A very self-willed artistry indeed

I was introduced to Arjen Boerstra’s work over ten years ago, when he was a nominee for the Sybren Hellinga art award in Beetsterzwaag; an incentive prize for young artists. Arjen showed a video made of aerial photographs of the landscape around the village of Tijnje and I was immediately impressed. I just had to return again and again to his projection room with these alienating film images. An artist that ‘painted’ a landscape using a video camera from a kite; I found it surprising, innovative and confusing, all at the same time. It struck me later that this work already included the stratification that would prove to be typical for his later work. 

This video presentation by Arjen was not just about the pretty picture or the interesting use of a new recording technique; it clearly entailed something more. There was the aspect of the alienating transformation of a landscape with the use of modern recording techniques, for instance, as a result of which a canal can look entirely different. In addition, he had the nerve to fly a kite across the surface of a landscape, with the respectable tradition of the Dutch landscape art of painting in mind all the time! And then, last but not least, there was the rascally element of playing a game with the ‘fixed hand’ of an artist. After all, Arjen did not place the camera on the firm tripod of an easel; instead, he coolly hung the ‘brush’ on a kite, resulting in a camera image that was subject to the whims of the wind and which gave chance free reign. It quickly became obvious to me in Beetsterzwaag that this was an artist with a self-willed vision and a playful mind. One who played with the art of painting, with recording techniques, with coincidence and…well, with the entire artistic calling as such!

Arjen created more work with the use of video technology and photography, often using the countryside as his playing field. With this film and video art, the contours of what those in the art world refer to as a ‘personal handwriting’ seemed to become visible. Until, and I could have known this, like a bolt from the blue, Arjen Boerstra introduced ‘old-fashioned’ paintings of landscapes at exhibitions. All of a sudden, there were paintings by him with skilfully painted super romantic moments. This proved just to be the beginning of the confusion. As part of another exhibition, he showed a series of perfectly polished bullets he had found on the island of Terschelling. He manifested himself as a gallery owner in a photograph, and repeatedly put his spectators on the wrong track. He effortlessly needled the petty-mindedness of hypocrites and image scientists: ‘What do we do with this artist!?’ 

Just maybe we should elevate ourselves above Arjen’s work, as he does with the camera in his kites, in order to gain better insight into what his work is actually about. For starters: we will have to get used to the fact that the world that is typical for the subject matter of Arjen’s work appears to us in extremely varied shapes, not just as regards the subject, but regarding the mode of expression also. This varying shape within his chameleonic artistry not only concerns the art form he uses, but particularly the combination of art forms he deploys. 

It is as if, for each new project, Arjen composes a unique blend of painting, sculpture, photography, film, performance, literature, design, architecture, and more. He mixes, transforms and alienates these art forms into an intended combination, where the contours of the original art forms still remain recognisable. The final result is fruity and multimedia collage art, composed of a combination of varying ingredients, all of which unmistakably come from Arjen’s kitchen.

But this is not all: his work also entails a very specific place he works from, a place that might generally be defined as a space with an indeterminable meaning. In other words, a place where you can safely let go of socially defined orderliness. This is a kind of no man’s land where fantasy is not crossed by any parochialism. This no man’s land can take the shape of an exterior-oriented space which allows a wide view, such as on an empty beach at the seaside, a cornfield or potato field, extensive waters or the pastures surrounding the village of Tijnje. But also the interior-oriented no man’s land as found in a somewhat draughty cottage, dense bushes, a cellar or tomb, a boat, lodge, space capsule, a dodecagonal, spinning giant top, a UFO or an attic that can function as such. They are all spaces where the artist can detach himself or herself from the (human) world; spaces where anything is allowed and where basically anything is possible. In one of his books, author Bruno-Paul De Roeck introduces the image of the ‘Loernoot’; a fictitious, safe space where one can crawl into and for a short while be free of the powers that come up to us from the adult world, and to drill holes in the loernoot from inside in order to be able to reread the adult world through one’s own subjective eyes and ears and to appreciate it at its true value. 

There is a reason why the concept of conversion, meaning change or transformation, is a core concept within Arjen Boerstra’s work, where the official construction of an image, thought or expectation receives a new form of expression through the unrestrained and uncaptured artist. The artist thus creates conversion in conversation with himself. In his ‘Manual of the Art of Living for the Young Generations’ from 1967, Belgian philosopher Raoul Vaneigem discusses the reversal of perspective. This is the reversal whereby people no longer see themselves through the eyes of others. It entails getting a fixed hold of oneself and complying with the personal subjective will. It means having complete control over ‘the’ world. A matter of appropriation by distorting a frozen reality. 

Conversion is the mode of expression that takes on Arjen’s game with ‘certainties’ and ‘reality’. Every artist who has something to say plays this game. It is hardly possible to play a meaningful role in the world of art without playing the game with this art world. Arjen Boerstra plays this game with great dedication, across the entire line, both in his forms of expression and in the way in which he gives content to the role of being an artist. He is both a participant and spectator of the game. From his own no man’s land, he creates his personal idea for a new playground and then constructs it: the dreamer and doer go around together in perfect balance and reinforce one another. 

It is important in the game with reality to (dare to) let go of the utility principle: the delusion that a work of art must be aimed at the future utility it is to have for others prior to its creation. Assuming the utility principle, the work of art reduces itself to another consumable, subject to the most perverse demands of demand and supply. 

You will find nothing of this is Arjen Boerstra’s work. His approach has more of what the Greek philosopher Aristotle referred to as ‘autotelic activities’; activities executed because they are satisfying in itself. They are not done with the expectation that they will provide any future use of profit. In other words, they are activities where an individual, in this case an artist, coincides with the stream of his own acting presence. 

If you are sensitive to this monistic instead of dualistic condition, you will surely be devoted to Arjen Boerstra’s work. It will be wonderful to see how, in a video of a piece of urban (again) no man’s land, he replaces part of a footpath with weathered paving stones by new ones; and then decides to replace the new paving stones by the old and trusted ones. This is an ultimate manifestation of ‘life as an idle game’, as composer, visual artist and author John Cage once said. It provides a confusing pleasure to look at Arjen’s (con)version of a toy train that goes round and round endlessly and whose engine driver cannot manage to steer the train up via the ready trajectory, as a Railway to heaven. It frees a pleasant feeling of nostalgia when looking at the artist who has put himself in the shoes of the hunter, the gallery owner, the ‘house’ resident, chip shop owner and the young researcher. These are individuals who agreed to have their photo taken without any apparent pretensions, and who are therefore free of a blaring ego. Arjen cloaks himself in roles, the sight of which brings the statement of Marcel Duchamp to my mind that, eventually, life is nothing more than a ‘melancholy joke’. Arjen’s personages are also reminiscent of the anti-hero Monsieur Hulot, who was made a mirror image for many by film director, actor and artist Jacques Tati. Jacques Tati excelled in his rich fantasy and the perfectionist realisation of these fantasies. I see the same intensity in the way in which Arjen Boerstra realises his attic room fantasies so very convincingly, that one might think that the magnificent space capsule he built crashed in the Zuyder Zee near Enkhuizen in the late 19th century. 

If you are receptive to his art, his worlds will encourage the temptation to allow more loose and whimsical ends in your own life, and let Arjen’s fantasies come to life function as mirrors for our playful part of ourselves, a part we had not heard from in a long time but which is certainly still there! 

Arjen Boerstra is someone who plays an unending game with the concept of ‘reality’; a concept that proves to consist of a mere wafer-thin package of language and habit operating software, determined by the delusion of the day. From a restless need having to hunt the personal moving reality, this artist will probably be investigating the rest of his life, with a large risk of developing into a person who experiences through his own role as an artist/researcher: a finder of what has always been present and what he now experiences life through his own art. Art as a mind-expanding means. Okay, let’s set out again, as in a boys’ book, for another chapter and another exciting adventure!
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