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Creating Reflective Discourse

Artists as decision- and 
publishing collective 
parallel to Art Rotterdam 



Reflections on a studio visit  
and artist conversation     
Dagmar Baumann

In the Borgerstraat Studios, Rotterdam, the artists intend to create 
a fruitful ground for a non-competitive art community. We all 
focus on the circumstances/phenomena of art production rather 
than on the work itself. 

Since 2015 we are present with an annual exhibition and pub-
lication in the parallel program to Art Rotterdam.

To enrich the theoretical discourse of art and the implied 
standards and conceptual frameworks in the artworld and art crit-
icism, we decided to address artists and guest artists who had 
shown their work at the 2018 Borgerstraat open studios. We in-
vited people who are engaged in writing in the field of art to re-
flect on a studio visit and conversation with an artist – with text 
and in rarer cases with another image as a manifestation of reso-
nance – like a personal afterimage of what took place at the very 
moment of the visit. The reflections on the studio visit are the 
descriptive approach to state something adjacent to the artists’ 
work – the position of the viewer. They give a platform to the 
individual spectator. What the viewer makes of the work we con-
sider a crucially important in the art production. 

We are very grateful to all those people who agreed to be a part 
of this, the artists as well as the writers, translators and editors, 
whose names you can find in the colophon.

Some texts are translated from Dutch to English; we hope it 
worked out well. We want this artists-working-in-Rotterdam 
project to be part of the national and international discourse rep-
resented at Art Rotterdam. We hope that it is an inclusive and 
inspiring impulse to actively conduct the community we find 
ourselves part of. 



1 — Maria Ikonomopoulou  Fatima Barzgne

THERE ARE THINGS BEHIND THINGS
a conversation in the studio of Fatima Barzgne 
about her new series of works ‘Study of Square’ 

Whoever hears a poet recite her own work is likely to fall in love 
with poetry. Accordingly, everybody who desires to develop trust 
and a taste for art, should visit an artist in her studio. At least, this 
is what happened to me in Fatima’s studio in Rotterdam; not much 
bigger than 4 × 4 m, with enchanting filtered light and warmth.

Her new work is on the wall. Square shapes of paper in var-
ious sizes, treated with acrylics and coloured pencils. By using 
painting and drawing simultaneously she says she strives for 
transparency.

She shows me the paper she is working on that she’s very en-
thusiastic about: brown with fine stripes, sometimes connected 
to a background of brown Dutch sailcloth she received from her 
partner Tonio.

“Form is the content of this new series of work”, Fatima says.
This is intriguing because I thought that it is the content that 

leads to the form. I am curious to hear more about it.

F: Originally, I come from Iraq, Kurdistan. In Islamic art the geo-
metrical square forms the basis for diverse compositions and or-
naments. You encounter this geometrical form solely in artefacts 
made by humans, not in nature. This differs from the triangle, 
which is a form that does occur in nature. A mountain is a triangle; 
you find a triangle in the female figure, in the leaves of plants etc.
On the one hand I feel familiar with the square as a form, because 
I have many memories of it, on the other hand I find it too reli-
gious and dominant.

M: The square is too religious and dominant, too restricting. Still 
you choose to work with it?

F: In this series of work I want to investigate the form and give a 
new direction to my work.

M: What does the square signify in Islamic art?
F: It symbolizes stability and the absolute truth, god, I suppose – 
something like that.

M: I wonder whether it is necessary to know about Islamic art to 
get into your work... what would my association with the square 
be? Square thinking, a strong framework, solid like a rock... I 
think aloud.

F: The symbolism of the square is quite positive, stability is so-
mething good, but the square is not my form.

M: Do you try to undermine the square from within?
F: I try to transform the square into other forms, like a triangle – 
freeing the form from its traditional meaning. I want to make the 
utterly heavy square more flexible, lighter and playful. I try to 
convey abstract ideas about memories and freedom.

M: What is freedom for you?
F: As an Islamic woman you are not free. I do not speak for my-
self, but for the women in the Middle East. There, art is not free 
either. Everything is censured. We did not have an Enlighten-
ment. There was no Islamic Golden Age, except very long ago, 
in 750–1250 BC. We did have prehistoric, Mesopotamian and 
early Islamic art, but no Renaissance, Neoclassicism, etc. There 
is no theory on art. There is very little discourse. The Orient is 
depending on the Occident (Europe/America). Edward Said de-
scribes this relationship extensively in his book ‘Orientalism’. 
We did not have an Andy Warhol to get an Arthur Danto. It is only 
when seeing Andy Warhol, that Arthur Danto decided to become 
a philosopher on art. There are things behind things such as Islam 
warns against depicting man or animals.

M: I get it. According to Islam it is god who is entitled to create, 
not man. Not even on paper. I recall a project, syn[chrono]sides, 
that I worked on in 2014. If you restrict yourself intentionally you 
might experience an enormous freedom inside the boundaries of 
the rules predetermined by yourself.

This is what Fatima Barzgne does create: her own freedom! In-
side the small, modest paper frames which refer to her origin, her 
work breathes and shivers. The small square forms are filled with 
interrogations and joy of life.

1 



2 — Gritta Ewald  Dagmar Baumann

Paintings and words in a studio 
of Dagmar Baumann

This title to the afterimage of a conversation with Dagmar Bau-
mann refers to the fact that the painter uses various spaces as her 
studios. One of these spaces is shown in this publication: a copy 
of a desk pad the artist uses as a mental space to develop her art-
works and for noting everyday things.

Dagmar Baumann is a painter, working with oil paint and 
gouache on paper and canvas as well as on walls. Her visual lan-
guage consists primarily of abstract forms in explicit brush-
strokes and swipes, crossing and overlapping each other on the 
chosen material. Tangible space is a notion important to the art-
works of Baumann. Through using paint on the prepared surface, 
her movements with the brush form an image space, similar to 
the classic paintings that often are divided in fore-, middle- and 
background. 

The artist draws inspiration from the most diverging sources, 
such as paintings or tapestries experienced in museums, and is-
sues arising from her own work. Objects that occurred in her 
earlier works are foremost everyday items, like an enlarged lem-
on or small, abstracted little animals that seem to emerge some-
where in the middle ground. Already in this series of works the 
action of layering brushstroke after brushstroke on the canvas 
sets the tone. Through time and layering an image space is con-
structed that can be comprehended by the viewer.

Baumann tends to extend the gesture from the canvas into the 
physical space of the presentation as was the case during the open 
studios at Borgerstraat in 2018. This presentation comprised an 
immense language-related work: along one wall, various head-
lines from German and Dutch newspapers were dangling next to 
each other in one line. Partly, the titles had the character of bon 
mots or briefest poems. The artist has gathered an enormous col-
lection of headlines that can be used as an independent body of 
work, to be arranged according to the current purpose and the 
specific conditions of the exhibition space.

Next to drawing from an existing body of text – written, print-
ed and distributed in manifold – Baumann presented several short 
poems written by herself. Each of them printed on a slender tear-
off notepad that allowed visitors to take home the poems they 
liked. The poems are brief descriptions of various situations. 

I feel this is a common thread that is essential to Dagmar 
Baumann’s art: through the gesture of carefully selecting and 
arranging headlines the artist enables an imaginative space just 
like in writing her own poems and executing various movements 
and gestures with paint on canvas. All these activities come to-

gether in the exhibition space, which becomes as intense as the 
imaginative space. 

One could say the artist invites us to move through different 
spaces, the actual physical space as well as the imaginative and 
the mental space where ideas emanate. Those spaces are connect-
ed to different impressions, observations and feelings that are all 
equally valuable.

Just the way you might think about the exhibition space as the 
artist’s studio on weekdays, a paper notebook can in the same 
way serve as a studio. And similarly the desk pad can be regard-
ed as a space which is just as vital as the real, physical space. The 
scribbles and drawings in it are in different languages and pre-
sumably in a similar sense, the various media applied by Dagmar 
Baumann can be understood as different spaces, opening up to 
other rooms – just like we switch from one language to another, 
or from room to room.
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3 — Hugo Bongers  Mieke Borgdorff

Mieke Borgdorff is interested in waste: what people throw away 
and also what nature produces as ‘waste’. She often finds beauty 
in things that are worn down or half disintegrated. It is the beauty 
of transience. In her studio she keeps bags and boxes full of ob-
jects she incorporates into her paintings. Pieces of weathered 
wood, rusted material, all kinds of paper, parts of gunny bags, bits 
of rope, fabrics, and even twigs, leaves, dried flowers, seeds. 
Mieke Borgdorff collects anything that seems suitable to use in 
her work, takes it to her studio and sorts it out there.

Evident in her work is a sensitivity to colour and texture. The 
weathered material she collects appears in the muted colours of 
decomposition. She combines the colours and textures of the ma-
terial, arranges and fixes the objects on a linen or cotton canvas. 
She works around and onto this with paint, forming the image. She 
makes series, for example on the subject of Venice, or a series on 
the sea. Or next to it images of doors of peasants’ sheds in France, 
worn down by weather and time. The walls next to these wooden 
or iron shed doors she paints in the colours of corroded plaster.

Sometimes Mieke Borgdorff’s work tends to the abstract, some-
times to the figurative. She does not have preferences. Ferreting 
in her boxes, pushing the material along over the canvas, an in-
tuitive image comes into existence. For her it is not the reference 
to reality that is important, but colours and textures in relation to 
the found material. Natural is, in her perspective, what nature 
provides in the form of colour and textures. Recently she exhib-
ited a series on wool. Raw wool in two layers, and between them 
a multi-coloured mixture of twigs and dried flowers. The radiat-
ing white works were enriched by the incorporation of these rem-
nants of nature into the wool threads.

3 

There is a current debate about the ‘right’ of inanimate things 
to be protected and to be part of a dialogue. The dominant posi-
tion of the human in creation is no longer the only measure. 
Things are assigned a voice as well. Mieke Borgdorff would be 
a good ambassador for this movement. She is able to recognize 
the possibilities in things that are simply thrown away, by giving 
them a second life in a work of art. Consequently she conserves 
worn out and decomposed materials to use their qualities in con-
texts where they take on a new significance. 
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4 — Hugo Bongers  Peter Dijkshoorn

Persistent in the work of Peter Dijkshoorn is his interest in pat-
terns and structures, patterns of repeating identical elements. In 
the course of time I see his handwriting change: the painter’s 
touch is looser.

What is constant in Peter Dijkshoorn work is that he paints 
and draws decorative, abstract patterns. With superficial consid-
eration, you see bricks. But Dijkshoorn is in the tradition of ab-
stract art; does not make realistic images of brick, although he is 
certainly interested in shapes and colors of architecture and build-
ing materials. He paints structures, patterns, volumes, grids. In 
his work, elements are stacked, woven through each other, isolat-
ed, broken down into smaller elements and reassembled. The 
works also differ from each other by varying accents on line, 
color or volume.

The space in his work is unlimited, the patterns on the canvas 
could also extend beyond the framework of that canvas. The 
framework is therefore more of a random boundary than a nec-
essary one. You see, as it were, a stack of bricks for you that is 
built up by a skilled bricklayer in a certain context to a wall sur-
face. We do not know how big the wall is, the spatiality of the 
building worked on is not given to the viewer, but the brickwork 
pattern and thus the expression of the wall.

In recent paintings by Peter Dijkshoorn, the painter’s hand is 
softer. The strict axiomatic grid is softened by a clearly visible 
way of painting: you see the hand move in controlled movements 
over the canvas. Color planes are stacked on top of each other and 
go through each other. The paint is applied pastier. Rectangles 
alternate with round or elliptical shapes. Different patterns are 
combined in one work. The works increase in complexity and 
stratification, seem less hard. Freedom has been won.

Peter Dijkshoorn says he has an affinity with music and num-
bers. For me, as an observer of his work, the repetition in his 
paintings in combination with those small shifts between the el-
ements strongly reminds one of the minimal music of Steve Re-
ich and Philip Glass. Watching his work is like listening to serial 
music. I recognize his interest in the regularity of number se-
quences, in a mathematical notation of series. His work has noth-
ing romantic, does not offer Sturm und Drang. The work is rath-
er meditative. In his work I can very well imagine the slowly 
shifting strings from the meditative music of Indian ragas. 



5 — Dagmar Baumann  Annelies de Greef

Through the Window 

It is a dreary Thursday afternoon in November, just before dark.
Annelies de Greef and I meet for a conversation in her studio 

which she shares with another painter on the Borgerstraat. The 
room is divided by a shelf that holds her work: paintings, mostly 
on wood, arranged in order and by size, standing on the shelves 
like books. 

Annelies works in series. This explains the set of sizes, the 
smaller ones on the shelf, the bigger formats on canvas. Annelies 
built a separate storage department for the ones on canvas, a con-
siderable number lean onto each other in a compartmentalized 
storage system, in the corner of the room. 

There are easels. Two oil paintings are on display: one on the 
wall, one on the easel. Same size, something like 90×130 cm, me-
dium sized. They are the paintings she has been working on late-
ly, maybe they are finished. Obviously, they are landscapes, but a 
lawn may be a pond, bushes, brushwood, some pine trees or firs. 
The only thing that suggests the figuration is the direction of the 
separate brushstrokes. Every sweep is multi-coloured and almost 
identical in size. The same kind of brushstrokes form a painted 
frame around the scenery. A window? Am I placed behind the 
window? Me, the viewer inside some warm living room dissolv-
ing into the cool garden? At the edge of the city? A suburb? 

Annelies smiles at my questions. This is not the way she 
thinks when she paints. She says that perhaps it is a memory she 
paints. Maybe all the gazes through windows are one gaze? 

For her, the painting works when it meets this sense of mem-
ory. Something that you feel reminded of from the past. It occurs 
to me that, while I watch, the single stroke comes loose from the 
foggy atmosphere of the whole. The actual gesture becomes more 
and more apparent. It might intend to undo time. Then and now 
dissolve as does the warm and cold. 

This landscape is built out of brushstrokes that seem to cut 
through paint, rather than paint applied on the surface. This ex-
plains the state the brushes are in. The brushes are the first thing 
that caught my eye when I entered the studio. They lie in a tidy 
row on their table. They carry a solid layer of Annelies’ pallet – 
the set of colours she uses is evenly spread over the table as well: 
an airy, bluish grey, with occasional traces of red and rose (the 
colours of this day, actually). The hair of the brushes is impres-
sively worn down, but they are kept like appreciated tools of a 
specific practice. There are many!

I then learn that the idea of the painterly gesture as cutting is 
celebrated in the numerous lino prints in the studio. The cuts and 
sweeps dive up from some undefined depths in the deepest black. 

It’s the hasty marks that leave a blank space on the paper, verti-
cally orientated they appear like firs or figures, figures or firs.

Annelies shows me this series of lino-cuts, meticulously 
framed. She makes them by hand – with a spoon. “It is for the 
black...”, she says. “It is stronger and deeper when the ink is mas-
saged into the paper rather than spread over it.”

The interweaving of the vertical and the horizontal, of figure 
and landscape is formulated in the coloured space of a series of 
abstracts, which almost appear as a pattern. Multi-coloured 
threads are intertwined with the painterly surface of a number of 
wooden canvasses which look like woven fabric. 

The notion of work as a form of production becomes apparent 
in these works and in Annelies’ work in general. It is here, where 
the paintings leave their romantic or expressionistic appearance 
and become something more fundamental, something to relate to 
as a way of working. The action causes the image, rather than a 
specific intention. 

During our conversation, which – for some 90 minutes – zigzags 
along the different series and periods in Annelies’ work, we end 
up browsing through a beautiful book on landscape painting 
(‘Weltsichten’, World Sights). 

She keeps it between the piles of drawings, etches and linos. 
I am surprised how much the experience of the images I just saw 
resonates with so many examples of admired masters we come 
across in the book. Annelies looks patiently but determined for 
the tiny reproduction of a drawing by an early romantic painter, 
Alexander Cozens 1717–1786. It strikes her, how gestural the 
work was in that time. I learn from Wikipedia, that he was known 
for “landscape studies, mainly in the ‘blot’ manner brush and 
brown or black wash”, some are only in pen and ink in the man-
ner of line engravings... Others are washed in monochrome, and 
some in a soft colour. And, he experimented with smashed por-
celain to use the parts to make engravings.

Alexander Cozens 
(1717–1786)
c. 1785
aquatint on paper
240×315 mm

5 



6 — Astrid de Pauw  Sebastian Haquin
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7 — Laurien Dumbar  Barbara Helmer
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I traced a line on your skin
within a glow of blue and green
within it years and years of keen edged eyes
that held what they had seen

You shook and shivered
under my finger
a moment mid-air
where my finger lingered

I said: “Are you alright? “

you whispered: “Sorry”

Sorry then waited
wallowed and wailed
and reared up in
a single wave
a wrinkle once worry was now line to write
what was inscribed
into your story

 “I hope you can read this
I hope it can speak
I hope once you’ve freed it
it truly stays free”

the words came from you
your mouth puzzled open
your ears standing straight up
your hands unfolded

8 — Felix Dorer  Fenneke Hordijk
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 “You can leave it to me”
I meant it, I smiled
and to give you at last a peace of mind
I opened my arms
full of scars
full of time
 “when you leave it
you won’t be left behind”

You nodded and pulled
from your fingers first
wriggled and twisted
coiled up and curled

guilt shed into giggle
grooves let loose of dirt
trenches tore open
and traces blurred

and you lay your self
into my arms

 “I will take good care of you”, I promised
 “I am sure they can read this
I am sure it will speak
And then, when they see it...”

 “It still will be me.”



9 — Gritta Ewald  Aletta de Jong

From residual values to experimental urban 
gardening: a visit at the studio of Aletta de Jong

Aletta de Jong, one of the guest artists at Borgerstraat Open Stu-
dios, presented a woven metal fence with coloured panels of var-
ious materials and fabrics woven between this framework. The 
work displayed one of the techniques the artist regularly em-
ploys: weaving seemingly dissimilar ideas and contexts into a 
whole, revealing its shared sources.

Among the culture crafts, the technique of weaving could be 
considered one of the most elementary human accomplishments, 
invented to cope with difficulties in various situations of life. In 
a very basic way, weaving is used for producing fabrics to keep 
humans warm and dressed when used as clothing, and serves a 
variety of purposes in interiors. In a metaphysical way, you might 
think of weaving as tying together dissimilar ideas to create a 
new context, giving rise to the artwork.

In general, Aletta de Jong approaches her work in relation to 
the specific location where it will be shown or is planned to re-
main. Form and contents of her artworks are drawn from the 
specifics of the particular location, often connecting the cross-
roads between nature and civilization.

One of the invited artists for the project ‘Balancing between 
Fresh and Salt Water’, at Bewaerschole in the province of Zee-
land, De Jong presented an installation focussing on algae and 
seaweed and their natural commodity: lime. The installation, part 
of an ongoing series of work titled ‘Drugstore’, presented sea-
weed hanging to dry on racks and serving as a source for lime to 
grow, and a garden with brick debris and calciphytes which draw 
nutriment from the stones. The title of the work refers to the qual-
ity as well as the function of plants, e.g. dried and used in teas, 
paint, as tincture or in balms, and often found at drugstores. 
Looking closer, we find a parallel between the theme nature and 
cultivation and weaving as a conceptual artwork; literally inter-
twining a texture of meaning.

Another work of De Jong presented at Bewaerschole was a 
sculptural composition that visualizes the extraction of fresh water 
from salt water. It showed a number of black plastic barrels covered 
with transparent plastic and weighed down by some agar-agar (sea-
weed vegetation) functioning as a filter. A layer of salt water was 
heated by the sun resulting in condensation of water on the trans-
parent plastic. Evaporating through the filter of agar-agar, the fresh-
water could be collected in a small bowl underneath. A sophisticat-
ed process drawn from a rather simple arrangement of several 
elements, experienced through an assembly of everyday objects. 

When asked to provide an image of her studio, Aletta de Jong 

sends a photo of plants and flowers in her allotment. The allot-
ment, not far from the city centre, may be seen as a testing ground 
for her way of thinking about nature and its role in the urban en-
vironment. The angle in all of De Jong’s work is to create a visual 
story of what is already there, but easily overlooked. For another 
project the artist took to the streets in a district of London and 
labelled edible plants that are usually regarded as weeds. She has 
also photographed plants in the windows of houses and docu-
mented the link of nature and plants with traces of human impact 
in an all-urban environment. 

De Jong works with patterns; investigating specific locations 
and their characteristics in a material and historical sense with re-
gards to their – potential or historical – function. Her artworks can 
take up manifold forms, such as dye, drinks, paint or various con-
crete installations as described earlier. While using commodities 
for her art, the actual works rarely are; they create an experience 
or an awareness of what is, and maybe was, already there. Follow-
ing that, the title of an earlier project taking place at different lo-
cations might be a concise description for De Jong’s art: ‘People 
Describing Their Surroundings Using Objects Close at Hand.’

9 



10 — Gritta Ewald  Sigmund de Jong

Visiting the Wall Concepts-studio 
of Sigmund de Jong

The first thing that strikes me upon entering the studio of Sig-
mund de Jong is the impact of the walls: they are ‘wearing’ col-
our and the spectator is almost immersed in the work. It is imme-
diately clear that I am standing and moving among artworks. The 
paint does not extend over the wall completely, there are strict 
separations where the surface of the wall is uncovered by the ap-
plied material. Apart from that, each work shows a small linear 
aspect somewhere in the image to accentuate a certain orientation 
in the actual space. 

Not all of Sigmund de Jong’s paintings are wall-covering. 
The decision for size, colour and the choice of the fine spatial 
addition are variable and foremost depending on the location 
where the work will be shown. For the Open Studios Borgerstraat, 
the artist familiarizes with the assigned location in the building 
and responds with a painterly intervention, be it small or large or 
even using several colours, depending on the actual perceived 
necessity. 

Consequently, the relation between painting and the actual 
space is fundamental for most works by De Jong. The architec-
tural context is analysed and thoroughly perceived in order to 
react with a suitable form, paint and colour to that very situation. 
As a result, the given structure shall be enhanced and can be bet-
ter or more physically experienced than before. As the large mon-
ochrome paintings are often executed directly on the wall, there 
is a limited period of existence for these works as they are paint-
ed over after the exhibition period. Except when an owner of a 
space decides the work should be made an integral part of the 
space or wants it to be relocated. As such, documentation is vital 
to these works.

The colour in the monochromes is free from passive depic-
tion, it presents its own visual power and transforms the format 
of the painting into an independent form. Thus arises an active 
dialogue between the form and the colour effect in the space, 
intensified by a finest aspect reminding me of the ‘Zips’ in the 
work of Barnett Newman. And maybe this is not too farfetched 
as in general the essence of the pieces lies in the actual space 
shared by viewer and work, the time that is spent to get into it and 
the light that influences the painting and vice versa. While time, 
light and space are exactly the coordinates that form our world, 
according to De Jong, these can or should be regarded as (real) 
energy sources that we draw on.

If this sounds overtly spiritualistic here is a reason why it is 
not. Sigmund de Jong draws my attention to the famous ‘Black 

Square’ by Kazimir Malevich which is much more about the por-
tioning of (the surrounding) space than purely the form and the 
colour. We can consider the surface of the painting to be reaching 
into the real space that, again, relates to the larger surrounding. 
It is this interconnection De Jong focusses at and that he also 
implies in his smaller paintings. Here the issue of space is just as 
vital as in his wall-based works, as is the connection and the con-
tact with the surrounding. The smaller pieces are often executed 
with industrial paint on aluminium surfaces while the open rims 
at the sides are just as essential as the surface itself; it is where 
contact and connection takes place.

Recently, Sigmund de Jong took up working on paper, in-
spired during a residency in Germany as well as by the work of 
the Dutch artist Ad Dekkers. Where Dekkers used a saw to divide 
a wooden plate in two, De Jong uses a spatial line of paper to in-
stall a spatial intervention on paper besides using different colours 
producing different impressions of space. This series of works 
focuses on space in a related way but on another scale. What aris-
es next is the question of framing, but that’s for another moment 
as this series is still rather fresh and foremost a particular joy for 
the artist personally. 

10 



11 — Maike Hemmers  Rei Kakiuchi
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12 — Gerwin Luijendijk  Johan Kleinjan

Colorful types and facades

Johan Kleinjan is an illustrator and artist, sketching brightly 
coloured drawings with felt-tipped pen and pencil. 
When I meet him in his studio at the Borgerstraat he shows me 
his sketchbooks. They are filled with humorous, caricature-like 
drawings of people eating and drinking, and sketch-like drawings 
of messy apartment buildings. Johan is the kind of person who 
always carries his sketchbook around. A lot of the time he is sit-
ting somewhere discreet, drawing what he observes. 

“I started drawing out of boredom I guess. First I went to a 
technical school, but pretty soon I had to drop out. I like technol-
ogy, but for me the school was too practically oriented and my 
teachers started complaining about my grades. I went to art school 
and eventually became an illustrator. I guess you can still see my 
fascination for technology and engineering in my architectural 
drawings.” Johan feels highly attracted to chaotic building fa-
cades and balconies, the mish-mash of styles created by their di-
verse inhabitants. He seems to illustrate, or even more, to exag-
gerate reality to be able to pinpoint the diversity of urban life and 
its architecture. 

Leafing through one of his sketchbooks my attention is drawn 
to an image of a lady in a park. “Oh, that’s a typical Rotterdam 
suburb lady with a former east bloc haircut.” I guess he couldn’t 
have described it any better. The drawing shows a woman in the 
park, drinking tea or coffee from a mug. Her orange and yellow 
dyed hair covers a good part of the paper, while her small eyes, 
too close to each other – typical for Johan’s portraits – are peering 
into the distance. She looks rather evil, or at least not very bright. 
Stereotypes and big haircuts seem to have a significant value in 
his work.

One of his series is called ‘Chinezen’ (Chinese people), made 
during a work period in Beijing. When I ask him about all those 
eating and drinking people he answers, “In China people go out 
for food and drinks. Food on the street is cheap, so why would 
they stay at home to cook? When I did my residency in China, I 
lived close to a Muslim restaurant. People went there to eat and 
strangely enough, to get really, really drunk! I sat there a lot, 
drawing people. People at restaurants stay for a while and I have 
plenty of time to observe and draw them. Chinese people have 
such perfect big haircuts, which works very well in my drawings.” 

Lately Johan has been working on a series of drawings in-
spired by television programmes in which the police are search-
ing for robbers and other criminals. The footage from surveil-
lance cameras shows young males robbing shops in training suits 
and weird caps, shawls or balaclavas, to be able to stay unrecog-

nizable. By magnifying these specific features in very bright col-
ours, somehow these serious or even shocking images become 
funny and ridiculous at the same time.

I have the feeling that Johan will never have problems finding 
new inspiration taken from his direct surroundings. There are 
plenty of Chinese, Russian, Dutch and Rotterdam people to be 
scrutinized in an almost painful, colourful manner.

12 



13 — Devon Reid  Lisa Kuglitsch
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Inhabiting space

In the middle, sides barely discernable.

It’s liquid the air, I am a fish in and out of water

Do fish know where the edge of the ocean lies?

Do fish know where they are boundaried? 

They can be pulled out, lip on a hook, flip flop, dry land, 

A new space 

Gutted and baked.

I think not. This is not for me. Hook and line – 

I want to know where the edges of my soft body are. 

Meet the tangible – I want to know where that space lies

When I arrive 

When met. 



14 — Dagmar Baumann  Wilma Kun

In the studio of Wilma Kun

Tuesday morning 09:20. Being a bit early I spend some 10 min-
utes gazing through the window of Wilma Kun’s studio door. I 
see various white surfaces: paper, fabric, wax, or something like 
wax. Whiteness, no horizons, black and red, drawn or stitched 
portraits, castings of body parts, floating through the room. I rec-
ognize they are all self-portraits. “Not as a mirror, not at all!” she 
warns me later, “It’s just the body.” 

There is a big white table with a box of assorted tea bags – 
inviting, I sense hospitality. I know that Wilma’s studio is a place 
of hospitality. The flyer of the latest studio talk with artists from 
several countries is still up on the wall next to the door.

Here she comes. We sit at that table having tea. The role of ‘the 
Self’ quickly comes to the surface. Somehow the conversation 
starts at the centre of existence. First there is language. Wilma is 
meandering between and sometimes drowning in, languages. 
Hers are many: Portuguese – her mother tongue, Italian – the first 
choice in her escape from Brazil’s superficiality (“Oh, the Italians 
– so serious and such deep thinkers!”) and in the back of her 
memory the sound of Hungarian, as a hermetic world in itself – 
the language of her grandparents from her father’s side, Orthodox 
Catholics, an inaccessible sound of distress. Her parents, who 
believed many things throughout their lives – reincarnation was 
one of them – is where she inherited the spirit. English, her main 
language – the one she never learned to speak as well as she 
would have liked to. She envies the ‘language acrobats’ she meets 
in talks and conversations.

This cosmopolitan life is one of the reasons that makes Wilma 
doubt any belief, system or political conviction. To build identity 
you have to stick to the very basics of what you are – your body! 
When she went to art school in Italy, the first thing she made was 
a full-body-cast. 

Casting the body stayed with her as a central mode of expres-
sion, providing a starting point again and again. Close to us, there 
are two silicon casts of her head, translucent, hanging loosely 
from a thin wooden stick. The work is called ‘I and Me’. “You 
understand?” she asks. Yes, maybe, I understand something. To 
me it is though Wilma is repeatedly formulating: ‘The human 
condition is my condition, I am everyone’. I am every woman (I 
think of Chaka Khan). I am. I glance beside me at the potted sil-
icon body cast in a big jar which is folded up like a pulled-off 
sweater in some liquid.

In the nearly two hours we have spent together Wilma has sketched 
an image in which the story of her life and the work surrounding 
us is inevitably intertwined. 

This concentration of the processing of one’s own history and 
the container of this history – one’s body – seem to make ‘the 
Self’ transcendent. In Wilma’s interpretation – in the work in-
stalled right in front of us – translucent and immaterial: red thread 
on white cotton, veiling the hardworking body. The body is ab-
sent though, only gravity has her way with the skipping-rope, 
held fiercely by two wax-like hands, casted from her own hands. 
Though floating in space, they are certainly in position for action. 
This absent body is surrounded by embroidered curtain-like piec-
es of fabric which show an image of a woman, Wilma, from four 
different sides. To me, this is an image of willpower. Absence and 
presence, weight and lightness, gravity and free will are the si-
multaneous forces of an unspecified endeavour; maybe life itself 
– the one thing we all have to deal with equally.

This equality is very essential for Wilma. She does not like 
the concept of feminism. Instead her quest is for equality. She 
fights the inequality between men and woman, that’s all. They 
should not be the same, but they should be equal. 

If the work might have appeared self-focused to me in the first 
place, I know now that the opposite is true! It is more like show-
ing yourself for the sake of the other, making the other under-
stand that we are equal. She has a message.

“Once I start something, I finish it!” she says, and I believe her.

14 



15 — Gritta Ewald  Marjan Laaper

A studio visit to Marjan Laaper 

Marjan Laaper specializes in large-scale video projections that 
draw upon universal aspects of (human) existence. She studied 
fine arts, especially sculpture, at Willem de Kooning Academy in 
Rotterdam, and now uses video, photography and film in her au-
tonomous work as well as in assignments for the public space. 

Her studio serves as a space for preparing shootings, reading 
and thinking about topics and projects as well as for storing techni-
cal equipment. From time to time she also uses it to receive guests.

Her video installation ‘Ever changing light’ is a large-scale 
looped-video installation that was presented during an outdoor 
light-festival in Schiedam. Projected on a big round screen it 
shows slowly-changing abstract forms that can be associated 
with planets and/or structures that are visible through a micro-
scope. During the one hour loop, spectators can follow slow 
changes of shapes that associate with life forms, growth and 
transformation in nature. 

During a residency in Iceland, Marjan Laaper was literally 
overwhelmed by nature, most of all by the width and immensity 
of it. Driving around on the island and taking photographs as well 
as shooting films, she noted the difference between the awareness 
of nature like we have it in urban context – such as a tree in the 
courtyard or some nature reserve like Hoge Veluwe – and the 
impact nature has in a vast surrounding like in Iceland. Apart 
from the scale of nature there, it also shifts the way of thinking 
about the role of humans in view of it.

Another fine example for Marjan Laaper’s way of thinking and 
working around human experience is the design of a monumental 
artwork for a subway station on the recently installed North/
South-subway line in Amsterdam. The new line was opened in 
Summer 2018. One of the subway stations is Vijzelgracht, fre-
quented by tourists, art lovers and local residents, situated in the 
vicinity of galleries, the Museum Square and the canals.

For the assignment, Marjan Laaper delved into the life and art 
of Dutch actor and singer Ramses Shaffy, a prominent and influ-
ential figure of the 1960s and 1970s. Intrigued by the course of 
his life and the influence of chance encounters in the singer’s life, 
she created lifelines of these different people and thus construct-
ed a portrait of Shaffy consisting of 28 lifelines represented by 
coloured led-lamps. These lamps light up in certain rhythms so 
that the complete portrait is visible at regular intervals. 

While this work serves as an explicit homage to this promi-
nent former resident of Amsterdam, the installation also func-
tions in a broader perspective: travellers of the subway are tempt-
ed to think about persons who are or were important in their own 
lives, often in the sense of a turning point. Moreover, life itself 
can be seen as a journey with its crossings and turning points, 
parallel to a subway ride – an experience that is universal to every 
human being.

15 



16 — Flora Woudstra  Petra Laaper
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We met without bodies, in text. 

An interplay, without actual, physical touching, 
she says, when speaking of a piece and its relating to audience. 
The same goes for our conversation. 

I ask about the transition in her work as it moves through  
various spaces:
your works each seem like a body to me, which, while in  
dialogue with their surroundings, with another body, generate 
movement. 

A figure rests among soft sculptures in dark and glowing 
colors, their shapes and
proportions alter, mirror and repeat the negative imprint  
of touch. As the figure leaves, they now rest – signifiers of the 
slightest changes. Kneaded fabrics situated between walls,  
and one another. Their surfaces start manifesting like agents in 
the space, and their potential materializes, balances between  
abstract and allegorical. Hands that examine become invisible, 
then reappear. Like a narrative, or a dance. Does the object bear 
desire? Is the body, the audience, a mere support structure?  
One shape generates another, she says. 

And form becomes means. A means to come to an image in  
relation to the body. I become carrier of the work, she adds. 
Again the examining hands become invisible, but they leave 
traces, folds. 

These indicate the pleasure with which the hands have sought 
the material, looking for a certain tactility, shade, stiffness  
or sound. 

The folds will be met with other bodies, in touch. 



17 — Frans van Lent  Leendert van der Meer

The Patrol 
2018
performance, photographs, camera,  
flash, slide film     Leendert van der Meer

Earlier this year, I took part in a two-month artists’ residency pro-
gramme that took place in an abandoned factory. Before the resi-
dency, I was warned that staying overnight would be ‘at my own 
risk’. The site manager also mentioned that several criminal ac-
tivities had taken place there after the factory was shut down. The 
combination of these two pieces of information piqued my inter-
est, and became the main focus of my work during my time there.

In ‘The Patrol’ I use my camera’s flash to survey the factory’s 
surroundings during the darkness of night. I ‘shoot’ to reveal my 
presence and ward off potential intruders. Due to the intention of 
my technique, I do not need to use the viewfinder. Using an ana-
logue system emphasizes the camera’s weapon-like elements. 
Much like a gun or similar form of defence, the apparatus re-
quires you to manually ‘load’ before ‘shooting’, suggesting an 
aggressive act taking place. 

 
The Intruder     Frans van Lent

I listen to the rhythm of the water dripping from the ceiling. 
Darkness is everywhere and in everything. I walk carefully. With-
out seeing, I recognize the sounds under my feet, old cement 
cracking, breaking slats, glass. Small animals skipping away. 
Cold water creeps through my soles.

A crescent moon appears. For a moment a soft light shows the 
contours of objects with unknown histories. Then it is dark again. 
I hear the sound of my walking feet repeated in another space. I 
realize somebody else must be approaching. I stop, wait and hold 
my breath when the sounds get closer. 

I hear a rasping noise, a soft click and then everything is in 
bright light.

Full exposure.17 



18 — Devon Reid  Henriëtte Meijer
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The Ceramist

It is my hands that made that body
Out of clay, my hands!

How curious, how wonderful.
We are all products of some

Other hand that turned, molded
And placed us in the fire.

Here I am making shapes that
stood the test of time

Carrying water, carrying wine.
A white silhouette against a backdrop

Of history.

Vessels,
timeless until broken.

Prometheus fashioned men out
of water and earth.
Enlil humankind,

out of clay and blood.
Skins, some smooth

Some raw and rough.
Shades and textures differ, 

Born from the 
Same substance,

Never the less.

I too walked in shoes
To distant lands a
Creator of sorts,

Made walking an art.
Now I walk to my studio

How lonely, how free,
The peace I have found in 

 in the challenge of 
spinning, shaping, 

Firing life, 
Into form.



19 — Marco Aperti  Ralph van Meijgaard

A happy trilogy, three equals one

Living in this society could sadly get reduced to a binary simpli-
fication between good / bad, what I would like to do / what I have 
to do, art / society. Often this struggle has no real emergency but-
ton or fire-escape.

It’s just the way it is; a few however might have found an an-
tidote, Ralph is among them.

The three chemical elements that need to be considered in this 
new medicine are:

one: Art as enjoyable simplification 
two: Society as reality check 
three: The light-hearted approach

one: Ralph’s approach towards art has been joyful since the be-
ginning, changing shape through time but not content.

“I’ve always thought that art was inspiring. When I was 16, I 
went to the museum and saw an exhibition of James Turrell; there 
were just lights. I saw another show, more visual this time, and 
the directness and the simplicity of the images struck me. 

I think that art should look simple, not complicated, so that 
everyone can make their own interpretation, make up their own 
story around it. […] if, as someone said, art has only a very lim-
ited amount of time to be effective, I should consume it, enjoy it 
then! […] 

Even though engineering visual forms gives me the freedom 
to play with abstract figures; setting the right construction or 
de-construction of my own ideas, constantly re-using them, gives 
them new meanings.”

two: Teaching, multidisciplinary approaches and a genuine atti-
tude to get the best out of everything, crack the code to live in 
society.

“Beside making art I’m working in the education field as one 
of the founders of VoedselEducatie010. I’m implementing food 
education with a strong social attitude. […] It’s nice to have some-
thing else on your mind, it’s a good balance between being an 
artist and being part of society.” “I’ve produced ceramics, lamps 
and ceiling lamps and I’ve worked with other artists on many oc-
casions, always enjoying it. Those were all happy adventures.”

three: Element one and element two rather than being op-
posed, they communicate and influence each other instead, con-
stantly. The gap between the art-work and the social-work is then 
bridged by a playful serendipitous perspective.

“When I’m looking for something- and then, suddenly, I find 
something else. The outcome of those moments staggered me all 
the time. You need to be surprised, and you need to surprise with 
your work; a straight path would have been just boring!”

1+2+3 = an orchestrated engineering composition of playful and 
happy art, which never needs to be detached from its creator.
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20 — Marijke Appelman  Julie Müller

Etwas is yours,

For a few days in the studio there is room for action and effect. 
It is reminiscent of a passport photo booth, dress up dolls, a kind 
of virtual dressing-room wherein your creativity forms the basis.

Etwas believes in that creativity.
›
› A proof (-process) where everyone can express themselves 

creatively – regardless of education, labels, expectations, accom-
plishments – if you get the space and use it.

Working with paper, in a studio where mainly fashion is ex-
plored and made. By changing the scale (you make a miniature 
that you ‘put on’ a picture) a step can be skipped, drawing the 
pattern instead makes way for tearing, cutting, pasting, stapling...

Like
» folds
» form
» fast transformations
a possibility 
» to quickly make something else of yourself, 
and that while you thought you were just going to go in to 

take a look.

Of course it is (not yet) wearable fashion but the suggestion 
is essential here, where it can be dreamed. Not only by the visi-
tors but also by the initiators Julie Müller, Jip van der Hek and 
Werner van der Zwan. If the studio is a place to retreat and the 
Open Studios suddenly makes the space public, then you can do 
nothing but continue working... The exchange becomes part of 
the creative process. The visitor becomes stimulated

» not only to look at something during the studio visit [...] but 
to step inside the tent and to find a combination of shape and 
color.

The process (and its visibility) becomes part of the work. 
Everyone participates.
›
› It arose, it is ‘etwas’, without judgement - no more and no less.

I stepped into the tent with retroactive effect, because when I 
was there before I felt no urge to participate. This year, ‘noch 
etwas’ goes on, so go be there...

A reflection  
by and on e-mails:
 Marijke Appelman 
‹marijkeappelman@gmail.com›
› Julie Müller 
‹info@fraumuller.com› 
» Jip van der Hek 
‹jipvdhek@gmail.com›
The punctuation marks
indicate who has the floor.

» Who knows, you might also dare to wear a different shirt. 
A new impression but with the same pace and uncomplicated 
workable materials. With tape you can add a new print over part 
of your shirt.

› Let it grow on you

20 



21 — Felix Dorer  Marc Müller
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It opened a door for us

In utter darkness

four lines of light

we saw it blind 

we followed in quiet

I had a strange dream last night

I couldn’t quite put my finger on it

It opened a door for me

I saw it blind

    I am not afraid

  said my voice despite

with two fingers along the wall

we were not afraid

we could not be lost

  said my voice despite

have you been here before

asked the guide

We will be there soon

it opened a door for us

four lines of utter darkness

we saw it

glistening light

we followed it blind

with two fingers along the wall

have you been here before

      before 

we could not be lost

we will be there soon

said my voice despite

along the wall

I couldn’t quite put my finger on it

I saw it blind

Spukt es in diesem Haus?

zwischen   Raum 

    Traum

kaum sichtbar

sichtlich

         wider spricht es sich

nicht wichtig

Licht

und wieder nicht

Mörtel Stein Erde Sand

und wieder nicht

Licht

und wieder nicht

         wider   spricht es sich

offen 

dicht 

und wieder nicht

Spukt es in diesem Haus?

Zeit reicht weit

zeitgleich

geistert 

Zeit

ein endloser Körper

ein endloser Leib

zwischen   Raum

offen und wieder nicht

         

sichtbar

und wieder nicht

           unverdaulich

Mörtel Stein Erde Sand

Mund voller Worte

         wider   spricht es sich

und wieder spricht es

sichtbar

Licht

   Stein

         reicht weit

zeitgleich 

Licht 

und wieder nicht

It opened a door for us

In utter darkness

four lines of light

we saw it blind 

we followed in quiet

I had a strange dream last night

I couldn’t quite put my finger on it

It opened a door for me

I saw it blind

    I am not afraid

  said my voice despite

with two fingers along the wall

we were not afraid

we could not be lost

  said my voice despite

have you been here before

asked the guide

We will be there soon

it opened a door for us

four lines of utter darkness

we saw it

glistening light

we followed it blind

with two fingers along the wall

have you been here before

      before 

we could not be lost

we will be there soon

said my voice despite

along the wall

I couldn’t quite put my finger on it

I saw it blindSpukt es in diesem Haus?

zwischen   Raum 

    Traum

kaum sichtbar

sichtlich

         wider spricht es sich

nicht wichtig

Licht

und wieder nicht

Mörtel Stein Erde Sand

und wieder nicht

Licht

und wieder nicht

         wider   spricht es sich

offen 

dicht 

und wieder nicht

Spukt es in diesem Haus?

Zeit reicht weit

zeitgleich

geistert 

Zeit

ein endloser Körper

ein endloser Leib

zwischen   Raum

offen und wieder nicht

         

sichtbar

und wieder nicht

           unverdaulich

Mörtel Stein Erde Sand

Mund voller Worte

         wider   spricht es sich

Spukt es in diesem Haus?

Spukt es in diesem Haus?

Spukt es in diesem Haus?



22 22 — Hugo Bongers  Astrid de Pauw

Some characters linger in an unspecified space in the work of 
Astrid de Pauw. They look at the viewer, not at each other. The 
faces show no emotion, they look neutral. The emphasis is on the 
depiction of the frontally posed subjects in muted shades of grey 
and blue. The world that De Pauw presents is not expressive, but 
rather existential.

In her recent work the figures have disappeared. What we find 
depicted is space, frequently interiors, which appears in various 
forms. We detect walls, panels, floors, windows, doorways. These 
interiors are built from fragments that hold each other in a kind 
of balance, not necessarily in accordance with gravity. 

The spaces are rendered in shades of blue and black, occa-
sionally with cross-hatching and white areas between the other 
planes. The construction often resembles a collage. Astrid de 
Pauw loves to compose her work out of loose elements, by cut-
ting out smaller sections and repositioning them elsewhere. To 
me the rooms and spaces of her work look somewhat like those 
of the ‘Merzbau’ of Kurt Schwitters, the master of collage. But 
Astrid de Pauw’s work remains, despite its collage-like character, 
explicitly two-dimensional. She doesn’t intend any sculptural ef-
fect. Constructing and deconstructing, she remains on the flat 
surface.

Looking at the spacious prints and drawings, I am reminded 
of old Japanese black and white films, like those of Yasujiro Ozu, 
in which the camera remains steady in a living space, often at eye 
level when seated. Walls and doors seem to shove through the 
frame of the image like lightweight panels. There is an outside 
somewhere, but that’s not what the camera is interested in. The 
drama evolves inside between moving panels.

There is an outside in the work of Astrid de Pauw too, but we 
merely recognize it by the shadows that the leaves of trees cast 
on the windows. Silence prevails in these rooms, the noise of the 
streets doesn’t get through. This is something these room-works 
have in common with the paintings and prints in which she de-
picts persons. Or take the drawn collage of the big leaves of the 
Monstera Deliciosa, that I can lay my eye on once I am home. 
There is a quietness in her work. Perhaps a deceptive quiet, pos-
sibly an ominous calm, but still, a calm that allows the eye to 
roam the planes in muted colours, through the shadowy rooms of 
anonymous users, who have left no trace there. 



Accept all changes.v1
Observations and impressions of the work of Patricia Qi
by Eva Visser

Home visit, 06.12.2018
She sits reading crossed-legged on the bed in the guest bedroom, 
laptop on lap.
The poem she wrote this morning, starting with the colour of the 
sky and ending in India.
Talks about the absent. Father. And deliberately misleading  
information, facts.
Voice slightly hoarse because of a cold that just passed.
The beholder both out of place and destressed. Tension Tamer. 

‘An other-piece’ at Performance aan de Laan #1, 02.11.2018
Sounds of water and metal. Screaming children.
Seemingly alienated, maybe lost, but still determined. 
She can take her clothes off like nobody is watching. 
Trying to communicate, seeking contact with no one in particular.
The painters’ suit makes her seem like the only survivor.

23 — Eva Visser  PQI (Patricia Qi)

Accept all changes.v2
A poetic interpretation of the work of Eva Visser 
by Patricia Qi

cross the bed, lap on lap 
look, an ending
iii
Taube, deer, lean on
light hold of the just I
feel tension, tame me thus

sounds seem to seek disaster
we are a survivor

23 



24 — Maike Hemmers  Collette Rayner
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25 — Eva Visser  Zsombor Sáli

Meeting Zsombor Sáli and his work
Observations and impressions

Five large acrylic paintings (out of an ongoing series) are placed alongside 
two sides of the studio

Non-figurative but clearly nature 

A very obvious tree 

Forest - rocks – dunes – moorland - water 

Fade in – fade out 

The calming effect is nice for someone with my crappy eyes 

Spontaneous & natural vs strict & linear 

They change and become more dynamic 

The lighting of early mornings, or maybe a winter-y Sunday 

They change even more and suddenly they’re all cityscapes 

Urban décor, traffic, high-rises, Shell Pernis, cold shiny glass 

The dunes stay the dunes and then turn into something unknown 

I could look at these for a very long time 



26 — Gritta Ewald  Niels Smits van Burgst

In the studio of Niels Smits van Burgst

Entering the studio of Niels Smits van Burgst, you step inside a 
painter’s universe: paintings of distinct forms and sizes placed on 
easels, hanging on the wall above and next to each other, or lying 
on a large table among books about the works of master painters 
like Frans Hals. Visitors who have been to the open studios at 
Borgerstraat more than once over the last years, might have no-
ticed slight but significant changes in the work of the artist. In-
variably, the characteristic impressionist hand of the artist re-
mains recognizable.

Strictly speaking, Niels Smits van Burgst paints (from) life. 
The starting point of his earlier works has simply been to paint 
(his own) life as ordinary and excessive as it gets. Situations in 
rooms, hanging around at parties, smoking and drinking, roaming 
outside somewhere undeterminable. Further on the images be-
come populated by friends and acquaintances. Photos from news-
papers or magazines can just as well be an inspiration, as are 
pictures from various social media where people present them-
selves in everyday but also star-like manner. It’s all in the mix: 
the whole range of manifestations of life as it surrounds the artist. 

Smits van Burgst’s observations, caught in vivid, flamboyant 
brushstrokes, are at times poetic and serene, explicitly sexual in 
other images as well as everyday situations depicted directly. The 
work calls to mind what the artist himself might refer to as epi-
cureanism, pleasure seekers and people enjoying their life, with-
out labelling or appearing moralistic.  

With this, the artist ties in with the genre of tronies, i.e. por-
traits or facial studies, investigating varieties of expressions in-
stead of idealizing the person. They just are as seen in that spe-
cific moment without any beautification, a genre which was 
vividly practised by Flemish painter Adriaen Brouwer and his 
Dutch contemporary Frans Hals in the 17th century. Brouwer, as 
well as Smits van Burgst centuries later, depicts events that are 
not particularly beautiful, but rather aggressive or jumbled and 
not posed. Like-minded artists can be found in photography in 
works of Nan Goldin or Larry Clarke, who depicted teens and 
twenty-somethings in their daily lives, mainly at parties where 
lust and boredom may come together with aggression and self-ex-
pression.

A new line in the work arose about a year ago when the artist 
began depicting the people in his paintings in nature. The atten-
tion of the viewer can fluctuate between different colour areas 
that still establish recognizable forms, while the hierarchy of the 
visible shifts towards a more open and non-committal perception. 

If you look closely you might see the entrance to a cave, hidden 
under leaves or various structures of a rock. It’s an invitation to 
look deeper and ask yourself what you see, how much time you 
are willing to spend on viewing and taking it in. Not like we are 
used to do when viewing images on Instagram or other social 
media, where we simply swipe to the next and the next and the 
next again, without making contact.

In that way these new works are definitely more inviting the 
beholder to immerse in the images by imagining oneself in these 
situations in nature. There is no confined space where the viewer 
is a spectator if not a voyeur, which is exciting as well as com-
promising at times. All the time the characteristic style of paint-
ing makes the various series a delight to behold – food for the 
eyes.
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27 — Heleen Schröder  Heyer Thurnheer

A conversation with Heyer Thurnheer

A grey-haired man, dressed in a black tracksuit, walks onto a 
small stage. He attaches one end of a roll of masking tape to the 
far wall, a little over his head, and starts unrolling the tape as he 
introduces himself and his project, the ‘reconstruction of the life 
of an artist’, who both is and is not himself. He unspools enough 
tape to span the width of the stage and curve downwards in a gen-
tle parabola, nearly touching the floor at the centre, then up again 
to the opposite wall. He also sticks a line of tape across the floor. 
He has, with a small gesture, drawn a room-sized graph in the 
theatre, with the straight line on the floor representing the passage 
of time and the curved hanging line depicting the life of his sub-
ject. Stage left, on the wall, there is a piece of white paper, signi-
fying birth and the time that precedes it, stage right, a black sheet 
for ‘the other side’. He chooses panels of text hanging from hooks 
on a wall and reads out seemingly autobiographical fragments, 
while standing on various coloured sheets of paper, each colour 
signifying a stage of life, with yellow for childhood, orange for 
young adulthood, and so on. There is also a green sheet, placed 
outside of the progression of time, for commentary and analysis. 

This performance in November 2018 is characteristic of Heyer 
Thurnheer’s work, at once ambitious in its scope and casually mod-
est in the means it employs. Two weeks later, we meet in his studio 
on a cold autumn afternoon to talk more about the project, entitled 
‘Rekonstruktion eines Künstlerlebens 1–324’. The performance is 
one manifestation of a work that he has also shown as a participa-
tory installation, and might become a book. Installed in the studio, 
a wall is punctuated with rows of hooks from which hang a sample 
of the 324 texts, glued to boards; the rest are piled up in two tall 
stacks on the floor, giving a sense of the large volume of material, 
and the non-hierarchical way in which it is organized. The reader 
is invited to enter it at random, and to discover coincidences be-
tween the fragments and with circumstances outside the text.

During our meandering conversation, Thurnheer explains that 
the work reflects on his own life and artistic development while 
situating it within its broader societal context. I ask about his re-
current concern with ‘ethical freedom’, which he relates directly 
to the new social situation of the post-war period. One of the 324 
texts recounts a conversation with his mother, in which she ob-
serves that neither she nor the generations before her had the free 
time to reflect on their lives. Heyer remembers the moment when 
Saturday, previously a school day, became ‘free time’. Before the 
leisure industry had time to catch up, this caused a profound cri-
sis – “people really didn’t know what to do!” He sees this new-
found and broadly accessible freedom as central to understanding 
the waves of transformations that washed through the second half 
of the twentieth century. To develop the competencies necessary 
to cope with such radical freedom could be seen as the challenge 
of our time, at least in the West. The anecdote is telling in its 
combination of intimate personal memory, existential question-
ing and broader social context.

Our discussion touches upon various moments in the ‘artist’s 
life’ – a life divided between Switzerland, where he grew up 
(closed in by other countries and shut in by mountains; good, he 
says, at reconsidering or ‘thinking twice’) and the Netherlands (to 
which he was attracted because it was open to the sea and the 
world). We talk about the 1970s and his first experiences of a dy-
namic multicultural society in Amsterdam during his stay at the 
Rietveld Academy. About family history, raising children, his 
years in artists’ communities in the mountains, experiments with 
different modes of life and educational forms, periods when the 
object of artistic formation was the human. A constant throughout 
his work is the impulse to work in collectives, with other people; 
a way of resisting the individualism that arose in this period. He 
elaborates on the overlap between the fields of the artist and the 
social scientist, which he connects to his desire for an enlarged 
understanding of art, a goal of many of the post-war movements 
(the Situationists, Fluxus). They all share the ambition ‘to return 
art to where it belongs – in life’.
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28 — Marco Aperti  Peter Vianen

Re-building our conversation 

This was not an interview, it was more a conversation, and sub-
sequently needs to be treated as such. However this conversation, 
intended as an interchange of information and ideas through spo-
ken communication, has a precise moment in time and in space, 
elements that you, reader, will simply perceive differently from 
me and Peter. In the flux of complex concepts, however, a strong 
cement emerged clearly: philosophy. 

When Peter pursued his master’s degree in philosophy, the 
subject of his thesis was Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language 
and mind. The work of the philosopher still sets in motion fun-
damental and ongoing processes of thought in his mind. 
Wittgenstein’s philosophy helped him understand the relevance 
of how philosophical problems could emerge out of confusion 
over the meaning of certain words and expressions. As an exam-
ple he mentions how philosophers get confused over the ordinary 
use of linguistic expressions concerning pain and sensations, and 
out of this confusion start building theories about qualia (essen-
tial properties or qualities) that lead to philosophical issues that 
seem unresolvable. 

The influence of Peter’s philosophical education is evident, 
but it would be rather silly to look for its influence on his work. 
He does however reflect a lot on the uneasy relationship between 
philosophy and art. “I’m using my philosophical background in 
my way of thinking, but philosophy itself can not simply be rep-
resented on the canvas or in other artistic media.” “Quite often 
artists feel the need to talk or do research in philosophy, and they 
try to use those philosophical ideas too, but if you’ve studied 
philosophy you know that you need to let it go, and it will come 
back to you eventually as a way of thinking critically. Philosophy 
is not instant coffee!”

Peter tried to apply philosophical concepts and working 
methods in his art but it wasn’t working out at all. “When I was 
in art school I was doing a lot of research into materials as a print 
maker, which is actually quite a cliche these days. Inspired by 
Wittgenstein I was gathering all these loose observations on the 
artistic process and doing all sorts of experiments with printing 
materials, but without actually putting everything together, […] 
analysing all that information is not enough, you need to bring 
something extra, you need to work towards the next step and put 
it all together in interesting ways – you need to tell a story with 
the fruits of your research.” And this ability to turn the raw results 
of research into something that speaks to your audience is some-
thing artistic, rather than philosophical. 

This experience has made him become rather sceptical about 
the application of philosophical ideas in art. “I have come to no-
tice this tendency to do endless conceptual research in other con-
temporary artists as well, and they often seem to be making sim-
ilar mistakes as I did.” He laughs: “In art school people used to 
point out this lack of a larger narrative to me, but I just shrugged 
it off, and so will these artists.”

Doing philosophy and art are two very different things for 
Peter. Philosophy is about developing arguments, being critical, 
and gaining insight into complex problems and issues – philoso-
phy is by its nature verbal and language-driven, whereas art is 
about creating certain kinds of experiences that aren’t necessar-
ily easy to express in language.  
For Peter “doing art is good in itself, you don’t need an extra jus-
tification from say philosophy or science in order to create art”. 
However he admits that “some really interesting stuff is done by 
people who have a background in other disciplines as well.”

When we discuss the role of money in art and how to make a 
career in the arts, Peter notes how “contemporary society is now 
attracted more by the positive social and cultural connotations of 
art and the strong individualism that being an artist brings. Peo-
ple therefore want to become an artist regardless of whether they 
have any artistic aptitude or something which would add value to 
the whole of art. They just want to be artists.” 

The value of art, regardless the social value, is clearly not 
enough for paying the rent. Peter works four days a week in the 
call centre of an insurance company “so there’s food for the cats”, 
and this financially enables him to spend the rest of the week 
working on his art. “When I’m at work, between all those cus-
tomers calls, I keep thinking about history, art and my philosoph-
ical stuff, all the time. During my breaks I just go through my 
Wittgenstein books, and this is the way I am, the way I’m having 
fun, this is what I do.”

“An interview is a construction, even though it’s like an ego show 
somehow.”
It was an excellent and entertaining show to watch!
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30 — Flora Valeska Woudstra  Maike Hemmers Geometry. As it falls, on the window or
on the paper, structures a (spreading) thought.
Its adaptability imposes, infects

whilst another thought becomes,
in the instance, one line touching

a many bodied body and it touching back.

Repeat, repeat, and
repeat (the thought, the gesture)
to the point of being disintegrated.

Until it uncovers the chasm
where the body is and isn’t a mirror

and freezes the gesture without resistance,
no leaking, no analysis.

A hand unsettled,
even when still, as it

waits

(it) exceeds,
receives, affirms that

material which escapes from it.

The hand draws a disappearance.
It can’t seem to think at all without
the forms and lines.
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