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Be my Guest: the artist’s balancing act between estrangement and engagement 

 

Clara Bolle 

 

 

‘From the indigo straits to Ossian's seas,  

on pink and orange sands washed by the vinous 

sky, crystal boulevards have just risen and 

crossed (…) The city!’ 

 

Arthur Rimbaud – Metropolitan 

 

The day slowly passes by. From the glorious sun in the morning until ‘l’heure bleue’ 

in the afternoon. The trees will change colour everyday now. From deep green, bright 

yellow, to burning red. Autumn is finally here. The summer holidays are lingering in 

our memory. The city is buzzing with people shopping, working, playing, eating, 

walking or simply breathing. It is a constant flux of different faces, smells and sounds.  

 

Beyond the cacophony of urban living, there lies a retreat. A sweet escape from 

modern life. The artist community ‘t Otje almost has an utopian feel to it. In a way, it 

resembles the artist communities we’ve come to know since the nineteenth century. A 

place of artistic freedom and with a clear sense of engagement, in a romantic green 

setting. Here, at this very moment, there is a place for celebration, for discussion and 

for new encounters. Such is the idea of an artist community. 

 

Long before worldwide globalisation, artists from within Europe and beyond searched 

for places where they could meet the like-minded, whether it was out in the 

countryside or in upcoming metropoles like Paris, London and nowadays Berlin. Over 

the years, artist community ‘t Otje has created an atmosphere for artists with different 

backgrounds where they can work and feel welcome. A safe haven in a yet unknown 

urban sprawl.  

 

Almost all of the members of ‘t Otje have their roots somewhere else. Being an artist 

is always a balancing act between the self and the other. What will I show to others 

and what do I keep to myself? Having your roots somewhere else makes things even 

more complicated and interesting. How do you mediate between your fatherland, your 

mother tongue, and your guest country? The artists of this exhibition struggle, in one 

way or another, with representations of home, landscape and memory. It’s a balancing 

act between estrangement and engagement.  
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In time, our memories of the past, its smells, colours and sounds, seem to reform and 

become new memories all together; a combination of memories, wishes and dreams. 

Our memory is a place where we can visit the past as if it was a tropical island. 

Although our memory is a highly personal matter, there is also a social or national 

memory, for example the remembrances of war or moments of glory.  

 

In her work, Svetlana Prigoditch plays with personal and national memories. We see 

distinct influences of her former life as an inhabitant of the Soviet Union, but also of 

her experiences with womanhood and family life, as well as her fascination with folk 

tales. Her collection of portraits in ‘Memento 14’ could be regarded as a monument 

for the richness of her experiences. Portraits as a souvenir of times long gone. 

 

The past resonates in the present and defines the future. This is also the case with the 

portraits made by Marguerite de Geus. De Geus is highly inspired by the Golden Age. 

Her portraits resemble the style of portraits from the Golden Age. Although the 

Golden Age was one of the most glorious ages in the history of the Netherlands, 

death, the rise of slavery, capitalism and the class system were never far away. De 

Geus warns us that even today, that dark side is just around the corner. Nowadays, our 

lives are filled with endless possibilities, but we have never been so unhappy, 

according to De Geus; the past as a warning for our present-day life.  

 

Our lives do not only take place in time, but also in space. When it comes to identity, 

to living, we are formed within these two abstract frames of reality. Patricia Pinheiro 

de Sousa uses old maps of the south of Portugal not to find roads, lakes and forests, 

but to find a way back into the memory of the Portuguese. Southern Portugal is the 

place where the sun always shines and where everybody is on holiday. By 

manipulating these old maps, Pinheiro de Sousa creates a new map of memories or, in 

her words, a ‘celestial constellation’. 

 

For Elco Verschoof, it is the other way around. Verschoof’s starting point is the 

landscape which he remodels, gradually transforming mountains into repetitive white 

cubes. For Verschoof, landscapes represent a blank canvas, a new beginning. By 

reforming the alpine landscape into something abstract, Verschoof creates his own 

landscape, his own time and space.  

 

Bérénice Staiger has always been interested in different cultures, or the Other; the 

Other as a source of inspiration, but also as a way to define your own identity. 

Staiger’s series of flags expresses her interest in other cultures. A flag is a formal way 

to state your (group’s) identity. It’s a demarcation of the fine line between you and the 
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Other. The use of flags is a way to make your mark as a group. By stating who you 

are, you are also stating who does not belong to your people, to your flag. It is a way 

to include, and at the same time exclude, human beings.  

 

Sometimes the origin of our identity is not found in the other, the exotic, but is just 

outside our doorstep. In the video ‘A tartan Elephant’ by Phil Hession, a man from 

Belfast is interviewed by Hession (although sometimes, it is the other way round). 

They talk about the city centre, about how the city changes, they compare it to Dublin, 

and finally to Tenerife (which is cheaper and receives more sunshine). These two men 

do not wonder about their identity. To them it is crystal clear: they are both from 

Northern Ireland. Even though they are complete strangers, they share the same folk 

stories, dialect and history.  

 

The sun shares its last rays, lighting up the streets. Soon the days will become shorter. 

The commuters are already on their way home. The sounds of cars, trams and bicycle 

bells fill the air. Indigo, pink and orange are reflected in the pavements of the crystal 

boulevards. Even within the walls of the secret garden, the city seduces. It is the call 

of the metropole.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 


