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Dialogue

‘References can be a pain’
Koen van den Broek, John C. Welchman and  
Andrew Renton in conversation

 John C. Welchman
For the best part of a decade your work, though of ten 
abstracting in appearance, was scrupulously wise to the 
street. You seemed to be working in the wake of those 
avant-garde artists and writers from the twentieth century 
who looked down and around in order to think through 
questions of motif and location and then bind them  
to form and appearance. I’m thinking of Walter Benjamin, 
who as Hannah Arendt once put it, ‘bent down’ in  
order to look, comprehend... and collect; or how the 
critical power of Proust (as Benjamin described it) did not 
‘toss the world up but fling it down.’ Having dispensed 
with, or reallocated, the vanishing points meted out  
by roads and curbs, some of your new work takes up with 
figures of escape and freedom, referring to ‘birds’ and 
‘exodus’: how has the focus of your looking changed?

 Koen van den Broek 
The first time my work was described as looking down  
was actually in reference to the painting Red Border 
1999, based on a photograph I took in San Francisco.  
I considered it a landscape painting, focusing on the end 
of a road, with a lawn at the side and a red curb going 
up. This ‘going up’ was important as I was standing  
in front of a hill. That’s why in this case there’s no sky.  
And not really any looking down. Maybe a bit like Wayne 
Thiebaud or Richard Diebenkorn. 

When they saw it, my artist friends reacted as if I was 
starting to evolve towards abstraction. As we know,  
when there’s a horizon, we call it ‘landscape’. But in this 
case we could call it ‘composition’–as we learned from 



Barnett Newman. The red ‘zip’ rendered in perspective 
made me reflect and prompted the development of  
my subsequent border paintings. In these works you are 
looking down at the street where the minimal objects  
that run alongside it are there to grasp for free.

A second painting, Eighth Avenue 1999, is just as 
important. I was taking a photograph against the sun  
in New York city and to avoid the glare I lowered  
the lens. Again, I got an interesting abstraction based  
on the street, curbs, sidewalks and shadows. By calling  
it Eighth Avenue I took the abstraction back to reality. 

 JCW
How did this play out?

 KVDB
OK, let’s jump forward 15 years. 

In 2010 I was asked to do a huge intervention in public 
space – 7,000 square metres on glass. It was on two 
avenues of glass each 200 metres long and 30 metres 
high as well as a smaller area. The complexity of this 
particular structure forced me to abandon my usual ways 
of working. So I made a selection of existing paintings 
based on compositions and colours. From those I took  
the elements that appealed to me. The building will  
be a hospital, so we made jokes in the studio, like red is 
for fire injuries, yellow for madmen, blue helps ward  
of f fever, etc. This was a key step towards my new series.  
I was working like a DJ, sampling my own work, which  
I translated onto canvas. This led to the first show of the 
new paintings, ‘Chicane’ at Marlborough Contemporary. 
As the paintings do not refer directly to any specific 
place, I wasn’t obliged to confront – or deal with – reality 
anymore. I built on this new freedom. Funny characters 
seemed to appear in the shadows – birds, figures, hats 
and other dialogues. I became a pareidoliac, a seer  
of figures in clouds, in my case in shadows. I’m still not 
sure if that’s a good thing, but it’s more fun.

 JCW
What’s interesting in this shif t is, perhaps, less  
the signal dif ference between your earlier motif-driven  
work and the recent turn to self-‘translation’ than the  
continuity we can observe between both ways of working  
founded on a certain commitment to found subject-
matter. The street and curb paintings are products  
of photographically mediated encounters staged all over 

Red Border
1999

Eighth Avenue
1999



the world – in Europe, Mexico, Japan, but above all  
in the US – that give rise to representations of specific 
pitches, twists and turns of roadways and sidewalks,  
their bounding apparatuses and the ambient light and 
shade that shapes their visibility. Some of the work  
in ‘Chicane’ and ‘Cut Away the Snoopy’ appropriates 
formulations that have already been appropriated and 
then invests them with a more serendipitous or impromptu 
array of subjects. 

What is relegated in both cases is any transaction with 
what Clement Greenberg referred to as the ‘optical’  
or ‘all-over’ conditions of painting, things that might be 
seen as purely visual, radically non-compositional or 
defiantly non-iconic. So while some aspects of ‘Snoopy’ 
– the comics figure who allegorises content or figurative 
reference in John Chamberlain’s suggestive turn of  
phrase – may have been excised in the current exhibition  
it seems just as important that other intimations  
remain or are deliberately, if whimsically, conjured-up.

 Andrew Renton
Isn’t the classic problem of abstraction that there is 
always a Snoopy? Some resemblance or association 
interpolated into the work by the viewer, despite  
the artist’s intentions. So if we ‘get’ the source, or see 
something we recognise in the image, we feel like  
we’ve done our job.

But what’s exciting for me in these new paintings is  
that they feel freestanding, detached from any source  
or origin. And yet they still feel intuitively like Koen’s 
paintings, and reveal af finities with earlier work  
where source or location was more explicit. So how  
to explain this? It feels to me as if a vocabulary is 
forming, at the level of painterly gestures. They have  

their origin in curbs or shadows perhaps, but now  
they only reference themselves, and there’s a continuity 
that speaks from painting to painting.

I would even argue this is the case with Koen’s continued 
appropriation of Fouquet’s Madonna and Child  
(c. 1450), which does resemble its source, in a schematic 
way. But it’s Koen’s scheme, and the gesture is now  
100% his.

 KVDB
References can be a pain, but on the other hand, so 
crucial. There’s no art without them. I’m interested  
in Franz Kline’s references, and when Aaron Siskind 
photographs an old wall, which sometimes looks  
like a detail from the surface of a Kline. ‘Cut away  
the Snoopy’ is an expression of ten used by John 
Chamberlain. I like how it of fers a procedure to make  
the right decisions, to go to the essence of the painting.. . 
and it’s funny. 

To me, painterly gestures are just a tool, while  
a vocabulary comes naturally. There are studies of  
the physical constitutions of artists and their connection 
with the work – which might make sense. But this 
 does not mean that one has to pay too much attention 
to them. Decisions are made, first of all; concepts are 
worked out. Later these things might have an influence 
on a painter’s execution. 

 JCW
In the terms Andrew sets out, Koen, you have played  
a double role: for, initially at least, it’s you the artist rather 
than the viewer who has performed the act of re-reading 
your own work by reading into it. The main ‘Snoopy’  
you have cut out is the relay between a motif (say a road 



surface) and its apprehension through some kind of 
recognition. But there’s no question that you have added 
in a few Snoopies of your own: projected or imagined 
objects (like the birds); surprising allusions (such as  
the silhouette of Fouquet’s Madonna); even a ‘style’ 
which is self-referring and identifiable – surely the most 
aesthetically immediate of the things you refer to with  
the notion of ‘physical constitution.’

I don’t want to be too Hitchockian here, but I find the 
situation with the birds especially intriguing. What  
you seem to have done, in fact, is to turn Pliny’s parable 
of mimetic realism associated with the Greek painters 
Zeuxis and Parrhasius inside out. For instead of positing  
a trompe l’oeil realism of the kind that causes real birds 
to try to swoop into a work (Zeuxis’ painting of grapes)  
to consume its contents, you have transmuted form  
that is partly found, partly assisted, into phantasmatic 
winged creatures themselves. In a sense you have fought  
of f Aristotle (the key point of origin for western mimetic 
theories) with the shadows of Plato. Your ‘birds’  
dwell in the ether of the shadow: they may actually have  
‘been there’ in some ‘original’ street scene, flying  
or perching overhead and casting their shadows; or they 
may be entirely projected, read from the entrails of  
dark forms and shapes, and thus partly predicted 
(because they might have been there) and partly created 
by association. This is an intriguing situation that  
pushes much further, I think, than the normal associative 
scoring of pareidolia.

Of course, in the battle of deceptions related by Pliny, 
Zeuxis lost because he had deceived only birds and  
not – as Parrhasius achieved with his eye-fooling curtain 
– a painter’s capacity to look. 

 AR
A painter’s capacity to look, yes. But I think what’s 
interesting about the process of painting here is  
that the translation from the street view to canvas is only in 
one direction. You could – at a pinch – extrapolate back 
from the painting to the street. But in the newer works, 
probably not. John, you talk of the witnessing,  
the ‘being there’ in the landscape. That’s crucial to inform 
an aspect of the painting, but I have always felt that it 
was equally important to return to the studio, negotiate 
this foreign light of extreme contrasts from the measured 
light of Antwerp. Landscape and art history negotiated at 
one remove. 

And, by extension, the work becomes about the act of 
revisiting the ‘being there’ through the painting. So  
it’s not Cézanne in front of Mont Saint-Victoire, testing the 
micro-inflections of the light in real time, but an even more 
conceptual practice driven by painterly repetition, 
detached and deferred. 

And that’s one of the crucial elements, even more visible  
in the newer paintings – this form of what we might  
call committed repetition. Ethical, almost, to the extent  
that the subject is already less significant than the  
daily rigour of doing. Like Ryman committing to the white 
square and the infinite variations possible within that 
restriction, or Kawara’s date paintings… 

In the light of this, Koen, can you talk a little about 
repetition and how that works for you from one painting  
to another?

 KVDB
Just a small reaction on John’s remarks. I do like the 
Hitchcock reference; I’m a big fan. Shadows, reflections  



in puddles on the street… Think also about the first  
scene of Coppola’s movie, The Cotton Club, when the 
suspense starts. It is a shot of the street, the gutter, 
reflections, shadows, and when the camera moves up,  
in a distance, the exit of the club appears. 

Regarding the battle of deceptions related by Pliny:  
it happens quite regularly when people see my original 
photograph where a painting is based on. They think  
it’s already the reproduction! Quite amusing. 

There are more ways of approaching my work, and  
as Andrew mentions, there are significant dif ferent rules  
in the newer works. Regarding Cézanne, and this  
is the opposite of what you say , Andrew, I did have this 
conversation with Catherine David about Cézanne’s 
apples, where I did my best to approach the conceptual 
side of the work. 

You also mention Ryman, I would like to add Willem  
de Kooning, not only because he comes from my part  
of Europe. Think about him revisiting several topics,  
like gates in form of doors, rivers, paths... And of course  
his women! And the illusion of freedom. As Paul McCarthy 
wants us to believe in some of his performances  
that it’s about the American Expressionists. Revisiting 
dif ferent topics has alway been important to me.  
Like the cracks, the landscape, borders, shadows and 
now, in a way, the Torques and Birds. And rather  
than a direct reference to the real, this is more a self-
reference.  Trying dif ferent compositions, colours,  
angles within the canvas is pretty new to me. It is  
a challenge Mondrian or Albers might have experienced. 
Except now we are in 2014, and have the beauty, and at 
the same time the burden, of all we know of art history 
since then. Also designing on a computer, working 

digitally, is new. I do think repetition is important to me. 
It’s like a frame I am working in. As Fellini once put it:  
the limitation of working in a frame prevents you from 
getting lost and superficial. 

 JCW
How does this tie in with your two most recent paintings 
which in a sense return us to the street with allusions  
to works by John Chamberlain?

 KVDB
Taking photos is a continuous act while I am traveling, 
although my work procedure is dif ferent nowadays  
in the studio. Recently I was at Dia: Beacon, where  
I took some photographs of Chamberlain’s sculptures,  
in just the same way that I would photograph  
a gas station or another detail on the street. One looks  
like a blood splatter, the other one like crashed cars.  
On the road again!
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