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This story starts with Pedro Bakker’s successful application for an
artist residency initiated by Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam
in 2006. The concept of the residency was developed by British
artist Chris Evans, as part of the project Militant Bourgeois: An Exis-
tentialist Retreat in autumn 2006. The physical residence of the
Existentialist Retreat consisted of a mere Portakabin, the type of
mobile hut used on building sites. This was adapted to function as a
temporary dwelling located along the ring road of Amsterdam.
The choice for this location was inspired by J. G. Ballard’s dystopian
novel Concrete Island, in which the main character gets trapped
on a motorway island. The principal idea of Evans’ project was that
artists must suffer by staying in remote and unwelcoming places
if they wanted to be any good or enjoy fame like that of Rembrandt
or, of course, Van Gogh. Popular opinion still views them as vic-
tims of their wilfulness and claims to artistic autonomy.!

Bakker was the first artist to apply. He came all the way
from Friesland —a rural province in the north of the Netherlands,
aremote place in the eyes of the industrial and cultural heart of
the nation—for a one-week residency during which he created a
series of drawings entitled Is P. Kierk an Artist or Not? Bakker
was used to painting portraits of cows, creatures in abundance in
rural Friesland, but in the immediate surroundings of the Exis-
tentialist Retreat, he became fascinated by the equal abundance of
cars and especially trucks. His new subjects, in his own words,
“hardly moved any faster than cows” at the specific junction where
the residency was situated.

From my view from the metropolitan art centre of Amster-
dam, at that time I thought of Bakker as an outsider artist. He was
an art-school dropout from the periphery of Friesland with a psy-
chologically troubled past who had been obsessed with painting
“innocent” cows for 1S years. He was an outsider, but after the Exis-
tentialist Retreat, he was an outsider who had begun to manoeuvre
the serious art world while still making use of his outsider position.>

My opinion was motivated by Bakker’s fascination with
Henry Darger (1892-1973), currently considered representative of
outsider artists. Darger is an American hospital employee who obses-
sively and secretly painted a vast body of watercolours inspired
by news clippings about a child murder. Darger’s work gave Bakker
the tools he needed to draw his mother strangling her baby (his
brother) as well as committing suicide much later. So at first sight,

1 See SMBA Newsletter no. 92, 2006 (download the pdf from www.smba.nl).
2 The key tekst on Outsider Art in this case is Colin Rhoades, “Outsider Art: Spontaneous Alternatives”, 2000.
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Bakker’s position is much like Darger’s: he too is preoccupied with
suicide, murder and death, but draws on autobiography instead of
journalism. He channels his past into drawings, though less obses-
sively and less monomaniacally than Darger.

The Outsider Artist

Although the term outsider artist would seem to resist categorisa-
tion, “outsider art” has nonetheless become an art-historical cate-
gory. Outsider art refers to the work of those who venture outside
what constitutes the generally recognised boundaries of the art
world is considered outsider art. Outsider artists are called thus
because of their position on the fringe: they either have no access
to it or simply do not seek access to it; equally, they may even be
unaware of it or vice versa. Traditionally, outsider art is the art of
mentally ill people, hermits, children, “primitive” or tribal peoples
(whatever that may mean), but has also come to include a variety
of self-taught artists or craftsmen—that is, without formal academic
training. Outsider art was first recognised during Romanticism,

as a celebration of the primitive, the savage, the pure and the authen-
tic as alternatives to the conditioning methods and disciplines of
the academy. In the 20th century, the outsider artist became the
“other” of the academically formed artist. He (for it was usually a
he) was the negative imprint of the artist who had been shaped

by Enlightenment ideals of malleability and teleological progress
towards a better future or world. When modernist art became
institutionalised, starting with the foundation of the Museum of
Modern Art in New York in 1929 and various institutions in Europe
after the Second World War, such as the Stedelijk Museum Amster-
dam, outsider art became an established category that was often
exhibited in the same institutions. Outsider art had become part of
an emancipatory movement towards freedom of expression, and
this was the driving force behind the creation of the museum of
modern art. Although interest in outsider art had died out almost
entirely after the mid-1960s, the outsider position in art is still regu-
larly juxtaposed to its inverse or opposite—the inside—in many
institutions today. For example, PS1 in New York organised a Darger
exhibition in 2001, while the 2013 Venice Biennale put outsider art
in the spotlight again. To quote the 2013 Bienniale’s head curator,
Massimiliano Gioni, “If you just stick to the masters and profession-
als, you sort of frame art as visual entertainment. I wanted to see
art as it is, as a matter of life or death”.

3 In Colleen Barry, “Venice Biennale 2013 Celebrates The Outsider”, HuffingtonPost.com, 31 May 2013.
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In the 1950s, outsider art began to receive institutional recognition.
Perhaps ironically, the outsider entered the museum, largely
thanks to outsider art’s main proponent, French artist Jean Dubuffet,
who drew heavily from children’s drawings among other things.
Dubuffet’s work can be found in many Western European modern
art collections. While he also promoted other outsider artists in
Europe, and while museums also collected their works, these out-
sider artists did not enjoy the same level of recognition or success
as Dubuffet.

In the institutional art world of today, the outsider has come
to represent a lack of idealism and a troubled, complicated vision
of both the history and future of art.

As an epitaph, “a matter of life and death”, fits Bakker like
a glove. But the outsider position is also highly suited to resisting
the burning positivism of the art world, which today clearly caters
to the entertainment industry rather than any emancipatory ideal-
ism. From the fringes, outsider artists can challenge positivistic
ideas of always going forward towards a better future. In his P. Kierk
drawings, Bakker reminds us, with a nod to Kierkegaard, that
an “aesthetic choice is no choice”. Instead, the artist must choose
between good and evil. As the outsider position is to the art world,
so too do good and evil exist interdependently.

The influence of French philosopher Georges Bataille is
clear in Bakker’s work, especially his invocation of Acéphale, a
headless, mythological figure. Acéphale symbolised an alternative
to the dominance of rationalism (which was seen to be embodied
by fascism). Acéphale stands for the dark and untamed side of
humanity. Not only has Bakker portrayed himself as Acéphale, but
Bataille also features in his rendering of his mother’s story: L’Eternel
Retour/Ma Mere et Georges B. (1943). In this series of drawings
he relates his mother directly to Bataille in an intimate, personal
depiction of good and evil. Following the script of the 1943 movie
L’Eternel Retour, Bakker makes his mother and Bataille a happy
couple—his mother a “pastoral girl” and Bataille a “charismatic
intellectual”.

Bakker is very aware of the ambiguous status of his outsider
position. Yet he knows how the art world works and is eager to
manoeuvre through it, which would have been unthinkable to the
classic outsider. Like Darger and Bataille, he uses the sovereignty
of his outsider status to explore the entanglement of negativism
and positivism. In this constellation, the art world is the embodiment
of positivism. For example, institutions like museums must take a

Creative Dystopian Jelle Bouwhuis
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positive view of humanity and its future in order to continue to
exist. After all, their main task is to collect—for eternity, it seems.
But artists inside the art world, like their outsider counterparts,
need not necessarily share the positivist outlook of the institutions
that represent them.

Bakker does not want to create or envision a better world.
Fundamentally, his work questions positivism and teleological
thinking. He negates such thought, at least simplistic institutional
manifestations of it. The line of questioning that began with Is P.
Kierk an Artist or Not? redefined Bakker’s position as an outsider
artist in relation to the art world. L’Eternel Retour (preceded by
Burnt Home) is his first serious attempt to creatively negotiate the
good/evil dichotomy through a combination of autobiography,
historical fact and pure fiction.

To Draw Politically
To Draw Politically is Bakker’s first foray into historical, political
events, specifically obscure events that occurred in the Netherlands.
The events typify the local complexities of historic moments any-
where—in Holland or in China. Bakker enhances the complexity of
these events with his historicism. He presents the events through
a filter of layers of biographical obsessions and questions about the
relat1v1ty of good and eV11
' S The first work in the To Draw
Z Politically trilogy bears
o 7 the stamp of autobiography.
_ | Re-Enactment, June 4th, 1970
! is based on a newspaper
/ »,,. photo of a student protest
' g; against what they considered
jf’ an old-fashioned education
.;',: system. Inspired by the Paris
{| demonstrations of May 1968,
the June 4th protest was part
Re-Enactment, June 4th, 1
> 132 of a movement that
demanded reform to make more room for more self-determination
and self-expression. Bakker, who appears in the original photograph
as a young student, reappears in this drawn copy of the picture,
but now 42 years older. The drawing was made during the Occupy
movement, which protested similar forms of paternalism associated
with the reign of global capitalism.
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Whereas Re-Enactment offers us a picture of a specific, minor
moment in Dutch history, the historical motif of the second work
in the series, In Memory of 1871, is more elaborate. Narrated in
one picture frame, the work summarises a variety of events con-
nected with the artist’s preoccupations.

Here too, the historical context is the progress of humanity
through class liberation and emancipation of the masses—this
time, the labouring class. The central figure is Ferdinand Domela
Nieuwenhuis, the first Dutch socialist to hold a seat in parliament
during the 19th century. The scene features peat workers in Fries-
land, where Bakker lives, and where Nieuwenhuis supported the
labourers’ demands for better wages. In his hand he holds a copy
of the socialist magazine he founded in 1871, Justice for All (Recht

voor Allen). The woman is his wife.: He

had four wives, hence the repetition of them

as guards in the scenery. His four wives,

all named Johanna, influenced Nieuwenhuis

deeply, especially his ideas on feminism.

Whereas traditional Dutch historical images
- would have focused only on the seminal,

male figure of Nieuwenhuis, Bakker’s picture

Performance of sound artist

and actress Roberta Petzoldt. represents the women behind the man as
well. This is typical of Bakker, and recalls the earlier coupling of
his own troubled, suicidal mother with Georges Bataille in
L’Eternel Retour/Ma Mére et Georges B. (1943).

4 The model who posed as the wife is sound artist and actress Roberta Petzoldt, who also played the different
Johannas in a performance piece, in front of Bakker’s drawing.
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The third and last drawing in the To Draw Politically series is the
monumental tableau The Goatfucker, from 2014. The Goatfucker is
set in a luminous park setting, where the notorious Dutch film
maker and Islam-basher Theo van Gogh was stabbed to death by a
g Muslim man of Moroccan descent in Novem-
B ber 2004. Van Gogh’s fleshy body is shown
| in the act of attempting sexual intercourse
s with a goat, which exploits the erotic conno-
| tations of an ethnic slur that Van Gogh
: infamously used to describe Moroccans and
2 x 2 other Muslim citizens of the Netherlands:
ey ucker “goat fuckers”. The insult itself was a pun
on a statement made by Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran, namely that a
man should have sex with a camel if his wife is indisposed (i.e. men-
struating). Bakker’s The Goatfucker shows a bleeding woman
approaching from the left of the scene with a billy goat by her side.
In many ways, the Van Gogh murder and the events that
preceded it have come to symbolise the end to a long period of posi-
tivism in Dutch society, one which had flowered after the fall of
the Iron Curtain in 1989 and the end of the Warsaw Pact in 1991. The
brutal murder of Van Gogh is an important event in European
history because it has drastically increased awareness of the fact
that we can no longer imagine society as a homogeneous whole,
as was done during the Cold War period.s
The appearance of Theo van Gogh in The Goatfucker once
more introduces the radical potential of the creative outsider.
He too presented himself as a creative nutcase, someone who could
comment on society as though he was not participating in it. Bakker
occupies a similar position by treating such a sensitive event such
as this political murder with considerable imagination, indeed
almost irreverence —but the drawing’s ambiance ultimately feels
lyrical. This, along with the appearance of women, represents
the more tangible presence of the Bataillean negativity that runs
throughout Bakker’s work.s

Drawing as Descriptive Narrative
Bakker’s style of drawing could be described as narrative, and not
only in the sense that some of his drawings include text, as does
the P. Kierk series of 22 drawings which includes written lines of
S The murder of Van Gogh also seems to have inspired French novelist Michel Houellebecq. His recent

book Submission carries the same title as the anti-Islam film that Van Gogh made with Ayaan Hirsi-Ali,

an internationally renowned activist and Islam-basher.
6 Bakker laughs in Hegel’s face, but does so with cheer, in the animation Laughing About Hegel.
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thought as in a graphic novel. The visual narrative in Bakker’s
L’Eternel Retour/Ma Mére et Georges B. (1943) is inspired by some
film stills from Jean Delannoy’s L’Eternel Retour.

That Bakker is a writerly artist is also clear in the way his
drawings employ description. The compositions which use ele-
ments of graphic novel style and film scene arrangements are more

/| well as in other works, like some drawings

+ from the Burnt Home series and Bakker’s

1 2011 Travel 1 (Me, T.more and “the Flappers”).
Bakker uses bright colours on a sparkling
white paper background, creating an impressionistic effect. But the
narrative style and intermingling of historical fact with personal
interpretation completely go against traditional understandings of
impressionism. Given the epic, dynamic and often violent nature
of Bakker’s subject matter, his impressionism introduces violence
to a peaceful tableau that recalls, for example, the work of Bonnard
or Cézanne. This is most evident in the impressionistic The Goat-
fucker. After being preoccupied with the story of Van Gogh, Bakker
became fascinated with the no less inflammable and complex his-
torical figure of NN But paradoxically enough she has
been treated much more gently than Van Gogh, doing more justice
to the calm of the impressionist scenery.

The Woman of Fate, Performance at DAC & Chongqing AIR, June 13, 2015.
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