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How many times have you said in your lifetime “I don’t Get It”? At the movies, the theatre, a
book or looking at a work of art perhaps? One could make that comment about the painting of
Luc Tuymans.   What makes this picture called “Soldier” so puzzling?
We see the partial portrait of a young man with short hair dressed in what appears to be a
military uniform, in the style worn during World War I. His mouth is partially opened and his
eyes are engaged with something the viewer cannot see. The image looks to the left into the
distance seemingly not aware of the viewer or the artist. His position is turned slightly allowing
us to see an upper torso and no arms. The figure is enclosed or crammed in by the frame with a
vertical dark line on the left edge. This acts to compress the figure and makes it claustrophobic.
What associations are you able to make? What details are missing? One could say it is an
abstracted image since many details are missing from his face and uniform: his face is flat, and a
lack of accoutrements such as buttons on his uniform or hat. The degree of abstraction effects a
certain intellectual distancing. What colors do you see? The color is washed out or bleached
giving the figure a ghostly appearance.  The whitish background is vague. Notice the blue tinted
layer underneath. What feelings do you experience from the color blue? The image is placed on
top of the background as though it floats. Why did he blur the image? The blurriness of the entire
image reinforces that the figure looks like an apparition coming from “nowhere”.  Where is the
light coming from? The lighting appears backlit from the left side reminiscent of the old black
and white photograph image. The image is transfixed and is perceived from a distance.

What is memory? (Recalling past experience). Where would we be without memory? How
reliable are our memories? Have you ever described a memory with someone who experienced
the same past experience and found two different interpretations of the same memory? Or how
about trying to depict a face exactly from memory? It might show the disintegration of memory.
Luc Tuymans paints either his memory or someone else’s.

The artist has borrowed from the movement of Conceptualism having done all the planning and
decision making before the execution of the work. The viewer also becomes involved in the
work by making associations to his own life. He uses Minimalism by reducing the image to
essentials, and removing the narrative element. It’s as though he has found a single image to
remember or freeze frame, from all the moving images of a movie. By taking a pre-existing
image from another context he borrows from Appropriation Art.

His work is taken from photography, TV, and film. His subjects can be visual manifestations of
history, or can be as banal as wallpaper patterns. Whatever image he selects it always has a
hidden violence connected to it. After selecting his image he takes a photograph of a photograph
with a Polaroid, he then takes a photo of the photo, re-presenting the image, which will have
changed the image twice so we are further removed from the original photo. Sometimes the
Polaroid images are not fully developed. He works for months researching, planning, drawing,
until the image is completely formulated, and then it is executed from memory. The size is
determined before he begins, and he paints on a canvas that is attached to the wall. He starts



painting with the lightest color first. He draws into the wet paint, then wipes it away and starts
the subject. The process could take as long as 13 hours or less, but he must finish it in one day or
it is discarded or shelved. The reason for the intensity is the attention span, and the momentum
he builds. His brushstrokes are small and delicately brushed, but like Richter he layers paint then
scrapes and abrades revealing tinted layers underneath emphasizing the relationship of the image
to a faded reproduction. He paints wet on wet and the last step he blends the wet surface with a
dry brush flattening the image. His palette is composed typically of flat, muted greens, browns,
grays, and whites and sometimes the cool blue evoking a sense of faded historical events.

Why was this object painted?
To show that Painting still has significance in an art world popularized by video and
photography. Photographs are surfaces, Painting can have more depth.
To encourage the viewer to recall their memories and that those memories may not be accurate.
To make the viewer more aware of the political world around them.
The artist experienced the loss of photographs in a house fire and found that drawing and

painting an image of his uncle from memory of a photograph was an experience he wanted to
repeat.
How is this work like a photograph? The color is faded, a contrast like a photographic negative,
the blurriness as though the person moved.
This artist is very aware of the popularity of photography and videos. Although he uses film and
photography for inspiration in his work he transforms them into a work of art that remains out of
reach for the photographer. After the transformation the painting tells something totally different
than the photo. He reminds the mechanical world that the act of painting still has a place in the
world. The blurriness as opposed to sharp focus, texture instead of detail, washed out colors as
opposed to color richness, bleaching is the fate of photos, paintings darken, and the horizontal
brushstrokes remind us of lines of text, anti expressionistic. He appeals to the memory and uses a
broad array of political themes stemming from the Holocaust, to Conservatism in USA, sexual
abuse, the Church, and the New Right in Belgium.
How is this work different from a photograph? (It has horizontal brushwork on the surface, a
texture, the scraped paint, and the abstraction of the image). Those techniques distance us from
the image making us feel more detached. The sense of horror which seems hidden behind this
image is evinced by: the scraped paint showing the underlying layers, the image itself reminding
us of the atrocities of World War I .the distancing of the image, the blurring, the color and
ambiguity allude to a sense of death which reinstalls the horror in our memory. Personally, the
artist experienced the loss of photographs in a house fire and found drawing and painting an
image of his uncle from memory of a photograph was an experience that he repeats.

Biography:
Born in Mortsel, Belgium 1958. He grew up in the era of TV and the movies. Studied fine art
and art history in Brussels. In 1980 he abandoned painting for two years to study film making
and resumes painting 1985 introducing new techniques i.e. cropping, close-ups, framing and
sequencing. He is married to a Venezuelan artist, Carla Arocha and lives and works in Antwerp.
During the years living with his parents, the Cold War and Communism were a threat to
Europeans. His Mother was Dutch and his Father was Flemish. The Dutch were in the resistance
against the Nazi’s whereas the Flemish Nationalist Movement became interlinked with the
German Nazis. Many Flemish youths were lured by priests into collaborating with the Nazis in
their fight against Communism. Luc Tuymans recalls his meal times as explosive, and his youth
as unhappy with anxieties. Belgium’s history of colonial oppression in Africa and Asia haunts



Tuymans as well as the growing movement of Fascism in Brussels and Antwerp all of which he
references in his works about being deceived by church, state and our own memories.

Cultural Context:
What makes this image so disturbing? (the lack of details and information and a lack of closure).
What connections can you make between this object and your own experience?
The work refers to a history we share but to derive meaning the viewer must rely on his own
history and memories. What is generated by the image and what lies beyond ?
The world and its every day objects appear as a trap in which we can easily become a victim.
Perhaps the anxiety or unknown that we feel when looking at this work refers to not having
enough data to notice the moment we are in, perhaps we are in danger and aren’t aware of it.
How many people were unaware of Hitler’s atrocities before it was too late to say no? Do we
always know too little? Those blind images in our memories are hard to bring into focus. Perhaps
the ambiguities and silence arouse in us the need for more knowledge. How does this image
reflect a loss of memory? (the lack of details). The sense of the trauma of war is never removed
but the sense of remoteness especially in our present world is a constant concern. How is silence
expressed? The brushwork camouflages the surface and the ghostly faded colors convey an eerie,
silence. The photograph-like image looks old and lifeless, which is an effect of stasis as though it
was the only memory of someone who has died, perhaps in the war. How many of us fear death?
There is no gradation of light, it is more like an x-ray or afterimage.
Could what have happened in the past be happening here and now? Do politics mask corruption?
For the viewer the image may be discarded as he becomes lost in a train of thoughts and
memories completely independent from the image. It presents an occasion for discourse.

What have the critics or art historians said about this work?
I found several reactions to other works of Tuymans, but not this work per se.
“Hard to locate the exact source of foreboding, but underneath it’s there.”
“The effect of apparitions hovering over sites of past crimes that have never been fully expiated.”
“His paintings are detached and their coldness belies an implicit indictment of the myths of the
powerful - whether ideologues, imperialists or industrialists”. (David Coggins)

What questions remain about the work after doing the research:
Why is there no inner life of this person expressed?
From what source did the image originate?
What was it about the image that inspired him?

Vocabulary Words:
Abstract Art: non- recognizable objects represented in art. Removing the details.
Polaroid: a synthetic plastic sheet which is used to polarize light, and an instant-print
photographic film and cameras.
Photo-Realism: a style of painting and sculpture in which subjects are depicted with minute and
impersonal exactitude of detail.

How to use this object to achieve my tour objectives:
1. As an example of Contemporary Art in a Modern and Contemporary Tour
2. How an artist uses photography for inspiration and transformation.
3. As an example of a unique painting technique of an artist.
4. How an artwork can provoke concerns in the viewer about ones government and memory.
5. How history and culture can affect the work of an artist.



6. As an example for a narrative in storytelling for a Creative Writing tour.

Other objects that could be connected to this object on a tour:
1. Nighthawks – Deprived souls will go anywhere for meaningfulness. (Schjeldahl)
2. On Kawara – Completes his paintings in one day
3. Estes, Struth or Gursky for photographic realism as contrast
4. Salcedo – the idea of suffering experienced in a culture
5. Richter – Blurred imagery and abraded, scraped painting technique
6. Gober – Re-presenting an object
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Niks  #2005.476
A subject associated with classical art history, Dutch still lifes of flowers.
The symbolic content is missing its poignancy leaving us with middle class banality.
Niks means both –enough- and –nothing-. Free from narrative and clues of meaning we get a
strange sense of history. It plays with being significant but it is only a fragment from imprecise
historical memory.

Angel  # 1999.563
Refers to Christian religious art. The isolated faceless angel exemplifies the artist’s frequent use
of mannequin models as stand-ins for human figures in his work.


