Huub van der Loo: Paintings drawings and works in the public space.

In his recent work, which frequently features oval motifs, Huub van der Loo refers to a series of paintings and works on paper that he created in the period from 1998 to 1999. These portray coloured egg shapes or ovals framed by horizontal and vertical lines. The shapes are generally presented as a duo, with their uppermost and widest parts touching or overlapping. Sometimes a small part of a third oval can be seen in the middle of the painting at the bottom, partially covering the framing lines. 


Van der Loo was inspired to create these pieces by a series of reproductions of the work of Masaccio (1401–1428). These depict frescos made by the fifteenth-century painter for the Brancacci Chapel in the church of Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence. In particular, the reproductions featuring details of the various frescos formed the inspiration for the paintings and watercolours created by Van der Loo at the end of the 1990s. These demonstrate how Masaccio succeeded in introducing a certain sense of rhythm into the groups of figures that he depicted. Force is lent to the narrative by a number of emphatic gestures made by the figures and by the exchange of intense, meaningful looks. The variety of directions in which the gazes are focused makes it appear as though Masaccio wanted to display every possible angle of the face, arranging them systematically in one place. The figures are arranged close together and their faces partially overlap, cutting away sections of the face and creating striking facial shapes. 

By zooming in on the overlaps and cut-away sections of two or three of these heads and stripping away all of the details from the shapes, Van der Loo arrived at the oval motifs that characterised a number of his works in the late 1990s and which are now playing a role in his paintings once again. At the same time, the recent paintings are different from those earlier works. Their rather static character, reinforced by the horizontal and vertical framing of the rounded shapes, has given way to a more liberal use of the motif. The ovals that dominated the earlier paintings, always as a duo or trio, have increased in number, sometimes combining to form almost a profusion of egg shapes. And the horizontal format to which Van der Loo previously restricted himself has been extended to include vertical formats. This lends new connotations to the motif of the picture. The multiple ovals brought together in the vertical format, for example, bring to mind a twisted spinal column or are reminiscent of an action that is simple, but doomed to failure: the distortion of a perfectly round rubber band. This also makes his works a reference to more abstract concepts, such as elasticity and the retention of shape.

In his recent works, the egg-shaped motifs have often been integrated into the layered visual constructions that Van der Loo has developed over the years. These constructions have resulted from references to other visual pieces, as is also the case with the oval in a way. The references to paintings, newspaper photos or the artist’s own photographic material are not, however, prompted by definite intentions regarding the content or by aesthetic considerations. The visual material underlying the works is instead dissected and translated into grids, lines and shapes. During the period when he was occupied with the frescos of Masaccio, Van der Loo also created a series of small paintings that were a response to early-Renaissance paintings by the Master of the Pietà of Villeneuve-lès-Avignon (Enguerrand Quarton, c. 1410-1466) and Fra Angelico (Guido di Pietro, died 1455), depicting such motifs as pietà or crucifixions. Van der Loo’s works, however, do not so much refer to the emotional charge of the original painting, but instead form a contemplative study into the means employed by the painters to depict the narrative. The deep dark-blue, purple and red tints in combination with the pale pink, yellow and gold leaf with which the Master of the Pietà depicted the dead body of Jesus in the arms of Mary, for example, were the trigger for a number of works. In other paintings, it was the characteristically balanced arrangement of the figures and the open nature of the architectural elements in Fra Angelico’s works that prompted new investigations.

In 1996, a study into underlying architectural structures led Huub van der Loo to create his first three-dimensional piece. He built the work Huisje (Little House) in his studio, making it from old window frames that came from the same studio space. The resulting unstable, linear construction of frames fastened together was more like a three-dimensional drawing than a solid building and it functioned as a study that sparked off several paintings. 

Van der Loo’s works, however, just as often originate in small sketches on paper or plastic, some of which are based on direct observation. The paintings Caran d’Ache I & II (2001) are an example of this, painted in four Caran d’Ache basic colours and employing a number of small sketches of the French landscape. 

The landscape in the broadest sense of the word plays a prominent role in Van der Loo’s work. The architectural and agricultural constants in his paintings reveal his preference for a cultivated version of the landscape. His accumulations of lines and shapes refer to structures of buildings in the urban environment, whilst the curving lines of other works allude to the furrows of newly ploughed fields in the farming landscape. These associations are reinforced by the decidedly open character of Van der Loo’s paintings and by his layered way of working, in which previous artistic decisions are not disguised or painted over, but actually form part of the picture. The partially visible layers beneath, in the form of a structure of perspective lines or a grid, function as the skeleton of the work. This composition of fixed constituents is tested along the way by repeated challenges to its consistency. The rigid character of a grid is called into question by deviations from it, by using one’s own systematic structure to introduce a second, third, fourth or fifth grid. Playing with several vanishing points in this way undermines the perspective of the picture. Initial assumptions about the space are flatly contradicted by layers of paint added at a later stage. 

This analytical investigation into the consistency of visual structures, which is expressed in the ‘piling up’ of possibilities and considerations, is not carried out in a random way, however. Van der Loo essentially makes use of systematic structures that also apply in music, for example. He takes these analogous rules, based on a structure incorporating variations (of pitch and intervals), and then translates them to the artistic field. One of the large horizontal paintings that he created in 2003 features horizontal parallel lines in different, closely related shades of red and orange. These horizontals are, however, interrupted by Van der Loo’s addition of a number of gently curving lines. At the same time, the structure of the picture is further shaken by a number of shades of green. Just as in the polyphonic music of composers such as William Byrd (1543–1623), these additional ‘voices’, which function as a counterpoint, do not undermine the harmony of the final work. On the contrary, these ‘dissonant’ lines and ‘grating’ colours actually serve to enhance the rectilinear structure of the paintings. 

The canvases of a number of the more recent works are almost overloaded with a multiplicity of similar curves. In contrast to what the chaotic character of these paintings might lead one to suspect, these works are also bound to the previously described systematic structures that have been borrowed from music, in this case the music of contemporary composers such as Dutch DJ and techno producer Jochem Paap, who goes by the name of Speedy J. The unique atmosphere of his music derives from the layered samples that he incorporates into his compositions. Speedy J’s music is characterised by a raw and tinny sound and the use of rhythmic repetitions. As in polyphonic music, he essentially builds up his compositions with the help of different ‘voices’, in this case the samples he records himself. His works, however, are marked by a certain amount of disharmony and a hard, industrial character. Van der Loo has attempted to translate the raw, almost unpleasant atmosphere of this techno into his paintings. Using the same visual tools with which he shaped the strongly harmonious compositions inspired by Byrd, Van der Loo is able to force a large degree of disharmony into his works. Here, the warm, closely related colours have given way to clashing colour combinations, with the use of metallic pigments underlining the cold, industrial character of the work. The curves that, as balanced and parallel ‘tones’, previously constituted part of the structure of the picture, now touch and cross over one another and are placed closely together.

Since 2004, Van der Loo has created a number of works in the public space. This was previously unknown territory for him. These works, however, also exhibit Van der Loo’s interest in analytically investigating an existing situation and responding to it by using a variety of visual means. The works that he created in situ from 2004 to 2006 consist of a number of projects that differ significantly in terms of form and material, but which have the same point of departure as far as content is concerned. These works demonstrate Van der Loo’s preference for landscape situations that are incomplete. Once again, this mainly involves a cultivated form of the landscape: all of the works, with the exception of Walled Garden (2005), which was created at Brazier’s Park, an old country house near Reading in England, have been made in an urban environment. Van der Loo seeks out places within this environment that display a certain disharmony or, as he himself puts it, that ‘constitute the noise of society’. These places have mostly lost their original function and are still awaiting a new purpose. Such ‘relics’, which include vacant properties, are often perceived by the public as annoying and ugly. Van der Loo argues that such places nevertheless have a certain form of beauty. By making additions or changes, he wishes to emphasise the special nature of these temporary situations. The way in which he endeavours to express his intentions is very closely related to the way he creates his paintings. The work PinkingNY (2004) in Brooklyn, New York, is an example of this. In a former harbour area near Greenpoint, Van der Loo came across a rusty steel construction, which was partly resting on a half-collapsed pier and partly falling into the water of the East River. It turned out that the construction had been in this state for fourteen years. By using a layer of pink fluorescent paint to cover its metal girders and all of the details that blended into the background, Van der Loo made the construction stand out against the harbour’s many shades of grey and brown. His decision to use the construction in this way underlines the considerations that he expresses both in his paintings and in his works in the public space. The contrast of his artistic intervention in Greenpoint functions as the curve within the rectilinear structure of the image. His addition of the brightly coloured paint inspires renewed attention for the beauty of the torn and twisted metal, unexpectedly lending the raw mass of steel a playful, soft and almost cuddly character.
