off the wall and holds it up to the natural 

light. It represents a duck’s head with a neck that seems to fan 
out towards the top.

‘Our gaze never allows itself to come to a standstill. Recently 
I have been looking for an image that flows away and yet is 
close by.’

We look at a painting of a bird lying on its back revealing 
tousled feathers on its stomach.

‘I’m pleased with those matt, grey, velvet tints.’
His forefinger hovers above the painting.
‘It looks as if a wind might blow over it, ruffling all the 

plumelets so that they lie differently. Paint and image flow, but 
they nevertheless settle on certain points. For example, on the 
edge of the beak and on the edge of the wing.’

Then he points to the portrait of a fish with gaping mouth.
‘What I like about this is that the mouth has become a ver-

itable crimson cavity. You feel you could get into it; you can 
get into it with your finger. An urge to destroy comes over you, 
almost as if I have wrecked the fish. There is emotion… When 
I walk along the street now, I see fish everywhere. People are fish. 
Do you know that last video clip by Janet Jackson? You should 
look at her mouth… Wonderful! What a pretty, beautiful fish!’

He takes a painting from the wall and places it in my hand.

left hand he is wearing a ring set with a red stone. I look down 
again at the Bordeaux-coloured shoes.

‘What would you call the colour of your shoes?’, I ask. ‘Is 
it mahogany?’

‘I’m not very good at names,’ he answers, ‘but it is a sort 
of Bordeaux red. A bit too matt for my taste. There’s a bit too 
much white in it.’

‘One makes a colour more matt by adding white?’
‘There is something misty about these shoes because the top 

layer of colour contains more white than the ground layer, which 
is darker. That’s how you paint mist. First you paint a dark sky, 
for example, and then you paint lighter colours over it. It’s the 
opposite of a glaze. To paint a red apple, you first paint a beau-
tiful orange and over it a layer of crimson. That way you get 
a deep, vivid red. The light penetrates it, goes up to the orange 
ground and reflects. That’s the difference between Jordaens and 
Rubens. Jordaens’ matrons sometimes look limewashed. With 
Rubens the grey is created optically through the various layers 
of colour. Jordaens comes across as much flatter because of the 
mix of grey and white in the skin colour. There is also a darker 
red under our skin. A good painter will first paint a dark layer 
and add an orange tint on top. The grey comes automatically. 
That way you obtain a mother-of-pearl tint.’

Hanging in the studio are scores of works, seemingly positioned 
at random, as in a swarm without a centre. They are small 
paintings on wood or canvas, approximately the size of a hand, 
though each is slightly different in format. The paint is applied 
fluidly in thin layers, semi-translucent and not really covering. 
The majority of the paintings are of scenery or of dead fish, 
dead birds and dead trees, mostly painted from nearby and from 
different viewpoints. Some of these works I have already seen as 
part of an exhibition put together by Marie-Puck Broodthaers 
in Cologne, like the portraits of a fallen, dead tree which was 
painted from different angles, giving the viewer the impression 
of being able to walk around it.
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‘Take a  look at this head,’ he says. ‘That effect of silver 
and gold, that purple, that mother-of-pearl throat, that pink 
tongue…. Birds and fish hardly change,’ he continues. ‘They 
are more or less the same birds and the same fish as in the sev-
enteenth or the eighteenth century, only the context in which 
I paint them has changed.

When does something become kitsch? I don’t want to be 
bothered by those sort of time-related questions when I start 
painting. Which angle am I going to paint this fish from? That’s 
what concerns me. Things look at us. It’s about the contact 
we can have with things and you make that impossible if you 
constrict it or explain it with concepts… Look, these are three 
portraits of a stuffed eagle. Can you do that? Is that deceit 
allowed? Or is there only this deceit, this illusion, and should 
we settle for that?’

I look at the stuffed goose in a corner of the studio. Robert 
Devriendt follows my gaze.

‘It’s become a doll,’ he says. ‘First you see the full animal and 
then the empty object, as if you have been duped. And then you 
see the full animal again. It alternates. First you see it and then 
you don’t. It’s as if you are not seeing an object, but a mirror of 
your own disquiet.’

 
28 December 1997

CONCEALED STORIES
Conversation with Robert Devriendt

For the third year running, the Groeningemuseum in Bruges is 
inviting a contemporary artist to converse with its collection. In 
two galleries the awkward wooden panels attached to the walls 
were painted white at the artist’s request. During our joint visit 
to the exhibition, Robert Devriendt twice begins talking about 
these white walls. He tells me that the interior of his house is 
a neutral colour and that he cannot bear art on the walls. What 
would that be, a neutral colour? You understand that not even 
ordinary painted walls escape his notice. Devriendt is someone 
who likes to look and he can quite easily lose himself in that 
gaze, both in the almost endless pleasure he derives from the 
material and the texture, and in the feelings, thoughts, images 
and stories they can conjure up.

After the conversation which follows below, we go and look 
at several paintings by old masters.

‘When I look at an artwork I always look for the part the 
artist derived most pleasure from painting,’ says Devriendt. 
‘Sometimes that is an aspect of the figure, but equally it might be 
the background. In this painting, for example, the background 
is really beautiful.’

drama

Devriendt grew up on an isolated farm. There was no televi-
sion. The only fabricated images he got to see as a boy were the 
paintings in the church and pictures that came with chocolate 
bars. At the age of thirteen, in the blessed year 1968, he enrolled 
for an American painting course for beginners, which went by 
the name of ‘Famous Artists Course’. The written assignments 
contained illustrations by painters like Picasso and Willem 
De Kooning.
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landscape. I think it was by Isidore Opsomer. Every morning 
I looked at it so as to be closer to my parents’ farm. It kept me 
going for another day. In fact, images still serve the same purpose 
for me today. You can select them and place them in a sequence 
to create an alternative world and to escape reality…

The first time I visited the Groeningemuseum, at the age of 
nine, I thought I was in an extension of that terrible school. 
The pious hands of Canon van der Paele! Aghast, I wandered 
from gallery to gallery until I started looking at details. They 
opened up a whole new world for me.’

Do you remember any particular detail?

robert devriendt: An eye in the seventeenth-century portrait 
of Isabella Clara Eugenia of Spain painted by Frans Pourbus the 
Younger. I noticed that her left eye shone like a jewel.

That lady is wearing a lot of pearls. Did it strike you then that 
the gleam of her eye is achieved in the same way as the sheen of 
the pearls?

devriendt: I don’t think so. I saw the eye as a precious stone. 
It was a liberating experience. In daily life you can never look at 
someone’s eyes for very long. If you try to, they send you away….

If you fix something with your eyes for a long time, your gaze 
narrows. The lines of your gaze cross. Then the world opens and 
you find yourself in a sort of endless space where everything has 
to do with everything else. The eye becomes a pearl, the pearl 
dissolves in the air. You can spend a short while in a world like 
that, but there comes a point when you have to return to the 
real world.

eight thousand brush strokes

You make small paintings which you group in series, with the 
result that they resemble film stills, fragments of a larger narrative 
which forms in the viewer’s head. That’s why your work is some-

Devriendt’s first solo show dates from 1983. He was already 
producing the small paintings we are now so familiar with. Seven 
years ago he started grouping these little works into small series.

‘I have always painted things in my surroundings, giving 
them a role in an imagined drama that would unfold around 
me,’ the artist told the undersigned. ‘That role invests them with 
a quality that goes beyond reality. My work always seems to start 
from a collision between the direct action and appeal of things 
in nature and the indirect and retarding effect of culture. I think 
we create illusions to enable us to deal with reality. This creating 
of illusions continues unabated because they are constantly un-
masked, exposed… I suggest a drama, but it is up to the viewer 
to shape that drama and to interpret the collision of images… 
Personally, what I really want to do is listen to the things and 
allow them to come to the fore. The painting technique I use 
depends on the material reality of the thing depicted and the 
way it illuminates. My paintings are quite smooth because I don’t 
want the facture to interfere with the image.’

forbidden images

We drink coffee in an establishment near the Groeningemuse-
um. Through the window we can see the high walls of a school 
Devriendt attended as a child. ‘It was terrible,’ he tells me. ‘I had 
a little room made of pitch pine. It measured 1,6 by 2 metres. 
I can still picture that pitch pine: extremely solid, reddish in 
colour, made to last for ever…

The school was very oppressive, every day we had to attend 
mass and four times a day we had self-study periods. It was a very 
strict system. As an escape, I looked at Hélène Fourment. I had 
a pile of small reproductions of paintings, discovered in choc-
olate bars, or which I had swapped for Soubry points (a packet 
of six or seven prints for forty points). Rubens, Rembrandt, El 
Greco, Ruysdael…

Pictures were banned. Once I hung up a print in my room 
and by the evening someone had removed it. On the inside of 
the lift-up lid of my desk, I had stuck a reproduction of a winter 
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how they did that. You have to find your own solutions. But 
for an exploding car you can of course consult Bosch’s hellfires.

One painting features a car parked immediately behind a con-
crete post. Did you take that photograph? I think that’s unlikely 
because it is such an unusual car, but at the same time I find it 
hard to imagine that someone would put a photograph like that 
of his car on the internet.

devriendt: I took the photograph of the car myself. It was 
parked in front of a café. I added the post.

If we look at your work as images, rather than as paintings, it 
strikes me that there are many things you don’t show. You seem to 
suggest stories, but you could also call it a form of concealment.

devriendt: Yes, what you don’t show is also important. You 
process emotions while you’re painting. You have to discharge 
all the impressions you have absorbed. But not in a literal way, 
of course.

The show includes a depiction of a stuffed animal. I find it sur-
prising that you manage to make it clear that it is stuffed. The 
subject seems to suggest a kind of fascination with images which 
lie, images which promise a fullness that is beyond our reach.

devriendt: That may well be. And digital images heighten 
that impression. They are transparent. You feel you could put 
your arm through them.

The images lie, but the paintings are real.

devriendt: Maybe. Certainly they have been meddled with. 
That is already something.

 
27 October 2015

times likened to film. I would like to approach them as paintings, 
however. How do you construct them?

devriendt: I prefer not to go into detail. Each painting consists 
of some eight thousand touches of paint. You have to use a dif-
ferent logical construction depending on the sort of paint and 
the colours you are using. It is very complicated. It is difficult 
to reconstruct. And anyway, that’s an awful question to ask.

Why?

devriendt: Dealing with paint is the same as dealing with 
people. You can be very direct or you can feel your way, you can 
be obsessive or superficial. The way a painter deals with paint 
says a lot about the way he or she deals with people. If you look 
at this canvas, for example, The Death of Belisarius’ Wife painted 
by the Bruges artist Franciscus Josephus Kinsoen in the early 
nineteenth century, you can see what that man saw and felt. 
Look at the transition of light and shadow on her skin. The 
paint is perfectly organized. You can only paint something like 
that if you have really felt it. He probably only wanted to paint 
the woman. The rest was par for the course.

Looking at your paintings, I see that you use different images as 
a starting point: photographs you have taken yourself, frozen video 
images or low resolution images (some with coarse pixels or oil 
stain effect) which you find on the internet. I imagine you do this 
because each kind of image requires a different technical approach.

devriendt: That’s right. I love those sort of challenges.

Some images also give you the chance to use colours which you 
don’t find in traditional paintings.

devriendt: Of course, if you try and paint an electric power 
cord or a computer screen, you can’t look at old masters to see 
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NARCISSUS’ BUCKET
Conversation with Dr J.S. Stroop about 

the films of Marcel Broodthaers

narcissus as the inventor of cinema

I was told you know Marcel Broodthaers (b. 1924) personally?

dr j. s. stroop: I see him at least once a year, yes. Usually on 
our birthdays, which fall on the same day. But I already told 
you that the day before yesterday.

And does he occasionally talk about his work?

stroop: Never. But I told you that too. Marcel moved to Venice 
because he was sick and tired of all the narcissistic, egocentric 
carry-on. ‘Marre de l’art et marre de boire!’ ‘Tired of art and tired 
of drinking!’ is what he always used to say. But that was over 
twenty years ago now. Do we really need to talk about this?

What did he mean by ‘that narcissistic carry-on’?

stroop: Do you know the film Une seconde d’éternité? It’s an 
animated film on a loop, comprising twenty-four images, in 
which you can see how in the space of a second, through the 
addition of short stripes, Broodthaers’ initials materialise. The 
idea that an artwork can be replaced by the artist’s name or 
initials isn’t so new. The entire art world is kept afloat by this 
proposition. Usually, it’s just the names that are bought or sold. 
Artworks then function as a kind of collateral that, just like 
the gold reserves in Fort Knox, rarely leaves the strong-room. 
Broodthaers, however, gives shape to this thought, so that it 
becomes visible. For Broodthaers, the narcissism of this film 
undoubtedly existed in the worship of his own name, although 
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he also wrote a poem in which he links the looping format of the 
film with Narcissus’ searching gaze. Do you know that poem?

Has it been published, then?

stroop: No, but it’s somewhere around here. Wait… Zoe, 
come here a second…

(He places the silver-grey cat on his left shoulder and allows 
her to jump onto a cupboard. Upon landing, the cat dislodges 
a pile of papers and a hundred or so pages cascade to the ground. 
He gathers them up, shuffles the sheets into a handy sheaf and 
begins to quietly peruse their contents.)

stroop: Yes, here it is:

Une second pour Narcisse.

For Narcissus, one second is already the time of eternity.

Narcissus has always respected the time of 1/24th of a second.

In Narcissus the retinal after-image lasts forever.

Narcissus is the inventor of film.

And this is the accompanying text:

On the model of Narcissus
I wanted a film
 1 second (24 images) long, just for me
 (I gaze at myself in the film as in a mirror)

But what does that mean?

stroop: Well… It isn’t totally clear. Apart from the flickering 
light spots on the screen, it is dark in the cinema, reality is out-

side. Just like Narcissus, the cinemagoer never manages to get 
a grip on reality. Perhaps it also has something to do with the 
desire to become famous. I don’t know, this is what Broodthaers 
wrote about Magritte in 1963: ‘He is famous in New York. All of 
Magritte’s paintings are famous in New York. Magritte is famous.’ 
Such repetitions would indicate that he considered celebrity to 
be important. But good. If you only think of narcissism as an 
excessive form of self-admiration, then there’s not a lot you can 
do with the concept. But if you consider it to be a necessary but 
extravagant test of your inner conviction vis-à-vis the judgment 
of others, then it resembles every artist’s motivation. Do you 
understand? Artists feel the need to make themselves visible. 
They want to be seen. They are constantly striving for external 
affirmation. Narcissus seems to lack a certain inner conviction, 
as a result of which he becomes enmeshed in a sort of circle of 
outward appearances. His inquiring gaze is trapped in a kind of 
circular movement that never gets a grip on the outside world and 
which bounces off his supposed inner self. No matter how long 
he gazes at his reflection, he will never discover anything about 
himself. Who knows, perhaps he doesn’t even possess an inner 
self. There might not even be a ‘true’ world beyond this circle.

parrots and tautologies

stroop: Narcissism is tautological in structure. A tautology ex-
presses the same image twice in one sentence. For Wittgenstein, 
every concept of beauty was tautological because we only know 
what is beautiful by acquainting ourselves with beautiful things. 
Tautology occupies a special place in Broodthaers’ work because, 
in imitation of Mallarmé, he believes that we are imprisoned 
in a flawed language system and also because, in imitation of 
Magritte, he explores every conceivable relationship between an 
object and its image, or an object and its name. ‘Je dis je,’ – ‘I say 
I’ – he says. ‘I… say… I… say… I…’ Like the jumping needle 
on a broken record, he falters on the cusp of speaking, just as 
Narcissus slips on the brink of seeing. ‘Moi, je tautologue,’ – ‘I, 
I tautologue’ – he added. In addition to the tape recorder that 
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and a drawing of dots on a piece of paper. But above all, it is 
an endless displacement.

What do you mean?

stroop: It’s all a futile scrabble. Just as Narcissus is trapped 
in the fruitless assessment of his reflection, no one can com-
prehensibly or tangibly explain his own thoughts and feelings. 
But sometimes the futility of that scrabble suddenly becomes 
eloquent and not only tells us more about a crushing nullity, 
but also about a feather-light, liberating futility. With Brood-
thaers, the laughter and the seriousness turn into one another 
like a twisted paper strip whose ends are stuck together: you 
never know on which side you are standing or where one side 
stops and the other begins.

mallarmé and magritte

stroop: Do you see the connection between the narcissism 
and the shuffling? The narcissist plays with a puzzle that depicts 
a painting of the Battle of Waterloo. He recognises himself in 
Napoleon, but he doesn’t learn anything about himself or Na-
poleon. The only thing he can do is celebrate his incapacity by 
shifting the pieces around and looking at them from all sides… 
Have you seen the credits to Projet pour un film? The camera pans 
downwards over a drawing, which depicts a filmstrip with credits. 
An impossible filmstrip, of course, because every successive image 
is different. And in the Slip-test film, the image glides upwards 
over the screen, as if the projector is slipping, while we see two 
wrestlers locked in a hopeless struggle. The poet shifts the words 
in the sentence, prises them a little bit off their hooks, and forces 
them into a new melody that evokes the already familiar object 
in an unforeseen way, one that is not contaminated by the 
routines of language. It is actually a kind of linguistic bricolage. 
Broodthaers makes one think of Schwitters. Or just cast your 
mind back to Magritte. Broodthaers will tell you that Magritte 
rescued painting from the tyranny of beauty, from aesthetics. 

plays this monologue, there is a parrot in a cage. Broodthaers is 
the parrot of Mallarmé and Magritte, but also of himself. Every 
person is the parrot of the sounds that blow across his or her 
skull. It isn’t clear if Broodthaers also thought about narcissism 
in this way, but I think so. Do you know Section Publicité with 
its empty picture frames?

Documenta 5? The publicity stand for the ‘Section des figures’?

stroop: Yes, and then the Section des figures itself! All of those 
representations or depictions of eagles… Don’t they show, each 
one of them, a kind of exterior, which probably prevents us 
from seeing their interior? Do you think this was coincidental? 
Look… Broodthaers makes publicity for his own work. All 
those people who are involved in contemporary art are stum-
bling from one catalogue to another, he says. That’s why he also 
exhibits the entire edition of a (rejected) catalogue in a sealed 
showcase, and why he shows photomontages and series of slides. 
When I first visited a retrospective of Broodthaers’ work, I was 
gradually lured into the grip of a silent screaming that rever-
berated from all those framed pictures, pasted photographs and 
isolated words. It seemed as if the varying shapes of the images 
he showed grew into an awkward or hopeless rustling which 
turned into a grotesque noise that pounded against our heads 
like an endless hammering.

Against your head.

stroop: Against mine, yes. I’m sorry, I can’t explain it any 
better. All that dilatory shuffling, all that reversing of pictures, 
drawing a photograph of an engraving, photographing a projec-
tion, drawing a word and speaking an image, all those collages, 
clippings, isolated words, objects, showcases, films, slides, texts 
– they’re all dancing around with their skirts in the air while 
simultaneously concealing something. It is a sort of silliness, 
an endless mucking around and flying in the face of decency, 
a volte-face, a drumming of the fingers, a fiddling in the ears 
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Suddenly you see a new kind of cadence. The double-page spread 
resembles a constellation. Do you sense the rhythm? The same 
applies to the apparent repetitions or phantom arrangements 
in photomontages such as Ma collection, through which a secret 
tremor seems to pass, as Buchloh has pointed out. Anyway, the 
only thing I wanted to tell you is that almost all of Broodthaers’ 
films are related to these two subjects. Narcissism on the one 
hand, and the perpetual shifting of forms. In fact, both topics 
are directly connected to the theme of the journey… Yes?

I’m sorry to interrupt you, Professor, but what do you mean by 
‘the perpetual shifting of forms’?

stroop: A thousand different representations of an eagle hide 
the eagle. We film a silhouette of an eagle. But we leave the 
silhouette of the eagle black. Something like that. But over and 
over again. The silhouette of the eagle is reminiscent of the Atlas 
à l’usage des artistes et des militaires in which every country has 
the same size, on a poetic or utopian scale, but coloured black, 
so that the maps are unusable. Those black maps remind me 
of the cream-smeared spectacles in Berlin oder ein Traum mit 
Sahne. Everything white becomes black. Images are constantly 
upended, as with Nietzsche and the truth, the latter of which 
you have to turn on her head, like a hetaerae, in order to see 
her hidden nature.

film as falsehood

stroop: What interests Broodthaers about film is the falsehood. 
Film is a lie. In order to understand that, we have to remember 
that there is no such thing as a moving image. For some reason, 
we forget this time and time again. Film is nothing but a suc-
cession of static images. The movement is suggested by a rickety 
optical trick, a ramshackle optical illusion. Well, what seems 
to interest Broodthaers is the truth of this illusion… Nouveaux 
trucs, nouvelles combines! ‘New tricks, new combinations!’ Don’t 
forget that Broodthaers posed as an imposter. It’s analogous to 

But what was Magritte’s ultimate achievement? Above all else, 
he found a clear and comprehensible way of expressing mystery. 
Ultimately, that is Magritte: well-organised mystery. Do you 
understand? And how did he do that? By distilling the mystery 
into a few obvious, clearly identifiable objects that he simply 
placed side by side. Broodthaers, of course, wasn’t interested 
in mystery. Broodthaers was a sociologist and a positivist. But 
because of his strange stubbornness, he discovered that there 
is a kind of meeting between Mallarmé and Magritte. Finally, 
Magritte was a devotee of the same aesthetics as Mallarmé, who 
basically just followed Baudelaire’s ‘surnaturalisme’. A dislocated 
syntax would, in the absence of the actual flower, wrest the rose 
from the blank white space. Such a sentence, which by its jazzy 
imbalance robs language of meanings, might also be deemed 
a throw of the dice, or a constellation, a sign of the zodiac. It 
offers a way out of the tautological structure of language or the 
experience of beauty, even if it comprises words that are part 
of a language that has been contaminated by chance and the 
plebs. But her classic beauty has no control over the world, 
which remains as messy as ever.

a throw of the dice will never abolish chance

stroop: A large part of Broodthaers’ work is related to the con-
stant reconsideration of a sentence that he wrote: ‘The alphabet 
is a dice with twenty-six sides.’ In 1969, the year in which he 
established his Musée d’Art Moderne and filmed Un Voyage 
à Waterloo, he wrote an open letter on the back of a picture 
postcard, in which the dots and commas are reminiscent of the 
circles that he scratched, like twinkling stars, in the celluloid 
of the film Le poisson est tenace. Actually, the displaced eyes of 
the dice. Have you ever looked at Broodthaers’ version of Mal-
larmé’s Coup de dés? I have an original copy here somewhere. 
(Crawling around my armchair on his knees, he pulls a pile of 
books out from underneath.) Look… See? Mallarmé’s verses 
are hidden behind black strips of varying thicknesses, the size 
of which is determined by the point size of the hidden letters. 
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Aren’t certain painters searching for the same effect? And isn’t this 
the reason why Broodthaers used that amateur painting in his films?

stroop: There is, of course, a kind of movement in that paint-
ing. The perspective might be wrong, but it does have a kind of 
depth. You have the ships on the horizon, the two approaching 
ships, the sloop on the right and the floating bottle in the lower 
left corner. The water that thumps against the bow of the ship 
and the staggered framing in the book also create an illusion of 
sailing and movement. But of course, there is also the theme of 
the sea and the voyage. The dream of the eternal tourist still lost 
in the exoticism of the nineteenth century. Consider, for example, 
the reproductions of the engravings in Un jardin d’Hiver… The 
melancholy and restless dreams are connected with narcissism. 
The narcissist is a tourist. The tourist is someone who doesn’t 
actually participate in the social events that are happening around 
him or her. Nor does he or she learn anything. Tourists only see 
the things they already know. They only see themselves. Yet they 
dream of becoming seafarers, explorers or pirates.

Hence the postcards in his films?

stroop: Of course. But the postcards are also derived from 
the museum. Every decent museum sells postcards at the exit. 
After filming Un Voyage à Waterloo, Broodthaers asked Ma-
ria Gilissen if she wanted to print the photographs she’d taken 
onto postcard paper. You mustn’t forget that Broodthaers had 
replaced the paintings in his museum with picture postcards. 
It makes no sense to disassociate things. Broodthaers’ work is 
like a spider’s web. All of the threads are directly or indirectly 
connected to each other. If you pull on one thing, it impacts 
upon everything else. For example, the floating bottle refers to 
the story MS. Found in a Bottle by Edgar Allan Poe, which in turn 
refers to his translators Mallarmé and Baudelaire (Invitation to 
the Voyage or Anywhere out of the World). Moreover, the fictional 
journey presumably corresponds to the artificial movement in 
the medium of film. Broodthaers has repeatedly stated that art 

his museum, which he calls a fiction, a white lie, a mechanism 
by which to question the ‘staging of the truth’ in the so-called 
‘real’ museums… The film The Last Voyage, for example, shows 
nothing more than a series of hand-coloured slides for a magic 
lantern, and this is also why he uses so many postcards in his 
films. Postcards don’t move. But at the same time, he is looking 
for a different kind of movement. For example, that painting you 
were talking about yesterday. Do you know how many different 
ways it was used? He simply exhibited it. He used it as the subject 
of the slide series entitled Bateau tableau. He used it in the film 
Analyse d’une peinture, with a gilded frame. And he used it for 
the book and the film Un Voyage en Mer du Nord, in which the 
book was conceived as a film, while you could consider the film 
as a reading of the book. But you must have already noticed that 
yourself. I think it’s obvious that Broodthaers wants to evoke 
a different kind of movement via the medium of the layout. To 
understand this other kind of movement, you should also take 
a look at his photographs. Do you know the catalogue Marcel 
Broodthaers in Zuid-Limburg? Wait, I’ll fetch it…

(Dr Stroop leaves the living room through a doorway covered 
by a carmine red curtain… As he disappears behind the curtain, 
he begins to whistle energetically. He calls, ‘Salut les filles!’, and 
two cats emerge from under the curtain, fighting.)

stroop: Here it is. Take a look at these photographs.

(He shows me two photographs, each of which depicts three 
archers. On the first photograph you can see, from left to right, 
that the initial archer is centring his arrow, the second is drawing 
his bow and the third has released his arrow. On the second 
photo, the first archer is about to release the arrow, the second 
is centring it and the third is turning around, satisfied.)

stroop: Do you see it? Here, the movement is contained in 
an image. Not actual movement, of course, but the same kind 
of tremor that we find in the photomontages.
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In the great painterly debate Baudelaire always preferred the 
colourist Delacroix over the linear Ingres. ‘A good drawing’, 
wrote Baudelaire, ‘is not a hard, cruel, despotic, motionless line 
that encloses a figure like a straitjacket. Drawing should be like 
nature, living and reckless.’

And Broodthaers preferred Ingres?

stroop: Yes, but I don’t know if it’s all that important. I’m 
not sure how to explain it. As good Catholics, Baudelaire and 
Broodthaers both seem to assume that there is a true world and 
even a truth. Only they don’t seem to be able to gather enough 
evidence to prove it. It seems as if reality is always absent, while 
everything that is unreachable suffocates them. How can I put it? 
Have you ever seen the installation entitled Un jardin d’Hiver?

Not yet.

stroop: Look especially at the film. In it, we see a monitor and 
on that monitor we can discern Broodthaers leading a camel 
through the Paleis voor Schone Kunsten during the exhibition 
opening. Try to imagine it. You’re surrounded by a mise-en-scène 
that includes tropical palms, folding chairs from Pittoors and 
a video monitor. Photographic reproductions of engravings hang 
on the walls. One of those engravings depicts several drome-
daries at an oasis. Suddenly the projector starts whirring and 
you see the living ‘installation’. And what do you see? A film 
that shows a video-image of a man walking with a real camel. 
The genuine camel seems to have become less real than the 
dromedaries depicted on the engraving. But at the same time, 
the reverse is also true. Precisely because of these two cameras 
and the double projection (first the video-image of the camel 
on the monitor and then the image of the monitor in the film), 
which form a kind of double screen between the spectator and 
the ‘real’ event, precisely because of that distance, the whole 
event seems to become more real. How could that be? Well, 
what becomes real is a sense of loss. Something becomes real 

is a matter of conquering as much space as possible. The films 
must also be viewed from this point of view.

And the picture postcards?

stroop: The film Mauretania, for example, shows images of 
a picture postcard, horizontal travellings, alternated with images 
of the sea. But look at the angle of the ship’s funnels… They were 
probably built that way in order to make the boat look faster… 
Don’t you think that he chose this card for that very reason?

And the film ‘Paris (Carte Postale)’?

stroop: There isn’t a single postcard in that film. You see three 
views of Paris. The Eiffel Tower, the Seine and a railway bridge. 
For the rest, the film only contains some white captions with 
words such as ‘postcard’, ‘cartolina postale’, ‘levelezö-lap’ and 
‘briefkaart’. The film itself has become a picture postcard, just 
as Un film de Charles Baudelaire has become a kind of museum: 
a place where the past is made tangible and time seems to be 
reversible.

cinéma baudelaire

The subtitle of the film ‘Une seconde d’éternité’ is ‘D’après une 
idée de Charles Baudelaire’. Why is that?

stroop: One can imagine many different reasons. First, Baude-
laire is the inventor of the ‘correspondences’, the synaesthesia that 
became art. That is why one of the literary paintings reads 
‘Baudelaire peint’. At least, that’s what I think. But Broodthaers 
actually refers to a verse from Baudelaire’s poem Beauty, in which 
a cool, irreconcilable Beauty explains that she hates shuffling 
lines. ‘Je hais le mouvement qui déplace les lignes,’ ‘I hate move-
ment for it displaces lines’ she says. Broodthaers suggests that 
Beauty speaks about the medium of film here. But no art has 
as many shuffling lines as that of Broodthaers or Baudelaire. 
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because it is withdrawn from us. And, in this way, the film 
speaks of a dizzying absence, of a perpetual longing for another 
place, of the impotence of the artist and of the way in which the 
melancholy, the dreams and the impotence are made tangible. 
It is about loss, I mean, but I cannot explain it any better.

 
8 November 1996

FOR STROOP, WHO 
IS OFTEN IMPOTENT 

WITH WOMEN… 
EAT MORE GARLIC!
Monte Rosa, Mattmark, 20th September 1989

In my attempts, in spite of everything, to consider one or two 
artists in this world any good, I always named Marcel, Marcel, 
I think he’s good!

Now Marcel is brought to me by way of an inflated book 
made and inspire by Buchlow, Vree and a load of bogeymen 
from America. But I don’t recognize my Marcel anymore. Is he 
a figment of my imagination, like ‘das flugzeug’, ‘molly peters’, 
‘eendjes’ and ‘krokodillen’?

Is he a ‘flying cigar’, have I imagined him as beautifully as a 
snowcovered booth, has he inhabited my thoughts like a golden 
‘maybug’, an illusion?

I think so, because the reality as given in that American book 
gives the impression of having something to do with a stifling 
nothingness by which only the blind would not be disturbed. 

A stifling nothingness, just as one finds in Buren, Art and 
Language, Kosuth, and Long, who is considered too light.

Long always talked about people being ‘too arty’, but there 
was no one more ‘arty’ than him. In the book, Marcel says that 
he deeply dislikes aestethics.

Next to a mussel and a bottle of milk he wrote ‘Un coup de 
dés jamais n’abolira le hazard’, alongside a cabinet containing 
eggs he puts ‘The turpitudes of William Blake’, and so on, and so 
on, boy, and in my imagination there is no greater, fingerlickin’ 
aesthetic than that.

In that way you catch all the Buchlows, for that is really what 
these creatures need, that gives them, these blind moles, some 
security, now they can linguisticise imperialistically nothing 
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can go wrong now, it is deep, it is dark, it is Mallarmé, Proust, 
La Fontaine, Rubens. All this and a handful of knick-knacks 
from the antique shop.

Situation 1;

Belgique, rue Pépinière, Musée des Aigles opened by Piet Van 
Daelen, director of a small museum in Zeeland, empty wooden 
chests with a few artistic postcards stuck on the wall.

Situation 2;

Allemagne, Germany, Deutschland, Kunsthalle Düsseldorf, 
direktorkustdeklosoberaadgemein Jüge Harten, ‘habich’ says 
Jürgen, all eagles, on fabric, on canvas, in plaster, in silver, in 
gold, etched, in ink, on paper… Vom Oligozän bis heute.

Marcel is now becoming big, successful and complete, the 
Marcel of the little trifle, of the ‘tout petit’ is no more.

Marcel’s exhibitions in Germany became the genuine 
fore runners of Bijl.

Hey, Proust, Mallarmé, Fontaine and all the literary wind-
bags are starting to write articles about you, hey, I am making a 
museum and a whole load of museum bureaucrats are starting 
to fill their museums with stuff for you. Whatever else may 
happen, it is a fact that ‘my Marcel’ is now surrounded by, and 
becomes increasingly surrounded by corrupt bastards, precisely 
those who in the past have repeatedly proven that they don’t 
have a leg to stand on.

Walking together with several people to the opening of a 
gallery in Antwerp one evening, Marcel suddenly said to every-
body: ‘Lui,’ meaning me, ‘va nous trahir tous.’ Well, it’s my fate.

Djiboudipin sicum sin de dravos,

Panamarenko
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POP HAS FLOPPED!
Some written questions about  

Pop Art answered by Panamarenko

When did you first hear of Pop Art? What was it you heard of? 
What did you see? Which work of art? Which artist? Where did you 
see it? At school? In a magazine? In a gallery? In someone’s house?

panamarenko (b. 1940): Soap boxes, Andy Warhol, at school.

When did you first see a work of Pop Art in the flesh? What did 
you think of it?

panamarenko: The ‘Three Blind Mice’ exhibition in Eindhoven. 
Claes Oldenburg.

What did Pop Art mean to you at the time? Was it a tone, a form 
of freedom, an image?

panamarenko: A form of freedom, a tone, but mostly a form 
of intelligent sensitivity, which I had always missed at college, 
where all they did was babble.

Do you think Pop Art had an influence on your work? In what 
way? On which works in particular?

panamarenko: Certainly, chiefly the poetic humour of the many 
things in the outside world, and the feeling of giving value to 
a whole new beauty: Motten in ‘t riet, Krokodillen, Hofkens, Walvis.

What does it mean to you today? Are there still any Pop artists 
you consider good? Who? Which works?

panamarenko: Nothing. No. None.
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Do you think that Pop artists were influenced by other artists? 
By whom?

panamarenko: Duchamp, Dada, Fluxus, Surrealism.

Might one say that Beuys and Broodthaers, a little like you, in-
corporated certain Pop Art influences into their work?

panamarenko: Certainly. Broodthaers would not exist without 
Pop Art, nor Beuys or Fluxus: the soap comes out of the boxes.

When did you get to know Arte Povera? Were there works you 
liked or that liberated you?

panamarenko: I was making things like Arte Povera before 
the term existed. No, there were no such works.

What does Dada mean to you? When did you first see Dadaist 
works, or hear about them? Were there any works you liked very 
much or which conveyed something to you?

panamarenko: No, not that either, though it did give a sort 
of feeling of freedom.

Which of Oldenburg’s works was at ‘Three Blind Mice’?

panamarenko: A big electric plug.

In 1963 Broodthaers considered Magritte to be a forerunner of Pop 
Art. Would you agree if I were to say that Magritte was a Pop artist 
because he painted men with noses like check slippers.

panamarenko: No.

I mean, perhaps one can see Pop Art in two ways. Either as the 
introduction into art of smooth, rigid forms and a sort of glamour, 
or as the introduction into art of everyday things, such as Olden-

burg’s objects, Lichtenstein’s comics strips and Warhol’s soap boxes 
and soup tin labels. In the second case I see Magritte’s 1947 slipper 
noses as an early Pop Art, or am I wrong?

panamarenko: You are wrong. Apart from this, I am not a fan 
of Pop Art. Before Pop Art you were put in front of a dried 
herring on a plate, with a tea-towel next to it, and that was to 
be painted as a pretty picture. After Pop Art a fish could be 
a poetic being, in a world of its own which was worth seeing – 
and this for the first time. Pop Art, or what I wanted to make 
out of it, was the possibility of not distorting things into the 
familiar outward appearances that are so much appreciated by 
the crawling clerks of art.

Looked at it that way, is sticking on mussel shells or heaping egg-
shells in a colander Pop Art?

panamarenko: That was what we hoped Pop was, but in fact it 
didn’t include that, and those shells were ultimately so far removed 
from civil-servant-art that Broodthaers found it essential to write 
bureaucratic statements next to them in order to crawl at least 
a little for the academics, which always works, as you know. Pop 
has flopped!

 
6 December 1997
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A LITTLE MORE 
ABOUT POP ART
Letter from Panamarenko to Hans Theys

8 December 1997

To Bedrich la Framboise

Dear Bedrich,

A little more about Pop Art. You may have been aware of this, 
but before too much is attributed to Pop Art…

How I welcomed Pop Art: as an enthusiast I was convinced 
that from then on one could realise simply anything, in all 
disciplines, every wish or dream.

You could just make a real aeroplane, to your own design, 
your own invention, fly around in it, with real engines, real 
pedals, a real function, as well as making all this visible.

But apart from this wish-dream Pop Art was an exercise in 
style, it was the ordinary publicity-seeking stand at a trade fair, 
stand-builders, big cardboard sewing machines with the brand 
name on them, or inflated versions of the company’s product, 
such as a shock absorber or the Michelin man, a giant soap box, 
greatly enlarged printed items, posters in which the screen dots 
were clearly visible, and so on. This was not essentially a shift of 
objective but a variation on the old, large-scale ready-made that 
was, and to a great extent still is, art. But Pop Art, the way I so 
much liked to interpret it, did provide another aim, as a matter 
of course, without premeditation: the aesthetics of the ‘idea’ of 
technical function and the adventure it projects.

And for that I want the Nobel Prize! And one for you too.

Panamarenko

KNOCKANDO !
Conversation with Panamarenko

quantum mechanics and poetry, niels bohr 
and  intelligent mice

When we last spoke, you asked me to return with a tape recorder, 
because it would make you feel as though you were speaking to 
the world, which was a good enough reason for talking to me.

panamarenko (b. 1940): Correct.

I was reading a book by Stephen Hawking yesterday, a scientist who 
tries to reconcile quantum mechanics with the theory of relativity.

panamarenko: It’s been tried by so many people. Einstein 
rejected quantum theory, on the grounds that it was based on 
something incomprehensible, a mystery that cannot be com-
municated with any clarity. Nobody understands quantum 
theory. It certainly works, but it is beyond all comprehension. 
And if you attempt to marry two completely unintelligible 
things, the end result is so theoretical as to be unreal. That’s 
why gabarites are used.

What are gabarites?

panamarenko: A gabarite is a fixed pattern that you follow to 
reach a solution, usually a random trajectory that happens to 
have a positive result. Then you always follow the same track, 
without actually knowing why. Mice are a good example. If 
you’re chasing a mouse – I’ve caught thirty-two of them since 
your last visit – they’ll scamper away in the blink of an eye and 
scurry into a hole. They do this automatically, without thinking.

A beautiful metaphor for science.
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panamarenko: Yes, but there are many other examples. Take, for 
instance, superconductivity: it was a step-by-step process. First, 
there was someone working on liquid helium who accidently 
discovered that certain materials, such as aluminium and lead, 
seemed to lose their electrical resistance when cooled to a tem-
perature approaching absolute zero. His name was Kamerlingh 
Onnes, a Dutchman. Because it seemed to be a perpetuum 
mobile, he didn’t dare announce his results for two years. He 
wanted to use the knowledge to make large, powerful magnets. 
This failed, however, because the magnetic field immediately 
broke the superconductivity due to the magnetic lines.

Thirty years later, someone else comes along who wraps im-
pure niobium wire around a coil. It had been done a thousand 
times before, only with pure niobium. And it worked with the 
impure wire, because the contaminants in the metal retained 
those magnetic field lines. But because of the need for liquid 
helium, it was still a dead end.

A theory was developed to explain this kind of superconduc-
tivity (which won the Nobel Prize): the Cooper pairs. Because 
electrons are paired, they can move simultaneously, even when 
relatively far apart. It’s very complicated… But it still only worked 
at 20 degrees Kelvin (-253 °C) and also required liquid helium.

Fifty years later, so just a few years ago really, they discovered 
ceramics that could conduct at 150 degrees Kelvin (-123 °C) 
and which no longer operated according to the Cooper theory 
(even so, he still received his Nobel Prize). Nobody knows how 
it works and it was discovered by accident.

Oh well, perhaps it’s unfair to call it a chance discovery, 
because they were working on the question, but it’s true to say 
that it didn’t originate from a hypothesis (unlike the theory of 
relativity), which puts it on a par with quantum theory. In the 
case of the latter, they found a perpetually recurring factor that, 
when utilised, confirmed everything. But you don’t need me 
to tell you all this, of course, as there are plenty of books. Your 
article will be too long, so…

When scientists grapple with issues that are so incomprehensible 
and abstract, they seem to be straying into your terrain. That’s 
why I sent you that article with a quote from Niels Bohr, who 
believes that scientists reach a point where they are simply dealing 
with poetry and images.

panamarenko: Yes, but usually things are presented differently 
(in science and in art) so that they appear much more definite. 
Books by art critics or scientists are far too absolute in the way 
they present things. Quantum mechanics is never represented 
as if it were a poem, that’s an anathema to scientists. Niels Bohr 
might have said that, but he didn’t mean it. Of course, if I can 
try to explain something about the universe at some opening 
or other, when I’m not that lucid anymore, then so can anyone 
else, even though he or she might never have previously har-
boured such ideas. In order to avoid such equivalences, science 
becomes institutionalised, so that it becomes a vast mountain 
of bureaucracy.

There is, of course, a difference between speaking to outsiders and 
speaking to university students, who mustn’t doubt that their 
studies and research will lead to something concrete. The history 
of science is also falsified for educational reasons.

panamarenko: Yes. They always create the impression that 
a theory is the result of one person’s work. Einstein is a good 
example. Most of the books about Einstein omit the names of 
the other scientists who laid the groundwork, such as Hendrik 
Lorentz and George FitzGerald, who collated the mathematics. 
Simple mathematics can be brought into general relativity, via the 
black hole (which is what Hawking is talking about), so that it 
becomes real. There are people who still…

I spent three months with someone from MIT, scribbling and 
swearing, not because I necessarily had to be right, but because 
I didn’t understand why his mistakes were bigger than mine. 
Not to mention the institutional errors and an arrogance that 
beggars belief. Of course, it makes a huge difference whether 
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you hail from such an institution or are sitting here, amongst 
the parrots. People like that can treat you as though you were 
some kind of inventor of a perpetuum mobile.

This man, his name was Lewin, considered a rotating object, 
then withdrew from it and described what it did, while I con-
sidered that rotating object as it withdrew from me. It was all 
the same to him whereas they are completely different things 
when it comes to special relativity. The majority of scientists 
still struggle with the paradox of relativity. They never progress 
past the student stage. Of course, they don’t think that it really 
matters whether or not they can actually understand relativity. 
They acquire their degree and can work in a factory or teach in 
a school, where they will regurgitate their half-baked information.

However flawed an approach, complete proficiency in just half 
or a tenth of the theory is far preferable to knowing one hundred 
percent by heart, like that clerk from MIT. He actually said that 
it doesn’t matter in which direction something moves because 
it’s pure mathematics and not a reality. To make relativity work, 
you have to find a point in the universe with either an absolute 
speed or absolute stasis compared to the expanding universe, 
the planets and galaxies. If you don’t find that absolute point 
of motion, you don’t have any observation positions and might 
as well start peddling the same kind of claptrap as Lewin. I’m 
familiar with this creepy attitude that never offers peace or real-
ity because I was always surrounded by these kinds of dubious 
figures when I used to prepare happenings in a pub called De 
Muze. Beauty: it always remained vague for them, it was just 
a word, something you just had to accomplish for the sake of 
the middle classes and the bourgeoisie. At the time, there were 
all these enthusiastic conversations: ‘Yes, and then we’re going 
to build an enormous delta-winged bomber plane, even bigger 
than an XB-70, constructed entirely from plywood, because that’s 
strong enough, and with six old Volkswagen engines screwed 
to the back, because then it won’t be so expensive since you 
can buy them for 2,000 francs each at a scrapyard…’ And the 
very next day, they’d be back making paintings so as to impress 
their parents and the director of the Academy. The non-stop lies 

and deception were, if the truth be told, utterly shameless. For 
making an XB-70 isn’t art, it’s more a kind of innate craziness. 
What you have to do is to fiddle around with all those historic 
drawings on a blank sheet and merge them into one. I did that 
myself and made beautiful collages to show that I could paint: 
with texts by Henry Miller and with images of pin-up girls, 
matchboxes, archaeopteryxes and robots.

When I was fourteen, we’re talking about 1954 now, Popular 
Mechanics or Electronics Illustrated printed a picture of a pin-
up girl holding a matchbox. The caption read: ‘This little box 
contains more information than the entire Encyclopaedia Bri-
tannica.’ I’m still searching for that matchbox! (Laughs.) Under-
neath, in the same edition, which I still have, there was a robot 
with antennas on his head who propelled himself along with 
staccato movements. The floor had to be completely smooth, 
otherwise he’d tip over. These kinds of robots are still lurching 
around. It’s something that needs to be remedied. Why are they 
still trundling along in this stiff and jerky manner, or scooting 
around on wheels?

That reminds me of your attempts to make a walking chicken.

panamarenko: Twelve chickens. Archaeopteryxes.

I thought you were going to make just one, on a column in a bat-
filled cave in France…

panamarenko: No, a dozen. Like a dozen eggs. If I have the 
electrical platinum, the circuit, then I’ll print it twelve times, 
but the chicken itself will improve or deteriorate with each new 
iteration. It all depends on whether or not the changes are gen-
uine improvements. Regarding the chicken for France, which 
has to serve as a monument, it goes like this: ‘Give me a plinth 
and I’ll put a chicken on it’. It’s actually the chicken itself that 
counts, but given the fact that it’s a monument, it obviously 
has to perch on something. That chicken will be a little bigger 
than the others. A certain size, the scale that’s ‘just right’. That’s 
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what creating is all about. It’s along the lines of: no, that’s too 
big, I would never make a chicken that big, I would prefer the 
size of a pigeon. When it’s bigger, the chicken becomes a kind 
of robot. (Looking over my shoulder.) There are still a few fat 
mice in the kitchen, I can see them from here.

engines and narrow-spirited nonsense

panamarenko: I’m working on an entire series of engines, 
new combinations…

Like the ‘pastille engine’ for your machine for flying in the moun-
tains?

panamarenko: Yes.

But perhaps you didn’t make it yourself?

panamarenko: But of course I did. It resembles a round flat 
box, it’s actually an off-the-shelf pneumatic engine, but the 
proportions have been altered. There are just three components: 
loose rectangular bulkheads, an eccentrically positioned rotat-
ing middle unit (where the bulkheads slide in and out) and 
a round shell. You start the engine as you would a lawnmower, 
by pulling on a cord to trigger the rotor. This movement and 
the centrifugal force cause the plates to slide outwards against 
the walls of the casing, forming chambers which, due to the 
eccentric position of the middle rotor, first become larger, so 
that they suck air and fuel inwards, and then smaller, so that 
the mixture is compressed for ignition.

All those degrees of resistance, the heat, the expansion etcet-
era have to be calculated and before you know it, you’re working 
on something as complicated as the cutting-edge technology 
behind Concorde. But the engine is more or less finished now. It 
works to a degree, but it’s not perfect. I’ve started work on another 
one, this time made of plastic. I want to build a soft engine, 
something like an electric engine, but which still runs on fuel…

What do you mean by soft?

panamarenko: Aeroplane turbines are rather similar, but they’re 
so huge that it’s hard to call them soft anymore. And if they’re 
small, they rotate so fast that they emit a loud screeching noise. 
But my soft engine… it’s a mechanism in a plastic biscuit box 
that can generate 50 HP, or at least if you spray enough benzine 
inside. It’s perfectly safe to hold, is totally reliable and a quiet 
source of energy, on a par with batteries or electric engines.

The problem with internal combustion engines is that they 
make too much noise, the problem with electric engines is that 
the batteries are too heavy. My engine comes in at five kilos, 
generates 50 HP, and is completely silent. The ‘pastille engine’ is 
already a giant step forwards, but it hasn’t broken new ground. 
It’s not a constant preoccupation, but I do get carried away 
with it from time to time, simply because I’m trying to learn 
everything that I can about basic engines.

If I can master this, then I can build another model, but 
in plastic, which can be filled with air. This can be generated 
externally using a turbine that fits into the palm of your hand: 
it’s completely unobtrusive. That tiny turbine drives the larger 
box, which expels air that feeds back into the turbine. Even if 
the yield is only 14%, it’s close to perfect. It’s half the weight of 
other engines, doesn’t overheat, is made of plastic and comes 
in at just five kilos.

Very practical.

panamarenko: Indeed. And you can carry it on your back 
to fly with.

(Silence.)

panamarenko: In all honesty, it’s not worth bothering about 
the art world. It’s a distraction that stops you from doing what 
you should be doing. After a few short years, you start to feel 
unhappy. This world of so-called real art, the profound Art of 
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times past, is actually a very sad place. If you are pursuing your 
own adventures then you have reason to be optimistic, but don’t 
get involved in the art world: it’s so sad and disturbing.

I’m thinking back to when I planned happenings in De Muze 
with all those dodgy figures and their narrow-spirited nonsense. 
Nothing was ever learned, in fact, and the darkness never dissi-
pated. The same applies to the teachers at the Academy. There 
was always this raucous screaming about everything being so 
fantastic, but the sentiment never outlasted the sound of the 
scream itself. It was never constructive. I fail to understand how 
someone who has discovered an artist he likes and is good, such 
as Duchamp or Picasso, I’m just plucking out names here, can 
continue to consort with the art muppets who work for Big 
Brother, or with museum directors, the latter of whom ultimately 
become the real politicians.

Try telling one of those piffling directors that one of his 
exhibitions looks like shit, and he will soon exert his mayoral 
authority. He will say that your criticism is tantamount to 
ingratitude, since he was the one who launched your career… 
In reality, it’s the other way around: I was a known figure while 
they were still toddling around in nappies.

Chambres d’amis. I thought it was nonsense back then and 
I still think it’s nonsense today. It had nothing to do with beauty 
and art. Rather, it was a social game that could have been dreamt 
up in a bar. I thought it was ludicrous, infiltrating all those peo-
ple’s homes. Who are these people, what is this thing, actually, 
and what on earth is it doing here? They haven’t even purchased 
it yet. It was so irritating. I might try and design an engine or 
a chicken, but I certainly don’t think it’s a brilliant idea to place 
the chicken in a space like that and with total strangers.

the ‘almost nothing’ and painting.

panamarenko: A collector might get off to a flying start or 
begin very badly but, either way, all he’ll end up with in old age 
is a collection of stupid and aesthetic works, which are almost 
completely empty.

A truly bad painting speaks volumes, it radiates its badness 
and ugliness. To avoid that trap, you can make something that 
is nothing at all, or ‘almost nothing’. I’m thinking about Richard 
Long, Daniel Buren and Sol LeWitt, even Didier Vermeiren or 
Jan Vercruysse, amongst others. They will gather ten twigs and 
arrange them in a circle on the wall, whereby everyone will ex-
claim: ‘beautiful, pure, wonderful’. And it is beautiful, that much 
is true, but it’s also totally inert. It’s both pseudo-intellectual and 
pseudo-elitist. And they think it expresses the meaning of life!

And then there are the paintings. All ready-mades. You can 
throw a splash of paint onto a canvas, paint a figure or execute 
a composition, but in the end it’s all just abstract colour varia-
tions that can be traced back to Buren’s stripes.

When we first saw Buren’s stripes, say in the middle of an 
art fair, it was breath-taking. But ten years later and it’s even 
more suffocating than all the rest of the junk, because it’s lost 
its rebellious streak. It’s done a volte-face and become a kind of 
imperialist symbol, one that is backed up by almost identical 
linguistics. I haven’t a clue what it has to do with beauty. And 
there’s never a joke. Buren is devoid of humour… His work has 
changed somewhat over the years, but it is the product of a very 
narrow life, completely lacking in observation…

Something is beautiful if it amuses me. If you are able to 
focus on something and still feel alive, that’s akin to beauty. It’s 
not confined to artists, it also applies to mechanics, scientists, 
scuba divers or the like, except they will never talk about it in 
quite the same terms, because they see things from a technical 
perspective.

On the other hand, most artists are only technicians. It’s 
a technical form of training: you go to the academy and you 
make paintings. You realise that you can do it, you can already 
imitate a Picasso, then you try an abstract monochrome work 
(because it will probably turn out alright), a slashed canvas 
or a copper plate riddled with bullet holes. But once you’ve 
graduated, you ought to be able to tackle the highest: ordinary 
things that carry beauty in themselves.
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Everybody limits themselves to the same irrelevant kind of 
beauty… One of the most punitive horrors of the art world 
is this status quo. The art world is like a pyramid. There are 
a few ‘big names’ jumping around at the top, but nothing ever 
really changes. Given how seriously people look at Haring’s 
paintings, it would be ridiculous to claim that Duchamp has 
had an impact. And at the base of the pyramid are the hundreds 
of galleries that support young kids who stopped learning at 
fourteen rather than twenty-four. The ‘big names’ certainly do 
something, they create an opening, but that entrance point is 
immediately bricked up again. Has science ever limited itself 
to a single theme? No, right? So why art?

Does not every medium have its limitations, and is it not the max-
imum evolution – within those limitations – that comprises the 
essence of art? I know that art, for you, has to be groundbreaking.

panamarenko: Look, a painter gets tired of always painting 
the same thing, so he moves on and paints something else. In-
stead of squares, he might start painting parrots (he’s fascinated 
by birds, especially blue parrots), but he immediately reduces 
them to squares, to create an effect. He isn’t going to become 
an art-ornithologist who will explain the beauty of these birds 
and what he has learned about them. He will prove, both to 
you and to me, that his paintings are endlessly varied – just 
look! – now he’s painted a parrot, and then there was the train 
and don’t forget the squares. In reality, it’s all the same. This is 
because both monochrome and figurative works communicate 
the same kind of beauty (if it exists in the first place, that is to 
say, if the painting is successful).

If Broodthaers is good, then it isn’t because of the mussel or 
that egg, but because of the atmosphere, an atmosphere that is 
unlike that of paintings because a step has been taken towards 
something that cannot be painted. Look, there’s very little point 
in painting a computer. Conclusion: computers are ridiculous 
because you can’t paint them. But if you’re interested in the com-
ponents of a computer, then you can see that there’s something 

more to them. I’m not talking about selling the gadgets or how 
they are ultimately used (to make coat racks or to force people 
to toil away in ghastly conditions), but their inner workings 
represent the solution of all the great riddles about the possibil-
ities of electricity. There’s something inside them that you can’t 
paint, that’s what I’m getting at.

People buy something to hang on their walls and they call it 
art, just as they call a chair a chair.

And just as the computer might radiate a certain poetry…

panamarenko: You can tickle it out, you can extract it.

Don’t you consider painting, unjustly, as a form that has to express 
something that lies outside of itself? Just like a parrot, a painting 
also has an interior. It creates its own poetry within the possibil-
ities of its form.

panamarenko: Of course, but the terrible thing is that all 
visual art is reduced to those few forms that are recognised as art 
or as being beautiful. And if art wants to play the important role 
that it so richly deserves, it cannot be limited to theatre, ballet, 
opera or painting. Painting is discussed as though it is something 
absolute, whereas it’s just one discipline within millions of other 
possibilities that we shouldn’t refer to as opera, ballet, theatre or 
cinema, because that’s what tips you over into the same pattern. 
That’s why you get these peculiar repetition effects. Ballet is 
actually a peculiar repetition effect. Protocol.

There are artists who, every time they make something, think 
about their work, really think, and think deeply, so you feel it. 
You can show them your work and ask them how it makes them 
feel. You make sure that he or she gets to see your work, because 
you know that his or her opinion counts, because people like 
that don’t believe in dogmas and are not officials (who only 
pretend to have an inkling about art).

I’ve met two artists who genuinely did think: Beuys and 
Broodthaers. Beuys talked about art in the broadest sense, in 
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the expanded sense. Art as something overarching… If your 
work has that overarching quality, then it is alive. Otherwise 
it’s a load of bullshit, pure bullshit. It’s hard to draw up a list of 
things that you’d call exceptionally good, it’s always the same… 
fake. Made to sit in a museum.

I’ve nothing against exhibiting in museums, but you mustn’t 
make things just for the occasion, and you certainly shouldn’t 
make things simply to place in a living room, because then it 
really does become the chair we just mentioned. If your objects 
assume an existing form, there’s nothing more to learn. You no 
longer want to discover something about a different material 
and your work becomes copying. A specialism.

art and writing

What do you think of the texts written about your work?

panamarenko: They tend to be awful. The dogma stipulates 
that a text about a painting, regardless of the painting’s quality, 
must always have the same degree of solidity.

But if an author has to write about chickens and engines, he 
automatically ends up having fun. He wants to make it even 
funnier by talking about it humorously, so my work suddenly 
loses its depth. I only know two writers who can conquer the 
temptation. One lives in Switzerland and the other in Paris.

Wim Van Mulders’ article in Artforum wasn’t in the least bit funny.

panamarenko: Wim Van Mulders’ article was as unclear as it 
was confusing. But the other writers are even worse. It’s hard 
to find someone who can write about my work without it 
sounding banal.

Of course, the texts about other artists will also be superficial, 
or perhaps I should say even more superficial. Because what can 
you actually say about an abstract painting? Should you talk 
about ‘the strength of the colours’ and ‘the consummate finesse 
of the greys’, as per the Gazet van Antwerpen? Or do you have to 

use these solutions that were discovered just so you can bullshit 
about art using a certain terminology?

It’s rather hard to do that with your work. Its essence, the disre-
gard for the boundary between art and science, is of course very 
difficult to grasp.

panamarenko: There’s no border whatsoever. There are only 
transitions.

Like your soft engine? You set yourself a goal beforehand that would 
negate the meaning of your project if you actually took it seriously?

panamarenko: That’s right, because otherwise you’re absolutely 
crushed if the stupid thing doesn’t work. But there have been 
many failed inventions for which the studies were more interesting 
than a successful end result, and which have cropped up later 
in one form or another… Apart from this, there is a pathology 
in each of us that dooms us to failure.

the relativistic rolling motion

Isn’t there a similarity between the ambition to make a soft 50 HP 
engine that resembles a plastic biscuit box and the search for 
a general theory that reconciles quantum mechanics and relativ-
ity? In a way, such an objective is as utopian as your small and 
quiet engine. Or am I wrong? Are scientists like Hawking not 
working on something similar, even if they present it differently 
to their students?

panamarenko: Yes, of course. That’s exactly what I mean. But 
this is why not all science is automatically beautiful or poetic. 
I’m not fond of hypotheses like string theories, because they 
seem too incomprehensible to be able to explain anything. They 
lack elegance. I find it very strange, with those magnetic strands. 
And it quickly becomes totally abstract. Ask a few questions 
and, before you know it, you’re scrabbling around in the dark.
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To my mind, it’s not about whether the string theory is pos-
sible or not, it’s just not comprehensible enough to be elegant. 
Whereas my theory, however, is extremely elegant.

Tell me…

panamarenko: In my hypothesis, the theory of relativity is 
applied to an object that has two different speeds at the same 
time… This led to a theory that explains how an electron can 
have an independent and stable orbit. If electron orbits weren’t 
stable, they would collapse on the nucleus after one millionth of 
a second. Then the universe as we know it would disappear and 
there would only be a few ladle-sized balls floating around, which 
would be incredibly volatile and explode again within the next 
fraction of a second, only to implode once more. A hydrogen 
electron, however, moves in a fixed and stable orbit. Using the 
incomprehensible quantum theory, you can calculate why that 
orbit is stable, but because the quantum theory is so unintel-
ligible you cannot understand why it is so. This is assuming it 
can be calculated in the first place, because the equations are 
mind-boggling.

One day, I said, well, well, well, what if that electron now 
rotates and one side rolls forward and the other side backwards? 
What if you wanted it to roll like a wheel down a street? If you 
imagine an electron rolling against space, then that electron has 
no speed on one side, namely where the wheel hits the floor, 
otherwise it would slide over the floor, while it rolls. Point by 
point it has no speed, while the other side of the electron has 
twice the speed of the general rolling motion. This would be 
completely meaningless if the theory couldn’t be proved. But it 
works out perfectly. And this is how you can calculate accurate 
electron diameters and an accurate Niels Bohr trajectory.

How would an object move that is constantly shorter on one 
side, because it advances faster at that point and thus becomes 
smaller due to the Lorentz transformation (mass increase, vol-
ume contraction and a deceleration of time)? What does that 
object have to do to compensate? Well, it’s very simple, it has to 

run in a circle, the gravity of which is self-created. I call this the 
relativistic rolling motion. All the debate about it is theoretical, 
but if you calculate it then it ends up to the tenth decimal point. 
Because electrons are so small, my theory seems fantastical, 
but there are very specific figures about hydrogen atoms that 
are calculated in different ways by people who know nothing 
about this kind of force. The basic postulate is that an object can 
catapult forwards and have two different speeds, one running 
in a different time dimension to the other.

As long as it’s elegant, I don’t mind whether my theory is 
right or wrong. Furthermore, it is not only true for electrons, 
but also for the orbit of the sun. Starting from its radius of gy-
ration you can calculate the sun’s exact orbit, because one side 
is constantly moving faster than the other. The fast side of the 
sun is narrowed for thirteen days, increased in mass and slowed 
down, so that the sun draws itself into an orbit. At least, from 
the viewpoint of a spectator sitting on the North Pole of the 
Milky Way (as a kind of ideal observation point, from where one 
can witness the relativistic motion in an absolute motion and 
calculate absolute speeds). He will see the sun orbit around the 
Milky Way and can precisely calculate the two different speeds 
(although it is only a difference of 2 kilometres per second or 
so, but the orbit is immense).

The stars that do not directly heed this law of relativity, are 
still looking for a stable orbit and are in radial translation. In the 
middle, close to the core of the Milky Way, you find the stars 
that are old, that have stopped rotating around their own axis 
and, as a result, can no longer possess an orbit. They either fly 
out of the Milky Way or just hang there, until they are gradually 
drawn towards the central black hole and disappear.

I have developed a new formula for this, which is very simple 
and also reversible. Total reversibility…

Which formula?
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panamarenko:  C2 
	 	 ω2.R

C = speed of light
ω = f.π.2
R = r

If you divide the total energy of the electron by the Planck con-
stant, then you obtain the frequency of the electron (f), which 
is part of ?. For R you have to insert the Niels Bohr orbit which 
gives you the radius of the electron. That’s how it should work 
out, if I’m not mistaken.

The men from De Rode Hoed and W. van M., again

The last time we spoke, I asked you if it made sense to create 
a magazine. You replied that I ought to produce six issues and 
then stop, just as you did with Happening News.

panamarenko: Yes, otherwise it will be like Time or The Radio 
Times. For me, it was all over after six issues.

Were you bored of it, or was it a tired formula?

panamarenko: It was tired. I’m referring to the period when 
I was in De Muze, amongst all those obscure figures. I had an 
obscure friend, of course, and it seemed like a kind of com-
petition to get along well with the men who frequented ‘De 
Rode Hoed’.

Who were they?

panamarenko: ‘De Rode Hoed’ (The Red Hat) was the res-
taurant where all the teachers went to eat mussels… In the 
long run, we made as much as possible to put in that magazine. 
That alone was bad enough. The print quality was so poor that 
we were ecstatic if you could see anything at all. But there was 

a kind of fatigue, which was compensated for by the act of just 
flinging something together. But then it’s falsified, and isn’t 
real anymore… Do you think Wim Van Mulders is a good 
writer, then?

I’ve learned something from his essay at any rate.

panamarenko: Yes, I wanted to say that a moment ago: things 
could always be worse. But his article is so unclear, it’s as if 
you always have to bullshit about art in a way that no one 
understands.

I’m puzzled when you call it unclear. How could his article have 
been clearer? Do you mean that the reader is unable to distinguish 
between what comes from him and what comes from you?

panamarenko: No, I mean that it seems so unreal. You get 
the impression that Van Mulders’ appreciation for the work 
lasts as long as it takes him to write the article. Afterwards, he 
starts over with another artist. A few years later, he says about 
my work: ‘Ah yes, I haven’t been following it to the same ex-
tent’. I read that in the article, that’s what it actually says. It all 
sounds so forced, as though he doesn’t even believe it himself. 
But if you’re critical of that, then you should make the sign of 
the cross over Belgium, because there’s nobody here, unless 
I haven’t met them yet.

So you expect greater enthusiasm and more consistency.

panamarenko: Yes, and an end to the pretence that you like 
a certain work while you’re thinking of something else, which 
doesn’t come across as sincere.

henry miller

panamarenko: Miller is excellent for people of a certain age, 
who come from a certain milieu. He breaks free. Other authors 
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stick to literature. Maybe they’re much better writers, but at 
a certain point you need someone to say something different, 
and I think Miller was very important to me. I haven’t read any 
other books, he’s the only writer I know.

What do you mean by breaking free? That he wrote about sex?

panamarenko: No, certainly not, I didn’t need Miller for 
that. It was already 1956 or 1958. No, there were other things 
you could do in that respect. I’m referring to his ideas about 
society. And also to those enumerations… It was as if some of 
those things were written in a hallucinatory state and described 
a kind of universe that was filled with gods. A god of the hinge, 
the god of the door, the god of the threshold, Greek gods such 
as Zeus, crocodiles, trapezes, etc… But then he became a terri-
ble piss-taker and wrote about what his experiences with these 
women and so on, things that don’t interest me. Even if my 
experiences were similar, I still wouldn’t find them interesting.

I’ve long collected enumerations. I love their apparent arbitrariness 
and their ability to grasp or evoke something.

panamarenko: From what I’m able to glean, I’ve come to realise 
that you can use such elaborations to accurately represent the 
climate of a city. New York, for example. Those tailors, those 
Jews, those Greeks, those Italians, that perennial juggling and 
hustling, that pacing back and forth, those clothes, those habits 
and those beliefs, that hysteria, it was all listed and in such a way 
that it almost emerged as a real object. That worked. Tropic of 
Capricorn and Tropic of Cancer.

Without having been taught or encouraged to read a book 
in primary or secondary school, I read Miller’s works because 
I wanted to cut out some text and paste it into Happening News, 
since I wasn’t able to write anything of my own at that point. 
I then composed stories out of the cut-out words and sentences. 
Miller always adopted such an arrogant tone in the face of that 
fucking awful American society, although ours wasn’t much 

better. That granted a special kind of freedom, one that reduces 
the sense of anxiety.

I’ve also read books by technicians who were poets in the 
sense that Bohr intended. For example, the inventor of space 
travel, Hermann Oberth, who wrote a book about how to build 
a rocket, and this at a time when nothing like that even existed. 
When launched, the rocket’s metal casing naturally becomes 
red-hot, then white-hot and will eventually melt, so you need 
to use a special material. But none of this was necessary because, 
in his eyes, you could just make the fuselage out of copper (he 
wasn’t squeamish about things becoming too heavy). Yes, it 
would melt, but you’d place a bag of tin filaments inside, with 
a double wall, so that if you sprayed the fuel behind it and the 
temperature was too high, then the tin would melt away at 
the hottest points, thereby creating a burst of cold fuel. There 
was something peculiar about it, about being so fixated on 
one thing…

museums, directors and 
hard-nosed commotion

panamarenko: The accusation levelled against art is that it’s 
too emotional, but, as a matter of fact, that’s all there is to it. 
It’s nowadays done with better training and greater finesse, but 
people like Rudi Fuchs or Debbaut are worthless. They don’t 
even say that your work is oh so beautiful, they just don’t say 
anything anymore, they’re mere civil servants. Whether you 
find something good or exalted is purely a question of emotion. 
When you work on something to which you are emotionally 
attached, you look like a fool; but when you do it in a cool and 
calculated manner, like a kind of economist, then you have the 
aura of being a great intellectual. People like that always resort 
to a kind of sparse and dry aesthetics, or else to something from 
art history or an antiquarian bookshop.

And Kasper König?
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panamarenko: A flimflam man who is incredibly opportunistic.

What disappoints you so much is that they never really get involved 
and never stick to their guns.

panamarenko: You mustn’t forget that Rudi, Kasper, Harald 
and Wim have been around a long time, yet have never been 
able to tell the good artists from the bad. Never. Museums used 
to refuse everything. Nothing came in, or Anthony Van Dyck 
at the very most, but now it is the other way around… In the 
Musée d’Art Moderne, in Paris, ten artists turn up to exhibit 
per month. Museum directors are always terribly busy.

If I always refer to Beuys and Broodthaers, it’s not just because 
their work made such an impression on me, but because their 
praise actually meant something. Such people are very rare. That’s 
why you get so annoyed with someone like Jan Hoet, who loves 
to wave his arms in the air, proclaim that he likes it so much 
and that he’s going to buy everything, but who can change his 
mind in the blink of an eye. Imagine there was a powerful text 
in your book, and I say: that’s a strong text. It should mean 
something, right? They, however, will tell you that it is a superb 
text and it will mean absolutely nothing.

louis

I would like to end this conversation with a special question. 
I recently met eleven-year-old Louis De Cordier from Schorisse, 
who wonders why flies never hit the windscreen of a moving car. 
Can you explain to him why there are never any dead flies stuck 
to the glass?

panamarenko: A fly that’s inside the car? Because the car, 
as long as it travels at a uniform speed, has no movement in 
relation to the fly. But if the car stopped and were to suddenly 
accelerate, so that his father is thrust back in his seat, the fly 
would also hurtle backwards and be splattered against the glass. 
But his father would have to be driving a Ferrari or something…

They own a van…

panamarenko: Well, there wouldn’t be anything to see with 
a mini-van, not unless it was a giant fly…

 
25 February 1989
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IN THE BEGINNING 
THERE WAS THE KNIFE

Conversation with Bernd Lohaus

Ein wahres Gedicht ist an die 
Muse gerichtet

um zu verschleiern daß es an 
niemand gerichtet ist.

A real poem is addressed to the 
Muse to conceal that it’s addressed 
to nobody. (Gottfried Benn, 
 recited from memory by Lohaus)

In previous conversations with Bernd Lohaus (b. 1940), I was 
always struck by the contrast between the sobriety of his work 
(its ‘abatement’) and how well-read he is, his visual erudition 
and his fondness for anecdotes and stories. Today I am paying 
him a visit because I want to jot down some of his observations 
in his own words, so that outsiders can better understand how 
his work stems from a consistently sustained stylization and 
a quest for compact elegance.

First there is the matter and then there is the word. Or the 
knife. The knife is the decision, the line, the distinction, the 
standpoint. Night only came into being when there was light 
and the word. Before the advent of the knife, there was only 
a shapeless nothing. The architrave gives the nothing form. The 
nothing becomes an entry. The nothing becomes space.

In an earlier conversation, Lohaus had referred to an art-
work in Genoa which made a deep impression on him. It was 
a tympanum decorated with a stone relief depicting the roasting 
of Saint Laurence (Lorenzo). The grate on which the saint is 
lying is cut out of the stone so that you can look right through 
it. The form of the grate returns in the gridded pattern of the 
large doors underneath. I ask Lohaus if he had been struck by 
the similarity of these grids.
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bernd lohaus: Yes, of course. Both the doors and the tympa-
num are unheimlich schön, incredibly beautiful. They reach up. 
The grate is also a superb example of craftsmanship. Try cutting 
square holes in a stone! I know how to do it: first you drill a hole 
in the middle of where you want to create the opening, and 
then you take your chisel and cut in the direction of the drill 
hole, because the fragments need air to fly off.

Recently you told me something about Rembrandt’s ‘Saint Bart-
holomew’. That work is famous for the impasto technique, which 
is particularly striking in the saint’s furrowed brow. I suspect that’s 
why you feel so drawn to this work, but I’m not sure. You won’t 
be indifferent to the knife either. Or the co-existence of the knife 
and the furrows, as if Rembrandt had sculpted or carved the work.

lohaus: I have seen that work twice in the Getty Museum. The 
first thing that strikes me is that Rembrandt depicts the saint 
as an ordinary person, not at all as we imagine a saint. Dürer’s 
and Cranach’s saints look much holier. What interests me is the 
realization that Rembrandt must have been walking along the 
street when he suddenly thought, pointing to an ordinary man: 
he’s a saint. The second thing that strikes me is that Rembrandt 
cuts to the chase by placing a knife in the man’s hand. Clack! We 
know that the saint was skinned alive, but instead of depicting 
that scene or his attackers, Rembrandt places the knife in the 
saint’s hand. Timothy and Brutus conceal their knife in their 
garments. Here the knife is on show. That’s important.

What you find interesting is not so much the idea that Bartholomew 
was just a human being and that he himself might have been 
a persecutor, but that Rembrandt concentrated the whole story 
into a single image?

lohaus: Yes.

And that a knife also happens to feature in the image?

lohaus: Yes. Though it is more than a knife. The knife also 
stands for the threat to the persecutors which emanates from 
the saint. And that threat lies in his power with words. I don’t 
know what Bartholomew’s alleged crime was, but I suspect that 
he was killed because of a weapon he had other than the knife, 
i.e. the word. His word is like a knife. Yesterday I happened 
to see a documentary about Goebbels’ Nazi propaganda. No 
wonder people fell for it; what a rat-catcher!

Mackie Messer (Mack the Knife) hides his knife too: Doch 
das Messer sieht man nicht’ – ‘But the knife can’t be seen.’ Do 
you know the version in which Brecht sings that song himself? 
I’ve got it here on a record. He can’t sing, but so much the better 
because then you can listen to the words. It’s a brilliant demon-
stration of his theory about the disruption of the alienation effect.

Talking about knives. What do you think of this?

Lohaus shows me a cartoon of two pigs standing side by side 
at a butcher’s counter, an arm round each others’ shoulders, 
and declaring sweetly: ‘Wir möchten gern zusammen in eine 
Wurst’ – ‘We’d like to be together in a sausage.’ The artist starts 
laughing uncontrollably: ‘Zusammen in eine Wurst! What do 
you say to that!’

I savour this unique moment. I don’t know anyone else who 
would laugh so heartily at this joke. Personally it wouldn’t 
make me laugh like that, but because of Lohaus’ enthusiasm 
I see what lies behind the joke. (Often I understand the work 
of artists better once I know why they laugh at certain things. 
I give a mysterious example of this in De Ligusters op de Sag-
ittariuspromenade – The Privets on Sagittarius Promenade, an 
article about the work of Luc Deleu and T.O.P. office.) On the 
window ledge behind him are two biscuits baked together, which 
look as if they are kissing. They remind you of Brancusi’s The 
Kiss, whose entwined doubleness is echoed in the arm-in-arm 
piglets which would like to merge into a single form, one beam, 
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one stone as yet unloved by Ruckriem: one death, one earth, 
one gaping void, one sausage.

The chtonic archetypal form of the sausage lives on in the 
vicinity of the butcher’s or the sculptor’s knife. Every individual 
is a split sausage. Every I is a longing for a you, for a we, for an 
everything, but a nothing. In the prints we look at together, 
it doesn’t take me long to find double or symmetrical images: 
a stylized, symmetric, African mask reminiscent of the face of 
Antea in Parmigiano’s eponymous painting, a symmetric paddle 
from Oceania and a double chair by Gaudí.

lohaus: It is a piece of furniture for a conversation, not a dis-
cussion… I once saw a sarcophagus for two people. In Poiti-
ers or Cluny.

In ‘Vers une architecture’, Le Corbusier describes the Gothic ca-
thedral as a neurotic solution to a badly stated problem, because 
the result doesn’t provide a clearly legible volume. But to me gothic 
architecture seems to be very ‘functional’. Or not? I am asking 
because your admiration of Gaudí’s chair made me think of this. 
On the face of it, your work wouldn’t suggest an admiration of 
so-called organic architecture, but I can’t really see an antithesis. 
It’s always about functionality, a necessary form.

lohaus: Yes, true Gothic is pure architecture. In Jugendstil 
nothing is superfluous. And Gaudí’s chimneys draw better than 
modernist chimneys!

Which brings me to my next question. You knew Dalí personally, 
didn’t you? I know you called on him in Spain and buttonholed 
him in the street. You showed him your drawings. Did you like 
his work?

lohaus: I had seen wonderful drawings by him at Documen-
ta in 1964. So when Beuys sent me off to do some sketching, 
live a little and rest, I chose Dalí as my travel destination.

(I point to a framed drawing by Lohaus hanging on the wall 
behind him. The work consists of a sheet of paper attached to 
another larger sheet with a strip of brown adhesive tape. The 
strip of adhesive tape covers the entire top edge of the drawing 
and so is the same width. The drawing is suspended, held up 
only by the adhesive tape. Under the strip of tape is a second, 
slightly shorter strip of tape, which creates corbelling on the 
left and right. I tell Lohaus that I know he sees his bronze 
sculptures and these drawings as a form of architecture, but that 
I don’t fully understand or see how: I cannot really relate what 
I know about architecture – for example that it often implies 
a fascination with things both large and small – to his work.)

I would like to talk about architecture for a moment… about 
what that word means to you. When we last met, you told me 
that the cavity under one of your bronze sculptures reminded you 
of a partially floating building you had seen in San Francisco. In 
this drawing I recognize the same cavity, the same space that is 
created at the bottom by the heavy, beam-shaped attachment at 
the top, but I don’t think I am seeing everything.

lohaus: It’s all to do with the division of the sheet of paper 
and the proportions. The literal link with architecture is the 
architrave. Do you know how the ancient Greeks manoeuvred 
architrave blocks into position? First they rolled a beam up and 
over a heap of sand of course, but then they raised the architrave 
slightly on one side by placing a large sandbag on it on the 
other side, so that the end of the beam was suspended a couple 
of centimetres above the capital. Next they made a hole in the 
sandbag with a knife to let the sand out of the bag. And then it 
started. (He performs a slow dance swaying to and fro with his 
arms and upper body to show how the stone beam was gently 
manoeuvred into exactly the right position on the capital.)

Now I see the link between your drawings and your sculptures 
with heavy beams… Did you also use that sandbag technique?
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lohaus: No. But I do work with iron balls. I rest the beams 
on a ball so as to be able to move them gently and precisely. 
I left the ball in one work as part of the sculpture. I showed it 
in Liège in 1987.

The image of the sandbag also reminds me of the sausage and 
the knife.

lohaus: You’re right. It occurred to me, too, while I was telling 
you about it.

You also like architecture with small light openings high up in 
the space. For example, there’s a black and white photograph of 
the interior of a chapel by the architect Peter Zumthor hanging 
in your living room. You see a black hollow with an arch of light 
above, a light bridge, an architrave made of light.

lohaus: Yes. Le Corbusier also designed beautiful spaces like 
that. I think his best example of that is in Évreux. But Ronchamp 
is really beautiful too. In Andorra I once saw a Romanesque 
church with a very high, narrow window, divided right down 
the middle by a very fine column. Unheimlich fein…

(We are silent.)

lohaus: An important word in my work is ‘frech’. It means 
something like ‘osé’ – daring, but it goes further than that. 
Einstein famously stuck his tongue out. That’s also ‘frech’ in the 
sense of ‘cheeky’. I use the word in a slightly different way. You 
feel that what you want to do is daring, but you take another 
step, you try to step over your own shadow. Clack! Nicht? And 
then it comes: Pourquoi pas? Warum nicht? You feel this with 
Monet’s first haystacks and the first still life in the history of 
art in the Musée d’Unterlinden, painted in 1470. And the first 
flowerpiece, by Altdorfer, in the Pinakothek in Munich. You also 
feel it in Bouts’ Annunciation in the Getty. That red curtain, that 
red surface: unheimlich schön. On the left you have that small 

column which cuts the window vertically down the middle and 
counterbalances the red surface.

I find some works intoxicating. Ich kann mich dafür begeistern 
– They fill me with enthusiasm. Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass 
and Ezra Pound’s Cantos. Some odes give me a fantastic sense 
of fulfilment. Recently I gave the Cantos to a friend who also 
has cancer. The beginning of À l’Ombre des jeunes filles en fleures 
[Within A Budding Grove]! The train journey and the milk-
girl flushed by the glow of morning. Or the description of the 
clouds of dust on the road and the harmonizing colour of the 
ripe wheat! As a boy, I walked the 2,5 kilometres from school 
back home, along roads of sand-coloured loam and I saw clouds 
of dust just like that… Or that description of a Monet at the 
end of Le temps retrouvé [Time Regained]!

In romanticism the artist looks for ecstasy to forget himself. In 
an article about your work which you recommended to me, the 
author describes your work as creating an absence. You agree. Do 
you mean that in the sense of Marcel Broodthaers, whose work is 
filled with a deafening, lonely silence, or in the sense of an absence 
of anecdote or biography?

lohaus: Both. Not anecdote, not biography: pure being. The 
author of that article is an authority on the work of On Kawara.

Who creates the illusion of a biography?

lohaus: Yes, but in his boxes there is always a cutting from 
that day’s gazette. You don’t need to read it. You remember at 
a glance the atmosphere of a particular moment, of a particular 
era. My work retreats even further.

That’s exactly the way it comes across. Its generosity lies in not 
being clothed in reasons, in the way the naked form and the naked 
material offer themselves up. In fact, in that respect it leans more 
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towards Carl Andre, who combines a similar formal tautness with 
a love of materials and an involvement with the space.

lohaus: Yes, I think so too.

Donald Judd wrote of Giacometti that he was one of the first 
artists to make sculptures that activated the space around them.

lohaus: That is certainly true when it comes to Giacometti’s 
Cat. Viewed side-on, you see a trestle table. In profile all you see 
is the line of the tabletop. I don’t think our Judd was far wrong.

(We are silent.)

lohaus: How about we listen to Brecht now?

 
9 March 2006

SIX STAMENS
Conversation with Bernd Lohaus

My first visit to the workshop of Bernd Lohaus was with Ann 
Veronica Janssens and Walter Swennen in 1995. It was a mem-
orable day, interspersed with any number of unexpected oc-
currences. One of the things he showed us that day was the 
sculpture he had graduated with from the academy in Düsseldorf 
in the early 1960s. It consisted of two beams, neither longer 
than 60 cm, lying next to each other. Beuys had laid them on 
a table to display them. The first beam was actually one half 
of a diagonally cut beam. It had a wide base and a saddleback 
roof with a 90° angle. The second beam had a more pointed 
roof and was wider at one end than the other. The first beam 
was a ready-made. Lohaus had planed the second beam until 
it resembled the first beam.

‘My parents were disappointed when they saw the fruit of 
my years of studying,’ Lohaus recalled…

I remember how all three of us, Janssens, Swennen, Lohaus 
and I, stared in silence at the two beams, their artistic power 
commensurate with the disappointment of his parents.

The second time I visited Lohaus’ workshop was exactly a year 
ago, in the spring of 2006. Impressed by a magnificent sculpture 
of his which I had seen in a church in Leuven, I suggested that 
I make a film about him and organize an exhibition. And so 
it was that we found ourselves in his workshop endeavouring 
to make a sculpture with two pallets, a couple of boxes and 
a few beams.

A year has passed since then. One of the three pallets has 
already been turned into bronze. It is a splendid work with the 
silver-grey patina of weathered cedar wood. The second pallet 
is in the making. The third is still at the experimental stage.

Tuesday March 27th 2007. It is nine o’clock in the morning. 
Lohaus and I shuffle our way round a sort of office adjoining 
his workshop. Cardboard boxes, some assembled, some flat, 
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are everywhere, here and there a drawing or a poster hangs on 
the wall. On the mantelpiece are a couple of small sculptures. 
Lohaus makes coffee. I try and take a photograph of an amaryllis 
and of a small work I notice for the first time. It consists of two 
metal springs some 15 centimetres high and about 5 centimetres 
in diameter. One of the springs, the more robust of the two, 
is upright. The second spring is also upright, but sunk against 
its companion, its head half buried in his breast. The room is 
dimly lit. The stemless amaryllis, which is resting on the brim 
of a low glass, lights up in the semi-darkness. Lohaus comes 
and stands next to me, holding two steaming cups of coffee.

‘Six stamens,’ he says. ‘Always six. Aren’t they piercing! And 
high up there, waiting longingly to be pollinated: the pistil. So 
beautiful… And they go on being beautiful.’ He takes a dried 
amaryllis between thumb and forefinger. ‘They go on being 
beautiful. Do you know what an amaryllis stem looks like?’

‘Yes, a thick stem.’
‘Just look how little of it remains! And it’s still beautiful!’
I look at the downy, velvety surface of the dried-up flowers 

spread all round the workshop. Lohaus paints flowers using 
watercolours. There is always a watercolour on his drawing table, 
finished or unfinished. Until that day, I had thought that the 
dried-up remains of his models were still there because Lohaus 
was too lazy to clear them away. Now I see how beautiful they 
can be if you look properly. It reminds me of a drooping, 2-metre-
long plant belonging to Kris Vanhemelrijck, which I know has 
been in his kitchen for the last ten years, mostly shrivelled, with 
just a few green leaves.

‘I would prefer it you didn’t take too many photographs,’ 
says Lohaus. ‘Yesterday I happened to meet a woman who said: 
“Oh, you are the bronze pallets man”, though they haven’t been 
shown yet. She had seen a photograph of them on your website.’

‘That isn’t a photograph of the bronze pallet,’ I say, ‘but of 
the wooden original. That photograph has been there for a year.’

‘Yes, I know that photograph,’ says Lohaus. ‘It helped me 
make the work. But I’d rather you didn’t publish any photographs 

before the work is finished. As long as I am still playing with the 
cubes, I would prefer those photographs to remain between us…

Did I ever tell you that my father tried to teach me to count 
with cubes? He would put one cube in front of my nose and 
I would say: ‘one’. The same with two and three. But with the 
fourth cube I always said: ‘five’. That made him really angry. 
One day I threw one of the cubes in his face, witnessed by the 
whole family. It was a story they told over and over again. They 
thought it was pretty brave for a three-year-old. That was in 1943, 
before anti-authoritarian parenting of course.’

‘Perhaps you would have preferred to play with the cubes 
with your father, instead of learning to count?’

‘That could well be. Luc Deleu said the same once.’
‘I’ve never seen this sculpture before,’ I say, pointing to the 

two iron springs.
‘That’s right’, says Lohaus, ‘it’s something I made as a student’. 

I found it in a box last week. It was displayed at a ‘Rundgang’.’
‘What’s a ‘Rundgang’?’ I ask.
‘It’s what they call a ‘jury’ here in Belgium. The workshop was 

cleared out, the professor chose from the students’ works and put 
together a sort of presentation. So Beuys displayed this work.’

‘The lecturer chose the works?’
‘Yes. Once Beuys also laid my poems out on a table. He 

wanted to say: ‘Look, he’s a poet too.’’
‘It is clearly a work of yours,’ I say. ‘It consists of two similar 

forms which like to be close to each other. It’s nice to see how 
an oeuvre always seems to return to its origins.’

‘Yes’, he smiles. ‘Like a spiral.’
‘Like a spring?’
‘Yes.’
‘And how did Beuys display that spring sculpture? Were there 

other works on show?’
‘Yes, the whole wall was covered. Sometimes he would add 

one of this own works. That’s how he showed the Fat Chair for 
the first time, hanging from the classroom door. The idea behind 
the ‘Rundgang’ was for the lecturer to justify to his colleagues 
why he had a student in his class. He had to defend his choice. 
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I thought it was a good system, because some students were not 
very good at talking about their work.’

‘You, for example.’
‘Yes, I always talked incoherently.’
‘Or so you thought then.’
‘Yes, that was the impression I had. I still have, for that matter.’
‘And your father was a lawyer. He could explain it well, 

I imagine.’
‘Yes… He was a very lucid man…’
‘Which might also explain the admiration of your sisters 

when you got angry with your father?’
‘Well, yes, everything was very clear to him. While, for all his 

clarity, he got things wrong occasionally of course.’
‘Is that the reason you were drawn to Beuys, because he 

radiated real authority?’
‘Perhaps. But Beuys could also be very authoritarian. When 

he didn’t like a drawing, he would just tear it up. And if we 
protested, he made notes on it or improved it. His greatest 
quality was that he could tolerate a whole mix of budding 
artists with different talents. In one corner of the workshop 
you had Immendorf, in another corner Palermo and in the 
middle Ruthenbeck made his first Ash Heap. Then there was 
also a dangerous Dutchman who played with knives. I made 
things like the Coudrages, the two springs you have just seen, 
and those two triangular beams behind you.’

Behind me I recognized the two triangular beams of Lohaus’ 
graduation piece. They were just lying on the ground, half hid-
den by a pile of cardboard boxes. Only a real authority would 
have noticed them.

‘Your desk is also supported by triangular beams,’ I say.
‘Yes, because it floods here sometimes. The beams come from 

orange boxes which I dismantled.’
We now leave the office and enter a large workshop, lit with 

newly replaced dormer windows. We go and sit in two folding 
chairs with linen seats and look at a work in the making: a large 
cardboard box folded flat, resting on a wooden pallet. The surface 
of the folded box corresponds more or less to that of the pallet, 

as if the forms had been made for each other. On our side, the 
fold in the cardboard is deep and dark.

‘A sort of amaryllis,’ I say, ‘waiting to be pollinated.’
‘Yes, there is something feminine about it by comparison 

with the robustness of the pallet.’
I walk round the sculpture. On the other side, the folded 

but slightly raised cardboard box slopes beautifully, the front 
right-hand corner being at the lowest point and the back left-
hand corner at the highest, like a gently cavorting kite. This 
slope recalls the sculpture in Middelheimpark and the sloping 
surfaces of sculptures like Eupen.

‘Anny doesn’t like that truncated corner,’ says Lohaus pointing.
‘I think this sculpture is more beautiful than our first attempt, 

when we laid a large block of wood on the pallet,’ I say. ‘I found 
that work too theatrical.’

‘Yes, that is now this sculpture,’ Lohaus tells me. He tips 
an upright pallet into a flat position and places a short beam 
diagonally on top, a quarter of it overhanging the edge of the 
pallet. The beam is slightly too thick to be a beam of a pallet. 
(In actual fact, there are no beams in a pallet.) But it is slender 
enough to give the impression that it could have been a part 
of it. The work is like the birth of a beam from a pallet. It 
looks as if it has been deposited there by chance. I think it’s 
a magnificent sculpture. Something of the apparent simplicity 
and power of Lohaus’ work has to do with the fact that it can 
be completely imperceptible and then put together with two 
movements of the hand.

The three pallets will go on show in Stella Lohaus’ gallery 
in September.

‘Won’t it be difficult to position these works?’, I ask.
‘Probably not,’ Lohaus replies. ‘They can all stand in a row. 

It’ll work OK.’

After that we pay a visit to a warehouse in another part of the 
city, where I see scores of old works, including upright pallets 
supporting unprepared canvases featuring painted or drawn 
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marks. And works made of ropes. And flat stones. And then 
the most famous works, with the azobé wood beams.

‘Look’, he says. ‘I put this work together yesterday for the 
first time.’

The sculpture he is pointing to consists of three beams. The 
longest beam is lying right in front of us, vertically. Resting 
on the far end, on the right side, is a second, horizontal beam, 
like the load-bearing beam of gallows. A third beam is resting 
vertically in the gusset of both beams. That third beam is a few 
centimetres lower and a few millimetres too short to be level 
with the toes of the first beam.

‘This sculpture is called Beersel’, says Lohaus. ‘I made it spe-
cially for the dark space in the Herman Teirlinckhuis. That was 
about a year ago. I was walking round among the beams at the 
company which sells this wood, trying to find the right pieces to 
make a sculpture. I put the sculpture together there and then, in 
my head. And yesterday I put it together physically for the first 
time. That’s why the beams are still lying on blocks, so that I can 
make any adjustments using a pallet truck. I’m pleased with it, 
but I would like to see if the shortest beam can’t be tilted to hide 
that notch. What do you think, can you handle a pallet truck?’

 
1 April 2007

A LUMP OF REALITY
Conversation with Peter Buggenhout

The sculptures of Peter Buggenhout (b. 1963) tell us about reality 
in the same way that trees, coral reefs and clouds do: by being 
part of it. They do this in a slightly different way because they 
have been made by someone. They are not representations, but 
hand-made objects, which in an analogous manner apprise us 
of reality: poetic artefacts released by their maker, absolute, 
solitary, but given to us.

In the first half of the last century, Viktor Shklovsky described 
artworks as ‘textural objects added to reality’. The viewer is 
bewildered. He or she sees, feels and thinks things evoked by 
the object, but those things never seem to clearly demarcated. 
Our brain falters, because it cannot drape a legible image over 
the texture to normalize it for us and thus hide it, giving us the 
impression of standing face to face with a thing that shows itself.

I point to two forms floating on the surface of a sculpture, 
which resemble the soles of gigantic shoes, but clearly are not.

peter buggenhout: Those shoes came from a carnival pup-
pet, which I crushed. Sometimes it’s good to keep just a hint 
of a recognizable element, like the cap of a lemonade bottle, 
a cigarette end or a toothpick so that as the onlooker walks 
round the sculpture, for a brief moment he or she can experience 
a kind of homecoming in the autonomy of the image. At first 
the sculpture doesn’t want anything to do with you, but then 
you suddenly recognize the form of a shoe. You think you’ve 
sussed it, but then it turns out not to be a real shoe and again 
the image escapes you. That’s how things are in real life, too: 
we walk from point to point, we think our life is coherent, but 
then it proves to be shapeless.

I want to create things which we don’t understand, which 
you can’t hold, name or identify to make yourself feel safe and 
secure. The intention is not to faze people, but the reverse: to have 
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them experience safety in unpredictability, inconceivability and 
complexity by confronting them with sculptures which are not 
representations or symbols, but analogies in which the winding 
roads of reality are repeated in parallel. I experience the world 
around me as a seemingly shapeless collage, an accumulation or 
enumeration, but I don’t feel threatened by it, it doesn’t strike 
me as terrible, it’s just the way the world is.

If you look at the façade of a building, for example, you see 
that a signboard once hung there, that the windows have been 
replaced, that a plastic roof gutter has been added, etc. Useless 
pieces of reptile have also been left behind in our body and our 
nerve tracts don’t run straight down, but twist. The world has 
been put together piecemeal, in fits and starts without a precon-
ceived, predictable plan. It’s the same with a conversation. You 
say something, I say something, then you say something else 
and we go on until the conversation comes to an end without 
our having a coherent picture of what was actually discussed. 
What we are left with is the feeling that it was a pleasant or 
unpleasant conversation…

incorporated into a gigantic scrapheap

buggenhout: In sculptural terms, this means that I love to 
be incorporated into a larger sculptural entity. The sculptures 
I showed in Israel recently measured 9 × 9 × 4,4 and 6 × 6 × 3 me-
tres… In a documentary, I once saw the artist Ad Visser at 
work on a giant scrapheap and that struck me as being the 
ultimate kick! It put me in mind of Pirsig, who in Zen and the 
Art of Motorcycle Maintenance draws a distinction between the 
mechanic who arranges his tools beautifully and inspects the 
engine from the outside and the mechanic who almost seems 
to drown in pleasure. As a student I learned a lot from Herman 
Note, a philosophy lecturer at Sint-Lucas Ghent, who spent the 
best part of a year talking to us about the paradisiacal situation, 
which stops as soon as you become aware of it. My work still 
always revolves around the desire to forget and be swallowed 
up into something larger. This is also something I recognized 

in Jean-Hubert Martin’s exhibition Altäre, which showed how 
altars in Asia and Africa go on growing as they are covered with 
feathers, loam, offerings, sprinkled or splashed with blood, and 
so on, until it looks as if the voodoo priests are sitting ‘in’ their 
altar, as if in a shrine of which they are part. They don’t stand 
outside it, like a detached Petrarch looking down on the land-
scape below from the vantage point of Mont Ventoux.

You started off as a painter.

buggenhout: Until 1990 I painted oils which I sprinkled 
partially or all over with pigments and then fixed. I wanted to 
pull out all the stops and make paintings in the spirit of the 
informal painters of the 1950s who were autonomous, but I was 
unable to escape the symbolic dimension of painting. I spent the 
years 1990 to 1995 looking for other forms and that’s how I start-
ed making sculptures with cow stomachs and horse intestines. 
What fascinated me about this was the idea that our internal 
organs determine our outward form. I turned that round and 
pulled the stomachs and intestines over objects and assemblages 
to arrive at new forms. I would pad them out here and there. 
Even then I was looking for forms you cannot attach a name to 
or memorize, but without any of this making me uneasy. What’s 
the difference between that and, for example, the moment we 
plunge into the indescribable world of love-making?

But if you look at the way the light touches my sculptures, you 
see that I am still a painter. I have the light falter. In my drawings 
I change this around. There I want the light to penetrate, as if 
the eye is going inside. And I am also looking for indescribable 
forms which I try to achieve by making blueprints which I then 
wash off. Most of the drawings consist of some fifteen layers, 
so you can’t see which layer was the first. It reminds me of the 
way a beach is formed by the advancing and receding waves: 
the sand always shows both the present state of the beach and 
its history. With my drawings and sculptures it is just the same: 
I don’t know what it will look like in the end, but I do know 
that I want to make things which are rather than things which 
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are about something and I know what I have to do to execute 
them. In the case of the drawings, it was important for example 
to avoid yellowed paper and a black drawing, because you are 
then stuck with the idea of a drawing. Hence the purple gleam 
you see here and there, designed to make the whole thing colder.

You now scatter dust as you used to strew pigment.

buggenhout: Yes. At the end of the day, my work is very 
coherent. The form hasn’t changed much, but the content is 
sharper. Patricia De Martelaere wrote a nice book about that. 
When you are young and sincere, you want to make new, dif-
ferent things, but all kinds of roundabout routes invariably lead 
you back to yourself. You need that roundabout route to con-
tinue the authentic and not get bogged down in reductions or 
clichés. The road you travel can never be logical. It is like when 
you want to knock a nail into a wall, but don’t have a hammer, 
so any object will serve the purpose. Conrad says the same in 
Heart of Darkness: our survival instinct makes us efficient. The 
logic comes later.

 
6 March 2009

ON SPONTANEOUS SELF-
COMBUSTION AND 

OTHER URGENT ISSUES
Nocturne in E-flat major about Carole Vanderlinden’s drawings

It happened in the unsightly village of A, where large, old trees 
still stand, despite our nation’s obsession with tree-felling. That 
one freezing, pitch-black night I had a dream which contained 
the following images and words, though perhaps not in exactly 
the same order. Just before the dream I woke up and went and 
stood at the window. It was a night of oracles when, hunted by 
indiscernible beasts of prey, agitated, dark-coloured birds flew 
from branch to branch. A train loaded with steel thundered 
past, shaking the house for a whole minute. I drank a glass of 
water and eventually went back to bed.

Who should appear in my dream but Auguste Rodin, occasion-
ally stroking his beard. He looked tired but contented. Not in 
the mood for talking, he sipped his glass of wine and observed 
the almost black fluttering in the night. I reminded him of his 
conversation with Paul Gsell who had confided in him during 
a walk that he thought swans lacked intelligence. ‘Yes,’ Rodin had 
replied, laughing, ‘but they have the intelligence of the line, and 
that is enough!’ Rodin looked away from the night and spoke 
to me: ‘Most people think Gothic art is so splendid because it 
was inspired by religion; as if contemporary art owed its ugliness 
to a lack of piety…’ He was silent for a moment. ‘I don’t give 
credence to the doctrine that an idea can enhance an artwork; 
rather I think that the idea is enriched by the power derived 
from the exertion, the physical work. Viewed individually all 
ideas are poor.’

Sitting next to Rodin was Louis-Ferdinand Céline, also enveloped 
by the night. He wasn’t drinking. ‘Ideas! The encyclopaedias 
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are full of them! But new forms! That’s where the shoe pinches! 
A new style! A new kind of musicality! Like the train that has 
just gone past! The house rattled like a skeleton! Straight to the 
emotion! No pussyfooting around! Even if you do have to shave 
a little off, of course, and break a stick so that it looks straight 
when it’s in the water. You can’t do it without work, Auguste 
is right about that.’

‘Nobody worked harder than Manet,’ Zola continued. ‘His 
strength was that he was not afraid to allow paintings to exist 
even if parts of them were imperfect because he had worked 
on them for too long. He also had the courage to leave things 
unfinished, or decided not to paint them at all, like the black 
cat in Olympia, a flat area, a black patch which he needed there.’

‘A work of art is an artefact, a texture, a newly-made thing that 
is added to reality in such a way that we feel it is new,’ said 
Viktor Chklovsky. ‘Ethnologists think that literature stems from 
local practices, but actually the opposite is true, as Céline says. 
A signboard has to fall to the ground upside down for us to be 
able to read it correctly.’ (He emptied a glass of vodka.) ‘How did 
Dido manage to become queen by means of the cowhide ruse 
if everyone was aware of that practice? The work of art comes 
from the unfamiliar or it doesn’t come at all.’ Céline nodded. 
Chklovsky filled another glass.

Silence fell. I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t find the 
words. Then all four of them looked at me. ‘You are not an 
artist. You are not a writer. But you would like to add something 
meaningful to the work of an artist who you believe makes very 
good paintings. Isn’t that right?’ asked Rodin. ‘Do you feel that 
the form of her work strengthens the idea of it?’

‘I think that the form has become the idea,’ I said. ‘There is no 
idea outside form any more, unless it is the idea of art… And 
if you asked me what art is today, then I would describe it as 

a person claiming the right to be who he or she is, how he or 
she is, wherever he or she is.’ ‘

The idea of freedom, you mean?’, asked Zola. ‘Just as Jacques-
Émile Blanche remarked long after my death that the bouquet 
in Olympia is a contrived bouquet, one you couldn’t buy any-
where. A collection of bright spots which Manet needed in that 
particular place! First he opposed what I said – I, who saved 
Manet from street urchins when they were pelting him with 
stones –, first he looked down on me, but later he repeated my 
argument of the flat cat!’ He slapped his thigh with his right 
hand. Enfin soit, the freedom to paint bouquets, which you can’t 
buy anywhere. I understand that freedom.’

‘This artist’s drawings are very different from her paintings,’ I said. 
‘Not because of their subject matter, theme or format, but simply 
because they are not painted with paint on canvas. That’s what 
I mean. Her paintings are made of paint and of painting, of 
long hours spent looking and fretting, of overpainting, erasing 
and trying again.

The drawings show the same forms and subjects, but they are 
different, more transparent. The themes are the same, as I have 
already said, and the subjects too: we see birds and flowers and 
crooked, constructivist compositions, those sort of things, but 
what typifies her paintings and drawings is that she has made 
them and no one else. That she explores the borders of what is 
possible in her world of thinking, of feeling and of acting, and 
in that way looks for the unfinished in a field she could master, 
but in so doing could also squeeze the life out of.’

The four men were silent. In the stillness of the night we heard 
only the fluttering of indiscernible fowls of the air and gurgling 
noises coming from Chklovsky, who was now drinking straight 
from the bottle. 

‘Is she true to her vision of nature?’, asked Rodin. ‘Is she true to 
herself?’, asked Zola. ‘Is she true to the emotion?’, asked Céline. 
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‘Is there anything else to drink?’, asked Chklovsky. ‘Fortunately 
I brought an extra bottle with me… As a child I wanted to be 
a train driver, but now I am a critic. And it is as Chekhov had 
one of his immortal heroes say: ‘They are all serious, they all 
have severe faces, they all talk about important things. They 
philosophize, and at the same time, the vast majority of us, 
ninety-nine out of a hundred, live like savages, fighting and 
cursing at the slightest opportunity, eating filthily, sleeping in 
the dirt, in stuffiness, with fleas, stinks, smells, moral filth, and 
so on… And it’s obvious that all our nice talk is only carried 
on to distract ourselves and others.’‘

He went on talking as he began polishing his boots. There 
was no stopping him now. ‘Why are so many family members 
murdered in literature?’, he asked. ‘And why is there so much 
philandering with mothers and sisters? The answer is clear. 
Because you cannot write a compelling story without sex and 
murder. The protagonist has to fall in love with someone or 
murder someone. But, of course, he must know that person. 
And who do we know, apart from family members? Almost 
nobody. Behold the writer’s material! It is limited. And it has 
little to do with depth psychology.’ He drank from his bottle 
in a long draught.

Outside the birds fluttered. 

Suddenly I heard myself saying: ‘What a brilliant solution of 
Sophocles to have his hero kill a stranger, who only later turns 
out to be his father. Or Camus’ solution. His hero is himself 
the stranger, and so can kill anyone.’ The four men nodded.

Then Zola spoke. ‘Don’t drink so much,’ he said to Chklovsky. 
‘I knew a train driver who ended up spontaneously self-com-
busting as a result of excessive drinking. I would advise you 
against such an end.’

‘People eat and drink themselves silly,’ said Céline, ‘and they fuck 
like animals. Who needs morals? The only thing that counts is 

work. I agree with Auguste about that. Only work counts. Work 
and the emotion it arouses. It is as Viktor says: we shouldn’t look 
deeper. A broken stick looks straight if you put it in the water. 
That is our work. To break the stick. Not easy, but doable. And 
then go right ahead, like the train in your garden. Stay on the 
rails and stop for nothing.’

‘I have thought a lot about Cézanne’, said Zola quietly, ‘and 
I now think that Pierre Loeb is right: the man painted the way 
he saw the mountains around him. Higgledy-piggledy and 
broken. Those rocks were in his blood, in his way of seeing.’

Chklovsky had screwed the top back onto his bottle and placed 
it on the ground behind him. 

‘True to nature!’, Rodin repeated. ‘If your artist is true to na-
ture, and if she learns to break the stick correctly, as Céline 
says, then she has done everything she can. Because she can’t 
do more than that.’

 
30 March 2013
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MON SEUL DÉSIR
Conversation about Carole Vanderlinden’s drawings

I was awakened by a tiny creaking noise. Next to me was a tall, 
lean man rolling a cigarette. It was Jack Palance who, having 
once again assumed the form of Phil Wire in the new Lucky 
Luke album, was now a coffin maker who cuts silhouettes in 
his spare time. I wanted to sit up but he pushed me back into 
the pillow with a gentle thrust of his thin left hand.

‘Someone once told me,’ he said with a low, soft voice, ‘that 
a painter’s oeuvre ultimately comes to resemble the artist, like 
an old married couple who’ve spent half a century together… 
It’s rumoured that my work looks quite simple, but is very 
complicated… I wonder what that says about me?’ He cleared 
his throat, put the freshly rolled cigarette to his mouth and 
struck a match. A spooky light flickered over his face. The tip 
of the cigarette glowed red.

‘I’ve read your texts about Carole’s work,’ he continued. ‘You 
wrote somewhere that her paintings have an immediate impact 
and are direct, compact, powerful and funny. It’s strange, but 
that’s also how I see her: direct, compact, powerful and funny. 
And your text is entitled Two feet in the sky and two on the floor. 
It couldn’t be more appropriate, because I view her the same 
way. There is something compact about her, something that’s 
everywhere at the same time. If I’m honest, I must admit that 
her work has made me more three-dimensional. It’s like I’m 
present at more points in space at the same time. I seem to 
have a top and a bottom, and even a front and a backside…’

He fell silent and took another drag on his cigarette. Then 
I saw that his hand was as thin as a sheet of paper, as thin as 
a silhouette.

‘You were a spectre,’ I said, ‘but now you have a body.’
‘Indeed,’ he said, ‘you could see it that way. I’ve gained a kind 

of density, a kind of presence…’
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‘So, you were together, you and Carole, in that nocturnal 
presentation of a medieval garden of delight. And what then? 
What happened?’

‘We looked at all the tapestries for at least an hour, even 
though she’d seen them many times before. How marvellously 
this swollen tent unfurls, solely made of yarn on a piece of flat 
cloth! There is a wonderful sense of space in the depiction, such 
as how the undulating form of the woman’s corset is shaped 
with different shades of red. The tent seems to be standing in 
front of a red tapestry decorated with hundreds of tiny details, 
all of which exist on the same plane. But above the tent we see 
two flying birds who use the same red background as a three-di-
mensional space.’

‘Mmm.’
‘Carole uses motifs from ancient art to shape a world without 

perspective, a world of endless enumerations that have not yet 
been summarised or reduced by mankind. A world in which 
man is still in his place, like a leaf on a tree.’

‘The world as a flat curiosity cabinet.’
‘Something like that. And she will take such a motif, an 

image of an animal or a plant, a zigzag motif or a sequence of 
coloured surfaces, and isolate it within a drawing. She will play 
with it, she will make it autonomous. And when she paints, she 
allows the motif to swell. She makes it stiffer and more stubborn. 
Opaque. More solid. She gives it the right to exist. She lends it 
a kind of gravitas, a presence.’

‘An inside, you mean?’
‘I wouldn’t dare say that.’
‘Yet it feels like that.’
I remained silent.
‘Yet it feels like that…’

 
6 July 2017

‘You mean that you no longer exist as an image but also 
as a thing…’

‘As a tangible thing, yes, but above all, as something that’s 
visible. I used to be invisible, I believe. I was transparent…’

‘I think I understand what you mean,’ I said. I tried to right 
myself, but with equal force he pushed me back down with his 
papery left hand. ‘So thin and so much power,’ I thought.

‘Tell me about Paris,’ he said.
‘Paris?’
‘You wrote somewhere that you spent a day with her in Paris. 

How did it go? What did you do there?’
‘I was just about to tell you,’ I said, ‘but you stopped me.’
‘I want you to stay flat.’
‘Alright. I understand. I mustn’t move.’
‘That’s what I meant. No movement. And stay flat.’
‘We visited the Museum of the Middle Ages, where we went 

to see The Lady with the Unicorn.’
‘Mon seul désir…’
‘It’s a beautiful painting… 
‘A painting?’
‘Of course! A window-object made of coloured titbits creat-

ing an illusion of space… It introduces us to a lady emerging 
from a tent, framed by two supple panels that are held open 
by a pair of rearing animals, a lion and a unicorn. Taking into 
account the morphology of their legs, one can state they are 
kneeling. With upright horn and tail, the unicorn pledges his 
eternal devotion. The tent is folded open, as is the lady’s dress. 
And reminiscent of a Chinese painting, her gaping right-hand 
sleeve forms a chaste tunnel.’

‘There are also two dogs, a fluffy dog and a greyhound: the 
so-called symbols of lust and marital fidelity.’

‘I once asked a leading art historian, who does not believe 
in fixed symbols in medieval painting, if he could explain this 
contradiction to me. Without hesitation, he responded that 
he didn’t see an opposition between lust and marital fidelity.’
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THE SPECTATOR 
DOESN’T DO SHIT

Conversation about an exhibition by Walter Swennen

Swennen (b. 1946) prefers to talk about painting and paint-
ings with other painters. He calls this ‘parler peinture’ (‘talking 
painting’). Other interlocutors annoy him, or at least that’s 
how it seems. Yet we’ve tried to speak on many occasions. The 
conversation below is the fruit of the most recent attempt. 
The new trick was not to sit down, but to interview Swennen 
standing in front of his paintings, on the eve of an exhibition 
opening. My laptop balanced on my left arm.

Before I speak about Swennen’s work, I would like to say 
something about the artist himself. Paralysed by a shyness so 
excruciating that it resembles pride, Swennen still dreams of 
finally being understood. That’s why a fifth of his sentences 
end with the question: ‘You understand?’ Perhaps I notice this 
more than others because I suffer from the same problem, but 
also because I’ve spent thousands of hours in conversation with 
him, primarily talking about himself, his work and his vision of 
things. Ultimately, I think I already understand much of what 
he wants to tell me, but at the same time I don’t try to ‘com-
prehend’ everything. I keep asking questions, convinced that 
the truth will constantly evade my insight. It’s funny, actually. 
We’ve been doing this for over twenty years and we still haven’t 
finished the conversation. Do you understand?

In painting, you might distinguish between two approaches 
(not because they correspond to a reality, but because they allow 
us to think about this activity): either you work as a strategist, or 
as a tactician. The strategist commences with an idea or a fixed 
image; he understands his goal but never discovers anything 
new. He will forever be a copyist of images and never make 
a painting. The tactician, on the other hand, acknowledges 
that a painting must break free in order to exist. When it gains 
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the upper hand and leads the artist somewhere that he or she 
doesn’t want to go, it comes into being. There are derailments; 
unforeseen things happen to lines, colours and textures and the 
artist is forced to react. The paint is drying. What can we do? 
When faced with a sea of chaotic textures, how do we formulate 
an appropriate response? It necessitates an immediate decision, 
even if it means doing nothing.

In a video I published on YouTube, Swennen can be seen 
explaining the genesis of a now destroyed painting. He started 
from a clumsy drawing of a ship, which he’d found on a shop 
window. He’d taken some red paint and copied it onto a blue 
background. But then he wanted to get rid of something. He 
grabbed a rag, wrapped it around his finger, dipped it into white 
spirit and began to erase. The surplus fabric, set in motion by the 
intensity of the gesture, brushed against the canvas: an action 
that dragged transversal stripes or scratches across the newly 
made drawing. ‘Whenever you see something like this happen-
ing,’ says Swennen, ‘you realise that the painting is emerging. 
And in one and the same movement, you make sure that the 
underside of the rag leaves similar, unpremeditated traces in all 
the right places.’

This is what it’s all about. It’s not about images or ‘pure’ ideas. 
It involves a balancing act on the edge of the surface structure, 
at the point where it threatens to tip over into a dead image or 
representation, an illustration of an idea. We resist. The painting 
resists. We dream of never being recuperated and of rescuing the 
specific, the anecdotal – or perhaps even ourselves – through 
a changing form. One that, unlike language in all its variations, 
is not based on conventions but on an inherent shift, a coun-
terpoint, or a setback.

Swennen’s father sold and repaired commercial cooling sys-
tems. They were substantial units that were almost impossible to 
shift. Silent, stubborn monsters. (Rather like paintings, I think.) 
Only an ingenious tactician could install or repair them.

(‘When I was a child, my father explained that warmth and 
cold were the same thing. The back of a refrigerator is hot be-
cause cold is warmth having been pushed out. In the end, it’s 

all the same. I was proud of knowing such a fact. And it’s one 
I’ve never forgotten.’)

For reasons that need no explanation in this essay, Swennen 
was compelled to speak a new language at the age of five. Sud-
denly his parents only spoke French and the Dutch-speaking 
child was sent to a school where everyone spoke French. For 
a long time, Swennen didn’t understand the world around him 
and couldn’t make himself understood. I love these kinds of 
stories, simply because they conceal the fact that our mothers 
wouldn’t have understood us anyway. The parental living room 
was dominated by one image and a painting. The image was 
a photograph of a sister who had died before Swennen was born 
and the painting was executed by an uncle who was worshipped 
by Swennen’s mother. Ah, some mothers! They’re more attached 
to the children they’ve lost than to those that live! For they know 
that childbirth brings death into the world. They suffer from 
this awareness, which is why they sometimes prefer children 
who prematurely succumb to their fate.

And thus began the uninterrupted war against controlling im-
ages (and static words) by developing paintings. (What interests 
us here is not the so-called science of the soul, but our marvellous 
ability to contend with reality through images, paintings, words, 
theories, attitudes and actions.)

Pointing to a painting that contains a reproduction of a badly 
drawn woman carrying a jug, Swennen says: ‘Il s’appelle La cruche’. 
(‘Cruche’ means both ‘an unattractive woman’ and ‘jug’.) He likes 
to make words collide. In his universe, words bump up against 
each other, embrace one other, they slip through one another. They 
leave marks on their respective surfaces, they create new words. 
(Kotsbleu!) ‘sick-and-tired blue’, is a portmanteau of the Dutch 
word ‘kotsbeu’, meaning ‘being fed up with something’ and the 
French ‘bleu’, which also means ‘naïve’. By disrupting the words, 
Swennen makes the living room more pneumatic. The black bile 
dissolves. It’s no easy task, because the words resist. They need to 
be taken by surprise. You have to crack them open, peel them, 
pierce them, grind them, unmask them. And the sisters of the 
words – the images – must also be distorted. Otherwise they lie, 
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weigh us down and stifle us with boredom. We have to make 
them collide with the surface texture, the paint, the colours, the 
support, the format and the requirements of the painting.

conversation

walter swennen: (Pointing to the painting TIM.) I used 
sauce on this painting.

Sauce?

swennen: Filthy white spirit, which I’d used to clean brushes. 
I mixed it with dust from the vacuum cleaner and applied it to 
the painting with a scrubbing brush. For what’s a broom if not 
a large paintbrush? It’s like when you sand the kitchen floor. 
You sand a little bit harder and faster over the dirty bits: your 
movements accelerate. Here and there, dirt is trapped in the top 
layer of paint. The result is reminiscent of expensive wallpaper. 
Several of the paintings in this show were executed on canvases 
that someone gave me. The previous owner had covered them 
with paper collages. I used the existing ‘preparation’ to create 
different substrates. To do this, I had to make the pasted paper 
layer totally unrecognisable. I love the way the uneven surface 
makes the painting vibrate.

Could I describe the unevenness as a kind of accident? In the sense 
of ‘an unpredictable event’?

swennen: Yes.

At the level of the image – if you will permit me to momentarily 
divorce the image from the painting – this work reminds me of 
a projection. It’s as if the word ‘Time’, which we see in the foreground, 
casts a shadow that creates the second word. But the shadow is white, 
thereby giving rise to an image that’s inverted, that is comical.

swennen: Yes, that’s how it happened. I made a sketch of the 
word ‘Time’ and then projected it using an episcope.

And the white borders around the letters… Is that intended to 
create a sense of relief or is it more to evoke the illusion of snow?

swennen: The white has to create relief.

And at the top left you needed a corner to close the painting?

swennen: Yes. I love the movement from bottom-right to 
top-left, where it’s brought to a standstill. By the way, that’s the 
corner in which I started the painting… The horizontal marks 
didn’t come from the scrubbing brush. They’re drips. After I’d 
finished scrubbing, I placed the painting on its side and allowed 
the white spirit to dissolve channels in the paint.

Beautiful little aeroplane. Système D. The work of a tactician.

swennen: Yes, there was no pre-existing strategy. It was beautiful 
to see the convergence of the two parts. The aeroplane and the 
plinth had been around a long time. But they gradually began 
to approach one another until, quite suddenly, they started to 
form a sculpture.

(We stand in front of the painting with the heraldic lion.)

This painting was created and closed by the same action. First 
you painted a lion, probably by enlarging an existing image and 
enriching it with a wonderful texture and fresh colours. But then 
you knock this beautiful image back by adding the red and white 
rectangles.

swennen: That’s right.

The fabulous and funny thing is that you have approached the 
red and white rectangles at the top as though heraldic elements, 
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while at the bottom they remind one of the thin coloured stripes 
with which you ‘close’ your paintings by adding them at a border. 
Moreover, the additional elements seem to float across the image 
of the lion, thereby creating a sense of depth. Not depth in the 
Renaissance sense, but in relation to the space of the painting, 
which we might call the ‘pictorial space’.

swennen: Yes.

Did you draw the lion yourself?

swennen: Yes. It’s based on heraldic figures but is entirely 
fictional. Red and white are heraldic colours but also typical 
colours for road signs. At the time, I was shocked by the right-
wing politician who had all traffic signs repainted in the ‘Flemish’ 
colours of black and yellow. The combination of black and yel-
low creates a symbol, while red and white form a conventional 
sign. But this is totally unrelated to the painting and more an 
explanation of the colour choices. Heraldic lions have an elegant 
and undulating form. They are usually very sympathetic.

You often talk about sympathy. To you it’s a bridge between people 
who live in a world that is plagued by the fundamental inade-
quacy of language.

swennen: It is.

The heraldic lion is related to the royal figure with a cigarette, 
who seems to have been lifted from a playing card. They are styl-
ised, traditional and popular figures that are redolent of power. 
Broodthaers wrote that he collected the eagle figures in Düsseldorf 
in order to ‘detach the image from its ideological content’.

swennen: Yes, that’s obvious. I think this is why I like to rid-
icule images of lions.

swennen: The editor-in-chief of the magazine L’Art Mémé paid 
me a visit yesterday. Whenever I tried to talk about paintings, 
she spoke about images. I tried to explain the difference, with-
out success. You know the kind of people. You say it takes time 
to make a painting and she translates that into ‘the painting 
questions temporality’.

The painter tries to work in the place where two incompat-
ible things meet: the image (the drawing, the representation) 
and the painting. It’s an impossible task: either a painting veers 
towards the image or more towards the materials. The painter 
tries to keep the painting in balance at the point where the two 
things intersect.

Ages ago, I read the analytical philosophers because I wanted 
to understand their thinking about art. Their views diverge on 
everything except this one point: the artwork is separable from 
the support; they see it as two different things. This reminded me 
of Sartre, who claimed that the painting is imaginary: it doesn’t 
exist unless it is perceived. In their view, it means you can peel 
away the image of a painting without inflicting the slightest bit 
of damage; it’s as though the essence of the painting resides in the 
image. To put it even more bluntly, it boils down to the fact that 
they view the image and the painting as one and the same thing.

I’ve since realised that there’s no salvation to be found in the 
philosophers, or at least not in the field of painting. They’re 
like Kant with his theory of existence: they acknowledge that 
something exists, but they immediately use it to formulate 
concepts. In his book L’être et l’essence, Étienne Gilson writes 
that Kant’s notion of existence resembles a desolate mountain 
river that, newly emerged from the spring, is channelled into 
the philosophers’ pipes and ducts.

In another book, Peinture et réalité, a questionable yet remark-
able book on painting, Gilson is the first to distinguish between 
the artistic and aesthetic ‘esse’ (being) of a painting, which have 
different origins. He therefore offers an escape from the aporia that 
states a painting ceases to exist when it is not observed. The artistic 
essence of the artwork, says Gilson, arises from its cause, namely the 
artist. This quality stems from the fact that the object in question 
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is created by an artist. It’s aesthetic essence, on the other hand, is 
a distinct feature – one that issues from the spectator’s gaze. To 
my mind, it’s an unambiguous distinction and therefore useful. 
It prevents you from having to trace a painting back to how it is 
perceived by the viewer i.e. as an image. It precludes such absurd 
statements as ‘the painting is made by the viewer’.

Philosophers don’t want to know how paintings are made, 
which is a problem. They’re not interested in anything that doesn’t 
belong to the order of the image. (Annoyed.) You know, philos-
ophers still don’t understand who actually makes the painting: 
the viewer or the artist. Well, there’s one thing that I know for 
certain: whoever makes the painting is responsible for every square 
centimetre. On this count, the viewer doesn’t do shit. I know 
that I’ve created these things, but that’s all I’m sure of… Oh well, 
perhaps I’m not making myself clear enough. But I noted down 
a line from Aristotle somewhere: ‘If Heraclitus said that, it means 
that he did not understand what he wanted to say’. Beautiful!

(We move to a different painting.)

swennen: This painting is called Scrumble. It’s named after 
‘oil scrumble’, a type of grey paint that is sold in pots. It’s used 
to imitate the texture of wood. It’s perfect for this because it’s 
robust and doesn’t stiffen too quickly, which means it’s easy to 
manipulate. But the name is also quite special. I painted the 
ground layer in semi-darkness. This way, I could discern my 
movements without being distracted by the colours. It was 
like dancing.

(In what follows, I have chosen to translate the French word 
‘fond ’’ into ‘ground layer’.)

In ‘Autoportrait en pirate’, a painting based on one of your child-
hood drawings, the painting’s ground layer shimmers to the surface 
at the point where the light hits the pirate’s hair. The same thing 
happens in the folds of Captain Caras’s jacket, in the painting 
reproduced on the cover of the publication ‘Le Cow-boy’.

swennen: Yes, except it’s not Captain Caras but Captain Det-
zler. It’s the bad guy…

(We’re standing in front of a painting depicting a drawing of 
a woman carrying a jug. A white spot forms a counterpoint to 
the female figure).

swennen: This painting is called La cruche (The unattractive 
woman / The jar).

Because the female figure is so badly drawn? It’s the drawing that 
makes her ugly?

swennen: Yes. The painting is based on one that used to hang 
in my mother-in-law’s bedroom. In the old days, the petit 
bourgeois decorated their bedrooms with paintings that were 
somewhat daring.

The white spot was applied with a broad wallpaper brush.

swennen: Yes. It’s gesso.

In order to make the drawing of the woman recede, you applied 
what would normally be used as a preparatory layer in a painting 
(gesso) to the foreground?

swennen: Yes.

Is this another recycled painting? It contains the same irregularities 
as ‘TIM’.

swennen: Yes. It’s full of repaired accidents.

And the sides of the painting?

swennen: I’m still pondering them.



298 299

I thought you always painted them.

swennen: No. I think the sides of La cruche are fine. You can 
see what lies beneath the surface layer… I don’t have anything 
against painters who leave the sides of their paintings unfinished, 
but then it has to be a conscious decision. I suspect that painters 
who don’t value the edges of their paintings are convinced that 
they only possess a front, that they’re just images.

A few years ago, I once gave a kind of lesson to painters who 
had all trained as cartoonists. The edge of a painting is not the 
same as the frame in a comic strip. The drawings in the latter 
are surrounded by a virtual world. A character’s arm might 
extend beyond the frame of the illustration. After a few days, 
they started to work differently. No longer were they making 
cut-off images within a larger depiction.

My ideal is for a painting to contain the entire universe. Titian 
said: ‘Nothing can escape from the canvas’.

It’s something that I learned from the painter Malcolm Mor-
ley. In his hyper-realistic paintings, the image rarely covers the 
entire canvas. It’s often surrounded by a frame of white paint, if 
I remember rightly. So you can never say that the image coincides 
with the surface of the painting. They are not projections of a real-
ity beyond the painting, they are portraits of images. I remember 
a painting for which he’d placed an accordion-shaped series of 
postcards on a table, which he painted in a hyper-realistic way, 
like a still life. It was never a mere reproduction of a fragment 
of reality that he’d once witnessed. He disliked being seen as 
a pioneer of hyperrealism. But it’s even more complicated than 
that…. Being an Englishman, I also think he’s a bit perverse…

This painting is called Le congé annuel de H.T. It’s based on 
an image you once gave me, which I projected in a crooked way 
so as to elongate it and create a slight distortion. The painting 
looks dirty because I washed it with white spirit. After working 
in oil paint, I let the canvas dry for two days. Then I poured 
white spirit over it, which dissolved the uppermost layer, and 
I spread the fluid across the painting. The red colour of the 
ground layer was created by ‘washing’ the red figures.

This treatment of the image is reminiscent of Malcolm Morley. The 
straight edge that severs the depiction of the sun is 10 centimetres 
from the edge of the canvas.

swennen: Yes. The sun is truncated by a frame that runs virtually 
across the entire surface of the painting… They’re sympathetic 
guys, right?

You don’t imitate reflections by adding white but by leaving the 
ground layer exposed, as in ‘Autoportrait en pirate’ and ‘Captain 
Detzler’.

swennen: Yes.

Although it’s used differently, the same form suggests the eyes and 
mouth in ‘Spook (Petit fantôme)’. Consequently, the ghost seems 
incredibly transparent or semi-absent.

swennen: That painting is based on a row of cut-out ghosts 
that also had holes for eyes and mouths.

The painting’s ground layer is beautiful. The black scratches in 
the green evoke a nocturnal image, further weakening the ghostly 
apparition.

swennen: The ground layer is painted with a silver-white that 
I mixed with green fluorescent paint from a spray can. I hope 
that the green will retain its power. I subsequently worked the 
ground layer with the same scrubbing brush that I used for TIM. 
There were still traces of black paint on the bristles, which were 
then transferred to the ground layer of Spook.

There are also areas where white shines through.

swennen: Yes, those are the places that I went over again with 
the scrubbing brush. Like when you want to sand a stain from 
the floor: you work even harder on it… The blue is cobalt green. 
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It’s a very expensive colour. You don’t get much coverage with 
zinc white. The effect is similar to chalk, the kind of Spanish 
white that’s used on shop windows. It’s a milky colour. I wanted 
to make an image with very few contrasts. Do you understand? 
So that it literally becomes a ghost.

At the same time, I made that painting over there, with the 
little man. I wanted to make a painting with an image that 
touched the edges.

As if it had worked its way loose from the painting? As if it were 
falling down?

swennen: Yes, placing an image without thinking about the 
composition. The man touches the edge of the painting with 
the tip of his foot.

I think he was painted at around the same time as the dancer, 
because their inaccurate silhouettes are very similar. I suspect they 
are blown-up versions of smaller figures, the shapes of which obey 
other visual laws.

swennen: That’s right. Both figures came from the same box. 
Originally, the male was just as small as the female dancer.

How did the painting with the dancer come about?

swennen: It’s a beautiful form, but I wouldn’t want to end up 
in the embrace of such a dancer. Her arms are badly drawn. The 
treatment of the image amounts to an attempt to completely 
blacken the silhouette. To do that, I had to hold her still with 
one finger. But she escaped and I left her like that.

Your sister is a dancer. Was she on your mind when you made 
this painting?

swennen: No. But I did think about her when I made Scrumble. 
Painting in the semi-darkness was a form of dancing.

The reason I ask is because I know that your paintings often 
originate from anecdotes or things you’ve read. The anecdote is 
not presented as the ‘subject’ of a work but serves as a starting 
point. For example, I remember a painting in which you depicted 
a coal bucket next to the number 51. You used to tell me that your 
mother sometimes locked you up in the cellar. This would have 
been sometime around 1951…

swennen: Yes. There’s another painting in which you can see 
the door of the cellar.

The work with the man in a sombrero?

swennen: Yes. The man comes from a child’s drawing that 
I discovered. It might have been done by Julie, my daughter… 
The door looks like the pair you see in Tintin in America. Chased 
by kidnappers, Tintin is confronted with two identical doors. 
All that distinguishes them are the overhead panels. One says 
‘Dungeon’ and the other reads ‘Keep’. Tintin outwits his ene-
mies by switching the signs. The bandits run into the dungeon 
and are trapped.

Are you sure? I remember you being fascinated by the oubliette 
during a visit to Beersel Castle. I don’t think your principal fear 
was of being locked up, but of being forgotten.

swennen: Mmm. That’s something we’ll have to check.

(We are now standing before the painting with the lion.)

I guess you felt lucky that the tip of the lion’s tail touched his back?

swennen: Yes.
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It’s an awkward drawing.

swennen: Yes. He’s from the same box as the crooked man 
and the dancer.

You tend to use images that aren’t well drawn. For example, 
I remember the drawing of a ship that you’d seen on a restaurant 
window. A bad drawing is actually destined to become a paint-
ing, because it tilts into a non-realistic space (which is the space 
of the drawing).

swennen: Yes.

You also painted the lion on a recovered canvas that was covered 
with paper.

swennen: Yes. I love the matte areas in the painting. It’s where 
the paint has been absorbed by the paper. The surface texture 
almost resembles dirt, the things that live below the surface.

The red was applied with a spray can.

swennen: Yes.

Here we read the word ‘EAST’. Although it appears to be mirror 
writing, you’ve actually mirrored each individual letter (rather 
than the whole word).

swennen: Yes.

The painting ‘West’ is made with a palette knife.

swennen: Yes.

Like the paint layer in the foreground of ‘Scrumble’?

swennen: Yes…. Scrumble derives its power from an autogenic 
composition. The painting gets ugly at the points where the 
coloured stripes cross each other. There are intersections where 
the paint mixes and becomes dirty. I covered the weakest spots 
with grey. Actually, what occurred there is the opposite of what 
happened in the pink painting. I think the latter is the best 
work in this exhibition. In that painting, I covered up all the 
brushstrokes that distinguished themselves from the background, 
in the sense that they looked like individual strokes. Where 
the strokes converged, I didn’t cover them up. In this way, the 
decisions were no longer mine.

It is a technique that makes it possible to paint ‘no matter what’?

swennen: Yes, the painting is made by what I have to cover 
and what I must leave exposed. It’s a bit like when you prepare 
a wall for hanging paintings: if there’s a damaged spot, apply 
some filler.

That’s why you used a palette knife?

swennen: Yes… All of the failed areas are covered.

And you cheat at the decisive moment?

swennen: Naturally.

You’ve painted some black discs in ‘Autoportrait en pirate’ that 
correspond to the location of the algae in the wood. The logic of the 
support breaks through the painting and translates into elements 
that seem to float in front of it.

swennen: Yes. The work is painted on a plank that I found on 
the street. The image is based on a watercolour painting that 
I made when I was ten. When I painted the black discs, I was 
thinking of the silhouettes that soldiers use for target practice. 
The kind that suddenly spring up in order to test the soldiers’ 



304 305

reflexes: they’re walking through a street when the enemy sud-
denly appears. They have to shoot him or her down in double 
quick time. I didn’t have any preconceived ideas about this, but 
the other two paintings became part of the triptych.

They were ground layers that you’d prepared?

swennen: Yes. They were paintings under construction, but 
they were so beautiful I preferred not to spoil them. I was de-
lighted to discover that, when joined, they had exactly the same 
length as Autoportrait.

Their dimensions played the same decisive role as the position of 
the algae?

swennen: Yes. I also thought that the ground layers were a bit 
too good to hide. I was saddled with them to a degree.

The black ‘spheres’ are related to the white spot that you painted 
over the pirate’s face.

swennen: Yes. I didn’t want the character to become a portrait 
of anyone.

A third element is the hilt: the yellow crescent that seems to protect 
the hand.

swennen: Yes. The yellow area was the last addition to the 
painting. It’s the final part. If I can count to three in a painting, 
it’s a success. If you can only count to two, the painting’s dead.

The yellow moon is also a self-portrait. All that’s missing is a na-
ked muse.

swennen: Yes.

The yellow of the sabre has the same function as the red and white 
rectangles in the painting of the heraldic lion.

swennen: Yes.

You need this in order to create the pictorial space as opposed to 
reproducing an actual space?

swennen: Yes. None of the Renaissance painters had an under-
standing of ‘actual’ depth. Uccello painted theatre sets. When 
he painted a rock, it was a theatrical rock. A fake rock.

Like Morley’s portraits of images?

swennen: Yes…. In the end, even the Tuscan landscape was 
constructed in the same way as a stage set. Perhaps Uccello’s paint-
ings are the result of this artificial structuring of the landscape…

Did your desire to make flat paintings prompt you to read Green-
berg?

swennen: No. I read him because I wanted to understand the 
reasons why he argued against depth…

I used to see your paintings as textures in which abstraction and 
figuration can meet through the absence of a perspectival space. 
Shapes and colours converge in another dimension: that of the 
painting.

swennen: I’ve always found this condemnation of illusion 
and depth regrettable. Even an unpainted canvas has depth. 
The great thing about painting is that you can choose whether 
or not you want to use that depth.

The only painting in this exhibition that deviates from this practice 
is the one with the mountains and the bison.
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swennen: Yes. I made that painting to prove to my wife that 
I can paint. The image is taken from a puzzle. I think the bison 
are very successful. (He points to the wide edge of the painting.) 
And here you also have a beautiful painting.

Looking at the painting side-on will reveal yet another abstract 
surface.

swennen: Yes. And at the same time, you get a toy box. The 
work is an illustration of De Kooning’s maxim that a painting 
must detach itself from the wall.

You wouldn’t have dared to make this painting if the support 
hadn’t been so thick.

swennen: Perhaps. And there’s also the fact that the size of the 
box corresponds to the dimensions of the original example… 
That’s another good reason… Paintings with deep side edges 
have been in fashion for several years. Nowadays, they even sell 
canvases with this kind of border. They call them ‘American’.

Have you ever used them?

swennen: No, I took ordinary canvases and added a few ex-
tra strips.

You cobbled them together? Système D?

swennen: Yes. Système D.

 
21 January 2007

LONG LIVE HOUSEWIVES !
Mini-conversation with Walter Swennen

walter swennen: I spent a good part of the summer brooding 
about the end of the art of painting until I heard that new cave 
paintings, which are 40,000 years old, had been found in Spain. 
Then I thought that if forty thousand years ago there were people 
looking at these paintings and asking each other how they had 
done them and where they had found that beautiful earth, this 
strange activity would continue so long as there are people on 
earth. Yet amazement that the world is not disintegrating stayed 
with me, until I had a second thought. What holds the earth 
together, I mused, is that there are housewives everywhere who 
go shopping every day. And then I did this painting.

 
August 2nd 2015
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ELEMENTARY ESCAPING
Brief conversation with Walter Swennen

Monday, 29 June 2017. Walter Swennen (b. 1946) has invited me 
to have a look at his most recent paintings, about to be shipped 
to the States for a show at Barbara Gladstone’s in September. 
I decide to go in with a camera. When I step into his studio, 
he starts to lay all the smaller paintings on the floor. I start 
filming them, one by one. To my surprise, fewer paintings rely 
upon a textural difference created with a painter’s knife (one of 
Swennen’s favorite tools). Again, I discover new textural inter-
ventions, sometimes obtained by pouring thick paint, sometimes 
by a comical, apparently clumsy use of a brush. Some textures 
are amazingly intricate, with an unreadable chronology. I know 
it’s no use talking about this, because Swennen will never admit 
having ‘done’ something, because this seems to imply that he 
is ‘planning’ his paintings. (It’s like trying to pinpoint a flea.) 
He always changes his stories. ‘If I tell people what happened, 
I have the impression to be lying,’ he says. One day he told 
me he never used white spirit. The next week I found a post 
it stuck to the door bell: ‘Back in five minutes. Gone to buy 
some white spirit.’

I have another go at it anyway.

How did you make these strange patches?

walter swennen: Well, as you know I didn’t decide anything. 
But having scraped away parts of the upper layer of paint, re-
vealing the layer underneath, I started to ‘fill in’ the gaps.

That’s what restorers of old paintings do these days: they fill the 
gaps with a kind of removable plaster and then imitate the oil 
paint with a thin layer of gouache… And what happened in this 
other painting?
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As we all know, Christ is at the same time God and man. To 
show us how we can cope with our mortality, the Christian God 
takes on the shape of a man, but all his life, Christ remains God.

swennen: That’s a fact.

Well, for centuries there have been violent debates about this 
double nature of Christ. Some factions sustained that he was 
purely human, others that he was solely God. It took several big 
conventions to decide the matter once and for all by declaring 
that Mary had been Theotokos: the One Who Gave Birth to God.

swennen: The council of Ephesus.

And all this was necessary, because some people always want to 
‘understand’ everything: they want to grasp the so-called true nature 
of Christ. Whilst the power of the image of Christ resides in its 
‘unknowability’: he is both at the same time, man and God, just 
as a painting can be an image and an object at the same time.

swennen: Hence Aristotle’s distinction between ‘being contrary’ 
and ‘being in contradiction’. Things can be contrary, whereas 
the words we use to describe them are in contradiction. I believe 
this contradiction springs from language, not from the things 
themselves.

We make a distinction between ‘form’ and ‘content’ to be able to 
think about a work of art. But such an approach is only justified 
if we keep in mind that in reality form and content do not exist 
as separate entities.

swennen: Freud, speaking of dreams, said that their form is 
part of their content.

So now about these yellow droplets… I know you’ll never admit to 
anything. But let’s kneel down and look at this painting carefully. 
I don’t think you used tape. I think you wiped some droplets away…

swennen: Accidently, I had obtained some streaks that looked 
quite expressive. To counter this, I repainted the streaks metic-
ulously with a very small brush, as did this French painter…

Hans Hartung.

swennen: Yes, that’s the guy. They think his paintings are 
‘gestural’, whereas they are the result of a meticulous applica-
tion of paint.

In this painting, the yellow droplets also suggest an expressive 
approach, until you notice that they suddenly stop… You must 
have wiped them away at the border of the painting.

swennen: No, I haven’t. I used tape.

Tape? In this painting? I don’t believe you.

swennen: Spinoza writes people do not realize how much the 
body can achieve ‘without the direction of the Mind’. ‘The very 
structure of the Body itself,’ he continues, ‘far surpasses anything 
made by human skill.’

That’s why, for him, all matter is soaked with godliness. A very 
bold image, of course, for God has no other address, He cannot 
be found somewhere else.

swennen: Indeed, the world is made of God like a table is 
made of wood.

Some people think a table can also exist without the wood, resting 
eternally in heaven, where it can be scrutinized and explained by 
intellectuals… This reminds me of a debate within Christianity 
that has been going on for centuries, namely the matter of the 
double nature of Christ.

swennen: Tell me all about it.
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(We both kneel down and look at the painting from a distance 
of three inches. Patrick Verelst, who has been listening to our 
conversation, loudly deplores the fact that he has no camera to 
register this act of devotion.)

swennen: I think you’re right. I must have wiped them away. 
But if I did, I wasn’t aware of it. My mind must have been 
wandering of…

You’re a cheat, Mr. Swennen.

swennen: I know, my dear Watson.

It’s Sancho, sir. Just call me Sancho.

 
1 July 2017

Postscript, Sunday 2 July 2017

After this conversation Patrick Verelst notices the painting Lulu 
(reproduced on page 341) has cracked. ‘Cracks are not really 
appreciated in New York,’ he says.

‘The painting is inviting you to restore the cracks with a small 
brush,’ I say, ‘please do so immediately, so I can film you.’

To my surprise, Swennen takes a small brush and starts filling 
the cracks. I rush to my camera and start filming the crack that 
is being filled. When I film, I always look next to the camera, 
to see what I will be filming next. Suddenly I realize that most 
of the work is happening on the palette. To my dismay I see 
how the hand that was filling the crack, faster than the eye, 
takes a painter’s knife and mixes some paint. When I swerve 
the camera to this scene, my other eye sees how the same hand 
has taken hold of a piece of tissue to wipe some paint from the 
canvas. When I swerve the camera to the canvas to film this, 
my free eye sees how Swennen crushes a dot of paint with his 
right thumb and when I try to film this, I see how this same 
thumb follows a crack to stuff it with paint…

In the end, I succeeded in filming almost nothing… We 
understand that the mind cannot steer these matters, for the 
hand moves faster than its shadow, obeying habits and rhythms 
that must be beyond any form of reason.
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A DIAMOND CUTTER 
WITH A SENSE 
OF HUMOUR
A few words on the watercolours  

of Damien De Lepeleire

I would like to say something about the watercolours of Damien 
De Lepeleire (b.1965) while taking as a departure point a famous 
fictional character who is anguished by an unfamiliar hotel 
room. (The first thing De Lepeleire does when he arrives in 
a hotel room is to move or remove the paintings.) At present, 
I’m sitting opposite the artist and leafing through some of the 
minuscule books that he has published in recent years. On each 
page, I find a date and the picture of the front cover of a book.

the copy

damien de lepeleire: I started painting watercolours while 
on holiday. Looking back at it now, I find it hard to believe that 
I spent fifteen years as a painter before discovering the freedom 
and economy of watercolour painting. All you need is a sheet 
of paper, a glass of water, a brush and some paint. You once 
remarked that a painter always needs to have fifty canvases in 
his studio in order to resist the tendency to overpaint his ex-
isting work. You don’t paint over a watercolour. The result has 
a great freshness.

The first subjects that I painted in watercolour were still lifes 
based on the beautiful pages and images from the books that, 
here and there, I used to pick up for a song. I published some 
of these watercolours in the book Too Good to be True.

I would occasionally come across books on Cézanne, Picasso 
or Matisse that were published during their lifetimes. Nobody 
buys these kinds of books anymore so they tend to be cheap. 
Either the writing is too old-fashioned or people feel that the 
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black-and-white reproductions are unreliable or misplaced. One 
day, I realised that most of these books had probably been read 
by the artists in question. Then I discovered phrases hidden 
away, such as: ‘the black-and-white images in this book were 
handpicked by Mr Matisse’. Suddenly, those books became 
much more precious to me than almost any of the colourful 
reference works you can buy nowadays.

No reproduction is perfect. That used to be common knowl-
edge. If you lived in England or Flanders and didn’t have enough 
money to travel, you would acquaint yourself with Michelan-
gelo’s work through engravings based on drawings by copyists. 
You knew that you were looking at a copy. We tend to forget 
that today.

One day, I started copying Picasso’s paintings, because it 
helped me to see what he had actually depicted. I suddenly saw, 
for example, that he’d made a painting of a woman holding a fish 
in the air with one finger. ‘So that’s possible too,’ I thought. It 
gave me greater freedom with regard to the so-called subject of 
my paintings.

At the same time, I immersed myself in the study of Chinese 
painting. In the Chinese tradition, the copy is not considered 
inferior. As Peter Swann points out, you did a painter the greatest 
honour by acknowledging that his work was indistinguishable 
from that of his master. All painters copied the work of the 
masters. Whoever had enough personality of his own would 
eventually become visible, despite the copy.

The Chinese painters, who were all philosophers, poets and 
calligraphers, approached the problem of the subject differently 
to their Western colleagues. They took a very early decision to 
depict life, such as landscapes. Everything is contained within 
the brushstroke and in the life that manifests itself in that brush-
stroke. I love their conviction that it is enough to draw another 
mountain. They have confidence in their subject, and do not 
grapple with the question of what it is they actually want to 
say. Through copying the robes of the emperors, on which you 
always find images of dragons with five fingers (which symbolise 
the emperor and his absolute power) and wonderful, beautifully 

stylised clouds, I came to regard these images as abstractions. 
In the West, we had to wait for Kandinsky to appreciate these 
kinds of images.

Every time my sister visits, she asks me why I don’t make 
beautiful paintings more often, such as the work hanging on 
the wall. (He points to a beautiful, mottled, red-orange canvas 
with undulating and unpainted horizontal stripes.) You call 
them open paintings. You have the impression that I often make 
closed and difficult works in order to demonstrate that I know 
all about painting. You think it strange, because I always look 
for generosity in the work of others. But there is no contradic-
tion. You can be generous by being vulnerable, by daring to fail.

You can never know whether a painting is open or closed. 
A few years ago, I happened to see some paintings by How-
ard Hodgkin in New York. I covered my eyes, that’s how bad 
I thought they were. But nowadays they are my favourite paint-
ings. The same goes for Derain. What beautiful paintings! You 
have to look at his black still lifes…

In 1990, you told me that Michel Frère found something 
valuable in every painting. You’d visited the Brussels Museum 
of Modern Arts together and had been struck by the fact that 
Michel knew all the paintings, could reel them off before you 
entered the room in question, stood in front of each canvas and 
pointed out a different detail each time, all of which he found 
fascinating. Sometimes it was the curve of a hand, at other 
times the effect of light, the choice of subject, the juxtaposition 
of two colours or even the width and varnish of the frame (as 
in the case of Permeke). Ever since you told me this story, I’ve 
tried to look at paintings differently and to wonder what each 
work has to offer me.

I love Derain and his so-called ‘failed’ career. In the beginning, 
he works with Vlaminck. They are both young, maintain an 
intense correspondence about painting and make vivid works. 
They are at the forefront of the avant-garde. Then they meet 
Matisse, who is eleven years older than Derain. In 1905, Matisse 
invites Derain to spend the summer with him in Collioure. They 
make beautiful paintings in the town. You sense that Derain 
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drives Matisse to become Matisse. Derain, however, continues 
in his quest and encounters Picasso. His paintings sell well. He 
drives beautiful cars. Colleagues, gallery owners and collectors 
believe him to be a master. Michel Frère told me that a Derain 
was more expensive than a Picasso in those days. In 1914, Derain 
goes to the front. After the war, it seems as though his paintings 
are out of step with the times. He loses interest in the avant-garde. 
During the Second World War, at the invitation of the Nazis, 
he makes a trip to Germany, where he visits the studio of Arno 
Breker, amongst others. He dies in 1954, maligned by everyone.

What fascinates me about this painter’s oeuvre is that it 
doesn’t follow a linear trajectory. It’s the same with Picabia. It’s 
encouraging to think that an artistic career might be convoluted 
and interrupted. We don’t know why Derain resumed painting 
in a more traditional style after the First World War, but I can 
imagine that he found the avant-garde wanting after such an 
experience. Maybe he just did what he thought was essential. In 
short, you could say that I love Derain because he didn’t keep 
making Derains. You have to be strong to withdraw from the 
expectations of the audience…

New forms do emerge in art, but they do not make the old forms 
superfluous.

de lepeleire: Painters always work in the dark. They don’t 
have any other choice but to explore the limits of the so-called 
‘ugly’. They cannot allow themselves to be held back by the 
fear of losing the appreciation of their contemporaries, even if 
it feels like self-sabotage.

habit

‘It is our noticing them that puts things in a room, and habit that 
takes them away again and clears a space for us.’ This sentence 
is from a story in which the narrator of À l’ombre des jeunes filles 
en fleurs (In the Shadow of Young Girls in Flower) describes how 
painful it is for him to stay in an unknown room, because all the 

objects are imposed upon him: the pendulum clock, the lofty 
ceiling, the bookcases and, in particular, the mirror that stands 
across one corner of the room. Habit has not yet obscured the 
presence of these furnishings. It seems as though the constant 
tick of the pendulum, the high ceiling, the reflections in the 
glass-fronted bookcases and, especially, the eyes in the mirror 
grate on his nerves and clash with his old self, which is slowly 
giving way to a new person, one who will feel content in the 
room that is no longer new.

‘The very nature of love,’ said Gerard Reve, ‘is that it gives 
itself into bondage’. Proust’s narrator cannot love. His fear of 
loss is so great that he cannot attach himself to anyone. That is 
why he attaches himself to beauty. On his way to the new and 
frightening hotel, he admires a blue blind and is intoxicated by 
the colour. He loses himself in the sunlight that lends a rosy flush 
to the cheeks of a peasant girl in the morning or casts a languid 
glow over the waxed oak of a train compartment.

The sunlight is ever present, yet it is always different. Watching 
the changing sunlight is an exercise in loss. It is a safe exercise, 
because the source is inexhaustible.

‘Afterward I gazed tirelessly at her large face,’ says the narra-
tor about his grandmother, ‘as clear in its outline as a beautiful 
cloud, glowing and serene, behind which I could discern the 
radiance of her tender love.’ The narrator’s beloveds only pos-
sess exteriors. Sometimes they are transparent. Of the interior 
he understands that it has nothing to do with the outside, is 
unknowable and can change at any time, as if each person were 
no more than a series of successive, short-lived figures that have 
little to do with each other.

It is said that Picasso claimed that Derain had never returned 
from the First World War. His experience of combat had changed 
him forever. You could say this about any experience, as Proust 
does, whereby adaptation to new circumstances amounts to 
a tiny bereavement, so that we are constantly gnawed at by 
death. Fortunately, writes Proust, because it accustoms us to 
the idea that we will disappear for good. Yet his entire oeuvre 
testifies to the fact that someone who is constantly alert and 



320 321

awake cannot get used to death. He can only work on it day 
and night, exhaust himself, fight for hours, weave nets, calculate, 
reason, formulate, encircle, enclose and yield.

‘A good book is something special, something unforeseeable’, 
writes Proust. While on the one hand we shelter our heads 
and nerves as much as possible from new impressions (long 
live the copy!), on the other hand we are looking for the new, 
the surprising and that which makes us astonished at ourselves 
because it wrests or wrenches old images and new feelings from 
us. (Existing forms help us to forget death, new forms teach 
us how to die.)

the mistake

Damien De Lepeleire makes watercolours of diamonds, amongst 
other things. All diamonds are copies. They have defined, invaria-
ble shapes and must be colourless or have a precisely defined hue. 
In this way, they are the opposite of the fanning forms and misty 
colours of a watercolour. At the same time, the watercolourist also 
tries to be as precise as possible. The watercolourist is a diamond 
cutter with a sense of humour. Every drop of paint that spreads 
like a cloud over the glistening wet paper is like a diamond with 
a colour flaw. The watercolourist celebrates making mistakes. 
He surrenders himself to the capricious nature of things, even 
though he still dreams of being able to steer them.

Painting in watercolours is like moving into a new room. You 
never know beforehand how high the ceiling will be or at which 
angle the mirror will stand. The paint tears you away from your 
old self. The paint also draws the painting away from its old form. 
The painting goes out and becomes someone else. Suddenly, 
we no longer see an image of a diamond, but an ordinary spot, 
a haze, a dancing coil, a flower, a Chinese dragon, an inexplicable 
motif, a painting that we have never seen before. In this way, it 
is the painting that tugs the painter along his path. Colour and 
shape take the lead. The ideas come afterwards.

A diamond is actually nothing. A piece of cut stone. Six 
months ago, I dined with ten or so diamond traders and their 

wives. They were cheerful about the strange and inexplicable 
fact that people kept on buying diamonds, despite the threat 
of a new war in Iraq. ‘They’ve probably found a way to eat dia-
monds,’ one of the wives said. They were dying from laughter. 
They were right. For who is foolish enough to buy diamonds? 
All of us, perhaps. Each in his own way. Just like Proust. Just 
like De Lepeleire, who draws private, unforeseeable, miracu-
lous, curved, funny and moving scenes from wet paper, which 
enchant us just as much as the everlasting and ever-changing 
cinema of the sun.

 
5 April 2003
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IT NEVER HURTS TO HAVE 
A GIACOMETTI AT HOME

Conversation with Damien De Lepeleire

De Lepeleire’s studio is currently located in a modest little house 
situated in the back of a garden in the Brussels municipality of 
Saint-Gilles, the district in which he grew up as the descendant 
of a French-speaking father from Ghent and an Italian mother 
with roots in Rome and Naples.

On the ground floor, next to the front door, stand the unsold 
works of the previous decades, as a breeding ground for the new 
work that is being created above. In the actual studio, which 
is suffused with light thanks to a window that spans the entire 
facade, we are introduced to an apparently random encoun-
ter between a host of different objects. These include African 
masks, beautiful, asymmetrically growing houseplants, magical 
sculptures by Michel Frère and Pascal Courcelles, and portraits 
of several personal heroes such as Maradona, Mohammed Ali, 
Mike Tyson and Bouli Lanners that have been clipped from 
magazines. Furthermore, we find watercolours, collages, cut-outs 
and oil paintings by De Lepeleire himself: hundreds of objects 
and images that reinforce each other.

Between these objects we also see ‘Pop Up Art’: cut-out images 
of Greek, Italian, African and Chinese sculptures, amongst other 
things. By cutting out reproductions of such sculptures, De Lep-
eleire seems to reinstate their original spatiality. As a group, 
they are reminiscent of André Breton’s Etruscan, African and 
Surrealist art collection, on display at the Getty Museum in 
Los Angeles, but also of Rodin, who painstakingly rebuilt an 
eighteenth-century castle in his garden in Meudon in order to 
better appreciate it, and also invited the art critic Paul Gsell to 
view his antique sculpture collection by lamplight. Hans Belting 
tells us in Das unsichtbare Meisterwerk ‘The Invisible Master-
piece’ that Paul Gauguin copied Manet’s Olympia in 1891. This 
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copy was acquired by Degas who kept it in his studio until his 
death. During a visit to the Antwerp Academy in the company 
of De Lepeleire, I was surprised at his enthusiasm about the 
presence of a plaster replica of one of Michelangelo’s Slaves. 
This ardour was aroused not so much by the copy itself, but by 
the fact that the students would encounter it on a daily basis.

Quite separately from this, we can also consider the pop 
ups as paintings. Damien De Lepeleire is first and foremost 
a painter. He would never have been able to make the pop ups 
if he hadn’t developed an exceptional talent for seeing depth 
where there is none. In this sense, the pop ups are variations 
of painting series such as Hooligans (1992), in which collages 
cut from porn magazines take the form of faces, or Femmes 
découpées (Cut-out Women) (1996), which are pornographic 
images from which De Lepeleire excised the female bodies using 
a Stanley knife. Likewise, De Lepeleire would never have been 
able to create the Chinese Landscapes series, in which two types 
of paint merge with each other, if he had not previously learned 
to appreciate the unpredictable nature of watercolour painting. 
Blocked by the closed world of the photograph, De Lepeleire 
intervenes with scissors or a knife. He cuts. The surface opens 
up and becomes depth, the object comes to life.

damien de lepeleire: It never hurts to have a Giacometti in 
the house. My pop up collection is also related to the idea that 
you don’t have to be rich to have a masterpiece at home. Matisse 
and Picasso both had a cast of a Michelangelo Slave in their 
studio. I have a Pre-Columbian masterpiece that stood on Peggy 
Guggenheim’s mantelpiece.

There is also a connection with your belief that perfect repro-
ductions don’t exist, by which you mean that any reproduction 
can be sufficiently suggestive: an engraving, a black-and-white 
photograph or even a photocopy.

de lepeleire: A French writer once said that he drew immense 
strength from a postcard of a work by Picasso. A painting appeals 

to the viewer because of its size, material, colours and image, 
whereas a reproduction denies the material aspects and strength-
ens the power of the image. Which is why I love black-and-white 
reproductions that are obviously not faithful depictions of the 
art object. To me, they seem truer and even more powerful than 
colour photographs. Moreover, reproductions of sculptures are 
always false because they only represent one viewpoint. But if 
you cut out photographs of African sculptures, they have great 
evocative power.

You have also become a collector.

de lepeleire: When I started cutting out reproductions of 
sculptures, I was certainly acquainted with Praxiteles and Phid-
ias, but not with Lysippus. Nor did I know the story of why 
Hercules kills a Centaur, for example. Christie’s recently sold 
an African mask that I adored for 350,000 dollars and another 
was depicted on the cover of an important book. Tracing, view-
ing, cutting out and collecting these images is a way of honing 
my vision. At the edge of the Forest Park in Brussels there is 
a beautiful statue of a seated boy, which I admired as an ado-
lescent. It wasn’t until I visited the Archaeological Museum in 
Naples a few years ago that I discovered it was a Roman copy 
of a Hermes sculpture attributed to Lysippus. Whenever I visit 
the park now, I’m always tempted to explain to passers-by that 
it is a copy of a 2,500-year-old Greek masterpiece.

Let me give you another example: in this beautiful catalogue 
you will find a double-page spread with thirty-two reproductions 
of Pende masks. It is an exceptional layout for a book of this 
kind. Yet it is very useful, because it helps you to appreciate 
the similarities and differences. If you know which mask is 
important to you, you can compare it with the others and learn 
to look better.

You inherited five Salampasu masks from your father, who lived 
in Africa.
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de lepeleire: My father remained in Congo after the coun-
try had gained independence. He rejected colonialism, but he 
brought ten masks. Of all his possessions, these are the only ones 
that I kept. We cannot collect African art without remembering 
that the Belgians, among others, plundered the African conti-
nent. We have lived beyond our means for years on the back 
of Africa’s immense resources. When you look at my sculpture 
History of Perspective, in which I placed three Pende masks of 
different sizes on the same line, you will understand that I’m 
interested in the theme of perspective, but also in African history 
and the political consequences of our historical and cultural 
amnesia, whether it concerns the Greeks, Africans or Maoris.

A few years ago, my friend George Nuku, a Maori artist, 
visited the Museum of Art and History in the Cinquantenaire 
Park to find out how five heads of his ancestors could be dis-
played in a respectful way… The Tervuren Museum has about 
500 Pende masks! You may think it scandalous, but it is also 
thanks to our academic curators that these artefacts have been 
preserved. The main issue is how our museums will evolve from 
colonial to ethnographic institutions.

You have recently drawn some maps of Africa.

de lepeleire: The idea of reproducing geographical maps is 
related to the Pop-Up collection. The first map that I copied 
was of China. Every pencil line suddenly acquired extraordinary 
importance, without this being visible to anyone who wasn’t 
familiar with Chinese geography. Every time I copy a map, I fo-
cus my gaze and can see the lie of the land with unprecedented 
clarity. Before I started this work, my geographical knowledge 
of Africa was relatively poor. I was shocked.

At the same time, it’s important to remember that it’s only 
a reproduction of reality and that a map is nothing more than 
a projection. We never stop making maps and plans. When we 
are abroad, there is always someone who will explain the way 
to the grocery store with the aid of a hand-drawn plan. The 
lack of accuracy is utterly charming, yet the person making 

the sketch is trying to depict an objective reality. The same is 
true of the way in which we look at African masks. In reality, 
there is no such thing as a Pende or Punu mask. What we have 
instead are infinite variations and cross-fertilisations that elude 
our ethnocentric classification systems. I do not want to make 
political statements through my work, however. I just want to 
show things anew and encourage people to ask questions. When 
it comes to subjects that I haven’t truly mastered, I always feel 
humbled. I learn a great deal by unravelling these questions 
and by being curious.

Christine Bluard, who works at the Royal Museum for Cen-
tral Africa, once confided that she isn’t very impressed with my 
collection of Punu masks. The external beauty of an African 
mask interests her far less than the story it tells. We must not 
forget that a mask worn by somebody is more than just a relic 
or an art object.

The same can be said of Chinese landscape paintings. We live, 
so to speak, in a world in which we share as much knowledge 
as possible, but few people realise that a Chinese painting gives 
form to a very different way of thinking about representation, 
the artist’s hand and the line. Crowded and graphically complex 
sections are alternated with areas that remain untouched, re-
sulting in compositions that look amazing to Western eyes. You 
can describe them as unstable or disharmonious, yet Chinese 
artists perceive a duality in everything. An object can be both 
black and white. A mountain in the mist can either disappear 
or appear. Tree trunks support branches and the branches bear 
leaves, but each individual leaf is just as important within the 
overall composition. Chinese painting originated from writing: 
poets and philosophers wrote with a brush. So it’s always about 
a conceptual landscape, even when it depicts a known view or 
a specific tree. The painter has seen the landscape, remembers it 
and paints it in a stylised way, while also trying to stay as close 
to nature as possible.

In a conversation with David Sylvester, Giacometti said that 
the Greeks made conceptual sculptures because they added 
volume to the heads. ‘If I don’t walk around a person,’ he says, 
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‘then I don’t see that a head has volume. When I stay in the same 
place, I don’t see any relief. My sculptures reveal how I see things. 
The Greeks are lying.’ In the same interview, he says that he sees 
everything as small. When he sees a man crossing the street, 
he sees a little man. When I read this, I thought my collection 
was just right, that it was very ‘Giacomettian’. Besides, the first 
sculpture that I cut out and propped up was Giacometti’s Cat.

And I’ve just thought of something else: I’m rescuing both 
sculptures and books. By cutting out and propping up the images 
of sculptures, I am bringing them back to life.

Would you like to say something about your most recent ‘Chinese 
Landscapes’?

de lepeleire: They are the result of my work with watercolour 
and ink. For a long time, I only painted in oils. I was principally 
interested in adding and subtracting matter, it was my passion. 
One day, however, I felt that a lack of agility was hindering my 
evolution. Working with watercolours unlocked a new sense 
of spontaneity, not only in terms of the subject, but also with 
regard to the materiality, in the sense that it’s impossible to undo 
a watercolour once it is finished. You are obliged to accept your 
limitations as a painter and surrender to the fact that the end 
result isn’t what you’d envisaged. For the same reason, this way of 
painting takes you to places that you could never have imagined.

I started working with oil paint again for my recent Chinese 
Landscapes, but in a different way. The paintings are executed on 
the canvas in three phases. Firstly, I mask the areas that I wish 
to leave white. Then I cover the canvas with a very thin layer 
of oil paint. Finally, in an act of magisterial desecration, I use 
a brush to apply an industrial lacquer that not only attacks the 
oil paint but dries much faster, and this is what determines the 
final form. The entire painting is made with liquid paint, wet-
on-wet. The drawing cannot be exact. It is produced gradually, 
because the paint continues to seep. It is a question of finding 
the right balance between the two liquids. Sometimes it works, 
sometimes it doesn’t.

How did you arrive at the exposed borders around the painted 
surface? They used to be pure white but you’ve recently started to 
colour them.

de lepeleire: I borrowed those edges from Paul Klee. It is a kind 
of graphic design, a device that allows for infinite repetition 
that I first saw with Klee, but which is also found in Chinese 
landscape paintings. These are the places that make it easier to 
get in and out of the painting.

In the interview ‘The Viewer Doesn’t Do Shit’, Walter Swennen 
explains that this is how Malcolm Morley shows that he isn’t 
painting a landscape, but a portrait of a picture postcard depicting 
a landscape.

de lepeleire: Morley is one of the painters whose work really 
energises me. Another important painter, for me, is Christopher 
Wool. I recently read something about his latest paintings: that 
he succeeded in liberating abstract expressionism from the con-
notation of the ‘über-artist’, who would freely express his most 
sublime emotions. In my Chinese Landscapes, the exposed borders 
indicate that it is not only about grand gestural paintings, but 
also about images of paintings.

Poussin, Corot and Cézanne wanted to discover what nature 
could teach them. But nature is often ugly and hard. When you 
paint a tree exactly as you find it in nature, then you make an 
ugly painting…

Because the paintings are created in just a few movements, 
I become the viewer of my own creation. Nothing could be 
further from the truth than the idea that I know better than the 
masters. I accept that I don’t understand everything. That’s why 
I’m constantly faced with new challenges. It’s extremely fascinat-
ing. I have rediscovered the felt-tip pen, for example, through my 
introduction to the drawings of Amélie De Brouwer, an artist 
who succeeds in transcending the anonymity of the medium 
and giving her drawings a recognisable signature. I started using 
felt pens like watercolours or inks: without wanting to retrace 
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my steps. It was ages before I succeeded. Until I took a canvas 
that was still wrapped in cellophane and I started drawing on it 
with a black marker. I suddenly saw that it was beautiful. And 
it was a beauty that I could never have foreseen… I learned to 
paint with ink by watching Xiao Xia while he was working. To 
think of all that came out of it! It’s not something that I could 
have ever predicted.

During a studio visit, Ann Veronica Janssens looked at one of 
my Henry Moore pop ups and told me how much she loved his 
work. She gave me permission to admit my love for this artist. 
Moore is one of my favourite artists, just like Anthony Caro, 
who started out as one of his assistants.

It’s about giving yourself permission. For a long time, I shared 
a studio with the painter Xavier Noiret-Thomé, a great icon-
oclast who mixes all kinds of techniques and raw materials. 
That gave me the courage to combine oil paint with lacquer 
paint in the most recent Chinese Landscapes. Another example 
is the creation of the Black Mythology series, in which I tried 
to use oil paint and canvas to imitate the effects I’d obtained 
in the ink and watercolour works made after black-and-white 
photographs of Renaissance bronzes. In the latter paintings, the 
light reflected by the bronze sculptures is imitated by leaving 
certain parts of the paper blank. But that didn’t work on canvas. 
Then I remembered my predilection for heavily materialised 
paintings, such as the works of Eugène Leroy and my friends 
Michel Frère and Pascal Courcelles, and I understood that if 
I worked with a very thick layer of oil paint, the paint would 
reflect the light in the same way as the bronze. The highlights in 
these paintings change throughout the day. I love the effect. It 
is a game with painting and sculpture, a visual joke that I enjoy. 
I do think that I should sell them with a feather duster though, 
so that the buyer can dust them from time to time.

One of the greatest influences on my work is Prince’s music 
from the late 1970s and early 1980s. I love art that references art, 
but I’m also extremely fond of artists such as Reiser, Vuillemin 
or Sempé. Many people have given me permission to do what 
I do. Bukowski, Cassavetes, Scorsese or Coppola: all artists 

who take risks with whatever they can. Jimi Hendrix and Miles 
Davis, but also Lucio Battisti or the French singer Christophe.

That brings us full circle to the beginning of the conversation: that 
it is good to have a Giacometti at home.

de lepeleire: For sure! Not forgetting that the people with 
a genuine interest in art have always been in the minority, and 
that numbers are not the point.

 
24 November 2010
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GRANDPA PISSHEAD 
EXPOSED WITH 

CAN OPENER
Conversation with Dennis Tyfus

The exhibition contains three new drawings by Dennis Tyfus 
(b. 1979) that range from large to enormous (one of the works 
was slid into the space on the diagonal and rests like a sloping 
surface against the farthest wall; it was the only way it could 
enter the gallery), approximately twenty animated films that can 
be viewed on monitors scattered throughout the space, and an 
entire series of gigs and performances by artists and bands (see 
www.dennistyfus.tk).

The danger when looking at beautiful things is that one will 
eventually become accustomed to them and, as a result, be de-
prived of a sense of wonder or awe. Fortunately, there are still 
people such as Tyfus, whose attitude to life and his work never 
ceases to reinforce the astonishment. Above all else, he falls into 
a category of artists that it is hard to write about without feeling 
that you’ve sold them short. This is because he is not engrossed 
in art, let alone the art world. Rather, he is endlessly preoccupied 
with the hundreds of beautiful and well-made things that he 
considers to be vitally important: music, drawing, magazines, 
posters, vinyl records, radio programmes, gigs and performances. 
Not as a narcissistic maniac who considers every homemade 
fart to be of global significance, and not as a mere spectator 
or collector: just as someone who is busy with these things as 
a colleague, bandmate, organiser, musician and draughtsman, 
as an admirer of Jef Geys’ Kempisch Dagblad, as a companion 
of the soft Guy Rombouts, as an ally of Ludo Mich, as a friend 
of John Olson or as someone who, if need be, calls upon the 
thrifty thoughts and artistic-technical skills of a fellow artist 
like Vaast Colson.
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a trail of litter

This is why Tyfus, like Panamarenko, for example, does not 
have an ‘artistic activity’ in the sense that he isn’t constantly 
wondering how he can make something that resembles art or 
could be considered as such by a hypothetical viewer, buyer, 
gallery owner or, heaven help us, a theorist. The result of this 
impressive and tireless activity is a stream of beautifully created 
images that meanders and spreads through the world like a trail 
of litter. An exhibition such as this is a tour de force, because it 
is about not imitating your own work and avoiding the trap of 
falling into a ‘presentation’ of the ‘real’ objects. This is the fourth 
time that Tyfus has succeeded in such a feat. For this exhibition, 
he has once again created work specifically for the occasion, yet 
it loses none of its power and authenticity.

Tyfus makes drawings with black Posca paint-markers on 
coloured backgrounds. In the past, this surface consisted of 
painted spots in various colours, but today we only see yellow 
or pink monochrome ground-layers. In 2004, I have described 
drawings by Tyfus in which pores, tears, beads of sweat, acne, 
stubble, pimples, lumps, veins and hairs appear as the pixels of 
a vibrating grid. An austere shift in form can be identified in 
the current works, which are now predominantly composed of 
non-identical narrow stripes. The drawings are usually smooth 
and shadowless, although a realistic bear’s head suddenly makes 
an appearance in one canvas – with shading around the eye 
sockets and under the muzzle – which makes it seem as though 
a grisly nightmare is penetrating the flimsy wall of a cartoon-like 
world. A contemporary drawing turns into the texture and at-
mosphere of a centuries-old engraving: the sleep of reason still 
produces monsters. We see how years of training have enabled 
him to create forms that are as ominous as they are liberating.

Tyfus has been drawing continuously since he was five years 
old. When I recently met his parents (dear people), his father 
told me that he would smuggle paper home from his job at the 
printing works so that his son would be able to keep on drawing.

motivations

The Stella Lohaus Gallery is one of the few galleries in Belgium 
with its own face. You don’t have to be a universal admirer of 
all of the artists represented in order to feel a deep sense of 
admiration for their mutual diversity, which is linked to the 
idiosyncratic choices of Stella Lohaus (who is known for never 
being influenced by anyone). Which is why I was curious to 
know what motivated her to work with Tyfus.

‘In 2002, I saw an invitation card for his solo exhibition 
in Luchtbal,’ she says, ‘and I was immediately fascinated. We 
were living in a cultural climate that was determined by news 
about a child murderer. Suddenly, I discovered someone who 
depicted children who were not innocent. I was already famil-
iar with the work of people like Yoshitomo Nara, but I found 
Dennis’ approach very refreshing. I looked him up and it clicked 
immediately.’

Why is this work called ‘Splendid Eye Torture’?

dennis tyfus: It’s the title of a skate film by Blockhead from 
1989, a film that is full of fluorescent colours and spinning spirals.

Another work is called Chewing Gum Balls Tree…

tyfus: It’s a song by Elly and Rikkert, two former cabaret 
hippies who have since turned into religious fanatics of sorts. 
They deny that the pink sticky balls in the tree of which they 
sing are the result of an LSD trip.

Are all the women in these works portraits of your friend Narelle?

tyfus: Yes.

They remind me a bit of the stocky women drawn by Robert 
Crumb. Was that the intention?
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tyfus: I don’t know Crumb’s work. I’m not interested in car-
toons or comic strips. He once drew a good record sleeve for 
Big Brother and the Holding Company, even if the record itself 
wasn’t up to much.

You wear a homemade badge with the inscription ‘Morning 
Yooghuurt’.

tyfus: Delicious, warm man-porridge.

Where does the word ‘Grandpa Pisshead’ come from?

tyfus: He’s a total pisshead who is propping up the bar and 
sulking because he can’t get another drink. It’s based on a bas-
ketball trainer I used to know. I gave that man so much grief, 
but then again, I was an unbearable kid.

What are you going to do in the coming months?

tyfus: I’m looking forward to releasing about forty records 
on my Ultra Eczema label. Among other things, music by 
space_cactus, who will be playing here in the exhibition. Other 
people will be joining us: John Olson and Wolf Eyes, Spencer 
Yeh and Chris Corsano, together with Orphan Fairytale. We’re 
going to sell tequila at the opening. I’ll pay the musicians out 
of the profits… Do you know what the problem is with apples? 
They all have a different taste. A Balisto, on the other hand, is 
always a Balisto. And it doesn’t give you stomach ache. Fruit 
and animals: they’re as bad as each other. I draw a lot of ani-
mals, but if an owl flew in here by accident, I’d immediately get 
Stella and Lore to shoo it outside. Wait, I’m going to fetch my 
Polaroid camera. Then we can take a picture of ourselves as an 
illustration for your text. I’m going to draw something on your 
forehead, but you mustn’t look in the mirror until this evening, 
after you’ve finished your lecture in Ghent…

11 May 2008
Dennis Tyfus, ‘Kalmte nu’ (2018)

Coloured pencil on paper
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MY KNEE’S PIERCED 
NEEDS

A meeting with Dennis Tyfus

I would like to begin this essay with a modest tribute to Menno 
Meewis (1954-2012), who after becoming director of Middelheim 
Museum in 1993 gradually annexed all the parks and other land 
round about. Keen to show me what he was planning to do with 
the newly acquired Nachtegalenpark, one day I found myself 
being driven through the park in a golf cart. Ignoring all the 
usual footpaths, he slalomed through the wood at speed like 
an accomplished skater, uphill, downhill, pitilessly flattening 
the occasional burgeoning plant and shrub that lay in his path. 
I would like to add that in her collaboration with Dennis Tyfus, 
Menno Meewis’ successor Sara Weyns (b. 1980) is continuing 
the work at Middelheim in her own way, but in the spirit of 
her predecessor.

Recently I met the young Canadian fashion designer Hold-
en St George who told me that he got into fashion through 
skateboarding. ‘Skating, queerness and fashion are three ways 
to energize space, he said. What he meant by that, I think, is 
that a skateboarder who doesn’t restrict himself to a designated 
skateboarding area can put to improper use all the objects he 
encounters in the public space. The skateboarder uses his own 
secret routes to get around (Michel de Certeau), just as the ruttish 
or persecuted male homosexual finds an alternative purpose for 
station halls and dimly-lit public gardens.

In a not dissimilar way, queerness and fashion show us that 
the world can be different and that we don’t have to submit 
despondently to the rules of know-alls, schoolmasters and mu-
seum directors. Innovative artists demand the right to do things 
differently and to be different. They regenerate art by not bow-
ing to the pressure of convention. And they do so, not because 

Danny Devos, ‘# 159 05.XI.2010
 RESIST ANYTHING - EXCEPT TEMPTATION’
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they want to regenerate art, but because they cannot or will not 
behave any other way. By claiming the right to deviate from the 
norm, they not only make room for themselves, but also for 
others. So their obstinate and contrary approach to ideas and 
forms also acquires a political dimension, because it shows that 
the world, or the way we see it, can be flexible. Artists create 
breathing space.

Tyfus also came to the art world through skateboarding. He 
couldn’t skate very well, but he was attracted to the skating 
culture. He told me this back in 2003, when I saw him at work 
for the first time in the unheated exhibition space of Lokaal 01, 
which Vaast Colson had put at his disposal. He was making 
a large-format drawing on a painted background. Up until 
then, I had only seen one artist draw with such precision. When 
several weeks later I heard that the Flemish Commission for 
Visual Art had informed Tyfus that they didn’t ‘regard his work 
as relevant to contemporary art’, I visited and interviewed the 
then 23-year-old artist. In an article published in NieuwZuid, 
I defended him and tried to explain to the ladies and gentlemen 
of the Commission that nobody can know whether a person’s 
work is relevant to contemporary art (because by definition it 
escapes the judgement of the so-called experts, who can only 
base their judgement on what has gone before), but that here we 
clearly had a fabulous draftsman who was taking a completely 
new approach. Today, 15 years on, a government institution has 
at last given the artist carte blanche to work freely. The result 
is impressive.

For the last 20 years, Tyfus has continuously visited and created 
spaces where he ‘does his thing’: for example, he has organized 
concerts and poetic events like the Bamba Night with Daniël 
the World-famous Botanist. At the invitation of Middelheim, 
he designed a concrete sculpture, which can also be used as an 
independently accessible, public meeting place.

tyfus: Sara Weyns had sounded me out on several occasions 
about possible contributions to group exhibitions. One of my 
proposals was a ballet performance at deSingel which would be 
called ‘Ballètjes in tomatensaus’ (Ballet pieces in tomato sauce). 
When she invited me to participate in the group exhibition ‘Ex-
perience Traps’, I asked the architects Fvww Architecten to help 
me design a concrete tiered seating bank concealing a lockable 
bar underneath. There is also a stage, lighting and electricity. 
The place is enclosed like a prison, but is accessible both from 
the museum and the road, so that it can serve as a sculpture 
and also as a concert space.

I have spent my life looking for places where I can do things. 
In 1996 I came across VogelVrijStad in Meistraat in Antwerp, 
a school broken into by squatters who organized events there. 
It made an impression on me, not least because of all the dif-
ferent kinds of people it attracted: anarchists, the homeless, 
poets, politicians, artists, punks… Concerts were organized in 
the cellar. All generations congregated at VogelVrijStad because 
there was no other venue in the city where you could listen to 
strange music and rub shoulders with like-minded people. There 
was de Sorm in Deurne and the Lintfabriek in Kontich, where 
good concerts were organized, but in the city itself there was 
only VogelVrijStad. It led in a roundabout way to the creation 
of Scheld’apen and after that I set up the venues Gunther, Stad-
slimiet and Pinkie Bowtie, first with Vaast Colson and later with 
Peter Fengler. Nowadays things are very different in Antwerp. 
Every day you can go and look at something in a place set up 
by artists, like Idris Sevenans’ Troebel Neyntje, ABC Kluphuis, 
Forbidden City, Pink House, etc.

A book has been published to accompany the exhibition. It 
was compiled by the artist Nico Dockx, who asked me a ques-
tion every day for a year. As a young man I heard people talk 
about Nico as a gifted skateboarder who lived in a neighbouring 
village. Later on we went our separate ways until I bumped into 
him last year en route to the baker’s and asked him if he would 
like to interview me for an upcoming solo show at Project 
Space 1646 in The Hague.
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I ask Nico Dockx (b. 1974) if he would like to tell us something 
about the exhibition.

nico dockx: The thing that really struck me – and I am not 
talking about the work itself, but about what it does to the 
surroundings and the public –, was the tremendous freshness, 
the tremendous energy it seemed to release. All kinds of people 
gathered around the book which you could fill with stamps: 
elderly men and women, children, but also Luc Tuymans and 
Anny De Decker who were stamping away enthusiastically. At 
the private view, lots of people behaved as if they were at a party. 
There was none of the customary stuffy, negative atmosphere. 
The works seemed to spark a dynamic energy. It was the same 
with the installation with the fluttering petrol station flags 
(The Pogo Never Stops): young and old were carried away with 
enthusiasm. I hope our book sparks the same dynamic energy 
among its readers.

Tyfus and I walk through the park without trying to fathom 
the deeper meaning of his oeuvre. Soundworks had been placed 
next to two sculptures which are part of Middelheim’s perma-
nent collection (including Rik Wouters’ Mad Maiden). They 
play soundtracks arranged in a loop: noise generated by Tyfus 
himself, reminiscent of shamanic rituals.

‘When I see sculptures, I hear sounds,’ he says. ‘Now everyone 
can hear them.’

The Pogo Never Stops installation consists of some ten col-
ourful, petrol station-type ‘tube men’ with drawn faces, which 
collapse, bend, kneel and then quickly straighten up again. In 
the press release, I read that they make the grassy expanse look 
like a festival site. Never having set eyes on a festival site, I can 
only see the installation as a new form of sculpture or presence 
in a sculpture park.

‘Every time I saw an inflatable skydancer pogoing at a filling 
station, I heard Burn Your House Down by Wolf Eyes,’ Tyfus tells 
me. ‘Here the music is made by the compressors.’

On a spot among the trees, we find three sculptures with 
realistic rubber heads, very well made, being bombarded with 
automatically launched tennis balls and forced to listen to 
Goa trance.

‘That is awful house music, danced to by people with dread-
locks who would go off to the woods to eat magic mushrooms. 
1990s hippie shit.’

In the Braem pavilion we find a magnificent, 20-metre-long, 
u-shaped table where the spectators can use 160 stamps to per-
sonalize a 160-page blank book. It is one of the most powerful 
sculptural responses to this magnificent pavilion I have ever seen.

‘I am always looking for ways to spread my drawings round 
the world,’ says Tyfus. ‘To start with, it was usually record cov-
ers. Later on, I came up with the No Choice Tattoos. This book 
of stamps is a new way of having my drawings travel and of 
turning them into something more tangible.’

On show at Pinkie Bowtie are crayon drawings by Tyfus. When 
he gave me a guided tour of the first instalment of this exhibition 
last year, it seems I was the first to notice that Tyfus had drawn 
volumes for the first time. ‘I was fed up with those flat drawings,’ 
he told me. ‘It came about when I was unwell and lying in bed. 
Someone had given me a box of crayons and suddenly there 
I was with a new sort of drawing.’

 
3 November 2018
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I DO THINGS
Conversation with Danny Devos

Danny Devos (b. 1959) is one of the most radical and consistent 
artists in our country. I don’t know him personally, but I did 
meet him a few times. He is alert and focused. The reason for 
our conversation is his 1980 performance at the International 
Cultural Centre (ICC) in Antwerp. In a recently published 
monography, he described this work as follows: ‘I placed my 
home-made ladders on the marble staircase and threw myself 
down it, from top to bottom, six times.’ I asked him about the 
materials he had used to make the ladders and whether they had 
crashed down with him, or if they had broken his fall.

danny devos: No. The ladders were part of my graduation 
project at the Academy in Ghent. They were made from different 
materials. One was crafted from branches held together with 
plaster of Paris, another had been cut out of fabric and so on. 
I’d exhibited those ladders on the marble staircase, but I think 
I removed them for the performance. It was probably the last 
day of the exhibition. You could check it out on YouTube, where 
there’s a video of the performance. (I did as he suggested: the 
video is called DDV – Trapfilmpje [remix]; there are no ladders 
in the clip.) Those ladders, that was just filling. The perfor-
mance consisted of me throwing myself down the stairs from 
a crouching position, repeated six times.

You were twenty-one.

devos: Yes, it was in September, so I was just turning twen-
ty-one. It was my 38th performance. I only ‘officially’ started 
doing performances in 1979, but I’d been performing since 1976. 
I did similar things back then, such as carrying a rock for a long 
time, I still have a recording of the work, yet had no idea that 
performances or actions even existed. At the Sint-Lukas  Institute, 
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contemporary art history stopped in 1945. In 1976, it was im-
possible for a seventeen-year-old to find out about people like 
Chris Burden. But I went to school in Brussels and lived in 
Vilvoorde. And I started doing things in the evening and at 
night. I didn’t find out about the Vienna actionists, such as 
Rudolf Schwarzkogler and Gina Pane, until much later, via the 
Baronian Gallery in Brussels.

Why do you mention Vilvoorde?

devos: In Machelen, a district of Vilvoorde, they bulldozed an 
entire neighbourhood to build the junction between the E19 
and the E40. My grandparents lived in the district. There was 
one other house next to theirs and then a dead end, where the 
viaduct was built. On the other side of the street was a 10-me-
tre-deep pit. Later, to reduce the noise, the authorities built 
a 3-metre-high metal wall across the street. That became my 
grandparents’ view for the rest of their lives. The industry in 
Vilvoorde started to decline. The airport wasn’t far away. It was 
an extremely oppressive environment, but also very exciting. To 
witness the building of such a junction is a once in a lifetime 
event. Belgium’s run out of space for such things. But I’m not 
a socially engaged artist. I just think from within my surround-
ings and I do things. What these things mean, others have to 
decide. It’s the same with those ladders. When is something 
a ladder? When it looks like a ladder? Or do you have to be 
able to actually climb it?

Did this make you feel that there was no room left for common 
people?

devos: Yes… At the same time, they were demolishing the 
Quartier Nord in Brussels, where I went to school. And I shut-
tled back and forth between the two places. It really did feel as 
though there was No Future. I was into Punk and New Wave at 
the time. During my first year at the Academy, I used fibreboards 
to build an installation that people could walk through. Only 

when they were in the middle did they realise that they were 
standing on top of me.

1 June 2012
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WHEN THE FLUTTERING 
ANUS BURIES THE 

STRUGGLING CLASSES
Conversation with Kati Heck

 
At Break of Day

To rage and ramble
In the Greek tragedies
The actors wore masks
Because they didn’t really exist

Not the struggles of the heroes
Did they enact, and their inevitable downfall
But their wondrous birth
From the world of speechless  animals.

Dr J.S. Stroop, The Birth of Reason from the 
Spirit of Escaping Intestinal Gas

 
What is special about your paintings is that you have arrived 
almost out of necessity at a very recognizable, personal pictorial 
space because you paint realistic portraits on almost untreated 
canvas with very thin layers of oil-paint, as if using pastels. You 
rub miniscule amounts of oil-paint into the absorbent canvas, 
layer upon layer, until you are exhausted. Out of respect for your 
friends whom you depict, you strive for a degree of perfection that is 
so difficult to achieve that at a certain point, when you are totally 
spent, you have to give up and finish the figures in a schematic way.

kati heck (b. 1979): True.

Yet you are actually an artist who creates and comments on a world 
that is all your own, a world that takes shape in your paintings but 
also in woodcuts, drawings, coloured-in photographs, sculptures 
and crazy theatrical scenes with self-made props. The form of your 
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the painting also featured a giant, unattached finger supported by 
two cartwheels and pointed upwards like the barrel of a cannon. 
In the ‘Sniffing the visitor’ painting, there are also several fingers 
separated from a hand… But first the beguiling mobile: does it 
represent something?

heck: You’re right in thinking it refers to the state or to judicial 
authorities, but first and foremost it is a mirror of the triptych. 
The right-hand panel is depicted on the left of the mobile, 
the left-hand panel on the right. The green coins refer to the 
banknotes in the panel on the left, where you also see the rich 
people having fun with Andrew Webb’s ‘Aristocratic Hairline 
Machine’. The brown coin refers to the wages of the proletarians 
in the right-hand panel. The central panel features the young 
prostitutes. All those things refer to Otto Dix’ ‘Großstadt-Trip-
tych’ [Metropolis Triptych]. Together the left and the right-hand 
panels are called ‘Flotte Finger fangen Fische’ [Nifty fingers 
catch fish]. The central panel is called ‘Jucken tut’s meist an der 
Wurzel’ [It usually itches at the root].

In the left-hand panel the rich person is sitting on an orange cush-
ion. In the panel on the right, at more or less the same height, are 
several orange smudges, which are pretty well the only uncontrolled 
elements in the painting. Are those smudges there to balance the 
painting as a whole?

heck: No. The orange comes out of small, very expensive tubes. 
150 euros a tube, I think. I never use it, because orange doesn’t 
work for me. It always goes wrong. At a certain point I squeezed 
the tube empty onto my face and it landed on the canvas.

The bulging trousers of the worker lugging the huge pickle on his 
shoulder is reminiscent of Malevitsj.

heck: The day I did it was the birthday of the futurists and 
I thought: ‘I’ll give him futuristic trousers’.

paintings is unique, but it is subordinate to a poetic world that 
also exists outside those paintings.

heck: That’s right. Painting as such doesn’t interest me. Suddenly 
a painting becomes interesting because all kinds of people have 
lofty things to say about it, for example if you suggest that I paint 
sausages because I need a brown section in the foreground. I like 
painting sausages because then I can work with broad sweeps 
of the arm. Even when I was studying, I wasn’t interested in 
paint. In fact, I still paint with tubes I bought when I first 
became a student… Of course I have mastered the techniques, 
not because of an interest in painting, but just because I need 
those techniques to serve my subject…

This morning we went to see your exhibition at Stella Lohaus. The 
first thing that struck me when I entered the gallery was the mag-
nificent clarity of the paintings: the economy with which compact, 
enigmatic images are poised in front of the neutral background 
of the bare canvas. There are three paintings on show, including 
a triptych. You started work on the central panel of that triptych 
exactly a year ago, in March 2008. You couldn’t find a motif for 
the top of the painting and then you tried to introduce an area of 
colour, reserving blank spaces for the figures. By August the paint-
ing was so chock-full that you couldn’t take it any further. Is that 
why you started again with an untreated, light-brown canvas as 
your background?

heck: Yes. After the last time you saw it, the painting became 
twice as full and the background was really nasty. Actually it 
went wrong even at the preparation stage. Do you remember? 
In some places there was too much oil and in other places there 
were chalk smudges.

The figure on the far left of the central panel is holding a multiple 
balance or mobile, suggesting the work as a whole is a justice 
scene. What is the meaning of that image? One of the symbols 
hanging from the mobile is a cut-off finger. The first version of 
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potatoes in our daily lives, to Van Gogh’s potato eaters. The pickle 
in the panel on the right is a reference to the German expression 
‘saure Gurkenzeit’, which suggests a time of scarcity… That is 
also the subject of Der Anus Flatterer und sein Bingo.

What does the title mean?

heck: The main character is an anus which flutters like a but-
terfly, and who is happy because he can bury the two classes: the 
wealthy and the less privileged. ‘Regnet’s bei ihnen auch immer 
hinein?’, ‘Does it rain inside your house as well?’ the poor man 
asks the rich man. ‘Das kann ich nicht behaupten,’ the rich man 
answers: ‘I wouldn’t put it like that’. The fortunate, fluttering 
anus buries the struggling classes and the idea takes off. If you 
hung the painting upside down, the rain would come into the 
rich man’s house as well.

Are you the fluttering anus?

heck: I am all four characters: the wealthy, the less privileged, 
the fluttering anus and the running idea figure.

What are those squiggles on the leg of the stool in the right-hand 
panel? A lucky accident?

heck: Something like that, yes. When I draw or paint a chair, 
I always want to attach a drawing of a gallows to it. I was doing 
that when I suddenly recognized my initials and turned it into 
a signature. Adding your signature is always precarious. Suddenly 
I become very clumsy and end up with a dirty spot. Here the 
solution presented itself automatically…

Who is the figure in the fur coat in the left-hand panel?

heck: That’s Peche, a friend and diplomat. He started off with 
a horse’s head, then a crocodile’s. But that didn’t work… The 
man with the turkey is Holger, my brother’s best friend. He is 

The skirt in the ‘Sniffing the visitor’ painting is made in the same 
way: you create an illusion of light because you allow the untreated 
canvas to show through.

heck: Yes, I really enjoyed painting that skirt and those trousers. 
I just did it with the same paint, wiping it away to create a layer 
that gradually grows thinner.

The dark-green background in that painting is reminiscent of the 
dark backgrounds in Velásquez’s and Manet’s work, giving the im-
pression you are looking at a classic painting, but at the same time 
you left the background unfinished at the top left, which is droll.

heck: Yes, probably for that reason several people thought the 
painting was based on a classical painting, but that is not the 
case. The paint came from a little pot of dried up chalk board 
paint I found at home. It’s not immediately obvious that it is 
chalk board paint because I thinned it. Suddenly there was no 
more paint left in the pot and so I couldn’t finish painting the 
background. That’s why I also wrote with chalk on the painting. 
You can still wipe it off and replace it with something else.

You used several colours of chalk one on top of the other.

heck: It is psychedelic, multi-coloured chalk for children… 
The painting shows a rich kid paying a visit to simple folk 
who judge him by his smell. I tried to imagine how this would 
work, what it would look like… I’m not the sort of painter who 
spends a lot of time thinking about matters of background and 
foreground. I just ask myself what I have to put in the painting 
to fill the picture or space.

Hence the potato-like figure in the painting in the middle?

heck: That’s a reference to our performance collective Bissy 
Bunder. In our best show Julia Wlodkovski was a potato. But 
it is also a middle-class potato, a polder potato, a reference to 
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afraid of fear. He never goes outside, unless it’s to come and 
visit us… The turkey was called Jos. He always came and sat 
with us, especially when there was a party; he liked to show off. 
He was very fat. One day he fell into the pond and it took four 
men to get him out. The drooping crest on a turkey’s head can 
change colour and shape like a scrotum. If the bird is in the 
mood, that gill turns deep blue…. Look, I know I invited you 
to write something about my work, because everyone insists 
there should be a text about it, but I detest all these explanatory 
articles about art and art that needs an explanation before you 
can enjoy it. The more I tell you, the more the spectator’s eyes 
are guided and the less he or she can see.

Perhaps if you provided a commentary for all the paintings you 
have ever made. But you don’t. We’ve talked about five works. So 
the readers probably have an idea of what is important to you, 
without us telling them everything about all the paintings.

heck: That sounds like a good plan.

 
10 April 2009

SCULPTING TIME
A meeting with Ann Veronica Janssens

space and time

This morning I was thumbing through the book Une vague belge 
by Guy Duplat when I came across a quote from my book The 
Gliding Gaze (Middelheim Museum, 2003) the work of Ann 
Veronica Janssens (b. 1956). This is the passage:

‘Nothing is more beautiful than a person’s own perception,’ Janssens once 
said to me, ‘I try to push it to its limits.’ In other texts, I argued that, in 
accordance with good Japanese tradition, Janssens tries to make room 
for people. I believe that. Her proposals are the opposite of the narcis-
sistic, authoritarian monologue which excludes the existence of others.  
 But at the same time, you sense how Janssens’ work can leave some 
people feeling alone again. Having become eye and ear, they now only 
hang by the thread of habit to their churning brain, their thoughts 
fluttering anxiously like curtains in the wind. There is more going on 
here than a charming little game with light and colour. Because you 
realize it will never be more than a little game in the midst of a world 
hanging together like loose, shifting sand onto which we project nice, 
simplified images until we ourselves are blown apart in the wind.

I often begin to understand the work of artists better after I have 
made a book about them. Making a book – looking for visual 
solutions for presenting the work – prompts new insights, but 
often these cannot be expressed precisely or clearly in words so 
long as the book remains unfinished (of course also because there 
is rarely time to allow a book to ‘rest’ before it goes to print). If 
Janssens’ work is more than merely playing with light, what is 
it exactly? Yes, it is economical, it is modest, political, minimal 
and poetical, but how would this function? Where does this 
sombre yet delightful poetry actually come from?

In answer to the question of what we know with certainty about 
reality, Kant explained to us that we can only look at reality if 
time and space exist. Without time and space, different and 
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important time is to observation. They serve as Kant’s verdicts, 
but then cast in form, colour and light.

There are, however, other similarities. Given that we can be 
absolutely certain of precious little about reality, Kant made us 
aware of the subjectivity, of the capriciousness and limitations 
of our thoughts. Something similar happens in the work of 
Janssens. As soon as it has drawn us into an observation which 
extends over time, it makes us feel that reality itself hangs to-
gether like loose sand. The works cause our projections to stall, 
giving us a momentary glimpse of a dark, inexplicable, crum-
bled, underlying reality. At the same time a powerful sense of 
wellbeing comes over us, because we experience the beauty of 
the play of light and the projections it triggers. We marvel at 
life, because we are more aware of its dark, other side. It is like 
caressing death, which no longer bites.

If you apply Nietzsche’s words to this oeuvre, then Janssens’ 
sculptural proposals serve as an Apollonian veil which evokes the 
terrible, Dionysian background. The birth of the word makes 
the night visible for the first time. The birth of the sculpture 
divides the grey observation into day and night; into a wild, 
bewitching, horrifying whirl or into a slow transition of one 
projected image into the next.

Slavoj Žižek writes that the world has become so virtual to 
Westerners that these days what is real can only appear to us as 
spectacle, for example in the form of a terrorist attack. ‘Because it 
is real, that is to say, because of its traumatic/excessive character, 
we are unable to integrate the real into (what we experience as) 
our reality, and we are therefore compelled to experience it as 
a nightmarish spectre.’ Perhaps he is right. Yet I perceive another 
possibility in Janssens’ work. What is real is evoked by a form of 
abstention, deceleration and patient observation which defies 
the laws of banal spectacle.

successive observations – let alone thoughts – are impossible. 
Consequently, the only things we can be absolutely certain exist, 
are time and space. I am reminded of this marvellously simple, 
but very important verdict every time I try to explain what it 
is I find so fascinating about Janssens’ work. I am reminded 
of it not only because of the alienating, dream-like sensuality 
which emanates from the patient way Kant spins his tale, but 
also because of his dogged distinction between an observable 
(phenomenal) and a non-observable, more essential world.

Janssens describes her sculptural proposals as studies or experi-
ments. They are things which impart new insights to her; they 
provide her with new experiences. And that is also how they 
are intended with regard to the spectator: they are invitations to 
new experiences. Experience adds something to what we already 
know. Or it allows us to experience seemingly familiar things 
in a new way. There are moments when we are drawn into the 
true reality, because we are no longer protected and rendered 
blind or deaf by habit. We see, because thinking is no longer 
relevant. It is obsolete. It belongs to the past. While our senses 
and our wildly registering and surmising brain momentarily 
finds itself in the present.

Because space and time are the condition for making, thinking 
about, exhibiting and experiencing sculptures, the latter always 
have something to say about space and time. And in the case 
of work by exceptional artists, this really does become visible 
or tangible. 

We feel how the sculpture relates to the surrounding space, 
we feel how it draws us into slow, viscous time. By talking about 
making sculptures in a material way, the sculptural proposal tells 
us who we are and how we relate to time and space.

Experiencing these works of art requires time, because it is 
often only the changing light or the changing position or con-
dition of the spectator or the exhibited object that makes them 
visible. In this way, the works of art make us aware of just how 
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How and why I think that this is the way things are, is a long 
story which I can support with scores of examples from Janssens’ 
oeuvre. The most convincing way to make the reader curious 
without trying to convince him or her, seems to me to be a ref-
erence to what Oliver Sacks wrote about migraines. Migraine is 
a collective name for many manifestations which often involve 
a headache, but also visual hallucinations and strange sensations. 
The extraordinary thing about these sensations, I believe, is that 
they make the sufferer aware of the precariousness of his obser-
vations and thoughts. It is as if his brain is running wild and can 
no longer connect with reality. Sometimes sufferers see coloured 
spots or geometrical patterns, sometimes they think they are 
missing a part of their body, or they just observe a part of reality, 
not being able to imagine that the unobserved part ever existed. 
And that is how Janssens’ sculptural proposals work. They call 
into question what we take for granted about our observations 
and thoughts. And in so doing they conjure beauty and truth 
out of nothingness. (Janssens suffers from migraines.)

the dream

This afternoon I asked Janssens what she thought of the above 
text. After all, the problem with a possibly heightened ‘under-
standing’ of an oeuvre is that it almost inevitably goes hand in 
hand with an increased insensitivity to other aspects of that 
oeuvre which are less easily formulated in words. In the above 
text I try to explain as precisely as possible what could be meant 
by a sculptural proposal involving the spectator in time, but in 
so doing other aspects are of course neglected.

Which aspects?

ann veronica janssens: (reading) I don’t know if it is a good 
idea to begin the article with the statement that my work is op-
posed to a narcissistic or egocentric approach to reality. Perhaps 
it distracts the reader from the real subject of the article.
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A little further on in the article you also talk about ‘true real-
ity’ (‘la réalité vraie’). You can’t say that in French. And I don’t 
understand what you mean by it.

I mean that habit prevents us seeing things properly. We ‘recognize’ 
them, without really observing or experiencing them. We protect 
ourselves against the changing impressions in our surroundings. 
But as a result we actually live in an ‘unreal’ world (a map 
of the world or mind-set), which to a greater or lesser extent, 
depending on your mental suppleness, adapts to the changes in 
the surroundings. In the case of the egocentric person this unreal 
projection – unreal because it was created by the absence of inner 
stability and is fed by habit – replaces almost the entire world. 
Only bereavement sometimes seems to bring these people back to 
‘reality’: into a world where time slips past, where everything is 
constantly in the process of formation and everything eventually 
perishes. In my opinion your work succeeds in drawing people into 
that reality, into that experience of constant growth (movement, 
beauty and transience).

janssens: Yes, that’s what you wrote in that paragraph about 
Nietzsche. I don’t really understand Nietzsche, because I have 
never read anything by him, but I think the paragraph is really 
beautiful.

Your work is of course an extension of a personal experience of 
reality, but that doesn’t make it egocentric.

janssens: But it is true that my work leaves people feeling 
alone, as you wrote. That’s why I feel my work is less altruistic 
and modest than you make out.

You leave them feeling alone but then in a world which you have 
opened out. An awareness of time passing gives the present moment 
a new, added value.

When the narrator of ‘À la Recherche du Temps Perdu’ describes 
the almost imperceptible appearance of the shadow of a wrought-

Do you mean that your work also stems from a form of narcissism?

janssens: Personally, I believe that my work is anti-authoritar-
ian, but do you think anybody really cares?

That’s something I cannot guarantee.

janssens: (Laughs.) You write that – because my work only 
becomes visible with the lapsing of time – it draws the specta-
tor into the ‘real time,’ but is that really the case? Is there such 
a thing as real time? It seems to me that my work suggests that 
time can be elastic, intangible and pliable all at once. Your heart 
beats faster or you catch your breath. Time slows down and 
you experience a moment’s silence… The notion of ‘real’ time 
is a strange one to me.

You told me that you were invited to the Lyon Biennial and ex-
pressly asked to fill a space with mist. The title of the exhibition 
was ‘L’expérience de la durée’ (The experience of time passing). 
What were they aiming at?

janssens: For them it was really just about the fact that you 
should take time to look at works of art. That is why they wanted 
the spectators to arrive at the museum and find themselves in 
one of my mist sculptures. Because visibility is limited and there 
are no orientation points, as soon as you enter a space like that, 
you start to move more slowly and more cautiously. You do it 
almost mechanically; you don’t need to think about it.

Your body thinks in your place and slows down.

janssens: Yes. Your experience of time slows down because 
there are no recognizable landmarks or distances. Something 
similar happens with the projection piece Présentation d’un corps 
rond. It revolves very slowly around its axis and sometimes the 
turning movement stops so that you experience a sort of tem-
poral dizziness …
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non existing place where the green light had vanished completely 
and where the wall stopped being lit.

When Guillaume Bijl walks through the city, he is struck by 
all the different ‘sets and stage directions’ which prescribe a cer-
tain type of behaviour. Here you have to wait, here you can have 
your hair cut, here you can buy a mirror, etc. If however you 
allow the reality of the ‘Compositions trouvées’ to pervade you 
totally, then you realize that what must subconsciously make an 
impression on Guillaume Bijl is not so much the observed stage 
sets or decors, but their edges: the places where they become blind 
spots, non-decors, colourless interspaces. Where and how do the 
decors adjoin one another? And what is that black light shining 
through those cracks there? In my opinion this fascination for the 
border of the decor becomes visible in the ‘Compositions trouvées’, 
where objects from different worlds, actually small mini-decors, 
meet each other in a sort of collision of styles, which makes their 
edges more visible. The world (at any rate, our way of observing 
it, of giving it shape, designing or equipping it) manifests itself 
as a collage, whose cracks might provide access to an underlying, 
shapeless world.

janssens: I see what you mean (laughs).

 
28 October 2006

iron balustrade as heralding the sun gently breaking through, 
which in its turn heralds a beautiful day that holds the prospect 
of a trip to the park and a meeting with the delightful Gilberte, 
then you experience his attention to the barely discernible as 
a redeeming fissure in the grey world of habit, where nothing is 
possible any more, not even a walk in the park or a meeting with 
an adolescent sweetheart.

A couple of years ago you told me that you regard your car as 
your workshop, because it enables you to look at constantly moving 
images. Michel François once told me that he was sitting next to 
you in the car when after a while he realized you had been going 
round and round a square for several minutes. Yesterday Ida De 
Vos told me how you were suddenly captivated by the little holo-
gram on the chip you had purchased for your mobile phone and 
immediately set about designing a multiple for Brian Butler. In 
one way or another you manage to ‘decentralize’ yourself, thereby 
focusing in such a way that your gaze slips away from the predict-
able reality and suddenly finds a strange anchorage point where 
time stands still and the usually hidden ‘reality’ obtains a kind of 
holdfast, however nocturnal or intangible it may look.

But to you it seems as if you slip away into a dream?

janssens: Yes, sometimes.

That’s why I often think your work is akin to that of Guillaume 
Bijl. There came a time when he began to show his installations in 
darkened spaces, as if he actually reconstructs images from a dream 
which flicker briefly in a dark environment. In my opinion that’s 
why he makes so many ‘Compositions trouvées’.

janssens: Those works are much subtler than most people think.

In 2004, when I invited you for the exhibition ‘One By One’ in 
Beersel, you showed another series of sculptural proposals, grouped 
in a kind of laboratory. One of these pieces was a lamp casting 
a green stain of light on a white wall. What interested you was the 
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PAPER-THIN BUT 
INDESTRUCTIBLE 

BORDERS
Four questions for Michel François

Michel François (b. 1956) currently has exhibitions in Lausanne, 
Rome and Brussels. In the autumn of this year, S.M.A.K. is 
mounting a large retrospective exhibition of this artist’s work. 
The least that can be said of his work is that it is thematically 
cohesive and continues to develop in terms of form. His very 
first mature works were an inhabited, tapering ‘apartment’ in 
a display window (Appartement à louer, Galerie ERG, Brussels, 
1980) and a residency at the Fondation pour la tapisserie in 
Tournai (Araignées, 1983) organized by the artist Tapta, where 
he collected spiders and reproduced their behaviour in large 
drawings reminiscent of spiders’ webs. Last year he showed 
mainly small sculptures, in galleries in London and New York 
and elsewhere.

In Los Angeles he built the installation Domestic, inspired by 
the migration problems on the Mexican border. That work led 
to the current sculptures which occupy an entire space, but are 
very economical and simple in intent. Though François’ themes 
have changed little, they now have more depth and breadth. 
His sculptures still resemble formal reflections on the art of 
sculpting, but at the same time they speak about the place of the 
body in the world, the body as a porous structure, the border 
between the private and the public, the emergence of politics 
in our physical behaviour and the way we are constricted by 
invisible, intangible or paper-thin but indestructible borders.

What are you showing in Lausanne?

michel françois: There are three classic galleries with parquet, 
ornamental frames and zenithal light, built at the end of the nine-
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or to maintain political neutrality. Each work contains a con-
taminating element: the cow tracks in the snow, the cracks 
in the reinforced glass and the huge, noisy compressor which 
belongs with the flag.

What are you showing in Rome?

françois: First you see a drawing which consists of black tape 
stuck to a glass front door, giving the impression that the glass 
has cracked and been repaired. However, it doesn’t take Romans 
long to recognize the map of their city. It’s a work I made with 
François Curlet for an exhibition in Athens. Later on I showed 
it as part of my first exhibition at the Bortolami Gallery. First 
you see what seems to be a casual drawing, which appears to 
be the result of a moment of violence, but then you recognize 
a structure…

In the first gallery you see the sculpture Pièces détachées (Parts) 
which consists of thin iron bars and small but very powerful 
magnetic balls. It’s a sculpture that comes into being in a lively 
manner, you can work quickly, its appearance changes constantly 
and you can easily create different tensions by adding a bar or 
changing direction.

In the next space you find the large sculpture Scribble, which 
is based on the scribbles people make when buying a pen: an in-
ternational gesture, a meaningless doodler. Scribble is a three-di-
mensional elaboration on this meaningless gesture. The sculpture 
consists of thin aluminium tubes covered with plaster cast. 
Displayed in the same space is the photograph Autoportrait à 
l’Etna (Self-portrait on Etna), which shows a weak and weary 
man leaning forward as he stands on the edge of a cable car 
wrecked by the last eruption.

The exhibition works in several transparent layers. The uneven 
structure of the city map on the glass front door is complemented 
by the anarchistic structure of Scribble. You can see right through 
the sculptures, which allows me to play with the space while 
retaining freedom of movement… At the end of the gallery, 
3.5 metres from the back wall, I had a false wall erected. I then 

teenth century, not unlike the Palais des Beaux Arts in Brussels. 
In the first gallery I am showing a work called Blindé: four glass 
sides of a bottomless and roofless cube measuring 2 × 2 × 2 metres. 
We bashed the middle of each pane with a sledgehammer until 
the panes cracked so you can’t see through most of them. The 
work puts you in mind of a large display cabinet designed both 
to show something and make it inaccessible. Normally a display 
cabinet makes the exhibited object a private possession. That 
effect is heightened here by the visible traces of attempts to break 
into the display cabinet. The more determined your efforts, the 
more obscure the glass and the more indiscernible the object. 
So on entering the museum, you are immediately greeted by 
an object which closes in on itself, which is impenetrable and 
shows signs of a movement that produces an unintentional, 
contradictory result…

In the middle gallery I am showing an installation called 
Pièce à conviction. It is a snow-clad, rectangular area on the 
floor traversed by the tracks of a cow. The work was based on 
a photograph I came across in an American newspaper showing 
sandals to which an illegal Mexican immigrant had attached 
elements suggesting cow hoof prints, with the intention of 
misleading American border control agents. Originally I wanted 
to construct a strip of desert because I loved the idea of moving 
a piece of border territory, but I soon realized that snow would 
also say something about the Swiss borders. The snow is real 
and is made by a concealed cooling unit…

On show in the third gallery is a work entitled Self Floating 
Flag. It’s a fluttering white flag set in motion by an air current 
forced through a narrow aperture in the hollow flagpole. Nor-
mally I would hide the compressor which is part of this work, 
but then I really liked the disproportion between that large, 
noisy machine and the lightness of the childish flag…

I love the formal relationships between these three works. 
Blindé reminds you of scratched ice and snow. The flag is white. 
The three works conjure up an image of a clear, calm and peace-
ful moment and an image of exertion or movement. The white 
colour of the flag contrasts with the effort required to surrender 
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New York and Los Angeles you saw last year, which hang from 
the sculpture as if people have lost bits of skin in their attempts 
to cross the border), but I changed my mind…

Occupying the entire space on the street side is the sculpture 
Pièces détachées which you can see through two door openings. 
I love the free, elegant, sensitive, experimental and rhizomatous 
way in which the separate parts of this work cross a space, but 
also its temporariness and the fact that the sculpture is totally 
reliant on the invisible power of the magnetic balls… In the 
space bordering on the garden, I am showing Blindé, and in the 
small room higher up I am showing Scribble. Each work speaks 
about a movement. The cage and the glass pavilion define and 
intensify a desire to resist a movement or a form of violence. 
Scribble and Pièces détachées suggest a movement because of 
their structure and the way they were freely constructed and 
meander through the space.

In 1996, while working on the catalogue for Limoges, we discovered 
that the word ‘formal’ had a pejorative connotation for you, whereas 
on the basis of ideas about the literary form I had encountered in 
Flaubert, Wilde, Kafka, Céline and Gombrovicz, I believed in 
the possibility of making new images and a new world by relying 
on the form. Now you are talking about a meaningless doodler. 
How do you see the relationship today between a meaningless form 
and, for example, political or poetic involvement?

françois: It is about making works which are as far removed 
from the figurative as possible and whose content is as powerful 
as possible. I look for abstraction by starting from the form, all 
the forms, in the hope of evoking intense content. Of course 
the form of a work must be in order. That’s our job. But a work 
is only successful if you have found a form which tallies with 
the project’s intention. Intention and content mean the same 
to me. In the recent exhibitions I tried to put the emphasis on 
the differences between spaces and to attach value to the thin 
border that separates two places.

cut a hole in it. Through the hole you see a video projection of 
solitary tumbling wine glasses. I asked a professional juggler to 
learn to juggle with wine glasses, which is no easy feat. It took 
him months and he broke hundreds of glasses in the process. 
When he was ready, I filmed him from above, in the dark, with 
the falling glasses lit at a certain height by an invisible beam 
of light from the side. Occasionally the juggler misses a glass 
and you hear it shatter on the floor. The sound volume of the 
video is very loud. The glasses look very elegant as they tumble 
through the air. There is a great contrast between what you see 
and what you hear…

On the floor in the same space is a copy of the Financial Times, 
open at the stock markets page. On the newspaper is a burning 
candle, suggesting that there is no electricity, no table, nothing 
anymore because of the recession, but there is someone who, 
despite everything, still reads the stock market data.

What are you showing at the Hufkens gallery?

françois: I am showing similar things: an archive of several 
static structures which relate to each other movement-wise. In 
the large gallery on the left as you come in, I am showing Golden 
Cage, which I exhibited in Basel last year. The cage consists of 
four sides of one-and-a-half-millimetre-thick tin from which 
I cut as much material as possible in A4 size without the struc-
ture collapsing. What is left resembles a fragile grid. I covered 
the grid with gold leaf. A sort of reversal takes place as regards 
value. What remains, the waste, is covered with gold leaf. Our 
attention is drawn to what separates us, not to the content. It 
corresponds to the movement of the immigrant who fantasizes 
about the border. There is no difference between the American 
and the Mexican desert, the people project their hope and values 
onto the thin border between the two. This work is about the 
same thing, but in the form of a golden cage. The A4 tin cut-
outs are in the middle of the cage, like a fake treasure. 

Originally I was planning to hang a few colourful pieces of 
fabric from it, like fragments of clothing (as in the sculptures in 
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(Manure, Nettles and Dandelions) at Witte de With. It is about 
a form of contamination. By going beyond the predictable, 
Scribble contaminates the exhibition space. The sculptures also 
relate to the idea of creating a core or a dispersion, of course, as 
you explained in your 1996 article Nothing in my Pockets for the 
Limoges catalogue. It is still about concentration and dispersion, 
adversely affected territories and crossed borders: it is about 
formal questions which speak about sculpting, but which can 
also embody a political meaning.

 
19 February 2009

That intention was the result of a residency in Texas a few years 
ago, where I started reflecting on that strange border between 
Mexico and the United States of America and on its impact 
on ordinary lives. It is a line on a map or a wall in the middle 
of a city like Berlin or Jerusalem. All bodies are confronted by 
similar separations. How can you express this? For example, by 
using and perforating thin tin and covering it with gold leaf. 
The sculpture should be as thin as cigarette paper and a vestige 
of an act that creates a void. The separation has to be fragile 
and there must be something insignificant about it, while at the 
same time suggesting or being given a value. Covering the tin 
with gold leaf or perforating it are formal solutions which serve 
a purpose, an intention. The starting point for Pièces détachées 
is the desire to have a sculpture grow in a space as quickly and 
as freely as possible so as to create the sense of a momentary 
apparition, of something that can appear and disappear in the 
blink of an eye, something that is achieved with few gestures 
and materials, but embodies enough tension to play with the 
entire volume of a space in the form of a network. Thanks to 
the incredible power of those new magnets you can make a new 
form of sculptures which are articulated like a skeleton, our 
body or perhaps any sculpture…

The reinforced glass pavilion reminds us that people con-
stantly project values onto objects. The display case plays an 
important role here. I take this idea literally and show a glass 
case without an object, which someone appears to have tried to 
break into, thereby turning the actual glass case into a sculpture 
or valuable object. I used the packaging to speak about greed 
and the desire for something unattainable. For me this means 
the same as saying that we are both the question and the answer. 
By combining the symbol and the object of the desire in one 
and the same work, you create an image of striving for control, 
but also of losing control.

The same applies to Scribble. There is a clear loss of control. All 
this is of course linked to what you compared to Ice-T’s famous 
Home Invasion in your essay Enter Without Knocking written to 
tie in with the exhibition ‘Mest, brandnetels en paardebloemen’ 
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STEEPED IN HISTORY
Conversation with Johan Creten

Johan Creten (b. 1963) speaks with a soft, strangely broken 
voice, like cracked stoneware. His work is based on old crafts 
and has a baroque way of not saying things. It is made in the 
most traditional and hi-tech workshops in ‘s-Hertogenbosch, 
Sèvres, Miami, Monterrey, Rome and New York. Like dark 
angels, his images rise up before us flourishing and writhing in 
a hazy, erotic indefinability, like something unspeakable that 
endeavours to spew itself out.

johan creten: I collect small renaissance statues. They were 
made to be held in the hand and viewed from all sides. Every 
side of a renaissance statue tells a different story. Anyone making 
sculpture today can relate to Rodin, Brancusi, Henry Moore, 
Judd or Félix González-Torres, but basically I look at sculpture 
from a broader historical perspective. One of the sculptors 
who really appeals to me is Francesco Fanelli (ca. 1590–1653). 
(He shows images on his laptop.) Here you see a few examples 
of variations on a theme. In the image on the left the theme is 
a Saint Michael with dragon, but the picture on the right relates 
to a legend from Roman history. A deep chasm opened in the 
Forum Romanum which got bigger and bigger until a young 
man, Marcus Curtius, realized that it would never close until the 
most costly possession was sacrificed: the strength and honesty 
of youth. Sitting astride his horse, he leapt into the chasm. The 
sculpture is no thicker than a finger, but the concentration and 
stratification make it oh so intense and strong.

The composition of images from the renaissance and the 
baroque is often complex so if you don’t take the time to look 
at them properly, you don’t have the slightest idea what they 
are about. Take this Flora by Soldani Benzi. Her naked breast 
references truth, the little bunch of flowers in her hand tells us 
who she is…
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and snakes which are difficult to understand because they come 
out of the water but live on the land, or because they come 
out of an egg on land and then go and live in the water, or for 
example because they shed their skin. Those themes, whose 
layers of meaning have largely been forgotten, concur with the 
idea that clay is a material that can change from one state into 
another using the magic and the power of fire.

Palissy was a romantic person. He burned his furniture, 
parquet floor and books to feed his kilns and to develop new 
glazes. There is a statue of him in front of the Manufacture 
nationale de Sèvres, made by Louis-Ernest Barrias in the nine-
teenth century. He looks dejected, he is dressed as a protestant. 
Next to him is a stove in which he is burning books; under his 
arm he is holding one of his objects. I lived and worked in that 
historical porcelain factory for three years. In 2005 the Louvre 
invited me to show work in the museum and I was allowed 
to choose a space. I opted for a lesser-known, almost obscure 
gallery which is devoted to Palissy’s work. I identify with his 
endless quest in an aggressive and impatient world.

I made my Petite Vague pour Palissy in Sèvres. It is a piece 
you have to look at from different angles. My sculptures are 
impossible to reproduce in one photograph. For me it’s all 
about dynamics, growth, eroticism and also about the ‘tordu’: 
the twisted or distorted, and all presented under the guise of 
pure beauty, the result of the glazes, the colour contrasts, etc. 
But also just because of how an object feels when you touch 
it. For this piece I used a glaze that was developed in Sèvres for 
Marie-Antoinette, but I combined it with a nineteenth-centu-
ry glaze in a format they hadn’t used for stoneware in Sèvres 
since the 1960s. So as a contemporary artist, I reintroduced 
old techniques into a highly traditional French company and 
added new ones. That meant living there for three years; it was 
the only way I could learn enough to innovate.

The little balls in the Vagues pour Palissy derive from a Hopi 
rain sash which I bought from Indians on the edge of the desert 
when I was living in Arizona for three years. It’s a knotted fabric 
worn by women during the marriage ceremony. The fringe 

I learned these things from an older couple who owned an 
antique shop. We met on the village square when I was eleven 
years old. I was trying to paint the church, using a small easel. 
We arranged that I would go to their house every Wednesday 
afternoon. They gave me things to hold and, for example, in 
the case of a glass object they would ask me:

‘What can you see? What can you feel?’
‘A hard edge, a sharp base?’
‘What does that mean?’
‘That the object wasn’t made in a mould, but with a blowpipe, 

which was cut off there.’
And so on and so forth. Those people were thrilled to have 

the chance to speak to a boy. It was all about quality, the stories, 
the complexity, the tactility, etc., all elements you have to take 
into account when assessing an artwork. So it was quite natural 
that later on I worked with Robert Miller in New York and now 
with Peter Marino, people who share the same sort of passion.

Here’s a photograph of my studio in Paris. It’s very small, 
but through the window I can see the passing bateaux-mouche. 
It looks a bit like Venice. Among my unfinished sculptures are 
older works of art. An image by the Italian sculptor Fontana. 
And a head from Gandhara: a former kingdom located in what 
is now roughly Afghanistan. Its style reflects the encounter be-
tween the Greek culture taken there by Alexander the Great, and 
Buddhism. They are Buddhist statues, but with the wet drapery 
of the Greeks. It’s a Bodhisattva Maitreya with lots of jewellery, 
which suggests that he was a prince. There is such sensuality in 
those statues. Next to it are a sculpture from India, a sculpture 
from Mali and a small one made by Eskimos. The migration 
of symbols is fascinating and a key to understanding my work.

bernard palissy

Here you see an objet d’art made by Bernard Palissy, a pioneering 
French potter. It is a sort of bas-relief and while it looks seduc-
tive, its beauty and decorativeness are not the essential point; it 
is about something else, about animals like frogs, salamanders 
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flag, but with a glaze known as ‘enflammé’. Always different 
layers of meaning.

My work homes in on ‘le jouissif ’, the pleasure that goes 
hand in hand with making and looking. I make all my clay 
works myself. Sometimes it takes two or three years to make 
one work, which in a time of instant art and over-production 
is a real luxury.

dhondt-dhaenens

For the exhibition at Dhondt-Dhaenens I want to mix old and 
new work. On show outside, for instance, you’ll see The Tempest, 
a 3,5-metre-high, hollow bird resting on a 2-metre-high steel 
plinth. Viewed from the front, the bird looks as if it’s standing 
upright, from the side it looks as if it’s leaning forward and 
from the back you see that it’s hollow. The form reminds me 
of an ancient olive tree whose bark is what keeps it standing. 
But because of those changes in form the meaning changes 
constantly too.

I will also be showing Why Does Strange Fruit Always Look So 
Sweet, which was exhibited at Chatsworth, and The Community, 
a series of bronze facsimiles of anthropomorphic beehives. The 
imaginary bees go in and out through the mouth and the eyes. 
The image is about language as honey, the world as something 
healthy and the gaze as something positive. It is about cooper-
ating, but also about protectionism. The hives are partly gilded, 
reminiscent of the heads of knights.

Works on show inside the museum include The Cradle: 
a bronze, 2-metre-high image, half of which consists of the 
gilded, bronze cast of a real cradle. The cradle was a sort of bas-
ket the mother would sit in front of the fire while dry-nursing 
her baby. I found illustrations of these cradles in paintings by 
Brueghel and Esaias Boursse and in the Netherlands I had them 
copied using willow withies. This feminine form balances on 
a mushroom-shaped mooring post, a ‘bitte d’amarrage’, which 
also makes me think of mushrooms in allotment gardens.

symbolizes rain falling from the sky. It’s a fertility image; it also 
makes you think of seeds, fruits, peas or pearls.

historical context

I love the work of Donald Judd, Carl Andre and Richard Serra, 
but personally I found it impossible to make a tabula rasa of 
our roots and to abandon the whole history of art with all its 
magnificent story lines. Of course history is a heavy weight on 
your shoulders. I can well imagine that artists want to throw that 
aside and have done so, but I can’t get away from it, I have to 
do something with it. Even during my first exhibition, in 1985, 
when I made work for a gallery specializing in early art in Paris, 
it had to refer to the historical context: the Louvre, the Yerebatan 
Cistern in Istanbul, The Quarantine in Sète, etc. During the 
daytime I kept the images in their own art cabinet, at night 
I carried them round in Pigalle and in the metro. I saw the art 
cabinet as a laboratory in which to display one’s vision of the 
world and one’s existence by bringing together elements which 
form a complex whole.

As a student at the academy in Paris, I made work which 
not only had to survive in a white cube, it also had to embody 
meaning and give as much as possible to the viewer without 
a didactic context. I didn’t want to make work that could only 
survive if handled in a particular way. You have to be able to 
leave it behind in a museum, or even at a flea market. The story 
must be powerful enough to survive in that context too. That 
concept is one of the main characteristics of my practice, even 
if these days I show my work at Transit, Emmanuel Perrotin 
and Almine Rech.

The French were quick to appreciate my work. There was 
no visceral reaction to the use of clay, but a respect for the 
political, social and cultural subject matter of my work. Eagles 
I showed at Villa Arson in Nice in 1993, I will now be showing 
in Belgium for the first time. It was an exhibition about the 
far right in France, but under the cloak of decorative, brightly 
coloured earthenware. A cockerel in the colours of the French 
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I am also showing Plantstok (Dibber), a gilded bronze cast 
of a tool belonging to my great-grandfather. Even as a child 
I could see that this object embodies the complete essence of 
what a statue is. It is like a ‘resurrectio’, like a resurrection or 
an erection. The functional handle makes it a human figure, it 
speaks about the sex of survival, about plants and continuity. 
My roots are in the earth. Clay carries the taboo of the manual 
worker, of the labourer, of the peasant. Under no circumstances 
may anyone who works with his head touch the material.

I’m not sure yet if I will also add a torso from the Odore di 
Femmina series. From a distance these female torsos, made up 
of hundreds of hand-modelled ceramic flowers, look like mussel 
banks. When Don Giovanni refers to the ‘odore di femmina’ he 
is referring to a woman’s perfume, but also to menstrual blood 
and sweat, to what differentiates the sexes. The image speaks of 
seduction, but it also instils fear. You don’t know how to deal 
with it, you know that all contact with the statue will result in 
wounds to the statue and the viewer. The strange thing is that 
the wound disappears in the piece as a whole, the statues are 
not restored, but touched up. The fragility is part of the life of 
this sort of statue, and at the same time it tells us something 
about human relations. The statue seduces through its intrinsic 
beauty, and through its materiality it says something about 
human relationships.

 
27 August 2012

A large part of the exhibition is about collecting and about 
preserving our roots. So there is Le rêve de la baronne, a heavy 
bronze table which looks like a guéridon draped in velvet and 
symbolizing the higher bourgeoisie: the table on which the 
proof is displayed. On that small ornamental table is a model 
of a temple, la Maison Carré in Nîmes in the South of France, 
which was built by the Romans. There is a door at the back of 
the table and the roof of the temple also opens. It is a work about 
private and sacred space, about our first house, our first secret: 
a blanket over a table. There will also be a series of six ceramic 
wall pieces called Octo, which are modelled on dried ray fish, 
once considered to be mythical creatures. A bronze version was 
shown in the ‘Beauté Animale’ exhibition at the Grand Palais.

In the work entitled La borne we recognize the boundary 
stone, but also the pillory and the hearth. For me the work 
speaks about the way in which communities are happily and 
unhappily set in their ways, locked in established patterns of 
thought or mindsets. Progress liberates us, but it weakens us 
too. La borne has a plinth in which the vertical line of the Goth-
ic morphs into the spiral of the baroque. For me that plinth 
stands for the idea of progress. The same plinth features in the 
6-metre-high Column at Middelheim in Antwerp: the baroque 
column, which has been absorbed by its natural surroundings, 
takes on the form of an octopus, but from a different angle 
looks like a mother with a child and from yet another angle like 
a head with a fat nose. This column is part of a series called the 
Colonnes révolutionnaires. It is not pamphleteer art about sexual 
freedom, about anti-globalization or about the Arab Spring, but 
it is about everything, in my own way.

There will also be owls on display, the many layers of glaze 
forming their skin. Consequently, certain details disappear, 
while remaining vaguely legible. The last layer of glaze looks 
curdled, like the skin that forms on a cup of milk that has gone 
cold. Rodin used plaster of Paris as skin, dipping his statues in 
plaster to make them homogeneous. Medardo Rosso did the 
same with wax. I use glaze to give my images a ‘skin’.
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GOOD, FAST AND 
BRIGHT WHITE

Conversation with Guy Rombouts

Guy Rombouts (b. 1949) lives in two adjacent, interlinked town 
houses. The two staircases in this fairy-tale abode take visitors 
on a never-ending voyage of architectural discovery past tens of 
thousands of piled up, amassed, classified, positioned, resting or 
hanging objects that include hundreds of graceful sculptures, 
assemblages, stacks and mobiles. Rombouts collects spherical 
objects, to name but one example, among which over a hun-
dred pétanque balls piled up in two wondrous stacks. There are 
marbles all over the place, in a variety of colours, glass types and 
formats, but also nondescript creations involving glass objects 
such as carafes, domes, saucer and bottle stoppers. Other items 
include chains, assorted branches and twigs – often with thorns – 
dried, curly orange peels, one grass-stalk hanging at an oblique 
angle, bobbing feathers, springs, wire chimney brushes, dartboard 
score numbers, cages, a hollowed-out tree trunk, scissors, seeds, 
nuts, cymbals, bells, clocks, xylophones, Jew’s harps etc.

Most items are frangible assemblages, thin veins that gather 
space around them. As a whole, they evoke a world of variance, 
of diversity, of ever-changing and gracefully rampant coagulation. 
The assemblages seem to be the fruit of a chance encounter. 
They often have holes in them into which things can be hooked 
– a petrified sea sponge with porcupine quills, for example. It is 
nigh on impossible to describe the elegance of these hundreds of 
creations. They exude a strange, lively lightness you rarely see at 
exhibitions; in the same way the ensembles Ann Veronica Jans-
sens experiments with at home would look presumptuous in 
a museum environment. It is on the basis of these works that, 
years ago, I started referring to Guy Rombouts as this country’s 
best sculptor. My opinion may be unimportant, but I did re-
cently hear how, upon visiting M HKA, the sculptor Anthony 
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that by creating the alphabet Azart, he managed to be an artist 
and remain loyal to his father’s trade at the same time.

Two things I have learned today strengthen this conviction. 
Fifteen years ago, while looking at a hazel, Rombouts told me 
he owned a piece of land strewn with hazel. Today, as we talked 
about a peacock feather Ann Veronica Janssens brought back 
from Bali for me, he told me his father kept peacocks on that 
piece of land and that, at one point, it had more than fifty birds 
living on it – all of which needed to be fed in winter. ‘Did your 
father feed them?’ I asked, ‘… as the perfect excuse to get out 
of the house.’ ‘No,’ Rombouts answered, ‘my parents went 
together. They were a very happy couple…’

The second thing I learned today is that at barely sixteen, 
Rombouts filled notebooks with carefully composed graphic and 
typographic brain waves, abstract drawings, literary references 
and other bits and pieces that paved the way for Rombouts’ 
current work, as well as the Azart.

guy rombouts: In the final years of my father running the 
Nieuwsblad van Geel, I contributed quite a lot to it myself. You’re 
forever chasing copy. I found it fascinating, but was overwhelmed 
by the realization that whatever you said had been said before. 
I had no idea what I could possibly add each week. We are all 
being ‘bombarded’ with news yet ‘underinformed’. We hear 
lots of news, but are given little information. I find it hard to 
compete with that kind of world…

Peacocks sleep in tree tops for fear of tigers. When they are 
still small and cannot fly themselves they try to keep a wobbly 
balance as the large birds soar up to their perch. They are unable 
to fly in a straight line so their flight takes the shape of a steep 
spiral, which – as it turns out – is a huge waste of energy since 
there are no tigers here, which they don’t know, of course. In 
the Middle Ages peacock meat was a delicacy. I’ve never eaten 
any. Have you?

When did you first devise, discover, invent the Azart? Was that 
around your thirtieth?

Caro told Flor Bex (the museum’s director at the time) that 
Rombouts’ sculptures had made the biggest impression on him.

Rombouts tells me how, in the Sixties, he impressed girls by 
telling them how as a boy, he would sit on a stool at twilight and 
dangle his young member inside the perianth of a black tulip 
until its slowly closing petals held it softly in their grip; how 
certain small birds feather their nests with cat down; or that, as 
a child, an acquaintance of his from the tropics said he worried 
his hair was falling out really fast until he realized a large spider 
had nested by his bed and was pulling out strands to plump its 
nook. Or the story of a man from a far-flung Chinese region 
who had emigrated to the US and was kept in a mental institu-
tion for thirty years because the psychiatrists were adamant his 
incomprehensible dialect was a fool’s babbling. Or two personal 
acquaintances of Rombouts who were served two actual horse 
eyes in the south of Italy after trying their best to order two eggs 
sunny-side-up for breakfast. (In Dutch the word ‘horse eye’ can 
also mean an egg sunny-side-up.)

Rombouts was born during the autumnal equinox of the year 
1949. He grew up in the Flemish town of Geel. In a chat we 
had in 1998 he told me how the place’s tolerance towards oddly 
behaving human beings may have steered him in the direction 
of a liberty that was to shape his personal oeuvre and general 
approach to life.

Rombouts’ father owned a printshop which his own grandfa-
ther had taken over – after first working there as a foreman him-
self – from its childless owner. Rombouts’ father also published 
a local newspaper called Nieuwsblad van Geel (Geel Gazette). 
Rombouts initially trained to be a typographer, with the idea of 
treading in his father’s footsteps and continuing the printing 
office and paper. He told me he was in two minds about what 
to do until the age of thirty.

If there is a specific point to this text at all it is my conviction 
that, in the end, Rombouts never really did choose; in the sense 
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rombouts: I was an avid reader at sixteen. I was also fascinated 
by letters. I made tiny books, a bit like a madman focusing on 
minimal things. I was a loner. Discovering the Wide White 
Space Gallery was like coming home. It stopped me from taking 
my own life.

As a youngster you wrote the following on a blank sheet of paper:

‘Kn k alsjblf de klnkrs trgkrgn? Dank u.’ (‘Pls gv m bck t vwls. 
Thank you.’)

rombouts: Yes, the link with printing is obvious.

Another youthful work is an assemblage of tiny objects you found 
on the beach. Together, they form the sentence: ‘Wat zal de zee al 
opwerpen?’ (‘What will the sea throw up?’)

rombouts: I found them in the tide line during a seaside 
holiday with my mother. Little shells and sticks. There was also 
half a pencil. Narcisse Tordoir bought that work.

I’m leafing through a small linen-bound notebook with squared 
paper which you made when you were sixteen. It’s more of a lin-
en-bound booklet than a notebook, actually. I’m not sure what 
to call it. Each page holds a drawing, a graphic find, a quote, an 
observation… Some are literary references: ‘L’herbe rouge, l’oiseau 
bleu, les amours jaunes.’ Or sentences such as: ‘Wat ge denkt, dat 
wordt ge.’ (What thou thinkest, thou becomest.) All through the 
booklet you also reflect on the graphic potential of the primary 
colours red, blue and yellow. For the invitation to your current 
exhibition in Dendermonde you used those very same colours 
to distinguish between the various locations. The continuity is 
striking… I love this plan: ‘Rode en blauwe schoolschriftetiketten 
bestaan al. Gele drukken?’ (Red and blue exercise book labels 
already exist. Print yellow ones?’ Or this:

rombouts: I don’t remember exactly. ’78 or ’79, I think. How 
old was I then?

Thirty.

rombouts: It was a kind of eureka moment. I clearly remember 
jumping on my bike to go and tell a barkeeper friend about 
my invention.

You once told me your father never wrote what he really thought.

rombouts: He was going to use the very last issue to vent 
everything he had never been able to say, in some kind of last 
anarchic issue. But this bid came in from a man who wanted to 
buy the newspaper’s title, and money won. (Laughs) The paper 
celebrated its centennial in 1953. A massive party was thrown, 
which I remember well. Floris Prims, Antwerp’s city archivist 
at the time, and a contributor to our paper, gave a laudation. 
He was a staunch anti-fascist, and a belgicist (unitarian). My 
grandfather narrowly escaped being executed at the start of 
World War II over the content of the paper’s last pre-invasion 
issues. He was arrested and taken to Turnhout, standing on the 
footboard of a car. He was sixty years old. The fact that he was 
fluent in German saved his life. The paper was banned during 
the war. To this day, freedom of communication is by no means 
self-evident, even less so in times of increased political pressure.

One of the things I wanted to discuss with you today, is the Internet. 
You occasionally send me links to interesting sites or beautiful short 
films. Now I understand this springs from your work at the paper.

rombouts: Yes, that endless quest for copy, which I have al-
ways found fascinating. Coming up with something demanded 
constant effort. Now things simply land in your lap.

What made you decide to be an artist?
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rombouts: I love the passage in Gulliver’s Travels where scholars 
have a discussion by showing each other objects.

In one of your works you form the names of music movements 
with objects.

rombouts: X and Y. An alphabetical list of directions in mu-
sic is moulded into a long row of objects. Each movement is 
written by means of a combination of objects. It was exhibited 
a second time at M HKA, during an exhibition about the ICC 
arts centre. Each term holds as many objects as there are letters 
in the name. Most of the items don’t have a name, they are 
just oddities. ‘Martelando’ consists of metal objects made with 
hammers, ‘elevato’ is made up of things evoking an elevated 
feeling when they come together, ‘bizarro’ consists of bizarre 
things. The work was exhibited in Dublin once, where some-
one made a very detailed drawing of each object and compiled 
them in a booklet.

A huge chunk of your work starts from the Azart, an alphabet you 
created yourself. Its letters have shapes resembling objects of which 
the name starts with that very letter. The letter ‘h’, for example, 
resembles a hairpin, ‘i’ resembles an inlet, ‘r’ is rhombic.

rombouts: I looked for names of recognizable lines without 
intersections; one important characteristic being that the lines 
start with the same letter in French, English and German as well.

You know that Chinese people don’t know the word ‘hairpin’, 
so they cannot read your alphabet. The Azart is not a language, 
but an alphabet, a way of translating sounds, names or concepts 
into images. The idea was to create an alphabet that would be 
concretely readable. By using the lines, you can give shape to the 
named thing.

(Rombouts takes a yellowed jotting pad and quietly, confidently 
starts writing in flowing lines. I recognize the letters of my first 

tomato soup
dollop of butter
blue plate

rombouts: Again red, yellow and blue, in rainbow order. I’d 
change the order today. It’s more practical to start with the plate, 
then add the soup and the butter. (Laughs)

You once had an exhibition around an alphabet consisting of food.

rombouts: In De Appel in Amsterdam. The exhibition started 
from the Allegory of the Five Senses by Theodoor Rombouts, 
which is in the Gent Museum of Fine Arts. A menu with gilt 
printing helped you find your way around. There was this long 
table with an alphabet of three-letter food stuffs (in Dutch). Aal 
(smoked eel), gel (home-made gelatine), ham, uur (udder), nek 
(a chicken neck), lof (a single endive leaf), vla (flan), mop (a kind 
of biscuit), wei (the watery part of milk that remains after the 
formation of curds), cru (good wine), zee (pure sea water, sold 
by Lima health foods) and so on. All of which were available 
in abundance on opening night. The exhibition consisted of 
a line-up of various containers, each holding a sample of one 
product. Fresh samples were added every day. I went round at 
night and finished the leftovers.

The smells were captured in bottles with printed corks on 
them. Does the name Harry Ruhé ring a bell? If you ever want 
to contact Wim T Schippers, you have to go through him. He 
recently told me he is planning to write a book about art and 
food. He saw my exhibition at the time and asked me if I had 
any photographs. I actually have a photo with him on it, but 
I never answered him. I couldn’t find the photos.

An alphabet of flavours – that reminds me of Des Esseintes, who 
composed dream tableaus with essences. Actual smells taking you 
to a world of unbridled suggestion.
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You exhibited there yourself, later on.

rombouts: In 1978. The gallery no longer existed, but Anny 
De Decker still published art editions. Two friends, Philippe 
Van Snick and Jef Somerlinck, wanted to make a magazine. We 
never got beyond the first issue, which I printed myself.

Your first solo exhibition was at Ruimte Z, where you exhibited 
a row of objects whose name consisted of three letters (in Dutch). 
Aal, bol, col, das, els, fez, gom, hak, iep, jas, kam, lok, mat, 
net, oog, pil, q, sla, tol, urn, vla, wig, x, yen, zin (eel, sphere, 
collar, tie, bradawl, fez, rubber, heel, elm, coat, comb, lock, mat, 
net, eye, pill, q, lettuce, top, urn, flan, wedge, x, yen, sentence/
sense. You painted the words on the window, so they could be seen 
together with the objects. During the closing event, you stepped 
out of a taxi naked, entered the gallery, got dressed, picked up all 
the objects and left.

rombouts: Buying an eye wasn’t easy. I went to buy a glass eye 
and the lady behind the counter picked one whose colour would 
match mine. ‘But you still have your eyes,’ she said, flummoxed. 
The Dutch word for the letter ‘z’ was zin (sentence, or sense) 
and the sentence in question was ‘Ik heb geen zin’ (‘I don’t have 
a sentence / I don’t feel like it.). The first thing I did upon 
entering naked, was put the eraser in my mouth so, if anyone 
had a question, I could point to my full mouth. I then put on 
the skirt. The lettuce had wilted and I put it inside the urn.

In 1982 you had another exhibition that revolved around objects, 
this time at Zeno X Gallery. In 1979 you spent an entire Sunday 
(from 8 to 12 and from 13 tot 17) keeping a paving stone wet.

rombouts: With a thin Chinese paint brush.

The exhibition was called ‘Duizend-en-één dingen van achttien 
fr. vermomd als alfabet’ (One thousand and one things costing 
eighteen francs, disguised as an alphabet). The invitation consist-

name. He writes my name three times. The first time it forms 
a landscape, the second time a figure and then a house.)

rombouts: Chances are you will be able to shape a word into 
a form that makes sense. At times the first attempt is spot on, 
at others you need a couple of goes. The result can be quite sur-
prising. The Azart also rid me of my fear of the blank page. No 
more Horror Vacui… I’ve never written down that expression. 
I wonder what shape it would be… (He starts drawing/writing.)

What fascinates me about the Azart – and your website makes 
that abundantly clear – is that it can generate an endless number 
of shapes, even more so because each letter is also associated with 
a colour of which the name starts with that letter. By devizing 
the Azart you stayed true to your father, in fact, which I find 
moving. You didn’t choose between printing and being an artist 
but entwined the two instead.

rombouts: Maybe. What really scared me about living the life 
of a printer or publisher of a local paper, was the fact that you 
weren’t free to make what you wanted. If, in an opinion piece, 
I likened advertizing with Farmer Vranckx dangling a carrot 
on a stick in front of his donkey, we received letters from three 
different farmers called Vranckx who felt ridiculed.

As an only son you were predestined to take over the printing works. 
You read a lot, you loved being a printer and you made drawings, 
typographical designs in which you felt freer than in the paper.

rombouts: But I couldn’t show them to anybody. I didn’t know 
anybody who worked along the same lines, until I saw the work 
of Marcel Broodthaers at the Wide White Space Gallery.

How did you find your way to the gallery?

rombouts: My girlfriend, Linda Greeve, worked there.
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were back on the floor and people could try and hook one. On 
this photo you see John Körmeling having a go.

There is a photo of you and Panamarenko next to his De Tomaso, 
just after he bought a few of the 1001 objects.

rombouts: Yes, I’m probably the only artist ever to have sold 
anything to Panamarenko. (Laughs) There is also a book depict-
ing all 1001 objects, all of them numbered. I copied them one 
by one, A3 size, and compiled them into a thick, square book 
which Frank Demaegd bought, together with the remaining 
objects. I would love to see the lot exhibited together again… 
As I tell you this, a beautiful sentence from Karel van Mander’s 
Schilder-boeck springs to mind: ‘Het is een kunst goeie soep te 
maken van raapstelen’ (It is an art to make good soup from the 
green of cabbages.)

Why do you find this a beautiful sentence?

rombouts: It illustrates that you don’t make art in a void. You 
largely build on what already exists. In order to make a good 
soup, however, you have to add a personal touch. Stealing isn’t 
enough. Take the world of fashion and advertising, for example. 
Some things in fashion and advertising are more fascinating 
than some art, of course. You mustn’t generalize.

I love the following sentence: ‘Mes zonder lemmet waarvan het 
handvat ontbreekt’. ‘Knife without blade that lacks a handle.’ 
It is the title of one of your works. Another title is Goethe’s alleged 
last words: ‘Mehr Licht’. The work itself is fantastic: a small 
withered tree with horizontally pruned branches is standing upside 
down on the floor, roots facing upwards and supporting a parched 
clump of earth, itself still in the shape of a flowerpot. Bits of soil 
that have twirled down form an artificial shadow, in which you 
wrote the title in Azart. If any more soil twirls down, it will erase 
those words. It reminds me of your work ‘Leegte is vorm, vorm 
is leegte’ (Emptiness is form, form is emptiness), in which you 

ed of quotes from 26 books, alphabetically organized by author 
(Abe, Boon, Canetti, Dagerman, Eliade, Faulkner, Gombrowicz, 
Hildesheimer, Isherwood, Jarry, Koestler, Lautréamont, Meyrinck, 
Nabokov, Ouspensky, Pavese, Queneau and so on.) Inside the 
gallery you had divided the objects into 26 groups with which you 
built letters. The letter ‘z’, in Dutch, consisted of: zeef, zangboekje, 
ziekenkasboekje, zinkpoeder, zwemvlies, zegellak, zink, zakje, 
zeilwedstrijdreglement, zakagenda, zaag, zeepbakje, zoeth-
out, zeefdruk, zilverpapier, zandvorm, zelfklevende etiketten, 
zakkalender, zeewier, zoutvat, zoom, zalfdoos, zemelen, zeep, 
zonnebril, zwemvlies, zeefdruk, zwei, zeep, zwerfkei, zeep, 
zijdepapier, zool, zakdoek, zeel, zakomslag, zelfklever (sieve, 
song book, NHS registration book, zinc powder, flipper, sealing 
wax, zinc, small bag, sailing competition rule book, pocket note-
book, saw, soap container, liquorice, silk-screen print, silver foil, 
sand-mould, self-adhesive labels, pocket calendar, seaweed, salt 
cellar, zoom, ointment box, bran, soap, sunglasses, flipper, silk-
screen print, bevel square, soap, erratic block, soap, tissue paper, 
handkerchief, rope, book sleeve, sticker).

rombouts: Another exhibition at Zeno X, one year later, was 
called ‘La grande exposition de l’A’. It consisted of 1001 objects that 
might elicit a ha or an ah when you come across them. Initially 
the objects were placed on the floor in such a way that they left 
a large blank space in the shape of a letter A. I attached a piece 
of string in the shape of a lasso to each object, so visitors could 
try to hook one. Sadly the strings became entangled, which soon 
made the fishing expedition impossible. That’s why I ended 
up winding the string round the objects, making a positive ‘A’. 
Then I dangled the objects on a rope from the ceiling in the 
blank shape of an ‘A’. One day I wound the bundle around 
itself lengthily and let go. It started twirling back on itself and 
opened slowly like a dervish. Anny De Decker, who had brought 
a Super-8 camera along, filmed it. It was a beautiful image. The 
sound was even more wonderful: the incredible, indefinable 
tinkling of hundreds of objects made of glass, metal, wood, 
cardboard and paper. When the exhibition finished, the objects 
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Several of your works can currently be seen in Dendermonde. 
Which ones?

rombouts: The Beguinage will have a monumental, iron scul-
pture consisting of all the letters of the alphabet. Each link 
consists of a supine letter linked to a floating double by means 
of 2-metre vertical rods. Each letter corresponds to a colour, 
in Dutch. The ‘f ’ is fuchsia, for example. Seen from above the 
sculpture forms a question mark. The dot part consists of the 
word ‘dromen’ (‘dreaming’, also the letters that form the name 
Dendermonde). The other letters of the alphabet form the curl. 
The work is entitled dromenabcfghijklpqstuvwxyz.

Which in its turn reminds me of a performance by Bernd Lohaus, 
where four people recited the alphabet in four different languages 
and each participant replaced the starting letter of the used lan-
guage by the name of that language. As in: ‘a, b, c, Deutsch, e, 
f ’ and ‘a, b, c, d, e, Français, g, h’. Which created a time lapse 
in the enumeration.

rombouts: In the library you can see the white alphabet pyra-
mid which was made for a play by Bart Meulemans and Willy 
Thomas, entitled Dokter Zero op een Ziggurat (Doctor Zero on 
a Ziggurat).

In 1995 I helped Marie-Puck Broodthaers set up the work at Das 
Belgisches Haus in Cologne.

rombouts: That’s when you realize how heavy it is. (Laughs)

Penck was there. He also lent a hand.

rombouts: It’s a very heavy and fragile work. Probably the first 
piece of art in Belgium made out of MDF… In Huis Van Winckel 
I intend to cover the floor with Colombiers. That’s an old French 
newspaper format. The space measures 13 by 31 metres. I will 
write a letter, word or sentence on each sheet, thus creating new 

exhibit cut out words as well as the remaining, negative shapes. Or 
a 2008 performance in Brussels, when you wrote words in water on 
the pavement outside the Palais des Beaux Art. Another beauty is 
Matisse’s words, which you reproduce in a catalogue: ‘I dream of 
an art devoid of some disquieting or attention-seeking subject… 
Something a bit like an easy chair’.

rombouts: The work by that title consists of thick drawing-pa-
per clippings that form words and have been hung on one nail, 
like copy in a printing-works.

I’m not sure I understand…

rombouts: Any incoming material for the printing works or 
the newspaper was skewered on a hook – two pieces of steel 
wire shaped into two G clefs.

In 1984 you exhibited at the Apollohuis in Eindhoven.

rombouts: I exhibited a clock whose face was rimmed with 
the letters of the alphabet. The three hands occasionally came 
together to form a three-letter word in a European language. 
I made photocopies of those positions and put them on the 
floor. Anyone who liked a word could buy a copy. Not the 
wisest decision, it turned out, since the entire exhibition had 
sold out by the end of opening night.

Yesterday you sent me a recent interview with François Morelet 
which you found on the Internet.

rombouts: An interview in Le Monde to mark an exhibition 
at Centre Pompidou. Morelet was ahead of his time, yet like 
a true gentleman he never claimed that honour. I also found 
out that Robert Filiou made alphabets. Lots is happening out 
there, which some people sense and pick up on.
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LOVE IS BLING
Conversation with Guy Rombouts

Guy Rombouts is standing next to me. We are looking at an 
inscription on the gallery window. It is written in Azart, a self-de-
vised alphabet in which the shape of each letter refers to the first 
sound of the name of an item in that shape. The letter referring 
to the sound ‘m’, for example, has the shape of a meander. The 
l-sound in Phoenician was shaped like a primitive heel (a spiked 
stick) called ‘lamed’, probably related to the Dutch ‘lemmet’ 
(blade) and the French ‘lame’ (razor blade). ‘Over the years, 
our alphabet has gradually broken free from reality,’ Rombouts 
tells me. ‘Azart takes us back to it.’ Because the letters of Azart 
also have their own colour and can be joined, the inscription 
on the window creates a motley silhouette. The elegance and 
evenness of the letters in crayon betray the steady hand of an 
accomplished draughtsman or sculptor. The inscription reads: 
‘Love is bling’.

Rombouts asks me how my right arm is doing, which was in 
a plaster cast last time we saw each other. This leads us to the 
subject of accidents involving hands. Rombouts reminisces about 
how, one day, his father’s hand almost got caught in a printing 
press because of a loose cuff. ‘Luckily he was able to reach the 
control panel with his foot…’ For a brief instant we enjoy the 
relief associated with this memory.

‘There used to be a factory in Ghent that made paper for 
newspapers,’ Rombouts carries on. ‘It was done in massive, 
round vats inside which hovering knives crushed the wood 
into pulp. One day one of the employees fell into a vat and 
was mauled. Production wasn’t even stopped. He’d completely 
vanished anyway, swallowed by the paper. Remember how the 
paper of newspapers had tiny splinters in it, which you could 
pick out? Every time I did that, I thought about that man…’

surfaces. I will put heavy objects on the corners, as they used to 
do in China to stop paintings from curling up. I will probably 
use real negatives. Three corners will be pinned down, so the 
sheets can waft up as you walk past. A number of schools and 
art academies have encouraged their students to do something 
with the alphabet. I will help them present their creations. As 
you know, I love writing on windows. I think I will draw a few 
temporary things on the library windows and Huis Van Winckel.

How do you suggest we wind up this chat?

rombouts: So much to do, so little time! Luckily, there are the 
writings of Patricia De Martelaere. There is a beautiful interview 
with her on the Internet about death, done by a student (Mau-
rice Timmermans). Let’s finish with a sentence by Themerson: 
‘Good, fast and bright white is a process, an event, a happening.’ 
And with a verse by Jan Emmens: ‘Sta ik toevallig stil, dan heet 
dat het standpunt dat ik inneem.’ (If I accidently happen to stand 
still, this will be called my standpoint.’)

 
21 March 2011
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You used to tell me how, in your twenties, you went through 
a rough patch because you couldn’t choose between being an artist 
and taking over the printing business and your father’s newspaper. 
I always felt that devising the Azart alphabet was a subconscious 
way for you to be an artist yet stay loyal to your father’s dream.

rombouts: That’s possible.

On a conscious level the Azart alphabet has its roots in a frustration 
over the contingency and inadequacy of language.

rombouts: Indeed.

One of the things that saved you, is the discovery of the Wide 
White Space Gallery, where you came across the work of Marcel 
Broodthaers for the first time. It made you realize that what 
you already had been doing with words could also be considered 
art… I can see why adolescents find the inadequacy of language 
frustrating. Children must, after all, be noticed and understood 
by their parents in order to survive. But a man like Broodthaers? 
Why did he feel the need to be understood?

rombouts: In my opinion that’s the very essence of poetic 
genius. You want to convey something but you’re obsessed 
by the silence that must be broken to do so… You just point-
ed out the exquisite bloom of a Cornus Aurora, which seems 
to be floating on the tree top like a flock of waterlilies. After 
which we watched the tree in silence. As far as I’m concerned 
that kind of silent watching is a form of communication that 
predates language, which in its turn calls for readers who can 
read between the lines. True understanding predates language. 
Language comes at a later stage.

Sometimes, our convictions are rooted in forgotten experiences.

rombouts: As you know, I grew up in the village of Geel, 
where out-of-the-ordinary people lived with ordinary families; 

We keep silent for a bit. ‘It sounds like a recurring bad dream,’ 
I say, or an urban legend which touched a chord… You went 
to Ghent to study typography, the plan being for you to take 
over your father’s printing business.’

Language is a strange thing,’ he replies. ‘Why is most of the 
workforce forced to work?

We enter the gallery and look at a displayed alphabet con-
sisting of a line of beautiful, old-fashioned, small objects whose 
names consist of three letters. The objects are put in alphabetical 
order, so that the accidental spelling of their names determines 
the shape of the total sculpture. Each object evokes associations 
and dream visions, but also surprises with its inherent beau-
ty, patina, unexpected appearance. Together, they take us on 
a thrilling, sculptural journey.

In the next room we come across another beautiful sculp-
ture: 26 pieces of black cloth inside which an object can be 
hidden. They are hanging on a black thread, so that they can 
be suspended in a variety of ways. It’s a tactile alphabet, which 
was exhibited at De Appel in Amsterdam in 1982. Some pieces 
of cloth bear beautiful decorations, like button holes for exam-
ple. I ask Rombouts where the cloth comes from and how the 
shapes came about.

guy rombouts: The entire sculpture consists of bits of my 
father’s wedding suit. I took it apart with my mother, who 
transformed it into pockets and added new seams.

In 1982? When you were already living in Antwerp?

rombouts: Yes.

You went back to your parental home, where you and your mother 
cut your father’s wedding costume to pieces?

rombouts: Yes.
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The painting also contains the depiction of an orange peel: another 
recurrent element in your work.

rombouts: You’re right.

You almost got mauled and swallowed by the paper, but your 
mother set you free.

rombouts: I think you can certainly put it this way.

 
6 May 2018

even people from England or The Netherlands whose families 
paid to have them live with Flemish families.

So when you bumped into someone in the street, you didn’t know 
if he or she was ‘normal’ or ‘’different’? And when you got to know 
them better, those words lost their meaning?

rombouts: I think so, yes.

Not only are you fascinated by language, you are also a gifted 
maker of images and sculptures. Might that fascination be traced 
back to something that occurred in your youth?

rombouts: At the print shop, we created the titles of the 
newspaper with large letters made from crosscut pearwood. 
To me, a first way of visible writing consisted in aligning these 
beautiful objects… But I also enjoyed helping my mother with 
window dressing.

Your mother had a shop?

rombouts: She sold stationery. As well as the Nieuwsblad van 
Geel, of course, published by my father. Every time there was 
a new issue, people would queue up outside to be the first to 
read the adverts.

Did you have a dedicated place in her shop?

rombouts: I sat under the glass fronted counter. I saw everything 
from inside that aquarium and could follow every conversation. 
My mother also painted. The artist Gerard Herman once sent 
me a reproduction of a Spanish still life, in which he thought 
he recognized Azart letters. I knew the painting, because my 
mother had copied it. It hung in our house…

(He shows me the painting.)
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ALL ABOUT ANGIE
Conversation with Stefan Dreher

stefan dreher: If people would be totally self-sufficient, they 
probably wouldn’t move anymore. I certainly wouldn’t. That’s 
why I believe that the origin of my dancing is insufficiency. We 
try to become complete, we try to find and seduce someone 
outside ourselves. Dancing is about trying to become visible, 
trying to be there for another person. It’s also about reinventing 
yourself, trying to be there every different moment. Trying to 
follow schemes, but also trying to disrupt patterns. This is one 
of the reasons why I think this choreography is about rebirth.

We try to perfect ourselves through imitating, but the final aim 
is to be different?

dreher: Station to Station, my previous choreography, was 
about learning. Someone initiated a movement and the other 
dancers tried to imitate it. The more exactly they tried to imitate 
it, the more the differences between their bodies became visible. 
Some movements were so difficult that nobody could imitate 
them. I didn’t mind, because often a so-called badly executed 
movement was more beautiful than the well executed ones. The 
most interesting thing about stage is failure. On stage you don’t 
have to be a hero or a genius. On stage the loser is the winner. 
This is certainly true for comedians and clowns, but also for 
dancers. The imperfect movement is more fascinating than the 
well-known, predictable one.

You sometimes use the image of clumsy, dancing birds.

dreher: Yes, I once saw a documentary about the courtship 
of certain birds and I was struck by it. I loved to watch it and I 
like to use it as an image for my work. Birds perform courtship 
behaviour to attract mates. The first thing that strikes me about 
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instance when he writes that the discovery of the possibility 
to light a fire through the rubbing of wood was an accident 
that had nothing to do with the wish to make fire. According 
to him, somebody invented a ritual that consisted of rubbing 
wood. The ritual’s purpose was to create a distance between the 
young, rubbing man and his family. The resemblance between 
the rubbing of the wooden sticks and certain sexual movements 
gave the ritual its power.

It’s hard to imagine a sexual movement resembling the rubbing 
of wooden sticks.

dreher: Perhaps, but that’s not the point. The point is that even 
the vaguest resemblance to a sexual movement might confer a 
certain poetry or mythical power to a movement.

Whereas sexual movements have nothing particular in themselves, 
of course. We find similar movements everywhere in nature, without 
there being any chance of an underlying meaning. I can hardly 
imagine that the pumping of our heart or the swelling of our chest 
try to tell us something.

dreher: (Laughs.) Jung’s examples are really funny. I remember a 
tribe where the young men got up at night to stumble around in 
circles ramming their spears into the ground… Sublimating their 
sexual energy, they accidently invented agriculture, he thought.

According to Jung our creative force and our libido – which 
he considers to be identical – originate from the separation of 
an original, androgynous being. The only time we can really 
create compared to nature is when we create a child. All other, 
apparently creative actions are sublimations or in the worst 
case suppressions of our creative possibilities. A sublimation is 
a successful way of living with your creative force (with your 
being ‘just’ a man or a woman, the insufficient half of a split 
being) for example when you take care of your children.

it is their consciousness of being watched. Instinctively, anyway, 
they know they are being watched. Without a beholder, the 
display would lose its meaning. Secondly, the birds move in a 
very elegant way, but at the same time they are extremely clumsy. 
They stumble and fall continuously. They’re very serious about 
it as well, which makes their behaviour very comical.

I believe that every dance is a kind of courtship behaviour. In 
contemporary dance we recognize it in the humor and sensibility 
of the body. But also in the relationship between the dancers and 
the public. The choreography in it’s totality should be a form of 
courtship towards the public. When my daughter Fanny dances, 
she is completely unaware of any concept of moving, but she 
is very conscious of being looked at. First she checks whether 
someone is looking and than she starts dancing. She flirts with 
her daddy through wriggling her hips. But because she doesn’t 
really know what she’s doing, she’s very funny to watch.

Your improvisations and choreographies are also fun to watch.

dreher: I certainly hope so. I’m very serious about them.

They are very moving as well.

dreher: I’m glad you think so.

You seem to practice a kind of joyful mechanics of movements, 
laughter and emotions.

dreher: In the real world everything seems to make sense. 
I would love to make sense on stage also, but in my heart I know 
it’s ridiculous. Just like the birds. 

Did you recognise a similar ambiguity when you discovered the 
writings of Jung?

dreher: Exactly. His writing style is prodigious: poetic and 
scientific at the same time. You believe anything he writes. For 
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dreher: Yes, I’m not so fond of perfect dance movements, 
because they make the choreography unreal. I would like to 
create a real stage presence. I would like us, dancers, to be re-
ally there. I would like us to reinvent ourselves every moment. 
Every movement can be a kind of rebirth. We have to be able to 
create movements without preconceived ideas. Someone initates 
a movement and the others react to this movement. We try to 
be really there. We don’t execute formats, we are in the here and 
now and try to react directly. Our brain still works, of course, 
we are constantly taking decisions and making plans, but we 
don’t stick to our plans. As soon as we start doing something 
automatically, we change the pattern. The transgression has to 
be as swift as possible.

To the outsider the dancers seem to be forgetful.

dreher: Yes, we constantly seem to forget what we have been 
doing. But at the same time we keep track of the others to 
decide who we will follow, in what way, and how we will spin 
new patterns in space. The result is a kind of pulsation, where-
by different groups form and disintegrate. You get waves of 
movement. Geometrical figures. Everything seems to fall apart 
and suddenly there’s something else. The group becomes like 
a living creature. Everything moves that way, through division 
and coming together, expanding and contracting.

One of the images you use is a flock of migrating birds.

dreher: Yes. They don’t watch each other, but they seem to 
feel each other’s presence. Suddenly one of them shifts place. 
A swift and tiny accent that seems to correct the shape of the 
entire flock.

In the beginning of each episode of ‘Angie’ every dancer receives 
a set of cards.

People who cannot handle their libido start doing strange things 
like obsessive cleaning. The comical thing about cleaning is that 
the repetitious movements that come with it quickly resemble a 
sexual movement. It’s all a matter of rubbing. So the more one 
suppresses one’s libido, the more it seems to reveal itself. The 
cleaning is a denial of sex and at the same it’s full of sex… One 
can clean one’s body, but one can also clean a complete room, 
all the tiny corners and dirty places…

Furthermore, somebody who cleans a room executes a kind 
of dance. The person assumes the most peculiar positions, bent 
forward, kneeling, lying on his or her belly or back… It’s a 
beautiful choreography, full of energy, joyous repetition and 
inevitable diversity… 

Forward and backward, up and down, in and out… I liked 
the idea to create a choreography with similar movements…

Actually, you used Jung’s images as a starting point for your cho-
reography?

dreher: I wondered whether I could use them to make the 
aspect of courtship more visible in my work. They don’t have 
to be absolutely true. They’re just things to try out.

In this sense, there’s a link with the general nature of your work. 
You try to find a sensible way to introduce movements that are not 
really dance movements. You also don’t want the dancers to ‘express’ 
something. It seems that any movement can be a good movement.

dreher: I like to watch people and to frame their movements. 
A framed movement is always beautiful. I would like to create 
a similar beauty on stage. Without beauty, without a spectator 
being moved, the movement is pointless.

Very often you start from a daily gesture, but you take away it’s 
function or meaning to turn it into a mere movement.
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dreher: The ideal would be to bring us dancers so far that we 
start moving without any preconceived idea, without any idea 
whatsoever, in order to obtain a set of movements which is not 
limited by thoughts about dance, representation or meaning.

Ideally we shouldn’t know we are freewheeling on a horse or 
what it would mean to be doing so… It would be something 
for the public to see or to feel. The emotions and ideas would 
come afterwards, as projections on a continuous and spiralling 
flow of movements.

Last week you told me you had had a marvellous afternoon dancing 
blindfolded. Why did it give you so much pleasure?

dreher: Dancing blindfolded, I suddenly felt free from any 
gaze. I didn’t feel judged anymore, not by men or women. My 
voice became deeper. It felt like pure energy and movement… 
And on top of this I had the impression it was funny to watch.

You also told me you would like the choreography to be more and 
more decomposed.

dreher: Yes, that would be wonderful… Like a flock of migra- 
 tory birds… Or like a cloud of mist…
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dreher: Yes. Each card stands for a particular situation, sound, 
gesture or movement like fainting, falling, swimming, laughing, 
cackling and so on.

And in the beginning of each episode the cards are shuffled and 
distributed?

dreher: That’s it. Each episode is different. I try to replace 
the habit of copying and repetition by a free adaptation of a 
precise set of rules.

The second episode reminded me of Stephen Leacock’s comparison 
between a horse and a bicycle (that I know because of Walter 
Swennen).

dreher: Tell me.

Leacock observes that the pedals of a horse don’t allow for a comfort-
able circular pedalling movement, but he adds that free-wheeling 
on a horse is an extraordinary experience.

dreher: (Laughs.) The image of freewheeling on a horse appeals 
to me because it implies the displacement of a movement (or the 
concept of a movement). We can only make a limited amount 
of different movements. Seen from this point of view, the ob-
session of us dancers and choreographers to find always new 
movements is quite comical. We dispose of a fascinating set of 
daily movements that are rarely used on stage, e.g. brushing 
one’s teeth. We simply have to bring them to stage to make 
them interesting.

On the other hand, when entering the abstract space of a 
stage, there’s no point in merely imitating the movement of 
brushing one’s teeth. You have to use the movements to create 
something new.

In fact the dancers are lured into the moment by the invitation 
to react to the improvisations of their collegues?
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HOLES AND BUMPS
Conversation with Erwin Wurm

Erwin Wurm (b. 1954) is best known for his One Minute Sculp-
tures (objects, beautiful drawings and/or sets of instructions 
that invite people to become a sculpture for precisely sixty 
seconds) and his works in the form of swollen, melted or bent 
objects, representing houses or cars. In his current show in 
Brussels, Wurm is exhibiting a selection of outfit-wearing Mind 
Bubbles, two bronze sculptures entitled Anger Bumps and Envy 
Bumps, a headless but fully-clothed mannequin that seems to 
have an erection, a group of photographs and a fountain that 
looks like a severed arm (water shoots upwards from its raised 
middle finger).

In a review of your work I read that you ‘free objects from their 
everyday context and give them a new meaning’. The word ‘mean-
ing’ is useless for me. I prefer to talk about form.

erwin wurm: The meaning of what I do usually escapes me. 
A work always turns out differently. What’s really important is 
‘die Folge in der Arbeit’: the change that becomes visible in the 
evolution of your work. If you have an idea you should try to 
follow it, rather than trying to gain the upper hand. Gerhard 
Richter once said: ‘My work is smarter than me’. He’s right. It’s 
a kind of running behind the thing. Sometimes you catch it, 
but then you don’t know whether this is positive or negative. 
It’s like remembering an old girlfriend, but you don’t recognise 
her when you finally meet… (Pointing.) These are the Mind 
Bubbles, which are like the speech bubbles you find in cartoons. 
They are empty and full at the same time.

They look like potatoes. Were they made before or after your giant 
floating potato?
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rectly from the farmers. I looked at dozens of them, one by one. 
I bought one or two potatoes from every barrow…

The ‘Mind Bubbles’ are painted.

wurm: They are. The first ones were white, then I tried to paint 
them brown, now they all have different colours… It’s always 
a bit desperate.

The pink feminine one looks like a nice person.

wurm: When I first dressed them, these amorphous shapes sud-
denly became anthropomorphic. I like this meeting of two systems. 
It’s the same thing with the Fat Cars. Here too, you have a meeting 
between a technical system and a biological one. Without the cross-
over with the biological system, the cars couldn’t become fat… I like 
this fantastic sentence by Lichtenberg: ‘How lucky,’ he writes, ‘that 
a cat has two holes in the fur exactly where its eyes are’. (Laughs.) 
That’s why my bubbles also have an eye… (He slides his right 
hand through the hole under the soft, knitted, woollen garment 
that covers the Mind Bubble.) It’s a bit transparent… I never wear 
transparent clothes. When I see people dressed in those kinds of 
garments, I always feel embarrassed for them. I feel embarrassed 
for this potato… People are allowed to touch the sculptures. The 
gallery isn’t happy about it, but I can’t help it.

What will your show in Leuven be like?

wurm: The curator, Eva Wittockx, has asked me to do some-
thing different to what you can see here in the gallery. They’re 
building a huge platform where you’ll find small drawings and 
instructions for the creation of One Minute Sculptures. For 
instance, there will be a tiny fluffy pink teddy bear. People are 
going to be invited to open their trouser fronts and insert the 
pink teddy bear in such a way that only its head sticks out.

wurm: After.

How did you make such a huge potato?

wurm: We made it by hand around a metal skeleton, using 
Styrofoam and polyester. It was a mess. It’s difficult to create 
an unspecified form.

Did you know Le Corbusier also ‘designed’ potatoes?

wurm: Did he?

He was looking for a shape for windows or openings in the walls 
of his buildings and he wanted them to be non-forms. So he ended 
up with the silhouettes of ‘potatoes’, which actually resemble the 
way children try to draw windows.

wurm: I remember a task that I was given as a student: to 
position five objects in a room as if they had arrived there by 
coincidence. I didn’t succeed. At one point, I even threw them 
over my shoulder, but it still didn’t work… I don’t know why 
I’m telling you this.

Because a potato has a shape that isn’t clearly defined but, at the 
same time, is utterly essential. There’s no mistaking a potato.

wurm: That’s it. So we kept on struggling until somebody 
advised me to scan a real potato. It was like a door flying open! 
Suddenly the world looked anew!

Surely this can’t have solved all your problems? Because you then 
had to find a potato that looked like a potato.

wurm: (Laughs.) That’s true. First I bought a bag of potatoes 
in a supermarket, but they all looked like pebbles. I think they 
were Dutch. But then I found a market where they came di-
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In the end, sculpting is nothing other than making bumps or holes.

wurm: (Laughs.) I’ve always been wondering about the notion 
of sculpture. In 1982 or 1983, I took two balls of paint, one in each 
hand, and then squashed them together to see what would happen.

What did the result look like? Was it flat or bulging?

wurm: It was like a snowball. Not modelled, just stuck together. 
Not really round, and not like a ball. More like a ‘Knödel’, 
a dumpling or a bubble. Dumplings are freedom of form. You 
still have a form, but it doesn’t force you to define this form.

Like the ‘anger bump’ or the mannequin that seems to have an 
erection?

wurm: Right.

Do you also have the impression that your work evolves in a spi-
ralling way? We always try to create something new, but ultimately 
keep on returning to the same old stuff (even if the ‘old stuff’ isn’t 
the same anymore).

wurm: Yes, it’s a spiral. But you never realise this when you’re 
in the middle of something. Just recently, I had the strangest 
sculptural experience … I’ve always tried to make a work around 
the notion of standing, which seems to be a very sculptural thing 
to do. So I asked an assistant if he wanted to try standing up in 
an Austrian field from morning till evening. In order to help, 
I asked somebody to hypnotise him. We filmed the event with 
three cameras. It was amazing. He stood there all day long. The 
hypnotist would occasionally give him some water. Actually, my 
assistant was in great pain, but he couldn’t tell us. Now, one 
of the unforeseen and spectacular things was that his stomach 
became ever more hollow, probably because of this pain. In 
the beginning, I didn’t know it was going to be so expressive, 
so sculptural.

It reminds me of a photograph from a series of works called ‘Be 
nice to your curator’. They show people putting their hands inside 
other people’s flies.

wurm: (Laughs.) Pieces about fear…

Where does the photograph of the lady atop an upright pen come from?

wurm: It’s part of a series of thirteen photographs that I made for 
the Schauspielhaus in Zurich. They invited me to make a body 
of work using Shakespeare’s Hamlet as a starting point. I’d also 
been given the option of showing the work in the Kunsthaus. 
To me, Shakespeare’s play is characterised by a certain sickness, 
which I tried to express in my own way. This exhibition includes 
two photographs from the series because they are related to the 
sculptures with the ‘anger’ and ‘envy’ bumps.

Their shiny surfaces remind me of some of Jeff Koons’ sculptures, 
only he was doing something completely different: Koons repro-
duced the decorative objects that were admired by the middle-class 
customers of his parents’ shop. He wanted to ‘free them from the 
shame of their bad taste’. His steel trains or other such objects 
would certainly never have had bumps.

wurm: (Laughs.) There’s a formal resemblance, but it’s quite 
different. My sculptures are made of nickelled bronze. I used 
this material because I wanted them to be glossy, so that people 
can see their reflection in them, but in a deformed way. They 
can see different versions of themselves.

Slimmer and fatter?

wurm: And taller or shorter… To me, these sculptures are 
three-dimensional manifestations of a psychological condition. 
The ‘anger bumps’ are physical reactions. In this sense, they’re 
a good reason for me, as a sculptor, to go back to the body.
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What seems to fascinate you is that forms prove to be more unstable 
than envisaged. For example when you have a car swell up or 
when you bend a pickup truck or a van…

wurm: That’s true.

Do you think reality looks more unstable to you than to other people?

wurm: I think so… I rarely talk about this, but twelve years ago 
I had a very bad experience. Reality was pulled away from under 
my feet. In the same year, I lost both my parents and my wife 
left me, taking my children with her. For a whole year I didn’t 
touch anything. Then, I invented the One Minute Sculptures 
and I started working again.

Momentary, transient sculptures that are pretexts for some kind 
of new and fleeting contacts with people.

wurm: You could put it like that.

I remember a small sculpture of yours looking like a slice of brown 
bread on which a house, seemingly made of butter, is beginning to melt.

erwin wurm: Yes. I also made models of a partially melted 
studio, for example, in which the kitchen and the bedroom 
were liquifying. When I was a little child, my mother used to 
tell me that if I ate a lot of bread and butter, I would become 
somebody who could build houses.

She was right. Only your houses do look a little bit weird.

wurm: Yes. She probably pictured them differently. (Laughs.)

 
12 September 2007

ALL ABOUT PENELOPE
Brief conversation with Jerry Gorovoy  

about Louise Bourgeois

One of our leading galleries, Xavier Hufkens, invites us to dis-
cover a selection of Louise Bourgeois’ works (1911-2010). The 
exhibition of gouaches, watercolours and sewn sculptures is 
a tour de force. This is the first time that the sculptures, all of 
which represent blue heads, have been exhibited together. The 
approach is a museological one, reminding us of the beautiful 
museum exhibitions created by Ronny Van de Velde in the 
nineties. The paintings on show comprise three complete series. 
Anyone who has never seen Bourgeois’ work in the flesh, can 
catch a glimpse of it in this exhibition. Moreover, journalists 
were given the opportunity to meet Jerry Gorovoy, Bourgeois’ 
first assistant for thirty years, as well as the curator and writer 
Philip Larratt-Smith (b. 1979), the author of the book Louise 
Bourgeois. The Return of the Repressed. Psychoanalytic Writings. 
The latter also contributed an essay to the new catalogue pub-
lished by the gallery.

The fabric heads are sculptural masterpieces. They are constructed 
of patches around an inner core, which is attached to a base by 
means of a metal rod. And they are finished with blue fabric 
patches that are either sewn to the support or to each other. 
Given this material, their shape is astonishingly accurate. I asked 
Gorovoy how this was possible. He answered that the fabric 
used by Bourgeois to finish the sculptures was stretchy, which 
allowed her to create beautiful, convex surfaces. (Willy Vinck 
would later inform me that hats are made in the same way.) The 
gouaches and watercolours are moving, as is almost all of Bour-
geois’ work. Here, for example, I am touched by the incredibly 
tender suggestions of a foetus in the belly of a mother. When 
Bourgeois is at her best, she is not making art, but allowing us 



430 431

Isn’t that strange? For what do artists do, if it is not exactly this: 
sharing what they think or feel about things they have seen or 
experienced?

Second example: Bourgeois writes somewhere that blue stands 
for peace, contemplation and an escape route. Larratt-Smith 
opines that while this is true of the sky blue she mixed in the 
forties and fifties by adding ochre and white to Prussian blue, 
there is another ‘meaning’ to the deeper blue shade that we 
find in these works. In his view, it refers to melancholy. This 
sounds like a very precise and learned statement, whereas I find 
it nonsensical. 

Third example: one often finds a suspended form in Bour-
geois’ Cells that resembles an elongated droplet or pendulous 
testicle. The shape reminds me of the bone needles made in the 
stone age, although it doesn’t have to be a needle or something 
that is ‘needle-like’. (In Destruction of the Father… Bourgeois 
relates, in her own words, that needles refer to recovery and pins 
to aggression.) In a brilliant book from 2013, Ulf Küster, who 
is fascinated by the ‘diversity of meaning’ in Bourgeois’ work, 
writes that a needle might visualize the connection between the 
subconscious and the conscious mind.

To my mind, what we see here, is ultimately an indetermi-
nate and open form. How can we create a new, beautiful and 
recognizable shape that escapes any kind of definition, yet still 
elicits emotion? This, to me, is the crux of it all. I asked Gorovoy 
what he thought about this.

‘Her mother had a large pincushion that had the same shape,’ 
he answered, ‘but it can also be a bludgeon.’

I also asked him what he felt about the insatiable thirst that 
most authors have for fixed meanings.

‘Larratt-Smith studied Latin and Greek at Harvard,’ he an-
swered. ‘When he visited us in 2002, he was interested in Louise’s 
texts. I wasn’t. I’d been to art school and was drawn to her visual 
work. People always want to hear stories. So, Louise told tales 
about her work. But she never said what it meant. She turned the 
question around and asked the listener what he or she thought 
or felt upon seeing a piece. “Art doesn’t need art history,” she 

to experience sensations that are unlike anything we have ever 
felt before, and which are impossible to find elsewhere.

When you are allowed to write about an artist whose work you 
find moving, but also happen to be a person with a conviction, 
you unfortunately tend to preach, even when the essence of 
your belief is that everything is intangible, and that all forms of 
certitudes are inherently crude. This is unquestionably true if you 
want to write about someone like Louise Bourgeois, who was 
not only familiar with psychoanalysis, literature, art history and 
the works of artists she knew personally, but also made a clear 
distinction between her own relationship with her work and 
what it might mean to a potential viewer. For Bourgeois, an 
artwork was always open. When she spoke about her oeuvre, she 
would invariably create associations, or weave a web of words and 
emotions around it, but she would never say what it ‘meant’. It 
is a point that is lost on a great many authors. They are happy 
to seek, instead, a ‘meaning’ that can be coupled to a frame of 
reference, such as psychoanalysis, without realizing that Bour-
geois used the very same framework to say nothing. Freud did 
not believe in symbols with a fixed meaning. It isn’t the dream 
itself that is revelatory (because the dream-work conceals), but 
the way in which the patient associates about the dream.

An example: Bourgeois made a large sculpture that resembles 
a spider. Its legs are beautifully badly welded, in such a way that 
the slag from the burning process, which in reality weakens 
a welded structure, has the effect of making them look even 
more insect-like. Pure sculptural pleasure. Bourgeois called the 
spider ‘Maman’ and recounted that arachnids patiently repair 
a damaged web without getting angry, just like her mother, who 
restored tapestries. We think of Bourgeois’ separation anxiety 
and the faithful Penelope, who would weave by daylight and 
unravel her work at night; we also think of Medea, another 
weaver, and so on and so forth, and so on and so forth. But 
what is it that stands before us and what do we think and feel? 
Very few authors share with us what they feel and really think. 
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ALL ABOUT SNOW WHITE
Paul McCarthy’s form vision

In Xavier Hufkens’ old and new galleries, a fascinating exhibition 
is being held with new work by Paul McCarthy (b. 1945), an 
internationally renowned artist from Los Angeles, who in our 
country is mainly known from solo exhibitions in the S.M.A.K. 
and the Middelheim Museum, now nine years ago.

the free market

A recent book by Sarah Thornton reveals that artists, such as Jeff 
Koons and Damien Hirst, employ between 150 and 500 people. 
A leading architect is reported to employ as many as 1,500 em-
ployees. This is somewhat surprising for two reasons. Firstly, we 
wonder how a profession, which we associate with the realisation 
of ‘a personal form vision’ (Henry Moore), can be carried out 
by so many different people. Secondly, we wonder how many 
works have to be sold in order to pay for all these people. Who 
would buy all these works?

The answer to this question became apparent when, a few 
years ago, I was allowed to visit a well-known bronze foundry 
in our country, where I found rows of identical sculptures by 
a number of prosperous Flemish artists. They reminded me of 
a man from my home village who did very well out of the sale 
of skilfully welded roosters, which were apparently very sought 
after by owners of carefully tended lawns throughout the country. 
This is also the case with the hideous bronze sculptures of some 
of our leading artists.

As we know, 10% of the world’s population is becoming richer 
and richer, but this comfortable growth rate is not proportionate 
to the scorching accumulation of capital by the 1% richest on the 
planet, who own, among other things, all the banks. Like a black 
hole, this capital is inevitably attracting all the other liquid assets, 
much to the despair of the rich themselves, whose financial ad-

always said. Furthermore, she always noted, to her regret, how 
shockingly few people possess any kind of visual acuity… 

When Louise entered the studio in the morning, you could 
immediately see how she felt. She might cut a large chunk out 
of something or start working in a very sensitive way. That was 
what it was all about. She was able to transform her emotions 
into a specific way of dealing with every possible material. That’s 
what touches me most in her work.’

 
11 September 2015
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in part, while the third seems to contain abstract, rectangular and 
round body openings. McCarthy shares with me and another 
person that this third head is a cast of the stiff core that is hidden 
in every realistic head, to prevent the sculpture from collapsing. 
The rectangular and circular openings are purely functional and 
actually serve to grip the sculpture’s flexible outer layer, which 
is made of titanium silicones. McCarthy saw that this core also 
looked like a head and decided to make ‘real’ sculptures out of 
it as well. Some protruding parts of the sculpture are reinforced 
on the inside with metal tubes. Now, these tubes are also used 
to skewer pieces from different sculptures. In the large cowboy 
sculpture in the new gallery, they return as rods that pierce the 
eyes of the cowboy (or seem to stick out of them like spikes).

freedom of form

McCarty’s freedom of form is as astonishing as it is liberating. 
In the old gallery, he mainly shows sculptures that were sculpted 
using CNC machines: computer-controlled cutting machines. 
In the new gallery he shows a monumental sculpture that was 
handmade, but not without using ready-made PU foam shapes 
(for the horses’ bodies) that are usually used by taxidermists.

appearing and disappearing

When McCarthy made a solo exhibition for the S.M.A.K. 
in 2007, I was able to witness his dedication first hand. While 
an impressive team built the entire exhibition, I saw how, for 
three weeks, he concentrated mainly on the hanging of one 
section, where drawings, sculptures and photographs of ‘Mi-
chael and Bubbles’ were on display. When I asked the artist 
what he was trying to do, he replied that he was trying to make 
the drawings more present, so that they would be perceived as 
works that were as important as the sculptures. Here, too, he 
showed the sculpture at various stages of the creation process. At 
first, I thought that he did this to make the image of ‘Michael 
and Bubbles’ appear and disappear at the same time, but later 

visers do not know what to do with all this money. On the event 
horizon of this black hole, the art market takes place, like a thin 
layer of foam, created by the laundering of black money.

‘The art market is much bigger than everyone thinks,’ Damien 
Hirst explains to Thornton. How big? In order to understand 
its scope, we can rely on a remark from Koons. He tells the 
same, somewhat naive journalist that the price of his works of 
art increases as more works circulate on the market. This seems 
to be in contradiction with the law of supply and demand, until 
you realise that demand must be so high that the chances that 
prices rise, increase when there are more goods on the market.

But how many works would Koons then sell? How many gal-
leries are selling his work? How many works are being auctioned? 
And what kind of works would they be? Probably they are endless 
variations on the same form and mostly just copies: dozens for 
Belgian artists and hundreds for international artists. I recently saw 
three painted vases by Ai Wei Wei, of which you could be sure that 
there are hundreds in circulation, all sucked into that black hole, 
sometimes displayed in a living room or bedroom, but usually 
just sitting in secure warehouses, where they occasionally change 
owners. All this no longer has anything to do with exhibitions. 
Exhibitions are much like some shabby grocery stores: the actual 
transaction takes place behind the scenes.

For all these reasons, my expectations were high when I heard 
that Xavier Hufkens would display work by Paul McCarthy. Even if 
you took the title of the exhibition as your starting point, in which 
the works were announced as ‘spin-offs’, which could be translated 
as by-products. Striking title, I thought, the man has guts.

finger food

What he actually means by this title, however, is that his works 
originate as unpredictable by-products of some great adventures. 
A good thing about his work is that you can also see this. In the 
first room on the left of the main gallery, we find three rubber 
‘heads’ lying on the ground, reaching to hip level, each in a differ-
ent colour: yellow, red and blue. Two of these heads are realistic 
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three weeks, my gaze was almost automatically drawn to the 
long row of drawings, which I started to study one by one. 
Suddenly, I saw that in these drawings, Michael and Bubbles 
sometimes transformed into a mother with a Marilyn Monroe 
hairstyle holding a bearded child on her lap. It was a gripping 
moment. ‘Just like the monkey or the child on Michael Jack-
son’s lap, this little Paul cannot escape the suffocating grip of 
his mother,’ I thought.

The beautiful and moving thing about McCarthy’s work 
is that the Michael and Bubbles sculptures do not necessarily 
result from a particular childhood memory, nor can they, or 
indeed, should they, be traced back to it. Rather, they seem to 
be the upshot of patiently shifting images over each other until 
a special pattern emerges. The artist shifts images to look, think 
and feel, not to ‘explain’ or ‘interpret’ anything.

disney

In the garden of the gallery, Paul McCarthy and Bart de Baere 
eye up a sculpture in which Snow White is duplicated in an 
idealised character and in a frail, realistically depicted naked 
young lady. At the feet of this paradoxical figure, is Thumper 
lying on his back and rocking with laughter, thereby shamelessly 
showing his mushroom-shaped penis in erection. De Baere 
asks McCarthy whether the sculpture also contains a critique 
of Disney. McCarthy claims it doesn’t. The new, bourgeoning 
aspects of the sculpture actually stem from the logic of Disney 
himself, he says, who blew up, stretched out or crushed his fig-
ures freely. ‘I make things to be able to see them,’ he says, ‘not 
to criticise anything or anyone. I am struck by the impressive 
lines of the sculpture, which surprisingly emerge from Disney’s 
three-dimensional drawings.’

In 2007, Wim Delvoye showed me erotic Disney drawings, 
which he produced for his own entertainment and kept in one 
of his drawers. Why should Disney be criticised? What would 
that whole, so-called despicable ‘Disneyfication’ actually consist 
of? Would there be a parallel with the left-wing condemnation of 

I realised that the ‘unfinished’ sculptures were just as finished 
as the most complete version. In this way, McCarthy’s oeuvre 
seems to encompass the archaic Greek period, the Hellenistic 
and subsequent Gothic approach. The man likes to make shapes, 
lines and volumes appear and disappear, as we see in Warhol’s 
series of screen prints.

black box

During a public conversation, McCarthy relates that he doesn’t 
really know what the central concrete goal of his activities would 
be. ‘I do build film sets,’ he says, ‘and I work with actors and 
props, but in the end it generates 40 hours of film. Not a full-
length film, but something incontrollable. Characters from one 
project, such as Ronald and Nancy Reagan, also pop up in the 
others. Recently, my son suggested restarting and making a long 
camera move away from a set. New images and possibilities 
immediately emerged.’

What you feel more with McCarthy than any other artist, 
I think, is that he constructs images in order to be able to see 
them. That’s why he can use hundreds of assistants. They all set 
to work, and he combines their results to create new objects that 
evoke images which are able to touch him. This method of work-
ing is very similar to the way some directors and choreographers 
create theatre and dance: by letting the actors, the dancers and all 
other staff members make proposals and try out things that are 
steadily falling into place like a giant jigsaw puzzle. This affinity 
probably stems from the fact that McCarthy decided in the 70s 
to do performances in a ‘black box’ (a darkened space) instead 
of, for example, on the street. As a result, other artistic possibil-
ities have presented themselves enabling McCarthy to achieve 
perfectly controlled images and to conjure up dream worlds.

mother

When, in 2007, I finally went to look at the completed hanging 
that McCarthy had personally worked on at the S.M.A.K. for 
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BEYOND ANNETTE
Alberto Giacometti in London

An exceptional exhibition of portraits by Alberto Giacometti 
(1901-1966) runs until January at the National Portrait Gallery 
in London. Sixty magnificent works are on display: drawings, 
paintings and sculptures from every period of the artist’s career.

the seventies and flat illustrations

What should one write about? About the artworks, of course, 
although it is also worth discussing the way in which they are 
presented and interpreted. As is so often the case, there are the 
usual and seemingly unavoidable shortcomings. Firstly, and 
rather predictably, the exhibition is staged in semi-darkness. As 
a result, it is almost impossible to make out the true colours of 
the artworks. Furthermore, they are illuminated by ‘spotlights’ 
that emit a yellow light and which, I would hazard an informed 
guess, were manufactured in the seventies. In addition, the 
sculptures are invariably positioned against the walls and cannot 
be viewed in the round. This, in turn, means that the light hits 
them from above, or face on, leaving the viewer to mentally 
erase the shadows. An exception to the rule is Woman of Venice 
VIII (1956), which also happens to be backlit, thereby forcing us 
to contend with yet another light source. Would this disagreeable 
and annoying lighting design have pleased Giacometti? I doubt 
it. I put it down to sheer negligence and the sort of blindness 
that I always associate with booklovers (possibly because they 
are afraid of this fleeting life and the dust it creates), people for 
whom everything is the raw material for a book. In their eyes, 
a sculpture is something that they only tend to encounter in two 
dimensions, namely within their publications. And as a result, 
they can only exhibit them likewise: as though flat illustrations.

the 1970s disco music? In those days as well, many intellectuals 
simply ignored the fact that this music was often well made, 
just as you cannot deny that the staff of the Disney studio 
have designed a drawing style that is not only unique, but also 
extremely effective. I wonder if this magical effectiveness would 
stem from the fact that these drawings had to be as economical 
as possible (for example without hatching), but at the same time 
had to suggest as much volume as possible. For it is wonderful to 
see how the lines of this studio lend themselves to a conversion 
into a kind of super-Hellenistic sculpture (which is then cut in 
half, skewered together, tarnished and so on).

When my son Cyriel was three (now 20 years ago), I discov-
ered that he was convinced that all people were born as men. 
On their third birthday, he assured me, it was decided whether 
they would remain a boy or would be changed into a girl by 
a surgical procedure. He had derived this insight from Walt 
Disney’s film Snow White, in which, according to my son, you 
could clearly see, during the dark storm scene with the hunter, 
how the young heroine was being castrated. That’s why she’s 
called ‘Snee-witje’ (Cut White 1),’ he assured me.

There is no doubt that the evocative power of some Disney 
films has to do with the fact that they are based on folk tales, 
which contain many powerful images. But there is also some-
thing magical about the drawings, which, by their probably 
functional origins, are linked to the equally functional, as well 
as elegant, wiring of our brain. In this exhibition by McCarthy, 
you can feel this, but you can also feel how someone goes even 
further, by showing – in a sculptural way – where shapes come 
from and where they disappear again.

 
26 September 2016

1 ‘Snee’ is the Dutch word for ‘cut’ or ‘split’, ‘Sneeuw’ means ‘snow’. 
Followed by the word ‘white’, ‘Snee’ and ‘Sneeuw’ are pronounced in 
the same way.
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unrecognisable. What Giacometti strives to represent, in other 
words, is not the transient aspect of his wife, or her personality, 
but her material existence as perceived when he manages to 
outwit the lazy projections of his brain.

We see something similar today in the drawings of Elly Strik 
(currently on view at S.M.A.K. ) or in the work Aquarium by 
Ann Veronica Janssens. The latter piece was Janssens’ favourite 
work in 2003 because, as she herself said, ‘the lens slowly bobs 
around and appears to present a slide show of reality,’ As a result 
of our continued conversations, I began to suspect that the rea-
son she was so enamoured of the work was because it reflected 
her own way of seeing things, which is probably much less 
‘continuous’ than that of most other people. I found a degree of 
affirmation for this idea in the book Uncle Tungsten: Memories 
of a Chemical Boyhood (2001) by Oliver Sacks, in which the 
neurologist describes how, as a child, he sometimes saw reality 
in a ‘stroboscopic’ way. In his biography, which appeared earlier 
this year, he also pinpoints the precise year in which he and 
Crick – it was 2003 – pondered the way in which the brain 
‘formulates hypotheses’ and manages to produce ‘continuous’ 
images or the illusion of movement.

in the cinema

Giacometti’ often reiterated that the origins of his most famous 
works (the angelfish-shaped heads and the elongated figures) 
could be traced back to an incident that occurred during a film 
screening in 1945. All of a sudden, the artist only saw black-and-
white spots on the screen, which rendered the images ‘mean-
ingless’. When he turned to look at the other cinemagoers, they 
formed a ‘completely unknown spectacle,’ Upon exiting, he saw 
reality as a ‘photographic image’, as a projection. Everything 
seemed unfamiliar and miraculous to him. At the same time, 
there was an ‘incredible silence,’ The experience that he describes 
resembles a migraine attack (in the broadest sense of the word) 
but also evokes the pivotal and repeating moments of stasis 
and silence in the books of W.G. Sebald, who presumably also 

explanatory labels

In addition to the display, however, one must also mention 
the explanatory labels. I must confess that I only read two or 
three, but they instantly hit the spot. In the first place, there 
is the label that accompanies a portrait of Giacometti’s wife, 
Annette. To help the viewer look at this work, it quotes from 
a letter written by someone who knew Annette, in which she 
is described as being both articulate and reserved. ‘And that is 
exactly what you can see in this portrait,’ says the label (I’m 
paraphrasing), ‘because it seems as though Annette is simul-
taneously appearing and disappearing,’ I discovered a similar 
kind of nonsense in another explanatory text, which states 
that Giacometti strove to capture ‘the fleeting appearance’ of 
his models. Not only do the two labels contradict each other 
(what does the representation of a personality have to do with 
the transience of an apparition?), but they are also at variance 
with Giacometti’s own writings and statements about his work, 
which communicate the complete opposite.

writings

Fortunately, Giacometti’s interviews and writings are published 
in a useful volume that is within everyone’s reach: Alberto Gia-
cometti. Écrits, published by Hermann. In this book, Giacometti 
tells Georges Charbonnier that rendering ‘an inner and emotional 
vision proved to be a boring and uninteresting experience to 
him.’ What he wants to portray, he continues, is ‘une chose qui 
m’est extérieure’ (something outside of me). But what could 
this be? His wife’s personality? Or her fleeting appearance? No, 
it is neither of these things. What he endeavours to portray is 
the texture of the human body, which is typically concealed 
beneath the image that we drape over it. What Giacometti 
tries to depict, in other words, is what he actually sees when he 
is able to detach himself from the conventional and blinkered 
way of looking. The result of these endeavours, he said, is that 
after spending two hours trying to depict his wife, she became 
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remarked that sometimes they suddenly inflated like pufferfish 
and assumed ‘normal’ proportions. Exactly right: I saw it too. 
When we took the subway afterwards, I glanced around at the 
passengers and saw several narrow, angelfish-heads, including 
a man with glasses.

painted portraits

Never before, however, have I seen so many paintings by Gia-
cometti in which he strives to depict the same sunken or animate 
construction, the one over which we drape the image of our 
beloved. How fascinating to witness such a phenomenon, and 
in such a unique way! Like Rubens, the artist uses a distempered 
background as a mid-tone, but cheats by always painting a dif-
ferent, slightly paler shade on the figure, probably after making 
a quick outline sketch. Moreover, there are the incredibly graceful 
and fine brushstrokes, fluid but resolutely opaque, that seem to 
float in front of the background, thereby creating the idea of 
volume. A new kind of modelé and a continuation of Cézanne’s 
thinking, albeit in a different technique. Marvellous! This is all 
new to me, I reflected. Just a couple of hours later, however, 
I encountered an oil sketch by Rubens in Tate Britain. Out of 
the brown distemper, and through nothing more than a handful 
of delicate and elegant brushstrokes, he had conjured up horses. 
Fabulous. Breathtaking. A brother of Giacometti.

 
10 November 2015

suffered similar episodes. What makes Giacometti’s gaze so 
unique, however, is that he never stopped looking at the world 
like this, even when he wasn’t working.

the objects themselves

Having read all of this, you may wish to take another look at 
Giacometti’s work, with a view to assessing whether his in-
tentions correspond with the objects themselves. And on this 
level, the exhibition is outstanding. One of the first works we 
encounter is a bronze cast of a modelled portrait of Giacometti’s 
brother, Diego, made when the artist was just thirteen years old. 
According to Giacometti, his beloved father, also a painter, had 
given him the plasticine for that very purpose. It is a breath-
taking portrait on account of its asymmetry, which reveals that 
Giacometti already knew how to look.

A second early work, one that is as instructive as it is astonish-
ing, can also be found at the beginning of the exhibition. Painted 
when Giacometti was twenty, it takes the form of a self-portrait 
that he has modelled without any shadows. The countenance 
is composed, instead, of simple juxtapositions of colours, with 
the lightest hues being the white of the eyeball and the pink 
on the tip of the nose, and the darkest a deep carmine that is 
used to accentuate the hair. You immediately recognize the 
influence of Cézanne, the painter of ‘perception’ (‘La sensation 
est la base de tout’), who felt that every artist should develop 
his own unique ‘way of seeing’. (‘Il faut se faire une vision, une 
optique.’) As the painter Emile Bernard rightly pointed out, 
however, this ‘way of seeing’ was more mental than visual in 
the case of Cézanne. It was more a way of looking, one that is 
analogous to what Zola and Rodin called ‘the temperament’: 
a way of thinking and making, rather than of looking. The 
crucial difference with Giacometti, however, and what sets him 
apart, is that he assiduously avoided every kind of mental code in 
order to truly look and, in turn, represent what he saw. Several 
years ago, I was contemplating Giacometti’s angelfish-shaped 
heads in the Pompidou Centre with my son, Cyriel, when he 
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A MISUNDERSTANDING
Frank Auerbach in Tate Britain

Writing about art is like dancing on a rope. On the one hand, 
you have the physical artworks and the techniques of their cre-
ation. On the other, everything that has ever been said about 
them or, rather, the things that people feel obliged to say. The 
latter also applies to artists who sometimes don’t immediately 
understand what they’ve actually made.

Sterling Ruby (b. 1972) creates paintings that inevitably remind 
me of the bright colours on matte paper in the magnificent chil-
dren’s books by Dick Bruna, despite the fact that Ruby has never 
made a personal link between his artworks and the fact that he 
has a Dutch mother and grew up with Bruna’s creations. There 
is nothing wrong with that. It offers a precise explanation for 
the way in which works of art can be understood in an intuitive, 
non-discursive way, or how it is possible to make objects that 
are new or say more than was initially envisaged. Sometimes, 
however, this misreading is not the result of the artist’s initial lack 
of cognisance as to the ‘significance’ or eloquence of his or her 
work. It is generated, instead, by a strange refusal to relinquish 
dated and appropriated formulas, or the original intention that 
the object has since transcended.

During a recent visit to a messy exhibition in London’s Tate 
Modern, I discovered a grey monochrome by Gerhard Richter 
(b. 1932). On the accompanying label, I read that this painting 
had been executed after a period of intense experimentation with 
colour and that, as such, it was the harbinger of a new ‘con-
ceptual’ phase. Glancing to my left, I immediately saw that the 
canvas had been executed using a roller, one that might well have 
been dipped in ordinary latex paint. It made me laugh. Richter 
could have interpreted the painting as a ‘conceptual’ gambit, 
but it was also a joke that was predicated upon a very concrete 
formulation. If only ex-decorators could see this, I mused. This 
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perception

Before you enter the exhibition, you can watch a seven-minute 
film (an excerpt from a documentary by his son) in which Auer-
bach explains that a good painting must meet three conditions. 
Firstly, the ‘image’ must feel intense or alive and evoke weight, 
mass (resistance?) and movement, of the kind discernible in 
Watteau’s drawings. Then the image must be expressive. On the 
one hand the subject must transform itself into an ‘idea’, but 
on the other hand it needs to embody something very specific. 
Thirdly, the ‘image’ must possess a ‘tense surface character’, as 
seen in the composition of the British flag, for example.

What does Auerbach mean when he says that a painting 
has to be expressive? I don’t think he means it has to ‘express’ 
something, unless he is wrong. (Smiling icon.)

In my view, Auerbach is a disciple of Cézanne, a painter whose 
main preoccupation was not the ‘expression’ of feelings or ideas, 
but the rendering of his way of perceiving things (‘la sensation’). 
In this, he was followed by Malevich, Giacometti and Francis 
Bacon. This is evident from conversations with Cézanne and 
Francis Bacon, the writings of Giacometti and Malevich’s essay 
on Cézanne, in which he declines to speak about ‘expression’ 
and scrupulously avoids any reference to the external world of 
the ‘new’ painting.

portraits and cityscapes

Perhaps one needs to live with Auerbach’s paintings in order to 
truly appreciate them? Failing that, one needs to at least be able 
to look at his canvases over an extended period of time. Perhaps 
they are the summation of his genuine attempt to depict his 
perceptions of weight and mass? Ultimately, they seem like au-
tonomous textures in which one might glimpse, here and there, 
a fleeting reference to a real object without, however, wanting to 
reproduce it’s material presence, as is the case with Giacometti.

The exhibition includes, for example, several portraits of 
the curator, Catherine Lampert, who has sat for Auerbach for 

prompted me to think of the talented artist Michel Frère (1961-
1999), who would habitually run his hand across the walls of 
an unfamiliar building and scrutinise the finish in an attempt 
to identify the type of paint. In 1984, during my stint as an 
actor, a theatre director berated me for having had the temer-
ity to grant Frère access to the stage (he’d wanted to examine 
the set-painting techniques with his own eyes). In 1989, Frère 
guided me through the rooms of the Museum of Fine Arts in 
Brussels, expounding on the individual paintings and pointing 
out a wealth of intriguing details. Sometimes, it was the inclina-
tion of an arm, at others a touch of paint, or perhaps a frame.

heroes

Frère’s heroes were the painters Eugène Leroy (1910-2000) and 
Frank Auerbach (b. 1931). I jotted down their names in 1989, 
even though I’d never seen any of Auerbach’s work. Travelling to 
London today, in order to finally see his paintings in the flesh, 
takes me back in time and I feel the presence of my late friend. 
Auerbach’s paintings are sumptuous, generous, fiercely tactile 
and a feast for the eyes. I’m particularly moved by his earliest 
works from the fifties, where the absence of brushstrokes makes 
it impossible to understand his painting technique. Having 
watched Frère at work on several occasions, and since he was 
an imitator of Auerbach’s matière, I think I’ve worked it out. 
The paint isn’t applied with brushstrokes. Instead, the brush is 
used as a kind of stick or shovel for picking it up. With back-
ward gestures of the hand, globs of paint are dragged across 
the surface of the canvas, to which they adhere in streaks. As 
a result, you can sometimes discern the loose strands of paint 
that have drifted down and settled. And that’s why you never 
see brushstrokes. From the 1960s onwards, however, Auerbach 
began to paint differently: setting down his characteristic bands 
of paint, always the width of the brush, and drawing them 
through the matière, like traces.
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GLUED FRAGILITY
Fifteen minutes with Tracey Emin

Xavier Hufkens gallery in Brussels is currently hosting a solo 
show with drawings and sculptures by Tracey Emin (b. 1963). 
The new venue features a wall sculpture of thin, elegant ne-
ons, a video and two series of drawings about loss. Some of 
them seem to say something about a lost child or the death of 
a mother, others about a deceased lover. The theme of loss and 
inaccessibility continues in the main gallery, where drawings, 
paintings, a photograph, a neon artwork and a monumental 
bronze are on show. The title of the exhibition, ‘The Memory 
of your Touch’, was inspired by the novel Lady Chatterley’s Lov-
er, in which a woman tells how at night she thinks of her late 
husband coming and lying up against her so that she can sleep. 
Some drawings are touching and very beautiful. It is a beautiful, 
personal exhibition and at no point does it come across as openly 
autobiographical or exhibitionist in any way.

I am allowed exactly fifteen minutes with Emin. She is soft 
spoken. She comes across as fragile, though you know instinc-
tively she won’t be steamrollered. She appears broken, exhausted 
and tender but she is not constrained. I am pleased to have the 
opportunity to meet her.

Your large sculpture reminds me of a mermaid.

tracey emin: On the back it looks like a gigantic dick with 
enormous balls. But that was not the intention.

A sailor who hears a siren singing will perish. A mermaid sym-
bolizes inaccessible love. Your exhibition is about loss. Were you 
abandoned as a child?

emin: Yes.

thirty-seven years (and who also compiled this exhibition and 
catalogue). Yet nowhere do these paintings categorically report 
on her physical existence. The drawings, however, are very dif-
ferent. Here, Auerbach evokes a sense of space and presence out 
of the illusory distance between the half-erased smudges of grey 
in the background and the solid black traces in the foreground.

When we look at the paintings, however, we see a juxtapo-
sition of coloured patches or streaks of paint and can recognise 
the physical pleasure of painting, all of which calls to mind 
the spontaneous technique of a master like Constable. But we 
do not see portraits or cityscapes. What do we see then? The 
collision between the artist’s gaze and a reticent reality? I’m not 
sure. And what does Auerbach actually make? I wouldn’t call 
his works ‘images’ or ‘subjects that have become ideas’. They 
are paintings, I think, beautiful textures, which no art-lover 
can afford to miss.

 
23 October 2015
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I imagine you put the work together yourself?

emin: Always. It is kept by Tate Britain. All the parts are in 
separate bags and labelled, for example, ‘cigarette butt with 
lipstick’. Whenever I put the work together, I am filmed so that 
they will still be able to set it up when I’m dead. Initially when 
people saw the work they were shocked. These days they are 
moved. The work seems to be gaining visibility.

Perhaps we would also like to see Flaubert’s or Virginia Woolf ’s 
unmade bed?

emin: There are any number of beds in the history of art, but 
they have all been painted. This is the first real bed… Did you 
find the drawings distressing?

They are about grief, but they were made by someone who has 
survived grief. I find that hopeful.

emin: People always ask me what I think of success. But they 
don’t see that my success is a condition for communicating. I have 
to be able to make work to survive. I am now a middle-aged 
woman. I am tired. Without my work I would be lost. My work 
is the glue. Without glue I would fall apart.

I don’t believe you.

emin: You want a bet? We could do a little experiment, but you 
wouldn’t like the outcome.

One-and-a-half years ago you bought a painting by a Belgian 
painter.

emin: Yes, by Walter Swennen. How do you know that?

The painting is of a translucent ghost. Swennen probably started 
painting because he wanted to be noticed by his mother. She 

Have you ever had a miscarriage or given up a child for adoption?

emin: No.

I find some of the drawings very poignant. Partly because you 
don’t know if they refer to the loss of a child, a lover, your mother 
or yourself. It is as if they want to bring themselves into existence, 
but are wounded.

emin: Thank you.

Last year you showed your famous bed in a round room at Tate 
Britain along with paintings by Bacon. Why Bacon?

emin: Bacon’s work is emotionally charged; you can draw links 
with his personal life…

You mean events like George Dyer’s suicide?

emin: People think he was a scatterbrain because his studio 
looked so chaotic. But I think his work shows great discipline. 
He wanted to get a grip on things. One of the paintings I chose 
is of a dog. To me it manifests real discipline.

Bacon was also a gambler. Gamblers are people who imagine they 
want to win something, but actually organize a loss.

emin: I tried to put the same thought down on paper yester-
day evening, but I was not as successful as you now. You are 
right. If I plan something, I immediately try and anticipate the 
eventual loss.

I was struck mainly by the sculptural quality of your bed. It is 
a wonderful sculpture. Each object is in exactly the right position.

emin: Thank you.
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BENCHMARKS IN 
A DISENCHANTED WORLD

Conversation with Frank Maes  
about Royden Rabinowitch

Just as I sometimes try to fathom the wanderings of my two 
brothers, who lead parallel lives in this vast universe, so I am 
always curious about the spiritual and material adventures of 
Frank Maes (b. 1972), former senior curator of S.M.A.K. and 
founder of the art centre Emergent, who combines his intellectual 
interests with concrete experiments involving artists. As a former 
amateur cyclist, he knows what physical intelligence is, and 
he never forgets that there is a world that remains beyond the 
reach of language. Yet he continues to try to capture things in 
beautiful stories and academic texts. Yesterday evening, I had the 
joy of hearing him summarise, within two lucid reflections, the 
material existence of Royden Rabinowitch’s (b. 1943) sculptures, 
whose oeuvre is the subject of his doctoral thesis.

hypotheses

When Maes says that Rabinowitch is fond of telling anecdotes, 
it reminds me of the parables of the Midrash and the Talmud. 
In the never-ending Jewish biblical exegesis, human interaction 
with an elusive world is redoubled in incoherent, contradictory, 
symbolic and incomprehensible texts. I don’t believe that genetics 
can account for the fact that so many exceptional artists and 
scholars have emerged from the Jewish tradition. I think it is 
related to the importance that is attached to education and to 
the age-old Jewish conviction that God is present ‘when two 
Jews get together to think about the Torah’, as I once read in 
the work of Karen Armstrong. At the heart of Jewish culture lies 
an essentially endless series of interpretations or hypotheses that 
can be formulated, questioned and tested. This has inevitably 

attached more importance to his dead sister than to her living 
children. He himself felt like a ghost, like something translucent. 
Do you have that too? Do you also try and become visible by 
making work?

emin: No, I’m visible enough. But if I don’t work, if I don’t 
write, draw or paint, I don’t exist, it’s as simple as that. I have 
to work so as not to crumble.

 
1 September 2017
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chasm

maes: In 1957, the two boys accompanied their father to New 
York, where they visited a retrospective exhibition by the sculptor 
David Smith (1906-1965) at MOMA and listened to Theloni-
ous Monk’s quartet play at the Five Spot Café. Smith, Bebop 
and Robinson would become the foundation of Rabinowitch’s 
visual language. Robinson, for example, was a friend of the art 
historian Erwin Panofsky (1892-1968). When the latter published 
Early Netherlandish Painting (1953), the mathematician was 
able to discuss it with the author. At the same time, Robinson 
pointed to parallels with the history of modern science, as it had 
evolved since Nicolas of Cusa, and to the works of the philoso-
phers of science, Alexandre Koyré (1892-1964) and Karl Popper 
(1902-1994). In this context, it should be noted that within the 
post-war Jewish diaspora there were many whose lives were still 
determined by European developments. This is why philosophers 
of science such as Ernest Gellner (1925-1995) did not attach any 
value to ideas per se. Ideas could only be of merit in relation to 
specific and concrete circumstances. The problem, however, is 
that a huge chasm has opened up between the abstract, deriv-
ative sciences (whose results have almost nothing to do with 
the concrete world) and our intuitive experience. The essence 
of modernity, in fact, is that the chasm runs directly through 
us and, as a consequence, we must accept the impossibility of 
synthesis. Without an insight into this unbridgeable gulf, an 
open society is impossible.

three operations

maes: All of Rabinowitch’s work involves an attempt to trans-
form this chasm into forms, likewise the balance between the 
abstract-scientific and the concrete-intuitive worlds, and to 
express it without becoming illustrative. He persistently and 
emphatically states that his work has nothing to do with science. 
This attitude is in stark contrast to a great deal of art, which is 
nowadays created out of the conviction that artistic research can 

given rise to artistic, philosophical and scientific reasoning, such 
as Popper’s magisterial definition of a scientific theory as being 
a hypothesis that is formulated in a potentially refutable way. 
This implies that irrefutable theories such as psychoanalysis are 
not scientific, but also that a refutable theory does not have 
to be proven in order to be considered scientific. In a broader 
sense, this means the recognition of the inevitable handling 
of hypotheses in a world that only gradually reveals its secrets.

dialogue

frank maes: Royden Rabinowitch is of Polish-Romanian de-
scent and was raised in Jewish immigrant circles near Toronto, 
Canada. He was surrounded by scientists throughout his child-
hood. Between the ages of twelve and fourteen, Rabinowitch was 
initiated into the history of science, philosophy and art, and the 
parallels between the disciplines, by the Polish mathematician 
Abraham Robinson (1918-1974), who was a friend of the family. 
It was a situation that would often repeat itself over the years. 
Rabinowitch has always made work that stems from a dialogue. 
To his mind, the greatest artists are the ones who have a personal 
relationship with history and arrive at their own visual language 
through a connection with the world. I believe it is to this that he 
owes his distinctive penchant for anecdotes. In my PhD thesis, 
I constantly try to switch back and forth between the different 
‘bodies of work’, the biographical anecdotes and the overarching 
narratives. When Royden and his twin brother David were ten, 
an aunt who had been nominated for the Nobel Prize came to 
visit the family. When the boys seemed unable to solve an ele-
mentary equation, it appeared to presage their artistic futures. 
Hence Royden’s statement ‘I’m just an artist’. Throughout his 
entire oeuvre, Rabinowitch, as an artist, has aligned himself with 
the varied forms of the scientific world, fully aware that – in 
its most advanced state – he has no access to them, in keeping 
with the vast majority of the world’s population.
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a pendulum, which refers to the young Galileo’s first experiment, 
whereby he proved that a pendulum swings at a constant rate, 
taking the same time to complete each swing from first launch to 
near standstill. This counter-intuitive insight serves as a starting 
point for Rabinowitch’s work and is analogous to our certainty 
that the earth revolves around the sun (and not the other way 
around). Hence the beautiful work Bell for Kepler. Church 
bells are a symbol of the enchanted world, in which everyone 
is connected by their chimes. Rabinowitch’s bell rests on the 
ground. The world has become disenchanted, but we continue 
to search for benchmarks and to scatter obstacles in the path 
of the obscurantists.

 
18 January 2016

be equated with science. In my view, the actuality of Rabinow-
itch’s oeuvre lies in his resistance to all forms of obscurantism, 
a disease that is active once again.

For Rabinowitch, art consists of shapes and manifestations 
that have the ambition to be experienced as directly as possi-
ble. Art belongs to the world of our immediate experience and 
is far removed from the world of abstract learning, although 
Rabinowitch’s works spring from such knowledge. Geometry 
is a frequent starting point, for example cones and cylinders, 
or their sections, such as ellipses, parabolas and hyperbolas. To 
these forms, he applies the mathematical equations of the kinds 
that are taught in secondary school. Rabinowitch then produces 
plans and elevations of the sculpture and delivers the drawings 
to a metalworking factory. Each sculpture starts out as metal 
plates (in steel or aluminium), upon which three very simple 
industrial operations are carried out: they are rolled, folded and/
or broken. Finally, the sculptures are returned to his studio, 
where he checks whether they have a visual impact. If not, they 
are destroyed or taken back to the factory for modifications.

what is there to see?

maes: The new drawings and sculptures in this exhibition are 
the result of a short circuit that was caused by the reading of 
the following books: Joyce in Art: Visual Art Inspired by James 
Joyce (2005) by Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes and The Trouble 
With Physics: The Rise of String Theory, the Fall of a Science, 
and What Comes Next (2006) by the physicist Lee Smolin. 
On 6 February, people can visit the largest private collection of 
Rabinowitch’s work and the theoretical physicist Sander Bais 
will deliver a lecture at Ghent University. Emergent will host 
an opera entitled Moby Dick or The Trouble with Physics. The 
virtuoso violinist, Mikhail Bezverkhny, winner of the Queen 
Elisabeth Competition in 1976, will play Bach’s Chaconne and 
Tartini’s Devil’s Trill Sonata. Rabinowitch will smear a steel 
cone with industrial grease. The opera’s libretto comprises the 
projection of an extract from Moby Dick. The scene also includes 
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