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Reflections on Johan Creten's exhibition *God 15 a Stranger™ by Nicola Trezzi.

A creative dreamer, an umleniable sedurer, and the oltiimate outeast, thoogh his practice Johan Crden
essentially strives against progressivity in favor of a position that suggests dancing rather than marching, a
position that embraces curves rather than straight lines, Challenging the pace of the reality in which we live, his
artworks—whether monumental or minute, fragile ar rough, straightforward or impenetrable—constitute a firm
dhilivrat iwan aggainest thee traeditional ides of dynamism, against e avant=gande, against e “new® for ks own sake.
Creten's response, which is dynamic but unconvenbionally so, consists of objects that are controversial in the
chmological sensc of the word - from the Latin controversus, meaning “turned in an opposite dircction,
disputed, and turned againet.” With thie attibude Johan Creten has realized his unique desire to guestion
modernism through various tools, weapons, incantations and incarnations. Trying to categorize his many
Tenbacles, Irying b eomnd his [ﬂl:l]phﬂ!, caste], firvel ) armnies o rrﬁt-_urm: anal larms againsl progres, five il
might come to mind: "tactile expeniences,” *unconventional displays,” “identity issues,” "triggenng memonics™
and "fearless virbuosity,”



With a very stramg sense of tachility, the art of Johan Creten seems to be made in arder to he tonched as masch as
ben e seenn. Thes sk ool his works, their codors and even Uheir tones are very important aspects of this guality.
Pivotal to this achievement {s the use of ceramic, 2 medinm that was, untl very recently, relegatad mostly to
outsiders—"too dirty, too proletarian, too popular, too feminine” writes the artist—and considered by the
contemporary art longuage, the aforementioned “new,” as obsolete, It is thanks to this language that Creten was
able to develop his seminal body of work "Odore di Femmina,” a series of torscs—some of which are featured in
the New York show as well as flowery wall pieces of the *Fireworks” sefies—that are reminiscent of fragmented
ancienl Grek ::Lul[.ll.umu u:f.e\.p]:n:ﬂ.itu Thyeese [rqﬁ.ll: monoliths are covened IJJ-' ] myr'ﬂrl ol hausdissade ceramie
flowers, glazed and fired—linking beauty, sexuality and décor. Furthermore the possible danger of these
sculptures, their details so sharp as to cut whoever touches them, brings another laver of meaning—a palpabla
marriage of beanty and violence, This tactile cocfficicnt is also absolutely present in his bronee patinated
sculptures—created using lost-wax casting, one of Creten’s signature technigues alongside ceramic—such as the
fignres Giod is a Stranger, Sad Waoman and Bi-Thoy, all exhibited in the show. Tinnging anather dimension tao this
phoysical tension, Joban Creten plays with diffenst sking and scales, conflatiog te human and Uee monwmental,
the delicate and the strong, the refined and the crude in the same space. These creatures are surrounded by
eculptures from the “Glory™ series shimmering on the walle.(1)

It iz interesting to see how Johan Creten's sculptures andimate the historical Upper East Side building that houses
the New York space of Galerie Perrotin. Furthermore, it will be intriguing to compare this experience with the
artist’s provious cxhibitions, capoeially thosc that generated new understandings between the old and the new,
the contemporary and the historical. Nesdless to say, context plays a pivotal role in the work of Johan Creten.
Flis sculpiores have been shown in pristine white cube spaces hat alsa in historical huildings such as the Musfe
du Lowvre, the Muséde Nutioonsl Eugéne Dilscroix, and Uee Muse de L Chasse et de la Nolure in Paris. This
desire to break with linearity, to avold any singular perception, to go bevond any eguation, has been with him

gince the very beginning.

Epitomizing this deeire is 2 1991 solo exhibition at Brise-Lames in the French city of Sate(2). For this ceeasion
the artist deliberately caschewed the traditional gallery space in order to exhibit his work in an abandoned prison
outside in the sea, a large butlding with several cells, which was only accessible by boat, a former ste for
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s especially when e presented his work in Use Yereluatan Cistern for the gth Itanbal Bieooial or in Ue garden
of the Villa Medizi in Rome—are a series of early performative works entitied "Eunsthamer” (1086-87).
Performed while he was studying at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arte in Paris, these works—
deseribed by the artist os o responsc to Joseph Beuys and Franz West - conmisted of a double sction: dunng the
day, his sculptures were shown at Galerie Meyer, a gallery specialized in tribal art from (eania, and during the
night the artix! would ey them info the cily of Pans. Throogh is action Creten tormed his seodplores inio

magical antennas, or even “talismans, " linking opposite positions—on one hand conceptualism and on the other
superstition.

The main element of Johan Creten's iconic work The Collector (2008-20046), a bechive, 1s inspired by Hope from
The World of Seven Virtues {c. 1560), an engraving by Dutch Renaissance artist Fieter Druegel the Elder.(3)
Reading bebween the lines, we can consider this act of sppropriation as a symbel of his desice to keep his Flemish
roote alive. [dentity ig, in fact, a very important factor in Creten's work. Legacy is another key word that places
his work in relationship to the art of the Flanders but also to the practice of Mareel Bropdthaers, whoes humor,
playful desire, and interest in the correlation berween language and visual art deeply influenced Creten’s modus
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statement perfectly summarizes Creten's interest into possible links between art history and the mundane,
bebween the theoretical and technical, between the place where he comes from—whatever that might mean—and
the multifacched global and possibly flattening reality characterizing todoy's artistic discoursc. At the some time,
it underlines Creten's necessity to stay independent, far from any direct aszociations, frée to be mistaken, allergic
to any possible reduction. Ome of the most interesting qualities of hie work is the fact that it can often be
misunderstond, taken for comething else, not only conceptually but also visually; its aura resides somewhers

bt weenn e revealuli Wy actions of Locin Fomtans and e sineere acts of aockild worrkiny, witl clay four the: firsd
time. Within this realm, this continuous marriage of opposites, the works incluoded in "God is a Stranger™ become
perfect canons, encapsulating the artist’s decision to embrace history—the use of pedestals, the employment of
the ceramic and bronze technigues, the use of gold luster without dismissing his outcast position: his decision
to play with the macho stereotype without giving up femininity; and a penuine love for beauty that doesn't deny
the nececsity of breaking the rulss.

A joyful orchestration of historical references and yet a strong stalement against nostalgia, Creten’s sculphures
arc capable of triggering memortes from different cras; they arc full of archaism but at the same time they look
completely futuristic, echoing the sensation of & scicnee fiction novel. From Ancient Egyptian art - "[ark
Continent,” his 2010 solo exhibition at Galerie Perrotin—to Assyrian artifacts—The Collector (2008-20049); from
the Venus of Willendorf—La Grande Vague pour Palissy (2006-11)—to Rapa Nui—all of his works create a double
paatly, orve leading Lo a forgotben past and another (o an unimaginable fulune. Within Uis soope, his 2014 solu
exchulaitson "The Stonn™ al the Mieldelbeim Museumn o ﬁ.lllwrrlr estn b crmusdclere] Dhe monafiesto of bois bove for
what 15 ancient, archaic, art-factual, and definitively creative. Furthermaore the aforementioned exhibition in
Anbwerp can be also considered the breaking point of o series of coneeptual connections that the artist has
carciully mastered in order to cnergize his works wath the power of the history of humaenkind, Fliny's Sorrow
(2011-201%), the monumental bronze eculpture of 2 hybrid eagle, and the centerpisce of this recent show, s now
permanently installed in front of the Red Star Line Musewm (4) This work echoes the large bronze entitled The
Price of Freadom—a focal piece in the New York show. In accordanee with the artist's desire to generate

comil radictory interpretations, this soulpture can e seen s the symibol of poser 2od strength, the bealdic
animal of many empires; at the same fime it can also be understood as a bird covered with cll(s)—fragile and
vulnerable, In this picee, different idcologics - coological and political, individual and maultiple, evil and holy
come together,



Last but not least, it is not coincidental thet while speaking about "God is o Stranger” - especially in relationship
to Masau [ (2014-2015), o four-meter-tall bronze eolumn - the artist mentions Brancusi as one of his main
*guides’. Just like for Brancusi, Creten's works ercated for "Cod i5 o Stronger™ reside in a limbo wherein the
separation between past and present, between sculpture and pedestal, seeme to have lost any meaning in favor of
a state where all dichotomies are guestioned and embrased simultaneously, As a matter of fact, in the Abbave de
Gellone(6), ancther version of Massu rises peacefolly in the religious silence of the abbey's cloister—an invitation
to contemplate the mystery of life and god. With ite primitive reminiscence, Massu symbolizes the relationship
between humanity and nature—a tree, the first ‘sculpture” of humankind. Its verticality becomes a metaphor of
life and transcendence. At the same time itz surface, full of thorne, relates to the importance of pain and sorrow
in Christianity, Following these premises Massu 11 anchors the New York exhibition to these issues, becoming ite
central piscs.
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ax u nalural Gutor within Creden's phantesmagorie (garden of) Fiden. His impedaous cnstive fome cm only exis
when il B babinesd walh e acmobal i wse 11|“|ﬂ.'.'|:|||il|ul5l»:r malerials amd bexbures, Tn Crelen's world e jurwer o
erealivily is mastered via pore control and clisos becomes by persondered. Things need o be reonsidened and
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¢ Toestrange; "To remove from an sccustomed place or set of associations.”

Motrs

"] During Creten's stay at the Manufacture National de évres (2004-2007), he started a serics called *Les
Vagues pour Palissy”, which consists of triumphant images of energy, regeneration, the opele of lite, and the
hopetul nature of ercation. The scrics was a tribute to the rennissance ceramic master Bernard Palissy, which
later developed into new wall seulptures titled *The Clories™. Hand shaped from elay, the sceular is glorified and
the seeret is made sceular, witnessing the collision of two distinet worlds. However, this docs not give risc to
chaos but harmony, with geometrie perfection and uniform proportion giving viewers a scope into inner peace,
The sculptures arc crnbodiments of majestic splendor, images of bliss, prosperity and great happiness.” Sec:
“Johan Creten: Fireworks,” esthibition test, Galerie Parrotin, Hong Eong, 20014,

? Thix sibe wis macde Gonous ]“‘TIIH Crread Wave, 38de [ 1856—59) an allinmwen u.il:u-rpr'ml Frosen gliss mesgalive
tbervelope] by plomeer photographer Gustave Le Gray.

3The bechive appears in severnl of his works, such as those included in the exhibition *Bétes, Monstres et
Bestioles” in 2012 ot the Chitcan de Torascon — Musée imaginaire du Moyen Age in France as well as in The
Rock (2004-10) and Ambrosies (20009,

A Thee site of e Red Star Line Museum was whoers all e Belgiun trmigrants gathered bafone going o Auserica
l:lu.rll.q* World War L

* Bome of the most iconic iImages of the 1991 war In Kuwait were photographs of birds covered by the ol released
on the shore of the Persian Gulf

%1 "abbaye de Gellone iz a Benedictine abbey founded in 804 AD in the South of France. Its cloister is now
partially displayed at The Cloisters, an affiliation of The Metropolitan Museum of Art in Mew York



