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The Rock (detail), 2009-10, Bronze and gold, 263 X 72 x 72 cm

This conversation took place in March of 2010 at Johan Creten’s “Dark Continent”
exhibition at Galerie Emmanuel Perrotin in Paris, Having made fundamental break
throughs in the field of stoneware in terms of virtuosity, imagery, and scale, the
Belgian artist, who refuses to sit still, is now displacing the boundaries of what is

possible and acceptable in bronze sculpture. Steeped in the old masters and litera-

ture, Creten achieves mythical resonance in his treatment of nature, from energies
to elements, from plant life to human life, and increasingly wild animals

Creten has shown in numerous one-person and group exhibitions, including a
large solo show last year at the Dhondt-Dhaenens Museum in Deurle, Belgium
But his work really comes to life when juxtaposed with pre-20th-century art and
artifacts, as | recognized when | came across his unforgettable exhibition (2008}
at the little known, but fascinating Musée de la Chasse et de |la Nature, in the

Marais district ti The patir
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Left: The Rock (detall), 2009-10. Right: Exhibition view ol “Dark Continent
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The Rock, 2009-10, bronze and gold, 2631 72 1 72 cm
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2010, with {left to right): I am o Good Hovse on o Sojt Brick, 2004-08, bronte, 187 x 64
and Gefnie, 2009-10, bronre, 212 & &9 x 48 cm.
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The Collectors, 2008-00. Glazed stoneware
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Right and detail: The Crodie (De Bokermat), 2005-10, Bronge, 245 x 70 5 90 cm.

Take this mushroom shape (Génie, 2009-10), which is much more concrete than a Sur
realist image. The form resembles ar

these bittes d'amarrag

mooaring bollard 1o which boats are fastened. We call

e in French —a term that works on different levels [Bite, pronounced

the same way, is "cock”™ in French, and mooring onesell to one would amount to a color

ful way of referring to a wide variety of sexual acts.] The form also refers ta fake mushrooms
found in the popular garden, which references back to the earth, the male sex, the male

farce, the strength of the earth, so these shapes are very straightforward and direct, and

here, they are linked to a oy

y shape Ch 1s the opposite. One s solid and dark and
defined, while the other is in movement and changing. The title could mean artistic inspira
nig trapped in & bottle” —you rub the sculpture to make your dreams, your

ome true

passions,

I am surprised by the extent to which people are shock

ed by these phallic shapes, They

are 50 stunned that they are afraid to attach words to them. At the same time, they love
these shapes, because they are beautiful. Some people say that this is lo vodte celeste -

the dome of heaven. So, if you have a shape that is the dome of heaven, and you have the
earth, if you juxtapose the base with the sky, out of the earthy, massive base comes some

a basic

thing more female, airy, fragmented, splintered, flowery—a cultural shape. O

level, it 1s brutal force in opposition to fra

le, almost untouchable elements. In all of these

tures, you have a mixture o 1 stones. It's a bitte d'amarrage to tie

connec

to, it's a primitive mushroom. it's an Indian

ingam, but it is also a healing sculpture of one’s fingers becomes like Tahitian and

I recently found some drawings that | made in 1994 when | was at le Puy-enVelay in the "70s hairdos, and it all intermingles. From

vergne, where there are prehistoric stones called les pierres froides. These “cold stones every angle, she's got a different story to tell

e taken into churches where people would lie an top of them, or touch them, because  MA: Are there birds in | am a Good Horee?
ould heal. Génie has something prehistoric, religious, and primal to it; and that is JC: Yes. They look like a necklace of trophies

also part of the story. My narratives and my forms may take years to materialire—like the  or amulets. Here, w a young boy has his
small clay model that, six years [ater, became the gigantic sculpture The Rock, The same pants open, we say: "Watch out| Birdie

shape appears in [ em a Good Horse on @ Soft Brick

004-08), but the patina and finish 15 gaing to fly” In traditional Dutch painting,
are campletely different. Here, the female figure is older, and the sculpture has a worn, when there is a birdcage or a bird, you know
battered kind of finish. It mixes the phallic shape and the female shape, thereby becoming  that the scene has some kind of erotic over

the ideal idol. At the Bass Museum in Miami, we put her next to a medieval Madonna. You  tone. So, the bird also stands for the male

can feel the kneading of the fingers. | love how a surface consisting exclusively of im She wears her trophies

Lenlpters - x i



A Dutch Garden, 2009, Glared stoneware, Bl x 65 x 20cm

MA: Is she @ magician or shamen

|C You tell me. | think she is a kind out saint, shami ingd magician arg all very
close. That’s why people are afraid of artists, to this very day—because an artist combines
= | b de wlhier

all of these elements, The artist does the thing that you are supposed to do, whi

lay, which anly the divine can do. We are talking about

to create @ human ill] Jre Trom (

ni move

sculpture that heals, that has a kind of shamanistic power (o uence people, to

people, to touch pe

ecl matter ! nof figurabive

ed. even when Vour s

MA: Your work s often sexvally lo

The glazes convey a kind of moistness, there are swirling. voluptuous movements
l[: Yes but it is never in vour face. or rarely so, The ou menblign are maore \n
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hese could

in the s, o coral, or the move

ir head thar

ments of an octopus But you see somathing very eroti
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the Nether
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ertogenbosch,

Work Centre, in

qle piece of st

09) were made at the European Cerami

TH meters high

high, whch s tall for a sin

it gathering, ¢ 1, holding

carnies something Is paws B RCUlptures are abo

on to something for the future—they are about passing something on to the next gener

and you don't take at away from

jon't take a nut away trom a sauir

Wi, 45 5ome

t sacred, These squirrels |

o convey something alm

ULty coil

viewers have observed, an Egyptian-like frontality, 4no here again, the sculpture reveals

itsell as you walk around i, at the level of

::1,3._:!._”.. the colors. an

m the Kring have

little drips are gifts frc

i.” tor ower 20 years now and

wiorked wilh
know that gl

these unaxpecte

carelully, you see wet areas pi
areas, and rough areas playing off slick ones
MA: Color plays an important role

the bronzes wi

n your

pture

evenin
varfed patings
JC: | love color in & t was taboo

Mpture

for a long time, and certainly for my ge
eration, which was brought ug n
and conceptual art. Te miuch

greater liberty. | always loved clay D

o iha mastars ol enlo .
of the mystery of color. | use

which is why moving from g

earthenware 10 bronze was dimcult for mdé

and why | had to find something akin t
L}

pamir the patinas, | traned as 8 painte

not as a sculptor or ceramicist. The refer
ences carned in the glazes are aboat pamting
I xin o1
impose all the pleasure of painting an 1o

What more can one ask?
MA: Where did you

|C: I studied painting at the art academy ir

thon went to the Boaucirts in Par

where | worked with Ge
5 d very tradional sCulptor Wworkindg im clay
aunter with
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JC: Mo, In Ghent, there was an almost
studi 100k

downstairs that |

ceramics. She
would come

néver talked about technigque or r

nstilled an almost religious

instead, she

faith in work, hard labor, and determina

tion. | wanted to incorparate clay forms into
my paintings. When | was vounger, | made

gbjects that were cloger 1o et detigns

wanted to make

o Pans in 1986, tha

later, when |

ame t

started using it for independent scu
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| was producing roo ey, | would

show them at Galerie Mever, ar
| stood in the su
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Exhibition view of “The Vivisector,” 2003, with (left to right): Forfune Grande — G, 2012, glazed stoneware, 130 x 75 x 65 cm.; Fortuna Grande — M, 2012, glazed
stoneware, 110 x 70 x 65 ¢m.; and Forfuna Gronde —P, 2012, glared stoneware, 85 x 60 x B0 cm,

could survive outside of the white box. All
of the art | liked was shown inside white
cubes. My test is that the work should be
able to stand on its own at the flea market
It has to be able to tell the whole story from
the inside, and not as a result of being placed
inaaqallery

MA: The Cradle (De Bakermat) /s quite o
different type of work

IC: You recognize the bitte d'amarrage form,
with what looks like a dog basket on top of
it—except that it is not. As a child, | was
intrigued by the expression de bakermat
van de beschaving —the cradle of human-
ity. Where did that expression come from?
| finally discovered in Brueghel that de
bakermat is a big basket in which the mother
would sit after giving birth and cradle the
child. That is the cradle of humanity. | took
Brueghel's engraving (Lo cuisine maigre,
1563) and had a copy made of that cradle
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in wicker. Then | went to the foundry and said that | wanted a perfect facsimile of it 1o be
made in bronze —except that | wanted it to be a little worn so that one could see through
it. | wanted it to embody the idea of lightness. | love this basket shape because it incor-

porates so many archetypes. It's a face; it's the sunset; it's a cross; it's a skull. It's almost
a sacred object. At the back, there is a hook, because a woman would have 10 to 15 chil-
dren, and between births, the object would hang on the wall. This cradle was an integral
part of life, used in every social class. | find Its chapel-like form very, very beautiful

MA: Did you say chapel-like?

JC: Yes, in the Belgian countryside, you find small chapels built by the side of the road,
in which not even a single person can fit. What fascinates me is that in this sculpture you

have a male shape below and a cultural shape above —the female shape, civilization
concentrated in one object. But we are not out to explain things, When you make a sculp-
ture, there is also a part that you do not need to explain, Things are there that have to
speak directly to the person looking at the work

MA: This sculpture olso constitutes an almost miracufous feot of engineering,

JC: That's true of all the sculptures in this exhibition. Here, you have 250 kilograms bal-

anced on a single point, and the whole consists of one single piece of bronze. | love the

idea of craftsmanship—of the objer d'ort in which all the arts are concentrated in one

thing.

Michael Amy is a professor of the history of ort at the Rochester Institute of Techinology



