 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Hans Vandekerckhove entered the artistic world during the painterly turbulence of the early eighties. After a period dominated by conceptual art and cool, impersonal abstraction, it was time for a revaluation of painting. The most striking element in this new painting was personal enthusiasm. The emphasis on expression and the importance of the act of painting sometimes led to a form of abstract expressionism. Nevertheless, the new painting also generated an interest in the figurative (personally defined), and it is perhaps above all in this aspect of art that Vandekerckhove is connected to what was in fact an international revival of painting. In Germany we saw the Neue Wilden and in Italy it was Transvantguardia that led the way. Vandekerckhove’s early work is indisputably expressionist in nature, but at the same time we note in these paintings a well-considered examination of the possibility of the figurative. In this sense his work is perhaps linked equally to the tenacity of the new figurativeness, which was already causing a furore in the sixties and has in fact been gaining in importance ever since. It was in any case clear from his earliest work that Hans Vandekerckhove occupied a unique position in Belgian painting, because of the balance between physical presence and spiritual expression in his work. This can be explained by his education as an art historian and his study of the painting of David Hockney. Just like Hockney, his wish is to explore the approaches to figurative painting. What is more, the pleasure of painting itself is an important creative principle to both artists.

The depiction of the human figure and the search for the state of bliss are constants in Vandekerckhove’s work. Despite the expressive power and sometimes harsh use of colour, his paintings are never exuberant. From the very beginning they have always been highly contemplative and had a subdued character that points to a deeper significance. In the early work we see life-sized characters standing, sitting or crouching. Their physicality is emphasised by the thickness of the paint. They seem to be daydreaming or waiting, symbolic of the unattainability of the state of bliss. Using these basic ingredients, Vandekerckhove’s work continued to evolve throughout the eighties towards greater stylisation of and sharper focus on the motif. In the mid-eighties the male and female figures in claustrophobic settings appeared. They are outside time, archetypes. In this space without depth we encounter elements referring to windows, doors and curtains with which a game of promise and concealment is played. Mirroring is also a major element, as a symbol of reflection, duality and introspection. In his calculated compositional designs one begins to see a break with Neo-Expressionism. This was to become even more apparent in the second half of the eighties, as in the 1988 series Sacra Conversazione. These works essentially comprise a network of references to art history, science and religion. They are still constructed around the duality between man, seated and contemplative, and woman, standing and physical. At the same time, the painter starts to employ almost decorative motifs that assume the nature of symbols. The interest in symbols goes together with the spatial flatness of the works, which Vandekerckhove intends as an accentuation of their sacrality.

In the late eighties and early nineties his work underwent a process of conceptualisation and he pursued his interest in symbols. This led to a form of symbolic painting. By setting several symbols in relation to each other he presents them as elements of equal standing. The choice of colours, the references and the supernatural stillness of these works reveal an interest in both the Flemish and the Italian masters of the Middle Ages and the Early Renaissance. Vandekerckhove mixes gold, silver and copper pigments into his paint, which gives it a spiritual radiance. On occasion, the quotations from artists and works of art from the past are quite explicit (e.g. the painting of Cimabue and the introduction of motifs from Van Eyck’s The Arnolfini Marriage), but they do not degenerate into a hollow postmodern effect. The contemplative power and constancy of Vandekerckhove’s artistic vision enables him to take the edge off this sort of ironic mechanism.

In the work from the nineties, the inspiration drawn from artists of the first half of the twentieth century becomes much clearer. In these paintings we see traces of the interplay between figurative and decorative as in Matisse, and of the duality between nature and culture in Paul Gauguin. The latter element is also evident in the theme of the ‘enclosed garden’, which Vandekerckhove has used a great deal. For him, the closed garden represents the existential position of man, his place in the world in relation to his environment and nature. This was already present at an abstract level in the pronounced verticality of many of the compositions. This verticality represents man, a being bound to the earth, but whose longings and yearnings raise him above a purely immanent existence. The position that painting occupies between reality and idea means that for Hans Vandekerckhove it incorporates the ultimate experience of being.

In his most recent work, Stalking Hieronymus, he moves his gardens into an almost virtual setting of past and present and shifts the location of the development of his ideas to the Far East and the Japanese prints of such artists as Hokusai. They are works of the imagination and dreams rather than realistic depictions of his surroundings. Surroundings which he does nevertheless seek out in the natural environment, where he goes for long walks and, like a hermit, spends short periods.
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