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Portrait of a Self-Taught Belgian Painter

by ANGELA DANSBY

hen Michasl Bormemans turmed from drawing and photography to
painting, he was an instant success—a dream few artists
realize. That was about 20 years ago. Today, Borremans is
ane of Balgium's most famous living painters, with works in
major museums and art fairs around the world

lranically, the self-taught painter went to art school for drawing and graphic
design. as he viewed painting as “too far-fetched and difficult.” When he
hed an epiphany and became a panter at age 35, the “momentum was
there” for both him and the art workd

Barremans often combines hes talents by taking photas of models to inspire
his paintings. For example, his daughter posed in a golden morphsuit for The
Fromese Famous Belgsan model and actress Hannedore Knuts 15 The Ange{
but she's iterally masked in the painting.

“I make sceneries with models and | do a lot of tryouts with photographs on
Fght, color, and composition,” Bormemans says. “In a way, the photos are my
studies. t's kinc of a misuse of photography because it serves the painting.”

Borremans' imagery is alluring yet challenging, and highly eriginal. For

“DAYLIGHT IS VIBRANT AND ALIVE. IT CHANGES ALL
THE TIME IN INTENSITY, IN LUMINOSITY-IT MOVES
AND YOUR PAINTING HAS TO ADAPT TO THAT.”

Phatogropher PETERCOX - Courfesy of 2ENOX GALLERY, ANTWERP

example, the beams of light shooting out from the eyes of The Son represent
a connzction between contemporary and medieval worlds with analoges
to video games and weapons as well as the Immaculate Conception, The Far
{i}is something that came by chance, Borremans says, when he was “very
drunk” and took pictures of & girl with big ears. In The Hoverng Wood he
tried to create an illusion with a wooden plank wrapped in black satn fabric
But it has no meaning, according to Borremans.

“For me, partly it's a game that | play with familiar elements, references n
our visual culture and in aur art history,” he says, “and the way | combine
them and the context | use them in, which i a bit sienating.”

The results are arresting, and, in fact, Borremans is often credited with
restoring figurativism to modern art. His “signatura” is 0 his quick, forceful
brushstrokes and custom oil paint colors that he blends himsedf. These
colors are always made from natural pigments because they look more
natural and subtle,

“The energy, the movernent that | putin the brushstrokes is very personal—
it’s very hard to copy.” Borremans says. “It's Bee handwriting. | don't ke a
flat style of painting becausa it shovs no personality and no powes.”
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MICHAEL BORREMANS e Harering Worel. 2011, 200 x 300 cm. oil on camvas

To maximize his rhythm and energy, Borremans always paints standing up
He is strictly a studio paintar, and prefers natural indoor light.

“Davylight is vibrant and alive,” he notes. "It changes all the time in
ntengty, in lumenosity—it moves and your painting has 1o adapt to tha.
Atificial ight is atways the same, 0it's very blunt n a way. Natural ight
s more like an organism, somathing you can taste almost”

Belgium-—where itrains a lot, and whers Borremans “camol predict how
the Bght in half an hour will be™—is therefare perfect for him. Ha has three
studios there.

Ironically, Borremans plans to ogen another studio in Los Angeles in
spite of its predictable sunshine, The United States is currently his
biggest market and he believes Americans are much moee open and bess
conservative than Europeans when it comes o art.

“In Furope, m the mussums, you need to be in art history books before
they want to buy something, 50 they're always, like, 40 years—ar 20
years at least—behind” he quips. "When I'm an old man, | vall be very
celebrated in Europe.”

Boremans is, of course, already highly acclaimed around the world. His
work speaks for itself

*It's as if you've read a very good poem,” Borremans says of hes art
“There's no uss in trying to explam it” A
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MICHAEL BORREMANS 7he Faar (111 2001, 105 x 80 cmn. vil on canvas
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