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Van Pee, Yasmine, ‘Unnatural resources, Luc Tuymans on fighting the literal and mistrusting images’, Modern Painters,
October, (2007), p.66-75.
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Luc Tuymans

on fighting the literal and mistrusting images

Interview Dy YASMINE VAN PEE Portraits by ALBRECHT FUCKS

Nexr spring Luc Tuymans & turalng 50. (o lisn of a midlite erisis, he is preparing for two major surveys of his
work in 2008, ar Haas der Xanst, Munich, and the Wexner Center for the Arts, Columbug, Ghio. Pechaps in
anticipaticn of those shows, this past summer he crganized a smaller, mare persenal exhibition in his bometown
ar the Mussam of Cantemporary Art Antwerp, “1 Don't Cet It™ fearured erchings, lithagraphs, souree Polarcids,
filmsg, and even a designated smoeking room where footage of his murals scroened —bur no paintings. Maden
Puielers asked his compattiol Yasmine Yan Pee 2o talk with Tuymans in their nacive Flemish and translazg into
English his candid sentiments oo politics, process, his curatorial projects, and his critics.
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YASMINGE VAN PEE: You've pest made 2 substanrial
donation of your Polaroids to the Meseum of
Contemporary At Antwerp [auieal, Why did you
choase to do that, ased why new?

LUC TUYMANS: Well, because Polarosds are work
Iog matesials for me. They can't really be seld, a1
Lias thsey aven’t imendad to be, so | thought it
would be fiting that they be put in the care of an

SV OOLAN PR NTTAN | OC TOGRA 2007

institution. They were donated with an archyeal

functon in mind. The timing relates to oy exhibl-

ton At sasika, "I Doan't Cet 0™ Dt than isconcepr
twalized mace broadly than it would be if it were
solely cenrerad on the Polarolds. Its coocepr clustess
areeand the ophetsweral | As you kocw, no paintings
are ghown, [nstead the show inchedes prints and

multiples | made to ratse fands for several noapraf-
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§15, and also more unique projects walng peine as
mediusy—lithographes, 4 seriexof six color etchings
caldad “The Temple" [1996]. ‘There's also 2 smeoking
room, which I created so thar vasivors can smoke
Areide 1he museam, cathwr like 1hom desigmated
rooms in airpoets. Inside that spoce there’s docu-
mentazy footage of several ot the murals @ made
witheh have o baens distroyed,

! 71 to create chaing of recurring smages in the
show, n¢ so much coacerning myself with the idea
of bulng sualghtleswardly dsdactic, bue vather
Eving viewers some kind of 2 way into tive process
of paioting,.

YVP: It strock me that 71 Don't Get [t” also seemad
to alleay foe s certain literalowss, L wan, beisg abile
10 sex for example the Polaroid you ured 10 make
Drwset 11958] and compare 12 w a pring version of
Chie woek insell soeens 16 run counter (o the musee
eblique nature of most of your previows woek.

LT: Drvwer’s the most lireral example trom
ahow, s a mmotechirome, eangly abatsactod, and
phars moee off the color muances of the Polazoid, 8
the huestending towasds vioket. There are of course
ocher painaings chat can be divecrdy related 10 the
Polarebss shown, because | uxe Chem as wosking
matesials, There'sa wock in the exhibition referenc
ing that worsing process. Fisst 1bailr 2 scale moded
of which a Polaresd was aken, then athirs were
taken of that image, and then | made the painting
based ea those harer Polarodds.

Thevhing 1ind Lascinaring about Polaveids istha
thrp aze akin to the way [ paint: | start off with the
lightest color, then wock up to higher consrasts,
and in 2 way Pelaraids do the same, A Polareid
cunt eoally & photograph, you see, it's 4 liquid in
which the lmage appears. One of the attractive
chings abour them & that they are, inexseexo, thed
0 &0 extromne ramdoniiess: you s know exactly
hiorve o 53 going to develop, whereas with phosog:
raphy you retaln ar Jeast somw cosrol. And It's pow
clsely this inberent elomuns of laa and possitdy
failure that 1 value,

YVP: Presumably filmmaking also lends tself 10
*possible falluce.” Mot people axen't Casilkar with
your film week 1 know 1 wamn't before 1 saw Fm
derdfice 11962). Could you talk moce abour thar?

LT: Yes, es title, which means "fireweek. ™ again
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refery to e ephesneral. 1t was shot on 16 mm fitm
and documented 2 parformance which was in italf
the oulmisurion ef two or three years of working in
Super 8. i was fibmed in collabocacion with a frend
who's an acvor. We creatod a sor1 of talilews vivaee
inshde the Royal Galleries [a covered walkway boo-
dered by a row of cofamans| of the Themeengaleds,
right co the beach s Ostend, whtich was & public
porformance 1 think we even organized breakfast
aftrrwanls, The whele event lasted 2 lntle over half
an hour and was timed 10 colncido with the susnirse
Trwas acollage of &ifterent elements: iy own tests,
fragments of writing by [oseph Conzad, Fernando
Pessoa, Michel de Cholderedo, and o, st alo
filns tootage shot by my friend and me, which was
poujected on a screen m the background. Everythiog
was condensod sa thar it bad a cheatrical fevl, The
porformance was explicitly conceptualized 1o con-
cretize, then disappear again. Fes dartdice containn
a ot of infhoences thar [ feel sight provide a radical
way ol rechinding ey wark now.

YVP: Thinking of Fex@otifce in relation 1o 2 shorter
film yous made more recently, o yua ot of 1 de
vedopiag Pelarosd, might it be a medium with
whish you'd [the 10 start working agaln?

LT: The developing Foliroid was maore an ides | was
ACACTOd 10 6 A pragmatic level, 1o undencoore the
way an image appears, so L don't really cosdder it
a film plece. (s diffesent, In's muv By an objecy
Film is of conzee something theat’s sull io my gur,
arxd mnaybe that will concretize at some poine ina
project agaan, bt noc In the lesmedLate Cursine, be
casse files and gaiming ane hand 1o combine. Soth
are very intense, demanding activities.

YVP; What exactly do you mean ¥y "hard o
combine®?

LT: Well, tluey are more or fess similar, Some might
argue that they are diamaorrizally oppored, vince
o 54 4 moving Emage and the ather is still, bat
that's about the only really significam difference,
Palnting s the process of masufaciuring an image,
of approachieg it, and Glming is that too, Borh are
vinlize making 4 photograph, wivere yow are bn tho
moment, You have much mote time wiwn yoz"re
coasideriog and appuoaching an image than you do
with photography, which is wivy 1 often say [ could
never be a photographer. Because of all this, filen-

Polaroids are akin wo the way |
photographs, they're liquid in which an image appears
It's precisely their inherent element of loss and nossible
failure that | value

making and patnting’s interference with une an-
othar becormes too scren., 401 conldn't parsoe both,
with the twe different types of artention they ve-
quire. at the moment,

YVP: There are same elwious selations higs between
yoar work and film, but I'm interested in bearmg
mote about the role certain roncree cinenatogra-
phees have played in your thinking. amd ahoat the
allinities betwoen your work and films by Haos-
Jirgen Syberborg and Peter Welss.

LT: Syberberg was seereone [ encoustored in 1578
first by yeading the senpt of Hitfer: ein File sus
Destschiond [1977], then seelng the film on threr
consecutive nights on television- a black and
wiite ane if I'm not mistaken, The fascinating
thing about bim is the way in which be, in amarmer
of spoaking, dreams history, The way be agproached
the wat, and in particular Nazison, was very risky
for » German ar the tlme. He was the st German
10 imagine wisat it could soan to stop into the mind
of Hitler, without just cradely ptenzring him, It
may seem a bit datod now, a1 0's importang be
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paint. They aren't really

canise b st arts to unmavel the whole of German fas-
cism from z culvaral seandpsing, A lot of what 1 was
shvinking about at the time ran paraliel to whac
Sybwrberg was werking through ln bis movies,
Weiss is ai entirely ditferens s1ory, Mo works
are steet fillms, and thwere the alfimities lie move oo
the ormal level of making images, the often awk-
ward and Impossible angles that are taken, and es
pecially tha way 1he image is often masked or
cloaked, ewo though he's dealing with moving
images. Also bow he succeeds in sanrying them
with a type of immuobility -which was alresdy vis-
e in his eatlier peints and paintings, of course
You can peally sev 2 paintet at work thesw, which is
alsothe case with Erewhmd 11977, by David Lynch,
who [ wasn't surpeised to learm also staried out as
an arnst before moriag on 1o flm,
YVP: Wesika ofton suakes wse of a typeof Chinese box
ystem in bis works, putting nasracives withie nar
ratives, which Ls presurmaly something you can
relate 1o
LT Yes, Iti5 2 way 1o be able to work on 15 Jewel of

OCIORIRIT | VODHAN TUNTIAS 60
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| rduced precisely because of all those layess of
meanitg, and also 1o croate sufficient distance from
what [ wanted 1o express with painting. Now Uve
do-cmphasized che gestural brushstroke and 1ried
not 1o caltivare 2 particular style, OF course after &
good 900 peintings you sccwmulate something akin
04 sexde, but that is st scowthing yeu consclously
alm for, 1t's moce something yon twed to seduce to
the beved of haliir. Thae habde s essential. however,
esvential in its insegricy,

YVP: in that comtext, S the necurring critigee of
your woek as baving a certain styde that ix said to
function sornewhat akin to & “Pheteabop AR —in
the sersee that [t can be applied 1o any sabject, with
the effect of equalizing all subjeces—particularly
bother you?

LT: It's a very literal critique thas stems from igno
ranee, 'm soensene who akes an excremely Joog
thirwe befory even atarting to paine. The chosce of
images. the corrtont of the sages, s el essenial
lmsportance for me in serms of meaning, Which i
prebably che reason wiy s may soem [can paint just
about anyeiing with relarive ease. Now, yoo can
indeed paint amthing, so ths critlcm bs already
4 tad odd to start with, Al tlw sume time, oxactly
because you can maake an Image about amything, |
am makirg 3 cholee by patnting the things | paine,
amil that ehoicn is always Sermicant, It deter-
mines the way the picture shows itwll, and even
pragmanically the way it is concretely made, I3 3
type of critigos that essecges from 2 conscioasly in
flatesd dlincour 1l juxtaposes tow modia with a
yery archaic undesstanding of paleting, Swrchar ks
not my discourse.

¥VP: On the conerazy, It ofven feels like patmungs
of yeurs thar dopict subjects thar could be cassified

TRV IUAN PRI O IO k200

as banal sometimes seem moee Beerific than the

actual horrors you palne.

LT What do you mean by “actwal harrors™?

YVP; lady [ 1990], for instance . ..

LT: Body 35 2 doll 1 used to have a5 & ciild, which
opens up with a zipper and could be stuffed to give

the bedy volume. So1hat 1s not soeneching | woakl

classify as hoerific, When | s starned showing my

work, many interpeeted it oy iotiemute, wilsdrawn,
|eerovertad, and poetic, none of which it was, Thes

there wise & poriod whon1was accused of nostalgia,
wivich veas net accurats either, deciuse nostalgla in
my eyes is actually traly & notion eelarad 1o hecroc,
Alver thar came more pecfidicus readings, empha-
sizlng negatlve elements--like the sinister, the
susgical, the distanced—which agaln weren't ex

planations of the images,

Toe latest critique 3s thal [ take & movalizing
stamce towards Images thar hawe to do with power,
L admit power is scesthing thae Bisclnares me—noe
to have pores but to loak at the agpararas behind
I, how smages conld exert power, low they could
hanve & ceerakn impace—hur thar's not mecalizing,
rathies itx an AOmpe W undeescore a of meanings.
It's menver am accusatory, pointed fagr.

The main. enduring criticism of my work i tha
1 Bave by now already said too much about it, Wha
stasted as an opecness and wilkingress 1o accom:
modate 4 peed for mote information has been
nerned inzo a type of pedantic egocwntrism an my
pare. That 1s the type of resrograde critique tha
springs froes the inabilicy of some o grane any im
poctance 1o the work icesdl, wisich ks of course an
optnion they're maore than entitled te, What i no
thelr night, however, is 1o narrow all of that irxto a
vty persnal crtigue thar bas nothing wodo with
my work anymcre,
1t’s fair 1o desnand & cestalin bwl of abstraciion,
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which appears 10 be very difficult whan everythieg
eliw is becombog locreasingly livesal; that muach is
chear, But then thar's my persoual fighs in & weeld
that & ever mare antlsepuic, and In which images
caly refer to other images, and the media to the
media, and (o which my pictares end up in this wer
nifying cpele,

YVP: Dizregasding 4 type of eriticiam thar refers
everything bock to you persccally, it seesns that
s ol your patntings nocetheless contain a wry
poigmant morad critique, 1'es thinking of Muns
Kitoks (Bambtfis! White Men) and the way it was in-
stalled with your ceher works [in an exhibétsce of
the same vtk in the Belgian pavilion at the 2001
Vimice Blenale.

AT “Mwvana Kitoko" wax twot an exlitbitien that e
tendod to point fingere. Because of a confiwecc of
coincldences, It happened 1o be shown in the year
of the Lusmumba comusission [appotnted o invests
gase the direct tmvolvernent ol the Belglan govern-
menn |0 the murder sn 1901 of Patrice Lumussba,
tho fest democracically elecred prime minister of
Cangol. Aboul a meoeith adter the Bnalo closed, at
a concluding cesemotsy whicls I was ianited 10
attend, the cocmission announced that the lelgian
goveenment should kssue an official apology, which
thery duly did. The Royal Hotse did not.

For me the whole expetienco wis a very olomen
tazy situation of touching oo sumething. brivging
it to peophe’s arrenchon, and visuatizing it in a dif
ferewst wry. That has of ccugse already been done ln
documentaries; thetes enough facnial mareial
dealing with this incident, but there were bacdly
any paintings absar it By trassfonming It through
A paizting knto an apachsonisem, the subjoct became
aestheticized in a way that dnew cniticsen, feom the
French especlally, thar certain political cootent
sheedd notbe dirocely experssed in pulmtings, which
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11hought was strange coming from & country thsat
preduced the lkes of Manet and his Evenutize of
Mol [E67-587. Sofor the flrst ime this pail:
%om foo 4 courstry that's noreally e is puny and
tnsignificart was adle to generate polivical conrent.
15212 ol 1r's not possible 1o simply load any work
of are with a pasticudar political meaning; this was
an important moment in which samething was
achieved throngh my work, bat also because of
events going oo around it. [cowld jus as well have

pessented 2 nice anthology of 20 years of palming

ot sogmet hing like that, but on thix eccaxion, locs-

tion, consext. and wark fitted well through their
mutaal feedback,

YV 1 was interested in the way you used the Wdea
of the documuentary in pour reiterpretation of his-
tory painging in that show, If I's not mastaken,
certaln palntings at Venice. Chalk |2000), foc tn-
stanco, waren't baced on histoelcal images,

LY Chedk fussctions as & point of msmery fora styry,
It was & painting that grew from an anwodete | road:
the year 1 was concepeualizing the exhibition was
alsothe yeara colonial police otficer, who madethe
bodies of Lumvarba and his caliloet miniaeos disap
prear by dimsolving them in acad, bad died. Nefore
doing away with themn—and 1 guess he had anintu
itlon Lummmba would become a roythic figure—tw
pullad vwo seeth Sreen Lusvnnba’s jaws, whicds he
claimed be threw into the Norch Sea just before be
died. 5o that presenced the Idea—1 had also painted
he misslon post wisere hoeh Mobrune (wbo ruled the
cuuntyy, which b renamnd Zaire, froem 1985 to
19971 e Lurssanlu wettt (0 sciiood tngether - of the
faibure of the whele accalturation process within
tharcobonsal system. which is why [ decided on that
ticle. Ichoso black glowes and tho yelow backyrournd
10 empliasize the whitenee within,

YVP; Tocome back te the question of hocrer, forme
Chalk s one of the most grueseme paintings yoe've
made. ] think thar's becanse this immersely traw-
matic and horsific story can be attached towhax at
first sight seems an innocwous image.

LT: Yes, that's possible, but the tmportam 1hing s
thar thls (se'c showes explicitly in its earinety, And
whon i's smply acknowledged, | think it always
moee horrific, That's where the des of nostalgia as
pure horror comes in, and that sense of inadequate-
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I've tried not to cultivate a particular style. Of course
after a good 400 paintings you accumulate something like
one, but you don't aim to do s0. It's something you reduce
to the level of habit. That habit is essential, however,
essentialin its integrity.

ness, and of missing realicy. Ausd 1t is pousible that
all those sletnenty come together in something

really banal, when, precisely becawse of xs hanal-

izy, meaning can be directly inverind,
Isbould add tharl den't concera myse ! wich thw
viewar's prioar knowledge of svents when 1 paint,
Thet's sometiing U'm essentially indifferent to. 1
wark from my personal fascination with lmages,
and 1've nevar roally belivved that sarns fasdination
Calk 2XiM in soneone else, or at deast ot as in
tensely. Though 1 dom't believe in some singular
experience of these kmages, 1t is kmpoetase for me
1o know exacely what I'm painting. what it is
about, Witheat having that knewledge, it's im-
possible for me to stant creating an image—1 sap-
pose thae's my own limitation.
YVP: Presumabdy yeur Lascinaclon with the dual

el of artiet amd vivwo: of other artian’ work has
colored much of your thinking a5 a cerares. I'm
especially interested in your ongoing role within
the NICC [Now Internatiomal Cultural Center! and
Dorwe thas Ceadsback, or doown', inkoyour painterly
practice.

LT: The NICC was, and 35, extremely bmpoetant o
me lor a number of suasons. In ita vatly stages, v
acting to the closure of Antwerp's ociginal 10C
[Internacionaad Celtureel Centrum], be was driven
by enthusizsn and affiemative action, which led
to the existing isierarchies between anis falling
away anul a type of solidarity fomming on two freens.
©Om the one hand we had an wrge w develop and
achbewe certabn axtistic goals, O the othor thure
wasaleo strong social activism, which Jod not saly
to the creation of a new contemporary ars wnue

O R 20V | A ER N AT A )
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Although | made studio visits in China and got
to know a number of Chinese artists, | wasn't
there To prospect. | think it's idiotic to try to do

SO as a ' westerner

but also eventuaily to che special [ras and legal)
status thaz correncly exisrs fee Beigian artisis. The
NICC's fusetion bar now been more or Sss trams:
formed inko 2 service-arseated cae, but before 115
existence aists in my country were 2 Jot more
isalated; i played 3 vital part In devakieg that isola-
taoa down.

Of eousrse 1I'm not the only anlss iveolved in cu-
rating. Thete ave people like Joelle Tuerkineks,
Michel Francois, Cuillaume Eij), Philip Aguirre,
and others who hase alss taken om that double rele
within an experimental framework, not so much
10 show thar curators ate unnecwesary, or that ar-
ists can do thesw things better. bot rather 6o teac-
tivate dialogue from within the visual field itself.
An artist will, gocerally speaking, take 2 very dif-
fezeme appevach to curating, Arclsas work (rom an
other kind of medality. with & different visson:
wiually one that's a Jot mare eblique and reoted in
the visual than that of curatoes, who tend to apply
coneppts i a more literal way. That's the masan
why § first started curating.

The flest ¥ peoject | realized. which | expetiesscod
ax & truly collaborative curatorial wxpetience, one
which Lstill feelis valualibe, was an exhibetion tirked
“Teoulile Spet: Paintmg” Un 1999, at munks and
wmicc]. My colleague, the arst Narcisse Tordair, and
Fassembied 4 Tairly beg show, including wooks by 75
artssty, that dealt largoly with the interrogation of
painting ax 4 medinm, We tried 10 aveld the tieed
approach of just plackng peintings nexs toeach other.
a5 has beors dovm ad infintum In the past. reduciag
peinting to wallpaper. We wantod 1o gmerate a dis-
course by allewing peinting 1o expand into 2 wider
fald, Ly, for inszance, cougling it with installation
works that (0 our (70 are also rituated within an
expanded petion of the paiocecly bur ditforencly con-
cretized on 2 pragmaric level, Thase types of juxta-
pesitions tarned cut 10 be well recelved.

miﬂ M STULSD
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Over the past year i've bren
working on a project called
“Forbodden Empize,” which ix in
two distinet parts; the first was
& mere traditional exhibition in

4

which classical art from the - =
southern Low Countrios was jus- -
taposod with old masters from

China and hung chronalegically,

from the 15th contury to the 20ch. [t was shown
lwrrw at the Palais des Beaux-Ans in Brussels, then
traveled 10 the Palice Musetsm in the Foctidéden Cly
I Beijing, 1 believe this was the first tlase thas
Chinese old masters and Westurn obl masters —of
course onky from 4 specific region bur still with
enormous potencial—were shown in relation to
each other. Thar was a purticolacly fascinating
starting point for me, because it crvated 4 chance
to reactivate traditional ar,

Tha secoesd part, planmed for 2008 and 2009, will
be an exhibétion than starts from a similar coocept
bt with convmeipocary art, As with tho first show,
ane of the interesting aspects of thi project is that
1t's between an eecomoms country and 3 oy ono, |
wiif clsease 35 Bedgian artists, and Al Webwei, and
perbaps ancther comtompaorary Chinese artist, will
solect 35 artiste (rom China. All the Belgtan artists
will teavel to China, and all the Chinese artists will
comae berw and we'll select the works and create the
exhibiticoout of thas dizlegue, We'll also be collabo-
raring wich a ravge of critics, artists. and carators.
YVP: | know you've pust come back fecen o of sey
eral recent wiges wo Chisa, presumably in prepara
tion fur the show. Were you there mainly 1o do
stndio visis?

LT: Na. Although 1 made sonze studto visies whee |
i im Chrina, and 1 got 1o knew a taamber of artists
making strorg work over there—2hang Enli and
Yang Zherzhong in particular—1 wasa’t there tn
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prespect. 1 think it's kdiotic 30 try and peospect by
yourself there s 2 Westertwr. They have to organlze
themsadves for the show over thece, as we will lusre,
YVP: In whar sense do curararial projeces like this
cae provide you & didfferent way of approaching
painting?

LT: Furst bocasase they allow me to work with ebjects
Edidn't produce myself, and socond, inthis partics:
lar case, bocause of the opportunity to work with
old reasters, which are stunning o their qualita-
tive power and became so as we wese able to 20cna
meaning acroexa time span of cenmuries, Whes you
recontextaalize thar differently, it allows you w0
look a themin a tetally new way. The contemparary
slage of the project will of course add to that by de-
veloping discourso berwien Fving atists, but woek-
Ing freen a similar dynamic as the first show i tha
vl be foregrounding 2 similer type of questioning
that comes frean 4 very visaally orlented prersise,
And that is of great Lenporsance Sor e personally.
bocause £ fonl that contemporary art Is, and abways
will be, primarily a process of vivsazation.

Raag Tugrmany s werk opyears i ~The Paineleg of Medem Life.”
ot the Hsywand Gallery, oo, [rov Oxtober @ fo Devevs bey
30, He kU de chr wabjoct of a mvayer sarwy o Haws dey Kawat,
Manvich. apening Bebrvary 22, 2008, and & setronpertive af
the Wenser Center for threArts, in Colimmdas, ORlo, opesiog
Septevdey 20, 2008, For mose infvsiation as Tapstony, tam
totades, p. 110,
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