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10 January 2024 at 11:58 CET
Dear Marijn,

Great talking to you in Tilburg yesterday. | woke up this morning to discover that my phone had
crashed. No matter how many times | tapped on the screen or how hard | pressed the buttons in
my growing panic, the screen — which normally lights up at the slightest touch and hauls the entire
world within reach — remained a deathly black plane. | had been receiving reminders on a daily basis
to back up the phone, and this was obviously my punishment for ignoring those messages. | stared
desperately at that black screen of death and, having recovered from the initial shock, couldn’t help
but think of what you told me yesterday about the black square.

About how Hermann Pitz introduced you as young artists at the Rijksakademie to the writings of
Ad Reinhardt and that you pretty much immediately heeded Reinhardt’s suggestion that ‘Everyone
should paint their own black square’. It sounded onerous to me, something like ‘Everyone must bear
their own cross’. But you explained how at the time you painted a square ‘just like that’ and then
basically stared expectantly at that black plane. It was not yet as evenly black as Kazimir Malevich’s
ur-example (who considered it a source of mystical energy, a link to the cosmos) and certainly not as
black as Ad Reinhardt’s own black squares (who primarily viewed them as a negation of just about
everything). Instead, your hastily dashed off plane was initially mostly just some paint on paper.

Malevich believed that the greatest art originated from the absence of reason. That’s another thing
we discussed: how to disengage that reason, or rather, one’s unrelenting consciousness; how to
escape from yourself and why you might want to do so. More about that later. I’'m not afraid to admit
| often use my phone for that — though that’s almost certainly not the kind of escape you’re looking
for. But now that my phone had become a dull, dark mirror, I had to resort to my own imagination and
memories. That brought me back to black and the question of how the perception of it could differ
so thoroughly.

It made me think of the exhibition Voids, a Retrospective at the Bern Kunsthalle in 2009, a retrospec-
tive of nine empty museum galleries that had once, between 1951 and 2006, been “filled’ by nine
different artists with different kinds of emptiness. | would have loved to see that show, despite the
fact that there wasn’t, in essence, anything to see. | think it must have mostly required engagement
on the part of the viewer vis-a-vis the artist and the history to experience that emptiness in each
gallery differently. The more you know, the more you see — even when there is nothing to see. That
knowledge intrudes on my thinking time and again. | often see artworks where they are not. You
take this a step further by calling work that is there into doubt. ‘Making art and not making art can
look quite alike’, you pasted under one of your collage’s. It’s almost cruel. Does something like the
uninhibited gaze even exist?¢

All the best,
Esther

P.S.: My phone is working again. The problem was the plug.

10 January 2024 at 22:32 CET
Dear Esther,

A truly uninhibited gaze? No, | don’t think that’s possible. The way young children look at things
might come to mind, but in a book | read a couple of years ago about a child’s developmental stages
(seen from an anthroposophical perspective), they describe just how much a child’s world is formed
by sound and language first and how language and looking are apparently inextricably linked, which
I find an almost impenetrable idea. | went to grab the book and it says: ‘Language encompasses all
that humanity has attained in terms of spiritual values. The child encounters it through the human
environment and is mimetically receptive to it. That means that before the individual self forms in the
child, it has already absorbed part of the collective self from its close surroundings.’



We also talked in the studio about those ‘Sentences found in my notebook in a specific order’ (2022)
[printed at the start of this book] and, more specifically, the remark: ‘Everyone carries a history of
contamination; purity is not an option’, which | guess is related to this as well. It’s from the book The
Mushroom at The End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (2015) by the anthro-
pologist Anna Tsing. That book has become very popular among artists in recent years, even though
it isn’t, on the whole, about art. Still, it resonates somehow in our community. | found it freeing to
read about how Tsing treats the notion of ‘contamination’, for example. That sentence comes from
the chapter titled ‘Contamination as Collaboration’, which begins like this: ‘How does a gathering
become a “happening,” that is, greater than a sum of its parts¢ One answer is contamination. We
are contaminated by our encounters; they change who we are as we make way for others. As con-
tamination changes world-making projects, mutual worlds — and new directions — may emerge.’ For
the record, learning to observe (Tsing calls it the ‘arts of noticing’) those new ‘mutual worlds’ and to
recognize the possibilities they contain is not yet that easy, because this ‘contaminated diversity’ is
primarily ‘complicated, ugly, and humbling’.

Maybe that desire to escape oneself stems from a desire for real contact? Yesterday | was teaching
at Rietveld, and while sitting with the students at the table before class, a conversation developed
about the discarded work that always piles up in the hallways and overflowing rubbish bins after the
assessments. Despite the fact that the academy makes every effort to recycle as many materials as
possible, the students still felt guilty about the waste they were producing as a group. One student
commented half seriously, half ironically that maybe from now on we should just share our ideas
in group discussions and allow our powers of imagination to do the rest and that would be all we
needed - something similar, perhaps, to those empty museum galleries in Bern. As is so often the
case, | didn’t have much more to contribute to the discussion, which had made me feel both hopeful
and sad at the same time.

Those black squares | painted after Hermann Pitz’s lecture felt emancipating, connective. Despite
the fact that | often feel awkward in social situations, art has provided me with a connection to the
world that | could no longer do without, or rather, that has in any event permanently changed ‘my
world’. Perhaps that brings us back to your phone — glad it’s working again, by the way! - a tool of con-
nection that these days does indeed, as you write, ‘haul the entire world within reach’, and one that,
incidentally, we also think we can no longer do without. It might be worth mentioning another quote
from that compiled statement, one from Anni Albers, who wrote way back in 1938: ‘We must come
down to earth from the clouds where we live in vagueness and experience the most real thing there is:
material.” I’'m inclined to go along with that completely, but at the same time, | also have this growing
sense of shame at the megalomania, arrogance and tremendous pressure to produce that (still) dom-
inates the art world and that | am to a certain extent part of. Is it even possible to curb our human urge
to make things2 And at the same time, whereas | used to be rather interested in the immateriality of
art — something that may have started with Malevich - in recent years | have, paradoxically enough,
actually been more concerned with the physicality and materiality of art, and in my case, naturally,
that of the drawing in particular. All of which brings me to an impossibly big question —and it can go
unanswered, but I’'m going to ask it anyway: What do you think makes a work of art worthwhile?

All the best,
marijn

17 January 2024 at 11:26 CET
Dear Marijn,

Ha-ha, yeah, good question, one that makes me laugh out loud because it is so difficult to answer.
A good work of art is often confrontational or disturbing; it gives one pause and avoids any hint of
dogmatism. But art is not a science (having a checklist that every good work of art needs to meet
would save a lot of trouble ;-), and it has nothing to do - for me, at least — with materiality. Apart from
the fact, of course, that something needs to be well put together, it has more to do with context: the
context of a body of work, the context within which something has been made, in terms of both time
and place. Which is not to say that your quote from Anni Albers about material as ‘the most real thing’
doesn’t speak to me. | understand it as referring to the importance of allowing yourself to be guided
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intuitively by the material itself. That is an extension of paying attention and looking, of thinking and
scraping away — to my mind, that has nothing to do with megalomania or the pressure to produce.
And it certainly doesn’t apply to your work, in which the recycling of both text and image, as materials
themselves, is already a constant part of the process, isn’t it¢ You continue working on old drawings
and paint on advertising leaflets — no rubbish bins for you ;-). In your studio, the drawers full of draw-
ings exist almost in a sort of limbo, filled with sketches that hold out the promise of possibly being
useful one day and falling into place: becoming art.

That brings me back to Tsing’s ‘the arts of noticing’; the talent for ‘noticing things’ sounds to me like
the perfect job description for an artist. Maybe that is why the book appeals to artists¢ Tsing shows
us - if  understand correctly, since | haven’t read the book — what we can learn from the extremely
rare matsutake mushroom, an exclusive delicacy in Japan, and the global commodity chain that
grew around it. Namely, that you can find, ‘notice’, beauty and new insights even amidst the ecologi-
cal and economic ruins that we have created and that we should focus on that instead of seeking our
salvation in ever-more progress. (It dawns on me, by the way, that the mushroom has been a popular
metaphor among artists for a while, just as the octopus, with its intelligence and creativity, once
was - but | digress).

Is the conjoining of all those different images and texts a way for you to bring order to the world, to
come to terms with who you are —to find connections, as you put it? Is your work a result of that¢ Does
it fall under ‘the arts of noticing’2¢ Or is it more something that precedes that? ‘Art does not come
from thinking but from responding’, you state, quoting Sister Corita Kent. Yet at the same time, you
make me think of Saul Steinberg, whose comics you have also used, who described drawing as ‘a
way of reasoning on paper’.

Yesterday | read a piece in De Groene Amsterdammer by Marja Pruis about Marlene Dumas’s ‘image
archive’. Pruis refers to her as a ‘treasure keeper’, and her story seeks to explore the value of keeping
things. She concludes with the words, ‘[...] keeping things because it helps to know that they are still
there somewhere, all the things you ever encountered or that you thought you should do something
with. And that the “should” is then given the time to change into “can”.’ (I recognize this more than
| care to admit.) Dumas herself writes: ‘Images can surprise, confuse, shock us, but this is caused
by what one associates them with or what is alleged or written about them, or when one thinks they
understand what makes them dangerous and valuable. That’s why, just like with history, images are
always re-: reconsidered, rewritten, reacknowledged, recollected...’

And now we’re back to the start of your letter and your comment about language and looking being
inextricably linked. You write that you find that an impenetrable idea. Did you mean that the two are
stuck with one another yet forever incompatible? Is that why in your collages you often undermine
the interpretation of one image with another image? Is that also why you end the title of your book
Pictorial Content? with a question marke Or does it have more to do with doubt2

Looking forward to hearing from you,
Esther

20 January 2024 at14:19 CET
Dear Esther,

I mostly read that quote from Anni Albers as an encouragement to get to work with the material and
not get stuck in one’s head. With drawing, the materials and means are relatively simple compared
to weaving or some other craft Albers was perhaps referring to. Everyone can draw — even though
most adults claim they can’t — and everyone has done so at some point. The thing is that as soon
as you begin, things quickly dissolve under your feet. And that’s not just due to a lack of practice or
imagination. It’s because the possibilities are endless, and at the same time, you are left completely
to your own devices — which means you soon run up against your own limitations.

That ambiguity recurs frequently in my work. On the one hand, you have the urge to express yourself,
to create something. On the other, it is never enough: every expression is refuted or compromised;



it doesn’t measure up. The things you conceive might be the catalyst for getting to work, but it only
becomes interesting when you no longer know what you are doing or what it all means. Just like
Corita Kent, | believe that art originates as a response. You react to something. Things happen to you
and if they provoke strong feelings, then you want to share that with others.

One of my tutors at art school, Piet Dirkx, always talked about art as a misunderstanding: that it is
actually impossible to convey to others exactly what you have envisioned, that creator and viewer
never truly come together, and that that realization can also give you a certain freedom. | feel this
relates to what Duchamp meant with his statement that ‘a work of art is completed by the viewer’. He
writes about something similar in The Creative Act (1957). According to him, there is always a kind
of gap in the series of actions that occur whenever we make something. He talks about the space
between ‘the unexpressed but intended and the unintentionally expressed’. Amy Sillman makes a
different, but related, observation in Some Notes On Drawing (2017), in which she talks about the
Asian calligraphy tradition, a form of drawing she describes as an equal collaboration between ink,
brush and paper, in which the artist must continually switch between ‘mark making’ and ‘meaning
making’. There is always that gap, that empty space between intention and perception, between
action and meaning.

It took quite some time before | could view that empty space as also being a way to go. Maybe all
that is valuable exists in the fleetingness of the action, of which the object, the drawing, is merely a
remnant. Because it is the action itself, | think, that makes me feel most human. It grounds me like
no other activity. All sorts of things happen in the process of making something that also happen in
real life: doubts, wrong decisions, overestimating yourself, shame, being distracted or preoccupied
with other thoughts... but at the same time, all these things are fairly innocuous when making a work
of art. Sure, something might ‘go wrong’, but you can always start again, right¢ Or you might be able
to use that so-called failure for something else later. If you view creating as a form of play, it brings
so much more enjoyment and possibility, and ideally that feeling spills over into your life. That makes
me think of John Cage.

Responsibility is to oneself; and the highest form of it is irresponsibility to oneself which is to say the
calm acceptance of whatever responsibility to others and things comes along. If one adopts this atti-
tude art is a sort of experimental station in which one tries out living; one doesn’t stop living when one
is occupied making the art. — John Cage

How interesting that you use the word ‘limbo’ for my cluttered archive of old, half-finished drawings
and other paperwork. It reminded me today of The Coming Community by Giorgio Agamben, the
second chapter of which is called ‘From Limbo’, and although a far-fetched association, when | was
going through my notes, | found a rather apt excerpt that brings me back to that search for connec-
tion. It reads: ‘Our deep desire for connection (to be part of, belonging) is not so much the rational
understanding of what is considered good, true or beautiful, but rather a longing for it to happen, we
want “the good, true and beautiful” to happen to us. Just as Heidegger’s “Being” is something that
continuously “happens”, our desire for connections lies in the event itself, not in the ideals we project
ontoit.

Art matters, as long as we continue to think about it as an activity and not an end product, but at the
same time, we need that materiality to create a place for ourselves, is that it2 I'll leave it at that for
now, because it’s too much. I'll get back to you on the notion of keeping and taking time - if and when
| can find the time...

25 January 2024 at 21:18 CET

In the studio | also told you about the book | was reading by Andrea Buttner — Shame (2020) - and
how it had made me more conscious of my own moments of shame. Something that constantly hap-
pens when one speaks about one’s own work. Buttner correctly points out that the art world is often
portrayed as being open and taboo-breaking, a place where shame doesn’t, or shouldn’t, play a role.
But she disputes that assumption and, in fact, considers shame to be a crucial, guiding emotion in
terms of the very making of art.
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| don’t know if this sounds familiar to you, but for me, clicking the Send button is often accompa-
nied by a sense of shame. And that has certainly been true for this exchange we started. | uncon-
sciously turn my head briefly away to click blindly on the little icon — a paper aeroplane - like, ‘there,
it’s gone’. Regarding our correspondence - intended to be made public — | decided today to just
make a list of all the things I’'m ashamed of. It was quite some list, | can tell you, which | decided
in the end to keep to myself. First it’s all about my discontent with myself and then I’'m filled with
shame about the fact that I'm only concerned about myself while the world around me is on fire.

One of the things Buttner talks about in her text is a lecture by Sigmund Freud titled Creative
Writers and Daydreaming (1908), in which he contends that ‘art allows a space in which fantasy
and its enjoyment can be shame-free’. Freud compares it to the way a child at play becomes totally
immersed in its fantasy world and fully emotionally engaged, while at the same time, being able
to sharply separate fantasy from reality. (Interestingly enough, for some time, our daughter would
also refer to a sort of intermediate state between the two; she would talk about something that
could happen ‘as fake, as real or as the real real’.) While Buttner discusses in her piece the work
of two artists who thematized shame fairly deliberately, that is, Andy Warhol and Dieter Roth, she
also shows how the triangular relationship of shame - /am feeling shame for something in the eyes
of another - is, in fact, always part of making art and can be a positive element. Shame makes one
physically aware of the conditions of an artistic practice and making an image, and also of your-
self in the eyes of the other. Buttner repeatedly refers to it as a ‘heuristic’ emotion. Feeling shame
teaches you something about yourself in your relationship to the world.

| remember that Marlene Dumas once described making a work of art as ‘the irresponsible ges-
ture’. As she put it: ‘That creative process is not subordinate to words. The gesture through which
itemerges doesn’t stand for something, like a word stands for something else. It is not subservient
to the word. That’s why | choose to use the word “irresponsible”.” In one of Dumas’s early cata-
logues, Miss Interpreted (1992), Marcel Vos writes: ‘Meanings come and go. A painting can mean
many things, but it must first and foremost be something. Being takes precedence over meaning.’
Oddly enough, I don’t think much about the difference between language and image. Images evoke
language and you can use language to evoke an image. | think what | find so intriguing about that
passage asserting that language and looking are inextricably linked is mostly the idea that our
personality is formed in part by the specifics of spoken language, that the shape of our inner life
is determined by our native tongue, that something of the ‘we’ precedes the ‘I'. That, to me, is a
comforting thought and it also places one directly in the evolution of what we call ‘civilization’. | like
to view my practice, too, as part of that longer line, instead of merely a response to modernism, as
itis so frequently construed.

To THINK THAT only 40,000
VEARS AGO WE were STiLL
paINTING BuFFAlo v CAVES..

© Gummbah

In the book The Unknown Craftsman (1972) by Séetsu Yanagi, about the concept of beauty in Jap-
anese folk art, an entire chapter is devoted to ‘pattern’, the rendition of nature as a graphic image.
In it, the author discusses paintings on ceramics or the patterns applied in textiles and clothing.
Yanagi fiercely opposes the emphasis that has been placed on the individual maker in the visual
arts because, in his view, beauty can only result from natural laws that transcend the individual. ‘In
a good pattern, man is faithful to laws; one detects in it a true humility. It is good to the extent that
it is free of any arrogance of personality,” he explains. These words resonate with me when | paint
my versions of that ink drawing by Philip Guston; that’s why | want to share it. | am afraid, though,
that | may be interpreting Yanagi’s words too freely and perhaps cannot fully grasp their profundity.

All the best,
marijn



4 February 2024 at14:56 CET
Dear Marijn,

You write that creating only truly becomes interesting once you no longer know what you are doing
or what it exactly means: the gap between action and meaning. That brings us back to that idea of
escaping from yourself, from your unrelenting consciousness, which we talked about in your studio.
| referred briefly at the time to the surrealists and the dream seances of André Breton. But that is
also not exactly the kind of escape you are looking for. That lies, as | understand it, more in finding
a balance between letting go and mastery, between chance and control. | can see that at work in
your drawing process, but how does it play out in your collages? The process of combining existing
images, using quotes — no matter how intuitively and associatively — seems to me to be fairly delib-
erate in the end. Sometimes you trigger a way of looking with it or you jump into that gap that can’t
be filled with language. Sometimes, too, | suspect there is something personal behind it, something
autobiographical, that you want to implicate the viewer in your own doubts, such as with that quote
from Mike Kelley: “Too much is always expected of love and art.’ But, poor mortals that we are - we
continue to try.

Yesterday | watched an old documentary on Bas Jan Ader. It is said that, for him, his ‘fall works’ were
about that moment between deciding and falling, a momentary instant during which you are literally
free. For his part, he once said in an interview that the tragedy of falling is the same thing as failing,
coming up short of expectations. You write that when you start to draw, the possibilities are endless
and you are left completely to your own devices - the fear that it will never be enough... Is that the
fear of failure? | was reminded of the piece in which you changed some random-seeming green paint
blotches into trees with a few daubs of brown paint: form that suddenly acquires meaning. In the
interstices you wrote the words ‘failure’, ‘falling’, ‘fail’ and ‘faalhaas’ (fail-hare), but also ‘LOL. It’s as
if you want to see the relativity in everything no matter what, to let it all be about the aspect of play,
which, as you yourself write, then preferably carries over into your life.

The quote from John Cage you cite in relation to that also got me thinking. To some extent it calls
to mind Bruce Nauman, who as a young artist working in his studio, wondered what he should do,
whereupon he uttered the memorable words: ‘If | was an artist and | was in the studio, then whatever
I was doing in the studio must be art.” What follows are beautiful, poetic explorations of the body in
relation to the space, or maybe in relation to the world. Perhaps that is also what Cage meant by
adopting art as ‘a sort of experimental station in which one tries out living’. | understand your fasci-
nation with Cage’s Zen approach, yet | also sense in your work a social consciousness and an urge
for critical reflection that goes against that at times...

As I'm writing this, another new email from you arrives in my inbox. And it’s as if you felt the question
coming ;-) because you start talking about shame and the feeling that you should or want to respond
more to the bigger issues in the world. | don’t have an answer for you, but Hamza Halloubi repre-
sents that dilemma beautifully in his short video Nature Morte (2013), an ode to the life and work of
Giorgio Morandi. In it, Halloubi juxtaposes the historical and art historical events of the second
half of the 20th century with Morandi’s subdued still lifes. The Second World War breaks out, and
Morandi paints jugs; the atom bomb falls, and Morandi paints jugs; Picasso paints Guernica, and
Morandi paints jugs... Nothing seems to prevent Morandi from concentrating solely on the light cast
on those seemingly worthless jugs and vases in his studio. Does art need to become political when
the turmoil in the world grows? Or is it rather the right, and even the obligation, of the artist to first
and foremost make their own choice? In her article, Amy Sillman compares drawing to a caterpillar
nibbling on a leaf. Drawing makes time palpable, she says. Maybe attempting to grasp hold of the
light was Morandi’s way of also making something about ‘his’ time tangible?

And what about you? Is the quote, the copy, both of words and images, a way for you to validate
yourself in your own artistic practice? Are you trying with that to justify what you do¢ And is that, in
fact, what you are ashamed of from time to time? There’s a quote by Andy Warhol that appears in
one of your works: ‘Nothing is exciting, nothing is sexy, nothing is not embarrassing’ — an equivocal
statement in its own right. You pop in a computer-game-like figure in underpants at the bottom that
says, ‘Oh cool it’s XXI century art’, and thus draw the whole thing into absurdity. Is that your way of
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coming to terms with our times¢ With those questions in mind, | look at a blue silhouette you painted
on a sheet of paper that appears to have been misprinted. (The words ‘ERROR: undefined’ appear at
the top.) In another drawing, that same silhouette returns in a space that reminds me of your series
about Picasso’s studio. I’'m inclined to think it’s you.

Not knowing what you are doing, like you write about, does carry an inherent risk. And maybe this is
an answer to your question about what | think a prerequisite for ‘good art’ is. I'd imagine that good
art conveys some of that risk to the viewer. Maybe the risk for the viewer lies in not knowing at first
how one should look at the work. | personally tend to be wary when | immediately like an image. It is
undoubtedly a cliché, but experience has taught me that | then tire of it more quickly. It is instead the
jarring image that poses a question that can never really be answered. That’s why | love the idea of
‘art as a misunderstanding’. And it’s also why | understand your fascination with Guston’s drawing.
Prompted by your copies, | went looking for the original. His image hovers, as you said, between form
and script. Sillman writes the following in her text about drawers: ‘A drawer is more like a beaver who
builds a dam from the ground up, stick by stick, without an overview, but just with an animal urge to
keep going until the thing becomes a form.’ | find that applies aptly to the Guston drawing. You told
me the image appealed to you because you couldn’t get a hold on it. One senses it is based on some
representation, but what that is can no longer be deciphered. It could just as easily be a still life on
a table or a landscape with figures or something else entirely. It feels as if with your versions, you
want to explore every possibility by constantly changing something, whether it’s the style of painting
or something in the image itself or the type of paper used. But instead of bringing us closer to the
drawing’s origins, you only add to the mystery. New images and patterns emerge that arise from the
act of painting itself. Is that what Yanagi means with ‘pattern evolved in the work itself avoids the
pitfalls of paper-thought’2 It’s a lovely quote, along with his observation about traditional patterns
being ‘a hymn to nature’s mysterious power’ — makes me think of the spiral that recurs in all sorts of
ways in your work! But | also infer from Yanagi’s writing that he sees revealing one’s ‘personality’ as
practically a curse, whereas if you were to follow that thought to its logical conclusion, wouldn’t we
be hollowing ourselves out? Fortunately, art can — no, occasionally should - be very unpleasant and
confrontational; something that does the very opposite of affirming one’s existence. How do you see
this2

Last week, | saw Max Beckmann’s Winter Landscape (1930) from the Van Abbemuseum as part of a
wonderful retrospective in The Hague - you should definitely go see it. (What a painter - talk about
grasping hold!) A strange sort of unease creeps into the canvas in his interpretation of the space.
| examined it with particular interest since | knew you had repainted it. Windows are a recurring
theme in your work, especially those of Picasso’s studio, which you have redone in endless varia-
tions, but also Duchamp’s miniature windows, which you instead have drawn very faithfully. With
regard to the Beckmann work, | wondered - because the image is so difficult to grasp - if perhaps it
was not more about better understanding the depiction itself - like how you can better understand
a text when you copy it out...

All the best,
Esther

7 February 2024 at14:33 CET
Dear Esther,

| just studied those paintings by Beckmann last week with my students! It’s incredible how he man-
ages to fold a scene so compactly onto the canvas. There is so much to see! In my case, the small
painted copy of Beckmann’s open windows started with a photo of the work that also showed the
brown wooden frame around it. This formed a sort of second window, as it were, and that doubling
up intrigued me. | was working in our attic that winter because the studio downstairs was not yet
ready, and my view from there was somewhat similar, which I’m sure must have also played a role.
And it’s true that as one works - | often start on several versions at once — more and more elements
stand out: the weird, indeterminable perspective of those open windows, indeed, or that ladder in the
garden. | read somewhere that the trees, with their sawn-off branches, symbolize ‘constriction’ and
the open window and ladder allude to ‘escape’.

Vil



| think you can identify and point to autobiographical elements in the oeuvre of any artist, but | try
to be careful not to look at the work through that lens too much. In the works I’'ve brought together
in this book, I'm occasionally asking questions about what it means to be an artist, but this is less
deliberate than you might think — even with the collages. The creative process remains elusive, even
for me: | collect all manner of books, clippings and prints to have around, look at them, paint them,
add something or take something away; | combine them or isolate them; and then suddenly ‘some-
thing’ emerges. Sometimes it happens very quickly, but it can also take years before | actually finish
something. Also, I'm always working on many things at once. If something starts to bore me or feels
forced, then | stop working on it and turn to something else. Years later, though, | might come across
that piece of paper again and it will contain something of value for what | am working on at that
moment. Anotherimportant factor always at play is how the works acquire meaning in relation to one
another. For me, it is the work itself that always leads the way, and it is not until times like this that
| am forced, as it were, to reflect on what | have produced. That’s when the analysing, taking stock
and garden variety psychoanalysing begins. And that can make me feel incredibly empty, because
the ‘intuitive’ grip | had on everything I've touched seems to slip once again through my ‘intellectual’
fingers. ‘The artist goes through states of fullness and emptiness and that is all there is to the mys-
tery of art’, Picasso wrote.

Ithink | understand your aversion to Yanagi’s assertion that ‘personality’ in the making of something
should be extinguished. And you're right that taken to its logical end that feels like a hollowing out
and even an impossibility. Art exists by virtue of personality. But at the same time, a lesser emphasis
on the individual and greater emphasis on the collective in the arts would be a very positive devel-
opment in my view. Didn’t Etel Adnan write that ‘your identity is your prison’2 What Yanagi is talking
about is a certain humility toward both nature and culture that we can perhaps no longer feel.

Right now I’'m reading the book The Pleasure in Drawing (2009) by the philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy,
which Amy Sillman also refers to in her text. In it Nancy describes drawing as a formative force, with-
out a predetermined end point or clear intention but with a ‘purposiveness without purpose’, a pleas-
ure situated in the infinite beginning of the drawing process: ‘The first person who drew on a rock
face a deer, his own hand or a sinuous line opened the door to an endlessly modulated repetition of
his gesture and to an unlimited variation on his theme. This repetition, for which drawing constitutes
the opening and strange necessity, nurtures a pleasure whose essence is repetition itself. From here
it becomes possible to understand that art, in all fields, cannot be separated from pleasure.” Nancy
then describes how mimesis stems from methexis, a form of participation. He goes on to say that
we shouldn’t ask ourselves how to unite ethics and aesthetics but that aesthetics is in itself a form
of ethics because it is never enough. The pleasure is to be found in the desire that is never fulfilled.

All the best,
marijn

This e-mail exchange between writer and researcher Esther Darley and artist Marijn van Kreij took
place during the preparations of the publication Pictorial Content? (ROMA 467), coinciding with the
artist’s solo exhibition How to Look at a Spiral at De Pont Museum, Tilburg, 30.5-18.8.2024.
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Jean-Luc Nancy, The Pleasure in Drawing (Translated
by Philip Armstrong), Fordham University Press,

New York, 2013



