The Ghent Altarpiece, Joos Vijd and Stefaan van Biesen,
Thoughts about an artistic project.
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
This is the reverse of the ascension. Jan van Eyck's restored Ghent Altarpiece is praised to
heaven. It seems perfect, of superhuman allure. And then, unexpectedly, there is Stefaan van
Biesen who does something with it. With slow drawings he takes the painting - elements from it
- back to the earth, more concretely, to the place where he lives, Melsele near BeverenWaas and
at the same time to the present, this year and the previous.
It doesn't seem like much: 80 small pencil drawings, sound, a few photos, a few stories and all
this in three rooms of the Cortewalle castle on meager panels. Free to view. It's a lot: every
drawing is a reflection, the result of looking, knowing and arranging. Each line bears the maker's
handwriting. His tool is the pencil he handles with expertise and driven by empathy. It became a
work of art with 80 panels, all of which do not depict the divine or triumphal. No, it is about
vulnerability. Something that I as a viewer recognize and is loaded with the religiosity that I
accept because it is separate from dogmas and an organized center of power. I visited the
exhibition three times, not so much to analyze or know everything, but to be there, because the
overall picture works like a living environment. It is a work of art to live in - mentally.
We know that: Jan van Eyck's Ghent Altarpiece is the work of a master, full of grandeur and
expertise. Over the centuries it has been a bone of contention for writers, historians and art
connoisseurs. They could explain it and filled their concerns with smooth details and made up
stories. Those in power used the painting for their crazy plans. It gets on my nerves. I experience
it as too much. Too much of a good thing, the flamboyant, the symbols of a church as an
institution, too much glory, too much hassle. It stinks of money, power and tourism. And yet, it
exists. The thing became an icon. Tasting art it has been on my menu hundreds of times. What
can be seen on it planted itself naturally in my image memory. It's in me.
Joos Vijd was rich. He already owned three castles in Beveren and Haasdonk. The Cortewalle
castle where the exhibition takes place is one of them. Joos Vijd was childless, perhaps there was
the urge to leave something permanent. He paid Jan van Eyck to stay alive and make this
painting. It happened in pieces and pieces. Joos Vijd was a man, bald, with folds in his neck. As
the client he was given his place in the divine painting. Stefaan van Biesen knows this and
recognizes the vulnerability of the rich man. Because that's the way they are, the men, also here
and now. The back of a man like Joos Vijd became the poster for the exhibition, a symbol of
earthly compassion.

I discuss two drawings and photographed them with the existing light, including the reflection of
the windows and the reflection of myself.

Peoples from all over the world.
The "peoples" in this drawing are arranged in a triangle, as if they were the wedge of a cake, part
of a round whole. The lady in front, with the short haircut, controls the image frontally, we
recognize everything in her. These hands, glasses, blouse, attitude. She is ours and is part of a
group of people who talk together. The project is called 'Babbelonië'. It is a language program
with a mixed group: people from all over who learn Dutch and local residents. Together they are,
here in Beveren and in this drawing "peoples from all over the world". How easy can it be.
The people are drawn. Maybe drawn from a photo but drawn anyway. One by one they got
minutes or hours of attention. They are made up of lines and surfaces, more or less detailed,
with the graphite of a pencil on almost white paper. Drawing is contemplating, also thinking,
arranging, deciding how far you can go. In this case, in a small format. It's about no more than
millimeters and centimeters. At a first look, the sight is not glorious. The viewer may wonder
whether it is a drawing and not a digitally edited photo. There is nothing spectacular about the
scene, Vranckx (a belgian journalist), will not devote a haunting television program to it. What
moves me is the silent attention to something that I actually already know.
Stefaan van Biesen works according to a uniform design with the drawing at the top - usually
square - and a text below and possibly an accompanying image. Simple and clear. The letters of
the handwritten texts are separate from each other. Each letter is a drawing. Thin and dignified.
Below this drawing there is also a diagram with the numbered silhouettes. "The peoples" are
separate people. They each have a name that has yet to be filled in.

Eva

Eva's drawn belly is a mother's belly. There are welts and bumps that are reminiscent of pain
and joy and pain.
Stefaan van Biesen is an experienced draftsman. He is a master of "academic drawing", has
received a systematic and long training, has knowledge of physical proportions and classical
examples. This drawing, however, resembles a medical photo, the representation of a body as it
is there, now, in Beveren Waas.
The method is obligingness. The draftsman does not show off his skills. He draws what appears
to him as worthy. The belly acquires the dignity of something that is true. Being lived, the body
part that squeezed life out. It was portrayed asymmetrically, without a face, with little that
usually arouses men. The difference with the Ghent Altarpiece is that this drawing depicts a
concrete woman and not the universal Eve, the earth mother. Through this cutout, Stefaan van
Biesen also emphasizes, which seems essential to him, the scars of the pain, the injuries at the
birth of new life.
The 80 drawings pay attention to much of what moves people. The physical, but also animals, a
pigeon and a sheep, I saw familiar plants and trees, a man's beard, the fig olive leaf for a vagina,
an apple, running and dripping water, hands making signs, a girl with angel wings the shop of
dress-up clothes, bare feet, books and writings, veils and a scepter, a Polaroid photo and a mouth
mask. The exhibition is available in two boxes. If we don't pay attention, he will be forgotten or
lost.
I am a member of the association of art critics. Next year they will ask me to make a list of - in
order of my preference - the main exhibitions of the 2020. We are only October and I already
know.
Sint-Niklaas, 5 October 2020 Johan De Vos

Drawings on acid free paper A4 [a selection from the exhibition]

