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Hanne Hagenaars

Hanne Hagenaars works as a freelance curator and
writer. She founded Mister Motley, a magazine
seeking to connect art and (daily) life of which she
was editor in chief for nine years. Mister Motley

is now an online magazine, where Hagenaars has her
own blog. Her vision focuses on the artist and his
ideas: the content of a work of art stems mostly from
the artist’s personal background and ideas, or
their particular vision of society. The stories behind
the works of art lie at the core of her curatorial
and writing practice.

Since 2008 Hanne Hagenaars is head of the
Studium Generale program at the Royal Academy
of Art in The Hague.

In 2012 she realised the exhibition Half Sugar,
Half Sand for Museum de Paviljoens in Almere.

In 2014 she made Be Calm for the CBK in Amsterdam.

Hagenaars worked as a curator for the Kunst-
vereniging Diepenheim where she and Gijs Assmann
developed a series of 18 exhibitions around the
identity of the small Dutch town of Diepenheim. For
the last four exhibitions she worked with Heske
ten Cate, her co-curator on four upcoming shows for
Garage Rotterdam. She is the curator for the forth-
coming Gelderland Biennial in 2016.

Spring 2016 will see the publication of her book
No Cloud: How Art Saved My Life.
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Part 1
The mother. L’Eternel Retour 6, 2010-2011
The drawing measures 215 x154cm.

On the left, at the edge of the drawing, stands a woman with
beautiful, black, curly hair. Her long, thin, black arm and grey
hand hangs down, she wears a red dress with decorative flowers,
has glowing blue eyes and a mouth that bears many expressions
at once. She almost disappears in the abundance of decoration, in
the way that Gustave Klimt made his women dissolve into the
patterns in the background, women from affluent milieus, beauti-
ful but also empty despite the fullness of the patterns. Not here.
This woman, her eyes, her mouth. And that is precisely where the
description ends within everything that is so lucid in the drawing.
Perhaps there is some reference to fear or trepidation, flushing or
blushing with shame.

In the middle of the drawing a cat pokes its head through the
crack of the slightly open doors. He looks at the mother with
glaring green eyes, a sweet black cat.
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She is called Afra, the mother. She has the name of a saint, of
a woman who ran a brothel with her mother until she converted to
Christianity and eventually died a martyr, the patron saint of
< repentant women and poor, damned souls. The name casts
.| a shadow over what is to come.

e $55=1 Georges B. (the philosopher Bataille). The artist draws
Lftgmel Retour 1 a fictional story that leaves the viewer immersed in the
question of guilt and innocence. At that
moment his mother Afra is still unaware of
what fate has in store for her. We know
that Bataille spent his nights in darkness and
in the pale light of brothels, while his pen
sought the words to encapsulate life out of
all those excessive experiences. His thoughts
are about the continuity of being and how
it is impossible for us to see over the edges
of existence, how we as humans confirm
our existence by crossing boundaries; then
MA, M%RE ET GEORGES B Weare briefly at one with the great void
that lies outside our field of view; then for a

Ma Mere et Georges B., pen, ink and coloured pencil
on printpaper A4, 2008. Private collection.
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moment we escape death. About sex and nature, in which the
rhythm of waste and growth continues constantly, where the new
grows upon the old in an endless succession of reproduction and
death, decay and renewal. For Bataille, death, ecstasy and crossing
borders lie close together, and with words he tries to evoke the
ecstasy in which mankind loses himself. From animalistic and prim-
itive perspectives, evil appears in a different light, as inevitable,
as part of the world.

Afra, he says, look at your hands.

Afra, they say sins of the flesh are a sacrifice to Venus.

Afra, sex may not be beautiful, but it is so alive.

The woman looks at the man, overwhelmed by his proposals.
Will she go with him or not, can she surrender herself to the
shadow of the night?

They sit together in a small boat, her still innocent hand raised cau-
tiously. The words of Bataille, “Being conscious of chance lets me
see a difficult fate for what is”, are new to her. Together they camp
in a log cabin in a white, snowy landscape. How do the perplexing
actions of human beings relate to the innocence of white snow?
No idea.

& Afra grew up in a village, knew nothing of the ideas
< G of Bataille and married an ordinary man who was
‘ more outward- than inward-looking. This sensitive
Es f woman lived in an environment where there was
~ no room for her vulnerability. Her first miscarriage
LR Retour® was surrounded by a lack of understanding of her
. : g7y pain; then came her eldest son Pedro and more
: ¥ children followed. During the pregnancy she was
f 8 .~ @l full of vitality, but after the birth sometimes in total
o

disarray. It was a time in which postpartum psy-
> chosis had not been named and received no sympa-

e Retour? thy. A sensitive woman in a cold world. When
Pedro was eight years old, his brother rode his tricycle into a ditch
and drowned. Unable to bear the grief, his mother lived on in
despair and one day, she smothered the youngest child, who never,
never, never stopped crying. The mother was committed to a
psychiatric hospital and the drama was covered up, concealed.
Nothing could save her from this cruel fate: the condemnation
of the village, her shame, and living with the impossible. After

7 The Mother Hanne Hagenaars
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three years she returned home and Pedro saw the mother he loved
dearly transform into a wretched woman who went through life
numbed by medication, becoming fatter and fatter and constantly
seeking an escape.

He only heard the truth when he was seventeen. Afra, his
dear mother, a damned soul, was not saved by her patron saint; she
was not forgiven like her divine namesake, but wore the condem-
nation like a stone around her neck. In 1976 she committed suicide.

Afra stands there in a red dress with stylised flowers.

“In the entire series L’Eternel Retour I was inspired by the figuration
of Henry Darger, particularly in the details. I admire how Darger
draws flowers; they are strange flowers and I needed that strange-
ness for the dress”, says Pedro Bakker.

On a small table in the bottom right corner lies an identity
card with a photo of Afra with a diamond pattern drawn over it and
the profession of domestic servant is crossed out.

“Why?” I ask Pedro.

“My mother always had doubts, about herself, about who she actu-
yW@ ally was, and that’s why I cancelled her profession.

Her being was just as intangible as Darger, who

was not an artist but spent his nights drawing”.

" Her dress is red and contrasts sharply with the inno-

‘S cent patterns in the background. Red is the colour

~ of life, of blood and fire, of passion that can quickly

turn to rage. “And the cat?” I ask.

) . “Little Joe, our cat had already been missing for

h. 00 4 S8 more than a year, vanished without a trace. Dead per-

o 3 J;""’m : haps.. The dpor is slightly ajar because sometimes

Deta e Rm. el o:‘: ’: in “discussions’ my mother seemed to want to say

Wilderness in the Dark. In Henry something; the urge to talk was strong but not a
Darger. In the Realms of the Unreal. .
John. M. MacGregor, p. 522. word came out. She was just as closed as Darger, for

he spoke only about the weather.
Both were destined to be outsiders”.

////J U :/Z/" |

o
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At Jennie Richee Again Escape. In Henry Darger. In the Realms
of the Unreal. John. M. MacGregor, p. 624.
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Darger

Henry Darger (1892-1973) was a solitary man who lived an incon-
spicuous and withdrawn life. He worked as a janitor or dishwasher,
but his real life took place at night when he drew his own universe
and wrote stories that have become well-known under the title
The Realms of the Unreal. Not that he was a virtuoso draftsman, but
with photos and pictures from magazines and newspapers he pro-
duced monumental, intense drawings that tell an epic story about a
number of Christian girls (The Vivian Girls) who rebel against
their fate and fight against the enslavement of children. The project
began with a photo that Darger clipped from a newspaper show-
ing the blond, three-year-old girl Elsie Paroubek, who had vanished
and was found dead a month later. We don’t know exactly what
Darger found so fascinating in this portrait, but we do know that he
lost the photo and could not let go of the image. He started drawing
and gave Elsie a heroic role in his story.

# The war against the godless Glandeli-
§ nian regime became his life work.
» The blond girls are the heroes, but
W& they are also tortured, crucified,
WA  strangled or enslaved. It seems like
a bizarre fantasy world that stems
from a sick mind, but it is fair to
wonder whether that’s actually the
| case. The newspaper articles that
Darger kept and pinned to the wall
show how closely his imagined
world resembles reality, as it also
touched on his own childhood: the atrocities that he experienced as
a child have imbued his being with horror and damaged his soul
irreparably. For the viewer it seems easier to regard these fantasies
as the strange hallucinations of the artist than to acknowledge
the raw connection with reality. But is this not the standard practice,
somewhere in this world, every single day?

In his book Groundwaters, Charles Russell asks the question:
“Which side are you on, Henry?” Yes, are you for or against, Henry,
clarity please, good or evil? But there is no such thing as unam-
biguous reality, so Henry Darger alternated between brutal violence
and pastoral scenes. His work is ambivalent, always navigating
between guilt and innocence, good and evil, madness and reason. In
Darger’s drawings, Pedro Bakker saw a way of drawing his own
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