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Before discussing Pedro Bakker’s performance at the Chinese
European Art Center (Xiamen), | think it is necessary to review his
past to get a better understanding of this mysterious artist and his

art intentions.

“This tradition began in the Renaissance. In 1550, Giorgio Vasari
published a book called Lives of the Artists, in which he told stories
of the artists who were well-known for their gifts. Vasari used
anecdotes to add to these artists’ biographies, for example:
Michelangelo was hit by a competitor on his nose; Piero di Cosimo
was an eccentric hermit living only on boiled eggs; Rafael was
drowned because of overindulgence. These stories are full of
loopholes. Even so, it offers precedents for artists to live a
“legendary life”. (Tom Rachman)”

Since then, we have become accustomed to looking up at artists
with admiration. Their legendary experience, extraordinary talent
and irresistible charisma have become the selling points besides
their art. But when discussing Pedro ‘s art, we have to dig his
personal history like a gossipy reporter, because his art is so closely
related to his life. Although the “legendary life” does not necessarily
make great art, Pedro’s experience gives us a chance to reflect on
the following questions: does art practice only obtain legitimacy from
itself? As “experience of self-proving authority“, does art have moral

immunity?

In 2012, Pedro submitted a proposal to pursue a PhD in art. In his
application, he wrote, “contemporary philosophy includes
experience, but how can a philosopher write about that if he
studies more than he lives? The philosopher who devotes himself to
murder and eroticism is therefore doomed to fail. To include the
immediate experiences, Bataille would prefer his listening
audience to heed a whim or a sudden desire, but then the lecture
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is gone. When | am assailed by such whims, | am usually near my
studio, because there | can withdraw as a draftsman to put pencil
to paper in silence. In this place, | am open to the foolish ideas of
which Bataille speaks. Do | as an artist have access to the extreme

experiences of murder and eroticism?”

In my understanding, the murder and eroticism Pedro said are not in
their literal meanings, but a reference to Bataille’s concept of
negativity. In Hegel’s dialectical phenomenology , negativity is the
dark side of human nature like desire, violence, shame and sin. It is
not good, even is scary, but it fascinated Pedro deeply because of

his childhood experience.
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Pedro’s mother, Afra, who was described as a woman with

“inner thought and strong emotions”, gave birth to five sons and one
daughter. When Pedro was eight years old, his brother fell off his
bike into a ditch and got drowned. Pedro’s father claimed that this
was his fault. Afra couldn’t bear the grief, leading her into despair
and postpartum depression. One day, she smothered the

youngest child who never stopped crying. In order to cover up this
family scandal, it was said to the children that the youngest child
was smothered by himself under a heavy blanket on his bed. But the
newspaper wrote about it and Afra was sent to a psychiatric hospital
by the government. Three years later, she returned home and Pedro
saw that the mother he loved dearly had transformed into a
wretched woman who went through life numbed by medicine. She
got fatter and fatter and was constantly seeking an escape from
home. At the age of 54, Afra committed suicide in the bathroom.

At the age of 17, Pedro finally learnt the truth. Since the guilty and
shameful feelings stroke wildly, he couldn’t pretend deaf and mute
like his brothers and sisters. Focusing on what to cover up and what
to reveal, he and his family had fierce quarrels which even made
Pedro cut off his relationship with his family because of
disagreements. After graduating from college, Pedro chose to
terminate his pursuit for master degree because he had his first and
only child. He wanted to give his son full accompany. Until the age
of 56, Pedro returned to university and continued his study in art. But
in the meanwhile, he never quitted his art practice. With the fine art
and philosophy education he had at university, he tried to draw out
the memories of his childhood.

At that time, Pedro invited a well-known local painter to visit his
studio. The predecessor told him that “the subject does not really
matter...cows or bus passengers, it makes no difference because a
painting is first and foremost about the texture, the color and the
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Kunstverening
Diepenheimm, 2014
Curators:

Hanne Hagenaars
Heske ten Cate

composition.” Although it was very confusing, Pedro took this
advice and for more than a decade, cow was the theme of Pedro’s
paintings. He joked that he was a “cow philosopher” in that period.
The transformation took place in 2006, when Pedro participated in
an artist residency program initiated by Stedelijk Museum Bureau
Amsterdam — “An Existentialist’s Retreat”. The residency location is
in a Portakabin on a traffic island under the bridge of the city

highway routes. The living condition was extremely poor.
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Burnt Home 6,
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Pedro was 54, which happened to be the exact age of his mother
when she committed suicide. In the Portakabin, he once again
recalled his mother, and what the British artist Sarah Lucas said,
“Suicide is genetic.” Fear took him and made him realize that he can
no longer continue to paint cows. Kierkegaard said: “ an aesthetic
choice is no choice. Artist must choose between good and evil. “ He
had dwelled in the comfortable life for too long. Now it was high time
to suffer for real. Two years later, he applied for a master’s degree in
art research on the topic of “My Mother.” During the graduate study,
he was introduced to the late American outsider artist Henry Darger.

Darger s paintings look like bizarre fantasy that stems from a sick
mind, in which the blond and naked girls are tortured, enslaved or
killed. It resembles the reality so much in news reports of little girls
missing and being murdered. The sad news touched Darger’s
memory of childhood: the atrocities that he experienced as a child
have imbued his being with horror and damaged his soul
irreparably. Is this why some little girls have male genitals? Darger’s
painting is not only about the tragic girls, nor his own childhood
trauma, but all the innocent lives who are incapable of fighting
against the cruel reality. “In Darger’s paintings, Pedro saw a way of
drawing his own history, because how do you actually draw a
strangulation; how do you draw more than the story?

Darger gave him the means to tell his history in scenes, in both
fantasy and reality, more or less directly, and always with
uncomfortable details. (Hanne Hagenaars)”
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Henry Darger. At Jennie Richee. Assuming nuded appearance by compulsion race ahead of coming storm
to warn their father. Collage-drawing. Watercolor, pencil, and carbon tracing on assemled paper. 9 x 70 1/4
in. Collection of the American Folk Art Museum, New York. From Book Henry Darger. In the Realms of the

Unreal. John M.Macgregor, 2002

Inspired by Darger, Pedro completed the most important series of
work during his graduate study - “Burnt Home”, which also earned
him Gerrit Benner Award. Pedro said, art released him from the pain:
his family who didn’t talk to him for years, attended his award
ceremony and celebrated with him; his success in the art
empowered him in the family that he finally could stand up against
his uncle who always messed with him. But his sister still refused

to accept him as an artist and picked a quarrel in every phone call

because he revealed the shameful family secret to public.
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From above all, we can find the clue to Pedro’s interest in women in

his subsequent art practice. In 2014, Pedro got funded by
Mondriaan Foundation to come to Chongqing, China, to

participate in an artist residency program. His project was about the
controversial female politician, Jiang Qing. “ Pedro tried to find out
through painting and performance whether she is innocent

besides all the political accusation. (Hanne Hagenaars) ”

During his stay in Chongging, he met his muse, Qianxi, who was his
Chinese translator at that time. He again found the character of
“inner thought and strong emotions” in Qianxi. But his intense
attention made Qianxi scared. Later, he proposed to cooperate with
Qianxi in the form of exchange: he painted a portrait for her, and she
wrote a portrait of him in the form of a poem.
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He not only painted a portrait for Qianxi. In Pedro’s artist book
Innocent, we saw that he had drawn his own fantasy and desire for
Qianxi in a series of paintings and even used one of them as the
front cover. Although he said it was the designer’s choice, wherever
the painting is, it gives us a strong sense that as an old and

married man, Pedro was not afraid to show his fascination for a
young woman. Shortly after the publication of this book, Qianxi broke
off her contact with him. Reason unknown.

In Pedro’s view, he and Qianxi were attracted to each other, which

is why Qianxi did not refuse to cooperate with him. Knowing Pedro
‘s obsession, Qianxi still sent her photos to Pedro from time to time
when he returned to Netherlands. Based on these photos, Pedro
created a series of paintings of Qianxi. But before Qianxi, Pedro was
attracted to a girl named Huahua, and later on he created several
paintings related to a girl named Dandan. After Dandan, during his
stay in Beijing in 2017, Pedro was devoted to a bartender called
Pink. In the name of “A Blink of Pink”, Pedro created a song and

staged a solo exhibition in the Black Sesame Space in Beijing.

After reviewing Pedro’s residency experience in China, we may
wonder: do these girls, who could be considered as his muse,
constitute the “China girls” about whom he wrote in the

introduction for his live performance “Chess” at the Chinese
European Art Center? “ First of all, | have to confess the fact that |
love China girls. But who is she? She’s not my girlfriend and she’s
even not among my WeChat friends. | realize | love a type of a China
girl, a form or an idea of beauty ... This project is about me and the
China girl. I am the lover and the beloved China girl offers the
beauty of her soul. | am a visual artist who is university educated as
a philosopher. The dialogues of Plato on love are always in the back

of my head. The old and a bit ugly Socrates loves the young



Mapping beauty 9,
colored pencil and
watercolor on paper,
75,8 x95,5 cm, 2017

beautiful men. Socrates is also beloved because of his wisdom.

Ascending to the beautiful body of knowledge and wisdom

begins with the love of the flesh, the face, the hands, the feet and
the nails. We have to make it up on the ladder of love and to leave
the flesh beyond to appreciate the beautiful souls, their attitudes,
their desires and their friendships.” Does Pedro love them? Or is it
the sexual desire toward young females? Or did he just use them as
inspirations for his art?
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Among all the works Pedro created for these muses, he only
revealed his own fantasies in his paintings for Qianxi. Perhaps
Qianxi is really special to him. This reminds me of the performance

| watched at the Chinese European Art Center. The performance is

a cooperation of Pedro and a young dancer, Wang Yunke, which
lasted for half an hour and consisted of three parts: in the beginning,
Pedro dumped a bag of rice on Wang Yunke who was lying on the
floor with a rabbit doll in her arms. This scene insinuated the #MeToo
movement in mainland China with the same pronunciation of “rice
and rabbit” in Chinese. When the #MeToo movement affected China,
many social celebrities appeared on the name list of criminals of
sexual assault or harassment. Officials immediately censored all the
public reports on internet to protect them. Pedro tried to avoid
supervision in this way; appropriating the homophone that activists
currently use to avoid censorship and tell their personal stories of
sexual abuse. Then, Wang Yunke unfolded two hand scrolls of Pedro
and read the texts on them. These two scrolls are about Qingwen
and You Sanjie in The Dream of Red Chamber. They stand out in the
renowned novel as female characters who dare to challenge the
unreasonable rules imposed by the patriarchal society on women.

The second part is inspired by Stanley Kubrick’s Lolita. Wang Yunke
had a solo dance with the music from the film; Pedro also performed
a hiphop after Wang Yunke’s dance. He sang and danced a song of
Geto Boys called “Gangster of Love”. This song is a typical macho

song. He wants to oppose the macho viewpoints with the vulnerable

feminist position in mainland China.

The last part of the show comes from a true story of a Chinese girl
Pedro met. She told him her experience of being assaulted by her
workshop teacher on Wechat. Pedro and Wang Yunke adapted the
story. The female student in the story was innocent.



Chess Qizi 14T, When the teacher tried to make physical contact, the girl just

zflfl?::%icriszgﬁe avoided with an ambiguous attitude instead of escaping, taking off

gttfgittirbgazrgig the shoes to show her feet to the teacher. This supposedly led the
teacher to make a further move. Finally, the teacher offered to help
her application to study abroad. The show ended at the high time
when the teacher suggested sexual favors in return and clutched
her by the shoulders: would she take this offer,and exchange sex
and her body for the opportunity to study abroad, or push him away
and keep her innocence? The three parts of the performance
corresponded to the three paintings that Pedro recently created and
hung on the wall: taking Wang Yunke as model, Pedro painted her in
school uniform and in the scene of Lolita. The other one was Pedro’s

self-portrait, but he turned himself into a sultry machismo.
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If the first part of the performance is about the beauty of Pedro’s
so-called “China girl”, both the reference of Lolita in the second part
and the ambiguous attitude of the female student in the third part,
remind us of Qianxi. However, this impression is from the story told
from Pedro’s perspective of view. As we can'’t hear from Qianxi, the
truth would stay unknown forever. Could this show still be claimed
as a support for the feminism in mainland China when Pedro
adapted a true sexual assault case into a story like “Sex And The
City”? When the victims of sexual harassment in mainland China are
deprived of their voice on Internet because of the censorship, is this

kind of adaption a support for them?

Pedro had worked with a young Chinese female director, Chen
Yujie, on a short film, “Pygmalion’s Bride”, which visualized the
poems of the British poet Carol Ann Duffy. Pedro played the
sculptor in the ancient Greek mythology. He fell in love with the
statue of a girl he carved. He dressed, touched and kissed her as
if she were his wife. Aphrodite, who was touched by him, gave the
statue life, so they got marry with a happy ending. But in Duffy’s
poems, the sculptor, unlike the original story, turned out to be
sexually harassing his muse. She tried to avoid him by pretending
to be dumb as a statue, but he refused to leave. In the end, she
decided to change her strategy by responding enthusiastically and
prayed to bear his child. Her craziness intimidated the harasser,
and he never appeared again. Does this imply Pedro’s reflection of
what he has done to Qianxi?” Compared with “Pygmalion’s Bride”,
the female character in the performance at CEAC is no longer
innocent. Is it a clarification of Pedro’s innocence in dealing the

relationship with his muse?
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Chinese European
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13th October 2018
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You Sanjie,
colored pencil and
watercolor on ricepaper

mounted on a handscroll,

32x450 cm, 2017
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In the story of Pygmalion, the artist’s desire essentially points to his
own creation and is a cult of his own talent. “The history of modern
art can be described as a paradigm of human spiritual progress...
because our civilization is a secular anthropology derived from
human rights. If human beings gain autonomy, art would be the
purest witness and the most precious secretion. Nothing is more
precious than art. It’s the products of human talents... art proves
their infinite rights and unlimited freedom. (Jean Clair)” Artists, like
Picasso, Freud and Bacon, have proved this by their anecdotes and
art works. They use art to justify their chaotic life, or in other words,

they use art to overcome their negativity.

In the case of Pedro, his desire points to “China girl” or his art?
When these “China girls” are turned into paintings and romantic
stories, like the muses of Picasso and Freud, they sacrifice their
beauty and souls to art. When the paintings are finished, “China girl”
disappear with unspeakable stories. We could only know them by
the paintings. But when standing in front of these paintings, the
audiences only give compliments to the artist for his creation instead

of mourning for the tears behind.

In the comic-style autobiography Is P. Kierk an artist or not? ,

Pedro wrote as the narrative: “the miraculous of life is Know thyself.
Kierk is up a ladder of life. He wants to make a qualitative leap out
of freedom into sinfulness, back to the one who created him- a leap
back to God”. Here, P could be seen as Pedro, and Kierk is referred
to as the philosopher Kierkegaard. P. Kierk is a combination of they
two, just like Pedro’s another series painting, “the Eternal Return”,

which his mother and Bataille are portrayed as a couple.



Mapping Beauty 7,
colored pencil and
watercolor on paper,
56,5x 101 cm, 2017.
Private collection

The thoughts of Kierkegaard and Bataille have a great influence on

Pedro. The joint point between these two philosophers is the
criticism and reinterpretation of the negativity in Hegel’s philosophy.
Hegel’s recognition of negativity is only a means of self-realization.
God or the world, religious or the secular other, it will return the
abandoned self to oneself, which actually eliminates one’s own
autonomy and independence. On the contrary, Kierkegaard believes
that negativity is the most authentic experience of the individual’s
self-existence. It drives people to take action and make an
alternative choice, that is, what Kierkegaard calls “leap”, which is
from the determination and the passion to form ourselves. It points to
the internality or subjectivity of the individual.
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LEternel Retour 7/

Ma Mére et Georges B.
(1943), colored pencil
and watercolor on paper,
150 x 285 cm, 2001

52

£ (RIRBFE WEREHR, ZRARNRESLR LIERE S
&, BEXMECRBNEFE. “DRERNHLEABABEHESIE
e EATAMNNSCAR =4 B AP EEAKE . EFRWRRGH
EW, BAMHZRERFEERAENNIE. KRERMDWT. %
BAEARARLEXEARRBH=IEALR.... XEFIERT A
SHERNFIEEREB. (k- ﬁ%’l@fﬂ) TER. BIRFAE. 1
REZARRNAERARLERRATX—R, INEEFKRECREE
R, HEBERALERERMENN “BER .



MAEEZmME, WHRERENE ‘FERZR HEMHZAR?
H—PX—D ‘HEXE RAREZHN—HX—HEmkiEmERE
HUORBEIEERY, MMEWMR L T Z RS . EIERTRE,
$IRL T EER, B RERANMPMERK, LB THARMD
MZARIER. MAANBEZLEERN, MERNZARRSZARHM
BT, MeEEREHRBETAZER.

mRE XN BRE «P.KerkBE2ZAR? » 1, MESZH
B, ‘“ANERFTUHNZE: THBEC. Kerk EEEFNAE L, MEE
—REPERIBkER, MBHBEIFEE, REREINEMNHIE—K
[ EREHIBKER. 7 BATRIDUEPEMEMES, Kerkll|@HFER 7R
IFRIETR. P. KierkREM ARG, EAMEZSE CKIEME
3> RIzEp, FECHERSBEIRFHENR—XFE.

SRHFRMEBERNEENMESHEEANZNE, XRVETF
REBPHF AT X BRREFZER P EEERHFIFNE 5 E
Ao BRRNEBEMMNAARISHEIMBERLAN TR, Mt
i RENSHEENERIERRFNERTEL B R, XESLFR LR
HTYABCHBEEMMIRIZIME. Bk, ZRIFIBRUPAASTEEZD
AT BERFEREAENGRE, SREARBITE), HITIFLLREIE
B, B /REIFB/RFTIBN “B# , ERkBARRL, 2—DAK
BB IS, R MERAREER E M.

R, EEBNERKHNIAN, EEEISLTHN, ERNEWS T
BEZHHAZ. “—PEfF ‘TANEEN MAJLFLTEENE
MR, BERABNMAREANE, thEZLENENE
R. th5ECHEEMHEE, WEBE LE—FE. TREEMEZAT
SRR, fBAMECTEER, BAEERRREARRMN. (BHEE) 7
MBS KBIREBERRY HEERIPTHCSRBRERTEMAL
17, MERRIBRECERZE, MUEREOETEE. HME
ZHERNEX THERAHBRNSENE, SEB—LMEBEISE
BRI BUERIBKERRY, RS EAI A T BAER.

53



However, Bataille is more extreme in thinking that negativity is
unemployed - it rests itself exactly as restlessness. “ the man of
‘unemployed negativity’ can hardly ever use it anymore; to the extent
that he is the consequence of what has preceded him. He is
confronted by his own negativity as if by a wall. No matter how
disquieted he is by it, he knows that henceforth nothing can be ruled
out since negativity no longer has any prospect. (Bataille)” Pedro
had already stated his different view on Hegel in his work Laughing
about Hegel, and between Kierkegaard and Bataille, he is obviously
more inclined to the latter. When Pedro made this qualitative leap
into his “unemployed negativity” and hugs the creator, the “China
girl” paved his ladder and became his sacrifice.

He uses “China girl” as an excuse for his desire, but he did not
realize that this “Libido” does not have desire for its object - it longs
for desire itself. The ambiguous attitude of the female student in the
performance and the reference to “Lolita”, are the collision of
desires. What they see in each other is not the beloved, but their
own desire. They become the “mirror” to reflect each other’s desire.
However, in the cases of sexual harassment or violation, desire is
only one aspect. The complexity contains tolerance, torture, pain,
tears, disparage and so on. These are things that Pedro can't
capture, and his understanding of women and sexual violence is
always vague. This performance is always a projection of his desire,
not care and understanding of the victims.
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Mapping Beauty 2,
colored pencil and
watercolor on paper,
74,5 x 41,5 cm,
2016, Collection
Fries Museum,
Leeuwarden
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Mapping Beauty 3,
colored pencil and
watercolor on paper,
73,5x 42 cm,

2016, Collection
Fries Museum,
Leeuwarden.
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Pedro’s art can never transcend the expression of autobiography,
and his negativity escapes moral and ethical criticism in the name of
art and philosophy. This “gray area” of art is the right and platform
that audiences grant to the artists. But the uncomfortable feeling we
experienced during the performance is not because the artist used
true story that “trigger” or challenge our knowledge, understanding
and memory of sexual violence. The news is full of different versions
of the same tragic theme that are expressed and spread in the
#MeToo movement, and even in-depth details. What we cannot
accept is to become a “mirror “ to withess Pedro’s desire. The
audiences were deprived of their existence and feelings here.

Whereas, for women and feminism, “rape, broadly speaking, must
still be figured in anti-rape culture, so let it be represented in
gratifying new ways. Let rape be rape. It is an honest metaphor.
Rape should be a trope, an art-historical subject belonging to the
people fallen men have traditionally fucked over.

(Johanna Fateman)”



