TRAVELLING WITH THE INTENTION TO RETURN

About the arrival in the work of Arjen Boerstra

By Margo Slomp

Is there any greater romantic cliché than the image of the lonely sailor who stands out to sea in a far too small boat? Is this the symbol of the urge for freedom and adventure and, consequently, the risk of danger; in short: of the sublime experience? Not everyone is cursed with this romantic impulse, but it has great attraction for those who wish to distinguish themselves from the ‘well-cared for, wine drinking bourgeois tormented by little trouble’ as the anonymous poet of The Seafarer from the mediaeval Exeter Book described the relationship between citizens and adventurers.
 The message expressed here is that the latter denies any comfort, is trying to break free from fixed boxes and expectations and instead tries to find happiness in the great unknown. 

It is not surprising that the romance of travelling, the unknown and adventure takes many shapes and varieties in visual art. But would we have cheered artist Bas Jan Ader as much as we did if he had managed to get off his sailing boat on the other side of the Atlantic in 1975? Art critic Lucette ter Borg recently stated this tricky question on the occasion of the ‘To Burn Oneself with Oneself: The Romantic Damage Show’ exhibition
. The Dutch artist disappeared in 1975 after he set out to the ocean from Cape Cod in his sailing boat to cross the ocean within the framework of his In Search of the Miraculous project. Months later, his boat was found at the Irish coast. Ter Borg emphasised that dying young or disappearing helps to support myths and becoming a hero. 

The fascination of Groningen artist Arjen Boerstra for ships and aircraft, travellers and exploratory expeditions is partly vested in adventures as incited by The Seafarer: the individual’s freedom, trust in one’s own eyes and being at the mercy of unprecedented forces. Boerstra reluctantly discovered the charm of travelling. The title of a work of art from 1997, Mijn eerste treinreis was op mijn achttiende (I took my first train journey when I was 18) refers to the relatively limited range he, in his own opinion, experienced during his childhood. He did not see much of the outside world before he did his military service. From the Frisian city of Heerenveen, he took the train to the Amersfoort station where he reported at the commander-in-chief. The long journey to the barracks in the platform of an army truck made him realise even more just how far he was drifting apart from his familiar surroundings; he observed the road closely to make sure he could find his way back.  

During his visual art training he became even more aware of the fact that there is a world out there in which you can get lost time and time again. Whether it is the wealth of experiences in the wooded areas from where you grew up, people’s entirely other philosophies of life or the unlimited visual and conceptual options of visual art, there are fantastic discoveries to be made time and time again. The thing is to determine your own position. Despite the fact that Arjen became familiar with the necessity and the freedom of a broad view, some of the concern of that first journey always remained: how do I find my way back?

Boerstra’s work is thus between two physical as well as mental extremities: home and inside on the one hand and the endless external world on the other. Since 1996, the attic room of his youth has become an important point of departure for his work and artistry. This was the year in which he first created an installation which included elements from his boys’ room, which he entirely reconstructed later. High up in the house, home yet separate from the rest of the family, this is the pre-eminent place where young adults dream of their great plans. The skylight in this attic room may be small, but across the roof has a magnificent view of the world. It is a protected, safe and limited room which allows for the outside world to be experienced in all its immensity; a place of ´intimate immensity´ as Gaston Bachelard formulated in 1958.
 A comparison with the studio as the ultimate place for intimate immensity may be rash, but it is a fact that, as a teenager, Boerstra made his first attempts to paint in his attic room where he completely lost himself in the landscapes he created.

The work of Boerstra displays the simultaneous openness and privacy of small rooms in numerous variants: an attic room, hunting cabin, watchtower, pilothouse or tent: the artist creates a place for himself from where he can observe or take expeditions. Despite initial hesitation, eventually the actual outside world has to be explored and investigated. As far as these explorations are concerned, Boerstra regularly takes alter egos, each with their own particular manner of observing and acting. As the Young Researcher (2003), he explored an area at the outskirts of a wooded area from a tent and boat and searched ponds to find interesting spectacles under the water. It is a playful way of watching; a manner of watching that does not search but instead finds things. His Hunter in the Jachttaferelen (Hunting Scenes) from 2006 was much more purposive: he wanted to get something, focused his view finder and was aimed to hit. 

Another intriguing character is the Miner he directed into the cellars of the Prinsenhof historical building in Groningen in 2006. Armed with a torch and a cane with a mirror ball on top and camera on the underside, the miner crawled through the caves of the building. The shots of the man in the mirror ball resulted in a slightly oppressive series of images of a man moving forward in a somewhat hasty and uncomfortable manner. The miner’s anxious situation was emphasised by the mirror ball: a doubly confined miner. The cellar formed a small spherical universe from which no escape seems possible.
 
The interaction between the inside and outside world also takes shape in the various positions Boerstra’s alter egos take. In 2004, Boerstra impersonated the potato eater in a fish and chips stand he built himself – after a Belgian example from the 1950s - in a potato field near Veendam. The farmers harvested their potatoes and during their break came to the artist alias cafeteria employee for a bag of chips and a chat. During the 2007 Oerol Theatre Festival, Boerstra put the stand at Paal 3 on the beach of the island of Terschelling, where he had a chat with the occasional festival visitor. Similar to the Belgian artist Guillaume Bijl, who considers his perfect imitations of driving schools, telephone shops and hairdresser’s salons to be the backdrops of his age, Boerstra presents his works of art and personages on the interface of the world of the work of art and that outside it. The fish and chips stand was undoubtedly alienating at these venues, but the artist stays very close to reality. 

In a 2007 performance called House, it became immediately apparent that the audience did not see a house fit for human habitation, but Boerstra nevertheless succeeded in balancing on the threshold between reality and fiction. The artist lay sleeping on the bed in the attic in an open construction, a kind of house model, set up in a pasture. A camera captured the sleeping artist in his confined universe via a mirror ball. Through the open construction, the audience had a view of everything he did: getting up, looking out of the attic window, going down the stairs and making a fire in the stove. He came out of the house now and then to go fishing in the ditch that separated the audience from the plot where the house was standing. At those times, the artist did not mind having a chat about whether the fish bit.

Boy’s adventures take a prominent place in Boerstra’s projects. Striking is the fact that Boerstra presents the journey as well as the arrival. On 11 August 2005, his most theatrical alter ego, Cody, set foot ashore after crossing the IJ River in a small kite boat. The original American Samuel Franklin Cowdery assumed the appearance and the name of the famous Buffalo Bill Cody and presented shows and theatre performances in Europe as s Colonel S.F. Cody. Around 1900, he became interested in constructing kites and other aircraft. A couple of years later, he crossed the Channel with a kite pulled by a boat. In turn, Arjen Boerstra assumed Cody’s identity for a number of projects. He presented himself to the audience wearing a wig of wavy hair, goatee and moustache, a long overcoat and cowboy hat. In 2005, he filmed his crossing of the IJ River with a camera attached to the kite. During the opening, the arrival at the quay, getting the boat on shore and Cody’s unmasking played a prominent role.
 
Even if the traveller is not present, the arrival forms an important part of the projects by Boerstra. On 17 June 2003, he landed a wooden UFO in a corn field near Hoogezand. A helicopter dragged the anachronistic spaceship above the field and landed it in a pattern of corn circles which was created beforehand. This time, it was not an adventurer – alien or otherwise – that got out and drank in the amazement and admiration of the audience. The flocking public followed the spectacle from watchtowers and see the spaceship with room for three from up close afterwards. 

The objects Boerstra creates for his projects are more than just vessels for a film or performance. Boerstra often exhibits them in combination with footage: travellers to Oerol 2007 could see the UFO suspended from the ceiling in the passenger terminal of the ferry service to Terschelling. The beauty of the object is in the contrast with the heavy wood and light parachutes, the poetic associations with the impossibility of this flying object, a poetry that is reminiscent of Panamarenko. But in the case of Boerstra, they are certainly a remnant and memory of a journey fulfilled, and the process of its creation. The extensive work in his studio to create the vessels and aircraft is an essential part of the journey: during the designing, calculating and preparing, the adventure with the vessel already commences. Preparing the journey constitutes making the journey mentally.

In 2008, Boerstra will be executing two projects in which the journey as well as the arrival take centre stage. Within the framework of the Land of Water, Zuiderzeemuseum 60 jaar jubilee manifestation, he is to spend some time in the museum during the summer in order to finish the construction of his Aeronef 2008; a wooden spaceship that is a mixture of a capsule of the Apollo, a UFO and a steamboat. The capsule’s interior will be furnished with delft blue tiles and an old-fashioned boat stove. The remarkable vessel – with the only crewmember and aeronaut being the new alter ego Aerjn Boersthra – adjusts perfectly in the reconstruction the museum itself is. In this historical museum, history has been constructed in a special plaiting: authentic old buildings from various eras and various locations from the Zuiderzee area tell their story about art, culture and heritage on the border of land and water. After a fictitious space flight, the Aeronef lands in the waters surrounding the museum and washes ashore in the fringes of reeds where curious visitors can take a look at the past or the future. 

In June, the artist crossed the water again: a kite dragged his Seafarer catamaran across the Wadden Sea to the island of Terschelling, where he arrived during the Oerol festival. Work on his catamaran took months. He constructed accommodations for his journey on the two floats: a sleeping cabin on one, and a pilothouse on the other. Two functionally and mentally completely different rooms are each given their individual yet equal place. The alternating convergence of moving to and fro between the world of the work of art and the outside world, between the inner and outer space is beautifully represented in the Seafarer: the traveller is forced to make the crossing from sleeping cabin to pilothouse and back during his journey.

Boerstra filmed this journey also, but mainly looks forward to the arrival on the beach of the island he used to visit often when he was young. Should the reception be somewhat disappointing, he has the opportunity to do it again: the projects provides in a theatrical repetition of the heroic reception of the traveller. Where the poem from the Exeter Book takes a clear religious turn halfway – where the journey leads to the ultimate destination: arrival in heaven – the journeys of Boerstra have a more earthly objective: returning time and time again to tell of the world to be discovered. 
� A modern English translation of the mediaeval text I found on the Internet goes as follows: ‘Indeed he credits it little/the one who has the joys of life/dwells in the city/far from terrible journey/proud and wanton with wine.’ (http://www.anglo-saxons.net, 30 May 2008). Arjen Boerstra included a Dutch translation of the poem in his 2008 Seafarer project proposal, the source of which is unknown to me. 


� Lucette ter Borg, ‘De allesvernietigende drift van de romantiek in de kunst’ (The devastating urge of romance in art), in: NRC Handelsblad, 10 March 2008


� The French philosopher elaborates this concept in The Poetics of Space, Boston: Beacon Press, 1969, 183-210. (Original edition: La poètique de l’espace, Presses Universitaires de France, 1958.)


� A video registration was on display in one of the cellars and in an adjoining space, the symmetrical Prinsentuin patio – produced with a camera and mirror ball hanging from a kite.


� The crossing took place during the opening of the North 2 exhibition at the NSDM harbour in Amsterdam. During the exhibition, the boat, Cody’s costume and a video registration of the crossing and arrival were on display.





