Songs and colours, 2016, oil paint on linen canvas, 169 cm x 169 cm
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Text Eric Beets Photos Peter Cox

A colour, one word or a
handshake can sometimes
be enough to remember an
entire conversation.
One simple gesture was the
quintessence of my interview
with painter Frank van Hemert.
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He got up in the middle of our
meeting, spread his long arms
and acted out a refugee girl
arriving at one of the Greek
isles. He had been there on
holiday with his wife. ‘A group
of refugees are arriving’, she
had suddenly said. ‘I saw them
arriving, a young girl in the
lead. I froze on the spot. She
was blind to her surroundings,
all she saw was her freedom,
and she opened her arms to
hug life itself. There was such
immense power in her little
body. I felt such respect. I saw
the child...she became the
sun.’
I follow my heart
Some artists want to stay as
true to reality as possible. There
are, however, also artists who
use emotions to paint what
reality makes them feel. Frank
van Hemert (Kerkrade, The
Netherlands 1956) belongs to
the latter. He uses his senses
and paints once he has
smelled, tasted, watched and
touched his subject. Frank also
includes ‘movement’. ‘I want
to know and feel how a tree
moves, only then can I paint it.
My subject must show itself. If I
know what an orgasm is, I can
paint it. I need to know what
you feel when you feel useless
or worthless. Emotions allow
me to paint. I paint my life; I
trust my life to paint. It is all
about watching and feeling. I
am not a rational painter; I
follow my heart.’
Contactplaats (Place of contact), 2015, oil paint on linen canvas, 235 cm x 130 cm
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Hölderlin, 2009-2013, oil paint on linen canvas, 140 cm x 150 cm

Alone
We stroll through Frank van Hemert's beautiful studio. I consider Frank to be a universal painter of
emotions where the tranquillity of the countryside is important not as a subject but as a condition.
‘Sometimes, I am alone for weeks. I am okay with that. Groups are also not for me. When I was
offered a membership to the IJmuider Kring after my participation in Documenta 7 (Kassel, the
Netherlands, 1982), I politely declined. I live and work alone.’ The studio looks good next to the
farm. With its high ceilings, lots of light and practicality, it is every artist's dream, simply perfect. Next
to the studio is an arbour-like plot for herbs and flowers, between the farm and the studio is an
orchard.
No television, no newspapers
We are surrounded by silence, now and then disturbed by sounds of farm work in the distance.
Frank doesn't listen to music when he works. ‘I also stopped watching TV and reading newspapers
25 years ago.
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Hölderlin, 2008, oil paint on linen canvas, 140 cm x 150 cm

Bed and legs
We had a lengthy talk about the art of painting, but words are, of course, merely
words. It is the image that counts, the act of the work. I look around and see
various paintings with thin, lean legs standing on a bed, touching a bed, sinking
into a bed, appear to be glued to a bed, at the side of a bed, or drilling their way
through a bed in search of...salvation. Sometimes the bed and the legs are not
important, and it is merely a shape against shape, but always with the nagging
feeling that beds and legs find no rest. They want to ‘hug’ each other, but they
can't because they have become so different. There is no contact; it's distressing.
The legs symbolise the position of the German poet Hölderlin, who was locked in a
tower as a madman until the end of his life.
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We talk about Hölderin of course, but also about
ourselves. We are also the legs and understand
the sense of security a bed can give. It becomes
clear in our conversation that the painter paints
his own time, and uses the Romantic poet as a
metaphor.
Stillness
I look at one of the paintings of the Hölderlin
series for a long time. We are silent, which works
well. Just looking shows me something that
conversation does not. The painting carries a
certain stillness. A stillness you want to ‘carry’ with
you, a human stillness. The stillness after a big
event in our lives. A painting oozing stillness is
dignified; it takes you where you want to be; let's
call it the source. It is a stillness that manifests and
is experienced only when you are silent, both
internally and externally. The experience of
human vulnerability, like in the Hölderlin paintings,
leads to compassion for the condition humaine.
And that leads to that wonderfully worthy stillness.

30 March-26 June 2016
De Buitenplaats Museum
Waanzin en Liefde (Madness and Love)
There will be an extensive catalogue
published in two languages.
22 September -31 October 2016
Graham Britz Gallery
Solo exhibition
Johannesburg South Africa
www.frankvanhemert.com

Above: The real song we sing about our lives,
2016, oil paint on linen canvas, 200 cm x 155 cm
Below: Painter Frank van Hemert
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