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ENG Upon entering Els &ouwen’s exhibition at ' Leuven, the work 
O!OMORON appears like a signpo#. ( square that’s not quite square, an image 
that can be read in four dire)ions and yet remains incomplete. "e deer’s leg 
that pierces the shape makes it clear that not everything here can be taken at 
face value. Two variants of this work flank the exhibition entrances, as if inviting 
visitors to que#ion the very a) of seeing.

We look in order to under#and. ,et looking is rarely neutral. Every image evokes 
meaning. We organize, recognize, and conne). We fill in what cannot be imme-
diately interpreted. ( shape becomes a figure, a #ain a face, a shadow a #ory 
— or even a threat. (n image never #ands alone; it a)ivates our imagination but 
can also provoke doubt, desire, and dread.

'eaning arises from fri)ion. Images can bring peace but ju# as easily trig-
ger a shi­. .u# when under#anding seems within reach, they retreat and open 
gaps that force us to rethink what we see. It is precisely there — on the boundary 
between recognition and elusiveness — that looking becomes a vulnerable con-
frontation between what we hope to see and what a)ually presents itself.

/thin this tension, the oxymoron — a figure of 0eech in which apparent contra-
di)ions coexi# — acquires particular force. (n image can simultaneously be 
lucid and enigmatic, inviting and unruly, #ill and charged. &ot to shock, but to 
keep the viewer alert. "is ambiguity is not a rhetorical flourish but an a1itude 
that also chara)erizes &ouwen’s work: contradi)ory impulses are not resolved 
but combined. From this per0e)ive, ' presents O!OMORON, an exhibition 
that does not di0el the ambiguity of seeing but in#ead gives it legitimacy and 
creates room for the uncertain moment in which meaning #arts to cry#allize.

' Leuven is a place where hi#orical and contemporary art converge, where tra-
dition and experimentation challenge one another. In this context, O!OMORON 
marks a turning point in Els &ouwen’s pra)ice. In her earlier work, she o­en 
began with a photographic image that she meticulously transferred onto canvas 
or copper, only to contradi) it pi)orially. Today, the emphasis has shi­ed to 
montage and fragmentation. 2sual elements are detached from their original 
context, ordered, shi­ed, and enlarged. "e result is not an unambiguous tableau 
but a composition with multiple entry points, in which the con#ituent parts rein-
force, contradi), or reframe one another. Certain motifs reappear elsewhere, not 
as repetition, but as reprises in new con#ellations.

( living image archive lies at the heart of the work. &ouwen gathers a wide range 
of sources: everyday observations, elements from hi#orical and popular visual 
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culture, optical illusions, grotesque details, and humorous finds. "is archive 
fun)ions as a refle)ive 0ace in which images mature — some lingering quietly 
in the background, others asserting themselves and demanding intervention. 
"e #udio thus becomes a site of both slowing down and accelerating, of arrang-
ing and rearranging, where looking itself becomes a physical a).

'aterial and medium play a crucial role in this process. &ouwen works simulta-
neously on three media — paper, canvas and copper plate — which continually 
influence one another. 3uick notes, cut-outs, and shi­s take shape on paper; 
it’s a te#ing ground where combinations are explored and rhythms emerge. On 
canvas, these elements acquire scale and skin. Layers appear and disappear, 
traces of overpainting remain visible, and the tension between figure and ground 
remains palpable. "e copper plates, in turn, introduce refle)ion and slowness. 
"e polished metal re0onds to light and to the viewer’s position, causing per-
ception to shi­ as one moves. Decisions are less easily reversed in this medium; 
every intervention leaves its mark on the final image.

"is material alertness also explains the interplay between the visceral and the 
ab#ra) in &ouwen’s work. (b#ra) forms cannot be read dire)ly, yet their 
ta)ile presence dire)s the gaze. (t the same time, figurative fragments — eyes, 
mouths, limbs, obje)s — can assert themselves and pull the viewer’s a1ention 
towards them. (t certain moments, optical e4e)s occur that unse1le the gaze, 
not for 0e)acle but to expose how swi­ly the brain fills in, corre)s, and con-
#ru)s its own certainties.

O!OMORON collates this evolution into a choreography of images. "e in#al-
lation demands time: moving closer and #epping back, following the sequence, 
and tracing conne)ions. !at fir# seems peripheral can gradually move to the 
centre. !at appears at fir# sight to be a single image reveals itself, on closer 
in0e)ion, as a composite field in which elements shi­ and meanings remain 
open. In this way, '’s exhibition shows that &ouwen’s work does not begin with 
a fixed proposition but with an a1itude. Looking becomes research, painting 
becomes a thinking a), and the image becomes a site where contradi)ions are 
not resolved but held together.

!at we think we see is only a beginning. O!OMORON encourages us to relin-
quish our initial reading, to look slowly, and to accept that multiple truths can 
coexi#. "at is not a limitation, but a promise. (n image continues to resonate 
as long as it raises que#ions, and so long as it seduces us to look again.

 Ralph Collier

12



FASCINANS ET 
TREMENDUM

ENG It’s not easy to remain unmoved by Els &ouwen’s exhibition O!OMORON. 
The images on di0lay — on canvas, copper and paper — are deeply disquieting 
and unse1ling. Beauty is not the point here. In#ead, the works 0urn the gaze 
and thru# the viewer into a physical dilemma: turn away or remain, fascinated. 
But where does that captivation reside when it is coupled with the urge to flee?

Consider, perhaps, the mo# innocent example of this ambiguity: Mismatch,  
a painting on copper that embodies this confli) right down to its title. We see two 
fingers squeezing a pimple. It’s a commonplace scene that we usually hide out of 
mode#y. The pu#ular swelling on an otherwise flawless face embarrasses both 
the observer and the observed. &ot only the face but also the gaze is violated.

Is this the secret behind the painting Ich bin wie du (I am like you), in which we see 
two open mouths with protruding tongues — the larger pointing le­, the smaller 
right? Here too, the surface 0lits to reveal a slimy ‘inside’, which becomes the 
abyss of a gaping throat. This is why we typically keep our mouths (half) shut: to 
0are others the disconcerting sight of a slippery cavity that disappears into the 
depths and engulfs. (nd yet, this sunken tunnel belongs to our mo# intimate 
selves — both yours and mine: ich wie du. Behind the serenity of the face lies  
a cruel, subterranean lair where violence resides. !oever or whatever it devours 
is doomed.

This violence — so subcutaneous that it seems on the brink of eruption — is con-
#antly palpable in Els &ouwen’s work. Perhaps mo# explicitly in the ominously 
titled painting Ungeheuer ('on#er), in which the lower half of a face is disfig-
ured by fierce brush#rokes that di#ort the mouth into a gleaming, tooth-filled 
grimace and transform the no#rils into prying eyes. Inverted, this portrait quite 
literally gives its terrifying underside the upper hand. (s if it were saying, to 
quote a Hindu aphorism: tat twam asi (,ou are that) — this is you, ich wie du.

We would rather look away. But it is precisely the unseen — including abomina-
tions — that Els &ouwen brings to the surface in her work. Innocent, sometimes 
even pleasant images are undermined by painterly interventions that expose 
their innermo# depths, as in an autopsy. For taboos, and a myriad of unseen 
things, are also part of our daily reality. They too belong to us: this is you, this is 
your world, tat twam asi — ju# accept it.

(ccording to German theologian 5udolf O1o, the fear/fascination dichotomy 
was chara)eri#ic of encounters with the sacred. In art hi#ory, it became associ-
ated with the sublime. Both notions refer to a dimension that eludes the realms 
of beauty, harmony, and bourgeois decency. Schopenhauer made it the essence 
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of his philosophy of the will: the universal desire that boils relentlessly beneath 
all #ru)ure and harmony, and on which everyday order floats as powerlessly as 
a canoe on a #orm-tossed sea. 

Freud recognized the source of this ruthless drive in the unconscious; the French 
philosopher Bataille saw it in eroticism and my#icism, which ruptures the beauti-
ful façade of everyday life and, averse to all rules of propriety, penetrates the raw 
theatre that lies behind.

Els &ouwen’s work fits within this tradition. It unapologetically depi)s two 
naked boys — appearing as innocent as they are vulnerable to being cancelled, 
whether on social media or, at times, even in present-day exhibition 0aces. 
But the challenge does not end there. On closer in0e)ion, the two figures are 
doppelgangers, like identical twins or replicas. (nd ‘doubles’ — as the French 
cultural philosopher 5ené Girard has shown — will always feel somewhat 
unheimlich (uncanny).

This is where Els &ouwen’s intervention begins. Her brush further undermines 
the superficial innocence. The body is violated, limbs are di#orted, and in two 
roughly painted circles, you can discern a pair of eyes looking away to the right. 
The boys point to them, as well as to the viewer (‘The army wants you!’), who can 
no longer evade the ge#ure: YOU! — it’s you, tat twam asi!

Does it feel #range that the eye, sometimes depi)ed as an old-fashioned bell 
push, appears so o­en in Els &ouwen’s work? /thout the eye, none of the visual 
arts would exi# — yet once removed from its socket, the mere sight of it makes 
us shudder. &ot only because of the violence with which it has been torn away, 
but also because it suddenly resembles one of the molluscs that appears on her 
canvases with equal regularity.

Slimy creatures, fungi, and mushrooms shaped like sexual organs: Bataille 
observed that such forms involuntarily evoke a mixture of fascination and 
revulsion. Even a few sliced peppers leer at us like Halloween horror clowns.

This is why Els &ouwen’s work is so physically di#urbing. We would rather avert 
our gaze, yet she simply reveals a hidden life from which there is no escape. 
For we are that life, and that is our world. The eye may seem nightmarish, but 
in that very eye-opener, reality becomes a so­, #icky swamp and the viewer its 
unwi1ing inhabitant. Fascinans et tremendum (fascinating and tremendous), the 
sublime and the sacred. We hardly dare look, while #ealing a glimpse through 
half-closed eyes.

 Ger Groot
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ENG The painting Woman Chicken shows a woman and a chicken, each 
fixing one eye on the viewer. On closer in0e)ion, something #range appears in 
the pair’s gaze: the woman has a chicken’s eye and the chicken a human eye. In 
that exchange of eyes, recognition shi­s into e#rangement; the boundaries of 
identity dissolve, and for a moment Woman Chicken appears as a double portrait 
of hybrid beings. In the tradition of German psychology, this is a (ippbild (in 
German, kippen means to ‘tilt'; in Dutch, kip means ‘chicken'): an image that 
flips between two interpretations — between recognition and e#rangement — 
without any change to the physical basis of the image.

But whereas the (ippbild was, in nineteenth-century Germany, an obje) of 
#udy for the science of visual perception, in Els &ouwen’s work it becomes an 
experience that reaches beyond the optical. In Woman Chicken, the point is not 
merely what we see but above all what seeing does to us. The (ippbild thus becomes  
a ‘tilt-image': no longer an optical curiosity but a field of shi­ing interpretations 
in which meaning does not reside in #atic mental representations, but unfolds 
in the very a) of tilting.

(nyone who looks at Woman Chicken for longer soon notices that the tilting is 
not limited to the exchange of eyes but extends throughout the entire #ru)ure 
of the painting. In the centre of the piece a #range hole gapes, exa)ly where 
the woman’s nose would be — e4e)ively a nose-hole. Only: the nose-hole turns 
out to be a trompe-l’œil. (nother shi­ is concealed within the use of found 
imagery: what initially presents itself as a hyperreali#ic painting from life 
reveals itself, in its flatness, as a painting made from photographs — an image 
of images. (s a dissonant element within that flatness, a thick impa#o lemnis-
cate asserts itself as a wild overpainting at the top of the canvas. In the icono-
clasm of the lemniscate, Woman Chicken tilts from the cerebral to the intuitive. 
(t the same time, it takes li1le imagination to see in the lemniscate a pair of 3D 
glasses inviting the viewer to consider the double portrait, in turn, in a 0atial 
sense. (ll these tilt-images multiply into a vortex of interpretations. &ot in the 
individual readings but in the swirl itself does the meaning of Woman Chicken 
reveal itself — even if those readings may resonate with the viewer. 'eaning 
also arises there, in that movement of a1unement.

.u# as images tilt within her paintings, so Els &ouwen’s working process 
itself tilts between control and surrender. She herself calls this process a game 
— a game of con#ru)ion and disruption, with the paint as her opponent. In the 
interplay of probing, corre)ing, dismantling and beginning again, the painting 
emerges as a field of tilts. Fragments of images migrate, vanish, and resurface 
elsewhere. In the resulting tilt-images, Els &ouwen shows that truth does not 
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reside in what we perceive but in how we perceive. Each painting fun)ions as  
a laboratory in which perception itself is examined — not as the perception of 
fa)s but as a process ena)ed within a shared pra)ice of looking and interpret-
ing. The physical a) of painting — the rhythm of creating and de#roying — 
forms part of that inve#igation.

(s viewers, we become involuntary participants in this inquiry. By looking, 
we become complicit in the shi­s that occur, in the continual tilting between 
interpretations in which meaning appears. In this, &ouwen’s work touches on 
the later /1gen#ein: the convi)ion that meaning cannot be fixed in ab#ra) 
formulations but becomes visible in use — in the a), in the pra)ice of looking 
itself. The world is not what we see that it is but what shows itself as a continual 
transition from one configuration to another within our gaze.

Concepts such as world, perception, and meaning acquire di4erent infle)ions 
depending on the community and context within which they are used. In our 
0eaking, thinking and a)ing, we probe the boundaries of these concepts. In 
Els &ouwen’s paintings, that probing takes shape in paint. The paint does not 
denote; it shows. In the brush#roke, the overpainting, the tilt-image, what is 
revealed is not what the world is but that we are — feeling our way along its edges 
in looking, thinking and doing.

 Rudi Salomon
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ENG Painters have been working on copper plates since the 5enaissance. 
Central European copper mines operated at maximum capacity, filling the 
Habsburg co4ers and those of their financiers, the Fuggers, and the material 
became readily available across the continent. This smooth support allowed 
painters to render the world in meticulous detail, while the copper’s natural 
lu#re enriched the paint layer with a warm, precious undertone. Because copper 
plates were typically small (roughly (4 in size), they became highly sought a­er 
by colle)ors. In their Wunderkammern, they could easily hold a scene on copper 
in their hands, examine it closely, tilt it towards the available illumination — even 
the uniform, northern light — and #udy it to their heart’s content. One of the 
greate# ma#ers of this medium was .an Brueghel I, son of Pieter Bruegel the 
Elder. ‘Brueghel seems to have wanted to wander, paintbrush in hand, through 
all of natural creation,’ wrote one of his early admirers, Federico Borromeo, in 
1625. ‘He imitated not only the colours of the natural world but also its nimble 
facilità — which is the highe# glory of art as it is of nature.’

Els &ouwen has been painting on copper plates for seven years. Her choice 
of copper was intuitive, driven by a desire to experience a physically di4erent 
painting process. The smaller format felt freer and came with less pressure than 
working on large canvases, in which every fibre mu# carry the force of the image. 
(nd then there is the refle)iveness — the golden, pinkish glow that enriches the 
paint layer from beneath, much like health, excitement, or ec#asy can transform 
human skin. &ouwen also subtly explores the tension between the paint layer 
and its support. In sele) places, the copper remains visible, thereby creating 
works that are e4e)ively ‘unphotographable’. This quality ma1ers for a painter 
who has long examined — and resi#ed — the influence of the easily consumable 
photographic image in our daily visual field.

!at do we see? How do we look? Imagine: children playing hangman (where 
they mu# guess the le1ers of a word), sketching two dangling figures side by 
side. It’s a playful everyday game with a faint glimmer of cruelty, as the leader 
is called the hangman. The le­ figure’s le­ leg and the right figure’s right leg 
are joined by a #ring of white flags. Wait — is that a line of teeth? (nd the dark 
patch above, could that be a nasal cavity? The round heads of the li1le figures 
(or is the one on the le­ a man and the one on the right a woman?) transform into 
eye sockets. (re we looking at a grinning skull? (n old-fashioned memento mori? 
Once seen, it cannot be unseen — at lea# not at fir#. I originally encountered 
this image in real life, up close in the #udio, and then again on a computer 
screen. In both cases, I noticed the gallows fir#. Perhaps, at a greater di#ance in 
the museum 0ace, you initially saw the eye sockets, nasal cavities, and crooked 
teeth? Or did the coloured bands catch your eye fir#, like a flag? We can lose 
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ourselves in the ochre and pink, in the traces of brush#rokes, in the play of light 
and shadow. (nd in that moment, fa#er than we could have imagined, we forget 
the grinning skull and the Bruegelian gallows.

Ekphrasis, or vivid description, is the ancient technique of describing an art-
work so vividly that the reader can see it in their mind’s eye or is prompted to 
scrutinize it more closely. Take Carrousel (Carousel). Our gaze is 0ontaneously 
drawn to the upper le­, where a harmonious, pale face with red-rimmed eyes, 
a long, delicate nose and a small mouth regards us sorrowfully. Between the 
nose and lips, we notice a faint grey mark, reminiscent of a corolla, but equally 
of flaking wall paint revealing an earlier layer. 5arely do we sense so dire)ly 
what the term ‘paint skin’ means. ( brown smear borders the face, seeming to 
lie over it; when we manage to detach ourselves from the human expression, it 
appears as a rough cross that divides the image into quarters. In the upper right, 
a yellow-green freshwater trout looms, #aring at us with a dull, vacant eye while 
swallowing another fish — grey belly up — with its mouth #retched wide. Big 
fish devour li1le ones. In the lower right, we see another pale face, disfigured 
by a 0reading reddish-brown blotch. Something is amiss: beneath the high, 
medieval-looking forehead, the eyes are upside down. Or are we looking at it the 
wrong way? Should we take the copper plate and rotate it so that the earlier face 
reappears, only now with its nose eaten away? We would like to but cannot. In 
the lower le­, a large orange-purple koi swims into view, mouth agape around 
a small fish. Di#urbingly, the la1er also resembles a pointed, repulsive tongue 
that — mo# unbearably — touches the su4ering face above. Defiles it. ,et our 
disgu# is tempered, even perverted, by ae#hetic pleasure when we notice the 
shimmering orange patch at the upper right edge. It sits exa)ly where it should, 
lending balance, tension, and energy to the entire composition. Like a 0ark.

'other of Sorrows. 'an of Sorrows. Els &ouwen was in0ired by the 
fi­eenth-century diptych for private devotion preserved in St. .ohn’s Ho0ital 
in Bruges. 'ary’s face, the cross that resembles excrement, all the world’s filth 
that even the Son of God had to endure — we see them all here. Our hands itch to 
turn the painting upside down and follow the circular pa1ern of its components. 
&ouwen didn’t create a diptych but an ‘inverted’ pendant: a di#urbing image, 
with the Mater Dolorosa on the le­ and, on the right, a face that works in two 
dire)ions. Upside down, it shows a furrowed brow, childishly bulging eyes, and 
a ravenous mouth; the other way up, a face with protruding eyes, heavy bags 
below, and a broad nose — shocking and ambiguous in the contra# between the 
noble, recognizable face and the adjacent grimace, both 0la1ered with a wash 
of mother’s milk. Our private devotion takes on sharp new forms here, and we 
are surprised to find that we sense, #ruggle, shudder, and sympathize — which 
is, of course, ‘the highe# glory of art as it is of nature’.

 Leen Huet
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Review De Witte Raaf, sept-oct 2026  
Pia Louwerens  
https://www.dewitteraaf.be/artikel/els-nouwen-oxomoron/ 

The first institutional solo exhibition by Els Nouwen (1968) at M Leuven, whilst 
modest in scale and composed of refined and precisely framed paintings, is an 
assault on the senses. Each painting is a meticulous exploration of the relationship 
between aesthetic intensity and ominous content, whether it concerns the 
provocative colour choices (bright yellow, toxic green, purple, chemical red), the 
hyper-realistic depiction of mouths, eyes, ears and genitals, or the way in which 
varying depths and visual systems clash. At the heart of Nouwen’s body of work lies 
a vast collection of images from all manner of sources, in which bodies and sexuality 
play a major role, often in a strikingly uncanny manner. Nouwen succeeds in skilfully 
remixing parts of these images on canvas, copper plate or paper with other 
perspectives and techniques, so that the paintings barely escape a direct narrative 
interpretation. 

The exhibition is titled ‘OXOMORON’; a recurring element is the game of OXO (also 
known as noughts and crosses), with the X’s and O’s applied over the image using 
thick paint. At the same time, the title naturally refers to an ‘oxymoron’, a figure of 
speech in which contradictory concepts are juxtaposed, giving them a new, 
sometimes ironic meaning. Nouwen’s entire working method resembles a game of 
noughts and crosses: before a work achieves a visual language or makes a 
statement, the artist has already made a countermove. A hyper-realistic mouth with a 
tongue, sharply defined, floats amidst coloured planes. The lower half of the canvas 
transforms into abstract op art. Nouwen covers the surface with a layer featuring an 
entirely new system of symbols: letters, but also Pac-Man-like shapes that feel both 
retro and resemble pie charts. Thick blobs of paint alternate with smooth strips, and 
the symbols are hand-scratched or mimic digital lines, complete with artificial 
shadows. Although the works contain sensual elements (a splattered streak, a vulva-
like shellfish), the paintings do not seem to exist to provide sensual or aesthetic 
pleasure, but rather to reflect the clever game that Nouwen is playing. 

The starting point of her creative process are images from her collection, meaning 
that painting constantly responds to the medium of photography. The hyper-realistic 
and incredibly meticulously painted remnants of images are cut up, partially painted 
over and supplemented with strange elements. Whilst photography appears to have a 
direct relationship with reality, painting interposes a new medium between the viewer 
and the subject matter in a much more distinct and material way. Not only does the 
painting allow different visual regimes to coexist more easily, but it also slows down 
the act of looking. Curator Ralph Collier’s exhibition text focuses on this ability to – in 
contrast to the current mass consumption of images – question the act of looking 
itself. Yet the question remains as to why a work of art would be better in doing this 
than all the other assemblages with which we are confronted. 

https://www.dewitteraaf.be/artikel/els-nouwen-oxomoron/


It is clear that Nouwen’s paintings interpose themselves between the viewer and the 
visual threat of the original image—without blunting that violence, not least because 
the source material is often subjected to a harsh, aggressive assault. But what 
emerges in the gaps between the assemblage, the cut-up and the act of looking? The 
work freely draws associations with other movements without ever taking root in any 
one place: the numerous hyper-realistic eyeballs are reminiscent of Surrealism, 
complete with psychoanalytic undertones; the colours and the violence are akin to 
musical genres such as grunge and punk, movements that seek to mask 
commercialism; the graphic elements from Op Art confuse the senses. Nouwen 
mixes high and low culture, art and kitsch to her heart’s content, and everything she 
does is imbued with humour. Yet something is missing, perhaps because the 
collection of source material itself remains out of view. The images have been 
stripped of their context and, as individual elements, often float freely across the 
surface of the painting. It is therefore difficult to determine their meaning, let alone to 
ascertain how Nouwen positions herself in relation to those ‘original’ images. 

For the second room of the exhibition, Nouwen has selected works from the M 
collection, including pieces by Marthe Wéry, René Heyvaert and Michael Van den 
Abeele. Materials (2020) by Hana Miletić, consisting of orange hand-woven strips, is 
a key work, not least because the walls in this room were painted the same colour. 
Her own Carrousel (2024–2025), a work on copper plate depicting Mary as the 
embodiment of mourning and compassion, formed the starting point for the 
selection. Combined with a number of Nouwen’s recent drawings, the presence of 
other artists’ works seems to provide her oeuvre with a broader context after all. 
Nouwen’s associative visual world and her affinity for collecting do indeed create a 
beautiful composition, which unfortunately fails to offer a genuinely new perspective: 
it was already known that this artist is also a collector. Rather than situating her work 
and refining our view of it, the references and various possibilities are broadened 
even further. 

Nouwen’s harrowing yet delicate paintings are a source of discomfort both 
aesthetically and in terms of their subject matter. This is a powerful weapon, but 
OXOMORON remains primarily focused on her painting itself, as a series of fantastic 
works by an artist who has complete mastery of her medium. At the same time, the 
impression arises of a closed system in which the collection, image archive and 
paintings function separately, within the autonomous visual world of the artwork. The 
effect her work might have on the outside world – from which, after all, all the source 
material originates – remains outside the scope of consideration. The second gallery 
room primarily serves as an extension of that autonomous, artistic world, rather than 
an opening onto other realms. Whether this first museum retrospective of Nouwen’s 
work is successful therefore depends on the extent to which the viewer is willing to 
regard this work as autonomous, without the contextualisation that could have made 
OXOMORON more comprehensive and insightful. 
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Els Nouwen
Kijken aan zet

Het eerste boek over de schilder Els Nouwen 
(1968) mag dan OXOMORON heten, zelf spreekt 
ze ook al eens in oxymorons: “Het werk is af als 
het terug geactiveerd kan worden.” Waar we 
naar kijken zijn aanknopingspunten, ook op 
haar gelijknamige solotentoonstelling 
in M Leuven.

AN DEVROE

Els Nouwen 
OXOMORON 
94 biz.
ISBN 978-90-8234-471-4 
€30
M Leuven 
mleuven.be

“De echte gruwel bevindt zieh zoals 
we wel weten in de wereld, 
niet op een schilderij.”

Els Nouwen deed op de boekvoorstelling nog een an-
dere opmerkelijke uitspraak: dat zij wel de dagelijkse 
toevloed aan beeiden omarmt. In het boek staan er 
foto’s van haar atelier. De wanden zijn een groot prik- 
bord vol met prints en knipsels. Details van Nouwens 
universum vind je terug in het hele boek, een ingreep 
van grafisch vormgever Ward Heirwegh.die haarwerk- 
proces goed capteerde.

Uit dit beeldarchief, waar Nouwen zieh maniakaal 
in onderdompelt, worden haar schilderijen namelijk 
geboren. Het is een spel van constructie en destructie, 
zet en tegenzet (zoals in een oxo-spel), zonder censuur. 
Ze is het met Gerhard Richter (1932) eens dat de ande-
ren (in je hoofd) een na een het atelier dienen te verla- 
ten. Met wat geluk verdwijnt ook de schilder zelf, tot 
het schilderij overblijft dat Nouwen ook als een soort 
persona ziet: “de verf haar gang laten gaan.” Zoals bij 
Painting as model, het schilderen zelf als model, in een 
donkerpaars dat je haast fysiek het doek intrekt.

Met de cyclus OXOMORON is ze al bezig sinds 
de Vlaamse Gemeenschap het werk OXO (2019-2020) 
aankocht voor M Leuven. In het raster van het oxo- 
spel staan er behalve o’s en x’en ook paprika’s met 
een tronie en schelpdieren als vulva's (die op vijftien- 
de-eeuwse amuletten lang niet schunnig bedoeld wa-
ren, maar geassocieerd werden met vruchtbaarheid 
en bescherming).

Een boek is natuurlijk geen expo waar je oog 
in oog met de materie staat. Zo lijkt op TOXOT het 
pigment door gaatjes in het doek naar beneden te 
dwarrelen. Je hebt de impuls om te voelen, waardoor 
ineens de tekst op de zaalfolder opvalt: “Gelieve de 
kunstwerken niet aan te raken.” Of je vangt minidia- 
loogjes op tussen andere bezoekers, over op het eer-
ste gezicht lieflijke, pluizige pantoffels (met fotogra-
fische precisie geschilderd): “Zie je dat ze boos kijken, 
die pantoffeltjes?” “Nu wel.”

Wie het boek openslaat na de expo, kan kijken 
met dat tactiele in het achterhoofd. Bovenal kan je 
met een boek de tijd nemen. De lagen ontdekken, niet 
alleen van de verf, maar van meerdere realiteiten die 
de dieptewerking verstören. Wat zweeft en wat krijgt 
vaste grond.

Je hebt misschien niet altijd de maag voor haar 
werk met alte realistisch geschilderd organisch ma- 
teriaal, - Nouwen wil werken tot het onverdraaglijke 
toe-maareentonig is het nooit. Met Jacques Derrida 
(1930-2004) zegt Nouwen dat horror ook een soort es- 
capisme is. De echte gruwel bevindt zieh zoals we wel 
weten in de wereld, niet op een schilderij.

Ingangen tot Nouwen
De vier essays (met Engelse vertaling) zijn te lezen 
op ivoorkleurig papier van een kleiner formaat. Het 
beeid voorop. Vooral wanneer de auteurs uitgaan van 
concrete werken, bieden hun teksten een paar fijne 
ingangen tot Nouwens werk.

Ger Groot associeert haar werk met het mysterie 
tremendum et fascinons, zieh tegelijk willen afkeren 
en gefascineerd blijven kijken. Die dubbelheid was 
volgens de Duitse theoloog Rudolf Otto (1869-1937) 
kenmerkend voor de ontmoeting met het sacrale dat 
zieh aan schoonheid, harmonie en burgerfatsoen ont- 
trekt. Groot licht dit fysieke dilemma toe aan de hand 
van het schilderij Ich bin wie du, waar opengesperde 
monden het oppervlak doen openbarsten naar “een 
slijmerig binnen”, iets afgrondelijk. Een woord als ‘au-
topsie’ valt.

De M-curatorvan Nouwens expo, Ralph Collier, 
geeft uitleg bij dat ‘oxomoron’, afgeleid van oxymoron

—

en de tegenstellingen in haar werk. I 
zitten ook verwijzingen naar het oxo-: 
ZOT- en GEK-mannetjes). Collier schets 
evolutie naar steeds meer montage en 
naar overschilderingen die zichtbaar i 
“om het kijken wakker te houden”.

Het Kippbild uit de Duitse psyche 
bijgehaald door Rudi Salomon: een bet 
tussen twee interpretaties (heel toep< 
doek Woman Chicken). Ook letterlijk I 
Door vreemde gaten en grove vegen er 
den hyperrealistische schilderingen wt

Nouwen werkt sinds een zevent 
koperplaat die de verf voorziet van een 
toon. Leen Huet doet met woorden als 
‘verfhuid’ de subtiliteit en tactiliteit va 
eer aan. Met Carrousel voor ogen maak 
frasis, de stijloefening om een kunstw 
beschrijven dat je het voor je ziet (het 
riment kunnen zijn om het werk uit he 
laten). Het is een van Nouwens koperpl 
museum discreet zijn opgesteld tusser 
die ze mocht uitkiezen uit het M-depo- 
veel oerbeeiden van lijden en empathi 
Nouwen ruimte en tijd overstijgen.

Zo is Carrousel een ‘onderstebover 
van het tweeluik Mater Dolorosa en N 
ten (Anoniem, vierde kwart vijftiende e 
Sint-Janshospitaal, Brugge). In het bo« 
wens schilderijen die in meer dan een ri 
naar hartenlust omdraaien. Bij Carroust 
in de richtingvan de klapperende vissen 
grotere vissen worden opgeslokt.

Els Nouwen, Mit 
foto: © de kunst 
Kristel Van Balla
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tegruwel bevindt zieh zoals 
=w et en in de tsoereld,
een schilderij.”

Els Nouwen deed op de boekvoorstelling nog een an-
dere opmerkelijke uitspraak: dat zij wel de dagelijkse 
toevloed aan beeiden omarmt. In het boek staan er 
foto’s van haar atelier. De wanden zijn een groot prik- 
bord vol met prints en knipsels. Details van Nouwens 
Universum vind je terug in het hele boek, een ingreep 
van grafisch vormgever Ward Heirwegh, die haar werk- 
proces goed capteerde.

Uit dit beeldarchief,waar Nouwen zieh maniakaal 
in onderdompelt, worden haar schilderijen namelijk 
geboren. Het is een spel van constructie en destructie, 
zet en tegenzet (zoals in een oxo-spel), zonder censuur. 
Ze is het met Gerhard Richter (1932) eens dat de ande-
ren (in je hoofd) een na een het atelier dienen te verta-
ten. Met wat geluk verdwijnt ook de Schilder zelf, tot 
het schilderij overblijft dat Nouwen ook als een soort 
persona ziet: “de verf haar gang laten gaan.” Zoals bij 
Painting as model, het schilderen zelf als model, in een 
donkerpaars dat je haast fysiek het doek intrekt.

Met de cyclus OXOMORON is ze al bezig sinds 
de Vlaamse Gemeenschap het werk OXO (2019-2020) 
aankocht voor M Leuven. In het raster van het oxo- 
spel staan er behalve o’s en x’en ook paprika’s met 
een tronie en schelpdieren als vulva’s (die op vijftien- 
de-eeuwse amuletten lang niet schunnig bedoeld wa-
ren, maar geassocieerd werden met vruchtbaarheid 
en bescherming).

Een boek is natuurlijk geen expo waar je oog 
in oog met de materie staat. Zo lijkt op TOXOT het 
pigment door gaatjes in het doek naar beneden te 
dwarrelen. Je hebt de impuls om te voelen, waardoor 
ineens de tekst op de zaalfolder opvalt: “Gelieve de 
kunstwerken niet aan te raken.” Of je vangt minidia- 
loogjes op tussen andere bezoekers, over op het eer-
ste gezicht lieflijke, pluizige pantoffels (met fotogra-
fische precisie geschilderd):“Zie je dat ze boos kijken, 
die pantoffeltjes?” “Nu wel.”

Wie het boek openslaat na de expo, kan kijken 
met dat tactiele in het achterhoofd. Bovenal kan je 
met een boek de tijd nemen. De lagen ontdekken, niet 
alleen van de verf, maar van meerdere realiteiten die 
de dieptewerking verstören. Wat zweeft en wat krijgt 
vaste grond.

Je hebt misschien niet altijd de maag voor haar 
werk met al te realistisch geschilderd organisch ma- 
teriaal, - Nouwen wil werken tot het onverdraaglijke 
toe-maareentonig is het nooit. Met Jacques Derrida 
(1930-2004) zegt Nouwen dat horror ook een soort es- 
capisme is. De echte gruwel bevindt zieh zoals we wel 
weten in de wereld, niet op een schilderij.

Ingangen tot Nouwen
De vier essays (met Engelse vertaling) zijn te lezen 
op ivoorkleurig papier van een kleiner formaat. Het 
beeid voorop. Vooral wanneer de auteurs uitgaan van 
concrete werken, bieden hun teksten een paar fijne 
ingangen tot Nouwens werk.

Ger Groot associeert haar werk met het mysterie 
tremendum et fascinons, zieh tegelijk willen afkeren 
en gefascineerd blijven kijken. Die dubbelheid was 
volgens de Duitse theoloog Rudolf Otto (1869-1937) 
kenmerkend voor de ontmoeting met het sacrale dat 
zieh aan schoonheid, harmonie en burgerfatsoen ont- 
trekt. Groot licht dit fysieke dilemma toe aan de hand 
van het schilderij Ich bin wie du, waar opengesperde 
monden het oppervlak doen openbarsten naar “een 
slijmerig binnen”, iets afgrondelijk. Een woord als ‘au-
topsie’valt.

De M-curatorvan Nouwens expo, Ralph Collier, 
geeft uitleg bij dat ‘oxomoron’, afgeleid van oxymoron

en de tegenstellingen in haar werk. In veel werken 
zitten ook verwijzingen naar het oxo-spel (of galgje, 
ZOT- en GEK-mannetjes). Collier schetst ook Nouwens 
evolutie naar steeds meer montage en fragmentatie, 
naar overschilderingen die zichtbaar mögen blijven, 
“om het kijken wakkerte houden”.

Het Kippbild uit de Duitse psychologie wordt er 
bijgehaald door Rudi Salomon: een beeid dat kantelt 
tussen twee interpretaties (heel toepasselijk op het 
doek Woman Chicken). Ook letterlijk kantel je mee. 
Door vreemde gaten en grove vegen en klieders wor-
den hyperrealistische schilderingen weervlak.

Nouwen werkt sinds een zevental jaar ook op 
koperplaat die de verf voorziet van een warme onder- 
toon. Leen Huet doet met woorden als ‘weerglans’ en 
‘verfhuid’ de subtiliteit en tactiliteit van dit werk alle 
eer aan. Met Carrousel voor ogen maakt Huet een ek- 
frasis, de stijloefening om een kunstwerk zodanig te 
beschrijven dat je het voor je ziet (het had een expe-
riment kunnen zijn om het werk uit het boek weg te 
laten). Het is een van Nouwens koperplaten die in het 
museum discreet zijn opgesteld tussen kunstwerken 
die ze mocht uitkiezen uit het M-depot. Het gaat om 
veel oerbeelden van lijden en empathie, die volgens 
Nouwen ruimte en tijd overstijgen.

Zo is Carrousel een ‘ondersteboven’tegenhanger 
van het tweeluik Mater Dolorosa en Man van Smar-
ten (Anoniem, vierde kwart vijftiende eeuw, Museum 
Sint-Janshospitaal, Brugge). In het boek kan je Nou-
wens schilderijen die in meer dan een richting werken 
naar hartenlust omdraaien. Bij Carrousel bijvoorbeeld 
in de richtingvan de klapperende vissen die doorweer 
grotere vissen worden opgeslokt.

Els Nouwen, Mise en abyme, 2023, 
foto: © de kunstenaar, 
Kristel Van Ballaer (fotograaf)
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