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Sultry 2015
oil on linen
12 X 10 in. / 30,5 X 25,5 cm
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Introduction

A 1’occasion de 1’inauguration de son nouvel espace au sein
du Rivoli Building a Ta Bascule (Bruxelles, Uccle) et pour
commencer sa cinquiéme année d’existence, Mathilde Hatzenber-
ger est trés heureuse d’annoncer Cosa mentale, la deuxiéme
exposition personnelle du peintre Marc Van Cauwenbergh (MVC)
a la galerie, accompagnée du catalogue éponyme pour Tlequel
Te critique, historien de 1’art et commissaire d’exposition
Michaél Amy a eu 1’amitié de commettre un texte, qui suit ce
préambule.
Par amour, le Belge Marc Van Cauwenbergh a fait ses valises,
pinceaux inclus, pour la Grande Pomme il y a déja 25 ans.
Par ce radical changement spatial, il explique son passage a
une peinture que 1’on qualifierait d’abstraite. Précédemment,
en Belgique, il était connu pour sa figuration - paysages
délicats et personnages, souvent des autoportraits, brossés
aussi rapidement que précisément. Depuis, seules se déploient
formes et couleurs, appliquées en fines couches plus ou moins
translucides, laissant transparaitre, si ce n’est parfois
qu’un pixel, la toile de 1in Taissée nue en réserve.
« La pittura e cosa mentale ».
Pourquoi donc encore faire allusion aujourd’hui a Ta célébre
assertion de Leonard de Vinci pour évoquer ce nouvel ensemble
d’euvres présentées trés prochainement a la galerie ? Le
maestro fondait 1a la supériorité de la peinture, par rapport
a la poésie en particulier, lui trouvant son assise dans Tles
sciences dures de son époque -arithmétiques, géométrie, ana-
tomie,..- ce qu’il démontre point par point dans son Traité de
peinture qu’il destine aux jeunes peintres.
D’un point de vue du métier de peintre, la démonstration
de 1’alliance de 1a main et de 1’esprit n’est pas a établir
quelle que soit Ta période des travaux de Van Cauwenbergh
envisagée tant sont exacts 1’usage des couleurs comme la com-
position des formes.
Plus encore, ce qui sera véritablement a éprouver -les titres
nous donnent un indice clair de cela- est la surprenante vir-
tuosité de MVC a construire un espace pictural qui décrit de
facon universelle un état d’esprit, une émotion, un espace
mental a parcourir.
Soit a éprouver que, chose née de 1’esprit pour 1’esprit, la
peinture de MVC est esprit.

Mathilde Hatzenberger



~
~
e~
]
+~
S
—~
%)
o
<
r~
=
o
T
~

imi

S

(7o)
1
S
N









Michaél Amy
Veils of Paint

The work of Marc Van Cauwenbergh combines much of the
best of three worlds. An artist from Ghent, Belgium,
who moved to New York City almost two decades ago, Van
Cauwenbergh has managed to achieve a highly individual
synthesis of processes, forms and ideas stemming from
European and American traditions in painting, inflected
with an Asian aesthetic -I am thinking chiefly of Ja-
panese and Chinese calligraphy- interpreted from a wes-
tern perspective.

The titles of this artist’s recent abstract paintings
are revealing, especially Putting Down Roots (page 18),
Trying to Fit In (page 20), and Connecting (page 36),
which, when one knows a bare minimum about the biogra-
phy of this artist, allude to the si-
tuation of the outsider who seeks to
achieve some sort of balance between
the culture that shaped him and the one
he has joined. It is also worth noting
that as a gay man, Van Cauwenbergh is
an outsider in another sense.

Transplanted individuals who combine
curiosity with daring are able to offer
new and often valuable interpretations
when they come to the proverbial table,
with their different set of experiences
and expectations. Take Willem de Kooning, the stowaway
from Rotterdam, the Netherlands, who revolutionized pain-
ting when he was confronted to the energy and scale of
the Naked City, or Jackson Pollock, the technically-chal-
Tenged artist from Cody, Wyoming, who re-invented pain-
ting in the wake of his exposure, in New York, to Surrea-
Tist practice.

Putting Down Roots

I deliberately selected those two American masters of
gestural abstraction, as that is the tradition wit-

hin which Van Cauwenbergh inscribes his work. 1In fact,
there 1is a kinship between the pictures of this Belgian
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artist’s maturity and the paintings de Kooning produced
in the early Sixties -witness Door to the River (1960,
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York)- when he used a
Timited number of colors applied in broad swaths across
the canvas, canceling each other through super-imposi-
tion until the composition was firmly locked into place.
This comparison also helps articulating exactly where the
differences Tie. De Kooning’s process is a seemingly
dynamic one, verging on explosive, and apparently riddled
with trial and error. Van Cauwenbergh’s appears slower
and much more deliberate, in short, more peaceful. His
more lyrical form of painting takes us back to certain
currents in European peinture informelle.

The thinness of Van Cauwenbergh’s medium is, on the other
hand, reminiscent of American Post-Painterly Abstraction
(an appellation coined by Clement Greenberg) -for color
almost appears sunken into the canvas weave in places,
instead of being applied on top of the support. This
takes us back to the practice of Helen Frankenthaler and
to those artists who were so profoundly marked by her
work, including Kenneth Noland and Morris Louis. Like
those three artists, Van Cauwenbergh delights in the 1i-
quidity of his medium, as he allows it to run in places
and achieve effects of transparency, evoking taut scrims
or veils, or even the effects of stained glass, with
roots in the western medieval tradition. However, it is
good to remember that the root of these experiments in
western easel painting lies in the quasi-inexhaustible
richness of Joan Mird’s work of the Twenties.

Thus, Van Cauwenbergh ties different strands together as
he offers his deeply personal take on what abstract pain-
ting can be, and what it can mean in our digital age,
when we are almost constantly online and our attention
span continues to diminish. I emphasize the latter, as
real painting is under attack these days, bombarded as it
is by streams of images competing for our attention and
exhausting most attempts at serious discussion of pic-
tures. Van Cauwenbergh believes in the continued impor-
tance and relevance of his medium of choice.

One of the hallmarks of Marc Van Cauwenbergh’s paintings
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is the nature of their support. Works that often allude
to the artist’s feelings -witness Disappearing Act (page
28), or Darkness Descending (page 14), in addition to
the pictures mentioned previously - are
painted on top of beige-brown Belgian
Tinen, which material has a fine weave
which contributes greatly to the deli-
cacy of the final image. Additionally,
the Tlinen provides a dark ground, which
Tends solidity to the wash-Tike strokes
and may add to the color scheme when
Teft exposed, thereby also allowing
select works some breathing room. It
takes us back metaphorically to the
country of Van Cauwenbergh’s origin, Disappearing Act
which owed some of its fortune to the

Tinen trade, and part of its fame to the excellence of
the Netherlandish school of painting.

Over the years, Van Cauwenbergh has developed a palette
that includes colors that are as distinctively his as,
say, the blue used by Guercino or the blue used by Yves
Klein are undeniably theirs. I am thinking of the Bel-
gian painter’s orange, aquamarine, and dark plum, in par-
ticular, and am bewildered by how Van Cauwenbergh manages
to bring hues that are expected to clash, so successfully
together -as if they were always meant for each other. I
offer a reading in sensual and physical terms, as these
are clearly meaningful to Van Cauwenbergh. One of his
pictures is titled Sultry (page 3), after all, and another
Similar Minds (page 34).

The other key characteristics of a painting by Van
Cauwenbergh include the size and morphology of the
brushstrokes, which have recently increased in number,
though they seem to remain in the single digits. The
strokes -that are most often applied horizontally, paral-
Tel to the shorter sides of the vertical and mid-sized
canvases- appear magnified. Like all strokes, they have
a beginning and an end. However, one extremity, or both,
may be cropped by the edge or the edges of the canvas, or
be partly buried under an overlapping stroke. This may
Tikewise be true of the longer sides of strokes. In Van
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Cauwenbergh’s paintings, the strokes are the forms -un-
Tike, say, in a work by Pieter Paul Rubens, in which many
brushstrokes serve to build up the flesh parts of a face,
or the fabric of a dress. Van Cauwenbergh’s brushstrokes
have a silhouette that may be crisp, may melt into rivu-
Tets, or may be broken up as the medium dries up as the
thinned o0il is pulled across with the large brush. Pic-
torial drama results from this.

Van Cauwenbergh’s works are resolutely abstract, and much
of their success Ties therein. These paintings work as
pure paintings, which do not require references to the
world outside of the picture -say to landscape, or to the
body- in order to succeed. These paintings work because
of the sureness of hand with which the medium is wiped
onto the support, while leaving just the right amount of
space for accidents to occur, the sureness of taste in
the juxtaposition of colors and tones, and the artist’s
expert editing skills. For Van Cauwenbergh knows when

to stop, and he knows what works to eliminate from his
oeuvre -for not all of these process-oriented paintings
can achieve the right balance between tension and the
sense of release, or relaxation.

Marc Van Cauwenbergh 1is here for the long run.

Michaél Amy is a writer, lecturer, critic and art histo-
rian with a Ph.D. from New York University’s Institute of
Fine Arts. He 1is Professor of the History of Art in the
College of Imaging Arts & Sciences at Rochester Institute
of Technology. He 1is the author of One to One: Conversa-
tion avec Tony Oursler (Brussels, Facteur Humain, 2006),
Michaél Borremans: Whistling a Happy Tune (Ghent, Ludion,
2008), and Hiroshi Senju (with Rachel Baum as co-author,
Milan, Skira, 2009).
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Darkness Descending

2014

oil on Tinen

20 X 15 in. / 51 X 38 cm
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Menace

2014

oil on linen

20 X 15 in. / 51 X 38 cm
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