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oreword

Timeless Beauty

Enthusiastic, inspired and attentive to detall, the internationally
orientated artist/photographer Bas Meeuws (The Netherlands,
1974) often spends hours on end working on one of his
artworks. Concentrating in front of his screen, he creates

still lifes composed of many digital flowers and plants which
he himself has individually photographed; each element
captured in precise detail. The result: colourful bouquets with
combinations of flowers from different seasons. Each flower is
photographed in the studio in varying positions with the same
lighting. Once a certain flower, insect or herb has captured
Meeuws’ attention, he is smitten. He loves nature; as an artist,
he is especially interested in the diversity of colours and
structures. Meeuws walks through parks and gardens all year
round collecting plants and flowers, which he then carefully
preserves and photographs in his studio. Authentic, timeless
beauty that he captures in his art to share with his audience.

Tangible and lifelike.

Exactly what the great painters of the Dutch Golden Age
were striving after. Seventeenth-century audiences marvelled
at the technical accomplishments of lifelike floral still lifes,

a particularly popular genre at the time. The way Meeuws
uses modern tools to compose a bouquet of flowers from

different seasons—flowers that are never actually all in bloom

4 | Foreword

at the same time—is the same way the Dutch Masters used
their canvases to allow people to enjoy beautiful flowers
throughout the year. Floral still lifes also had a symbolic
meaning. The brief blossom represented the transience of
existence. Meeuws is conscious of art history and is inspired

by these historical floral still lifes in his own unique way.

History can inspire and offer new insights. This is why
Amsterdam Castle Muiderslot invited Meeuws to create an
artwork based on the flowers in the castle gardens inspired by
seventeenth-century examples. This magical place—a beautiful
castle with gardens where seven centuries of profound history
are told and translated in contemporary ways—is where
Meeuws set to work. He was especially struck by the diversity
of the flowers in the garden, and for the Muiderslot meets Bas
Meeuws exhibition, he created new floral still lifes that are

on display in the castle’s historical rooms as contemporary
interventions. Here is where past and present interact.
Meeuws’ works contain references to transience and death
while at the same time being odes to life itself, to nature, to

life in all its fullness. That, in itself, is timeless beauty.

Annemarie den Dekker (The Netherlands)
Director of Amsterdam Castle Muiderslot, The Netherlands
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Ras Meeuws Flower Still Lifes

Respect for the beauty of seduction

The ltalian photographer and curator Martino Marangoni
once said to me, “Dutch visual artists haven’t forgotten their
predecessors.”" Italian photographers carry with them the
rich tradition of Renaissance painting, just like the Dutch, and
that tradition can be seen today, not just in monuments and
museums, but in the media culture of everyday life. That is
why | was especially interested in what this man had to tell
me about Dutch photography, particularly as he comes from

Florence, a city where art history is everywhere.

In the conversation that ensued, it emerged that Dutch artists
are good observers, that they have a feeling for balanced
compositions in which there is also a place for space and
stillness, that they have an eye for light, and that technique is very
important to them. Without going too far in citing stereotypes
or ‘local schools, and avoiding nationalism entirely, it is interesting
to examine whether what | discussed with the Italian curator is

applicable to the flower still lifes of Bas Meeuws.

Observation

In Meeuws'’ flower still lifes, it's about the pleasure of
observation. The superfine photos lead the eye to the most
fascinating details. “I want my onlookers to wonder again,”
says Meeuws. “VWonder was very important in the art of
flower painting in the Golden Age. Flowers like tulips are
now very common in every garden or flower shop. We
forget that, in the seventeenth century, a tulip was something
exotic which had just started to be imported from Islamic
Turkey to the Netherlands. A Dutch person from that time
would have stared their eyes out at the unfamiliar and the
then unprecedented beauty of the colours and forms of the

flowers. | want my work to elicit that wonder again”.

Astonished observation and reproduction of the world

around us were indeed characteristic of Dutch Renaissance

14 | Holland

art. It was related to a rising secular, more scientific view of
life.2 When the art of flower still lifes emerged in Holland at
the end of the sixteenth and the beginning of the seventeenth
century, the art of observation was flourishing in the Low
Countries, and the industry of making lenses and optical
applications was also thriving.? This scientific observation was
also important in the art of flower still lifes: they were pure
paeans to the beauty that nature had brought forth. Meeuws,
too, ‘stares his eyes out’ at the flowers that he places before

his lens.

Flowers were not always his subject, though. For a long
time, he was an enthusiastic amateur photographer who,
when he wasn't working as a physiotherapist, took pictures
of everything around him. Inspired by friends at the art
and photography schools, he taught himself. His early work
consisted of still lifes of all sorts of things that he combined
on his kitchen table under the light of work lamps when

his children were in bed. He nurtured and encouraged his
power of observation by looking at painted flower still lifes.
He particularly liked those of Jan Brueghel the Elder (1568—
1625), but he was also susceptible to those of Jan Davidsz.
de Heem (1606—1684). He was also struck by Flowers in

a Wan-Li Vase, with Shells, c.1640-1650, by Balthasar van
der Ast (Fig. 01) in the Mauritshuis in The Hague and by
Floral Still Life (1639) by Hans Bollongier (Fig. 02) in the

Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.

Whenever he works with flowers, Meeuws’ treatment of
them expresses his admiration and respect. “Sometimes
you come across flowers in forms you just couldn’t have
imagined”, he says while in the Hortus Botanicus of Leiden
University. He can often be found there and also works
with its custodians. The mobile studio he regularly sets up

consists of just two lamps and a black background, while he
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Fig. 01 Balthasar van der Ast (NL, c.1593-1657), Flowers

in a Wan-Li Vase, with Shells, 1640—1650, oil on panel,
53 x 43 cm, Mauritshuis collection, The Hague, inv. no.

1108.

EOT BEEE - fL -8 - PES (5 0 £91593-1657
F) BETMRPNRESR 1640-1650F JHEAIR
53x430%) BIFEMEMERENEWE  FIR1108

Fig. 02 Hans Bollongier (NL, 1598—c.1675), Floral Still
Life, 1639, oil on panel, 67.6 x 53.3 cm, Rijksmuseum
collection, Amsterdam, inv. no. SK-A-799.

B02 247 - 7EREER (5 - 1598-#91675%F) 551

1639F JHE AR 67.6x53.3A%
HRsRSK-A-799
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holds his camera and the flower himself. He sits in a room
amongst the scientific books, instruments and cupboards of
the botanists, who often present him with nature’s more
unusual floral creations. It’s true that the flowers are cut for
him (“That's what's beautiful about nature,” says the custodian
of the botanical garden, “it always grows back.”), but the way
Meeuws holds every flower and turns them with his hand
while he operates the camera with the other expresses a
tenderness and respect. He talks about the flowers as if
they were people. Daisies, rosemary and forget-me-nots are
‘sweet’, other flowers look more seductive and exciting, like
the tulip, hibiscus or lily, and the more provocative forms are
even erotic, and that is how Meeuws portrays them.

He endeavours to accentuate the beauty of this seduction

in nature with his photography.

Composition

In the flower still lifes of the seventeenth century and Bas
Meeuws, it's not just a question of acute observation. People
who authored theories on the art of the Renaissance, like Karel
van Mander and Samuel van Hoogstraten, demanded that
artists not just observe and reproduce elements of nature, but
that they compose a unique entirety themselves in the studio
‘out of the mind’* ‘It is all mind, and that mind instructs the
making’, is what Van Mander wrote in his Schilder-boeck [‘Painter
Book'] in 1604. Seventy-five years later; but still in the time of
the Golden Age, Van Hoogstraten wrote, ‘A same mind reigns
over all free arts, the same mind, which causes the poets to
write verse, compels the painters to depict visible things'?
Meeuws saw that they were able to confidently mould reality
in that depiction in the still lifes that combined flowers from
various seasons with each other, or where small flowers, like
violets, towered over larger ones. It encouraged Meeuws to

produce compositions that are less restricted.

Just like the Renaissance painters, Meeuws takes elements
from nature in the form of flowers and plant details. He
photographs them with a digital camera and then stores
and sorts the images on his computer. He now has almost
12,000 photographs of flowers and plant details. He gives
the files a number and, if known, the name of the flower.
The images can be located by means of tags that indicate,
for example, the place (where the plant grows or where it

was photographed) or diverse subjects, whether it is rare or
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Fig. 03 Daniel Seghers (BE, 1590-1661), Flowers in a
Glass Vase, ¢.1629-1637, oil on copper, 37 x 27 c¢m, State
Gallery collection in the New Residence in Bamberg.
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Fig. 04 Bas Meeuws, Untitled (#54), 2011, Lambda
print on Dibond, 130 x 101 cm, Westfries Museum
collection, Hoorn.
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Bas Meeuws’ beautiful Tulips series has its roots in the

Dutch tulip books and individual tulip flower studies of the
seventeenth century. These magnificent flower pieces connect
back to the history of botanical science and illustration, the
economic development of the Netherlands and the typical

Dutch genre of the flowerpiece.

Trade

The introduction of the tulip into the Netherlands coincides
with the arrival of Carolus Clusius (1526—1609) as first
director of the Hortus botanicus in Leiden. Clusius’ rather
large collection of tulips was the result of his work supervising
the royal garden of Maximillian Il in Vienna as well as his
contacts within the Turkish trade sector’? Fortuitously, the
peaty soils just behind the Dutch coastline and dune systems
were highly suited to growing these bulbs. At the beginning
of the seventeenth century, there were already many tulip
cultivars exhibiting different colours, double-flowered

forms, and petals bearing fringes or even flame-like streaks.
Unknown to the growers at the time, the highly prized flame-
like patterns on the petals are caused by a special tulip mosaic
virus. Tulip bulbs became a highly popular and precious

commodity.

The trade in—and craving for—precious plants started in

the second half of the sixteenth century with the economic
development that came to be known as the Dutch ‘Golden
Age’. As a result, a new class of wealthy merchants took on a
novel role within society and science. Economic exchanges with
the Levant, Asia and the Americas gave rise to an influx of new
exotic plants arriving from different trading posts around the

136 | Holland

world. As interest grew in cultivating these plants, so did the
creation of new cultivars and the subsequent flaunting of the
results. Networks of nobility, politicians, scientists and wealthy
merchants exchanged plant knowledge with one another as
they strived to create new colour and shape variations. The
flowers used to create these new varieties became known as

‘florist’ flowers, and the tulip was one of them.

Transience

The Early Modern popularity of flowers is also reflected in
the arts. Beginning in the sixteenth century, a new genre of
painting began to flourish in the Low Counties (Holland and
Flanders), that became particularly popular in the seventeenth
century: the floral still life or flowerpiece. Painting flowers
was part of the traditional training of Dutch painters. By
being able to convey the right coloration, contours and
textures of flowers, insects and fruits, young painters could
show they had acquired the level of craftsmanship needed to
pass the master’s examination. Flowers were also expensive
and hard to come by, so most artists would not have been
able to afford more than one flower at a time. They would,
therefore, make individual flower studies that could be used at
a later date to compile a painted bouquet (Fig. 01). This also
explains why most seventeenth-century flowerpieces show

combinations originating in different seasons.

Tulips were highly coveted and very expensive, and they
symbolised wealth and transience. Although nothing is said to
wilt so beautifully in a vase as a tulip, symbolizing transience
and mortality, the poet and politician Jacob Cats (1577-1660)

also uses a closed tulip as a symbol of virginity and chastity
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