The art of refusal 

Thomas Huyghe’s whole practice actually stems from an act of refusal. Already in his first works, in the early 2000s, he was probing the media-based boundaries of painting by working on unusual grounds and in making use of fragmentary figurative iconography. The first refusal in his work, which is still present in the work today, is the refusal to conform to any classical painterly pattern of expectation. 

Realising that virtuosic painting is possible, but not much of a challenge, he began to pervert his own virtuosity. Not in the manner of the Neue Wilden for example, who, in the 1980s, suddenly began to paint in a raw and naive way. Huyghe’s attitude is subtler and could well be more intelligent. He uses the advantages and means offered by the medium, and does not so much wish to go counter to it, but rather to subvert it to his own ends. This is manifested most clearly in a series of works, among them the Sun Chariots: he paints the often laughing faces onto a ground of convex surfaces, and imposes the laws of form on them. But also in more recent works, such as the splendid painting of the terrorist Moqtada Al-Sadr “Moqtada (Censored), 2009”, a similarly focused and forthright refusal can be felt. 

He very consciously divides the canvas into four parts, and instead of building up the painting in a logical way, according to the appropriate principles of painting, he paints segment per segment. In this way the work not only becomes “imperfect” but the aspect of time starts to play a role. One notices, for example, that there are subtle nuances of difference in colour and form between the various segments. Moreover, by simply not painting the last quarter, he is as it were censoring his own image.  

Huyghe’s refusal goes beyond a purely painterly and medium-based discourse. Where in earlier works one could speak of a search for and a probing of the boundaries of painting, in recent works his dealings with these issues are much lighter. 

The search and the insecurity have made way for a greater accuracy that allow the artist to also add a variety of forms and elements to his work. This does not only have as a consequence that his paintings are increasingly becoming installations, but mainly that these installations constantly engage with the reality outside of the image. Thomas Huyghe’s work, in other words, is obtaining an increasingly pronounced political dimension, which is less the result of a specific configuration than of the interplay between formal and iconographic choices.  

An important element in this is the frames that he uses for his pieces. In his most recent work the frame tends to consist of beige or grey-black imitation marble, a shiny laminate that generally fits in environments dictated by a perceived lack of taste. Here too the artist is aiming at a dual effect. The frames are so prominently present and well finished, that they are attractive, despite themselves. At the same time, in all their artificiality, they are repellent.

Huyghe himself says that he is fascinated by power. How can it be that someone like Mugabe succeeds in dominating a country like Zimbabwe for years? Why is a character like Philippe Dewinter so popular? Wherein resides Madeleine Albright’s might? By focusing on the face and literally painting out the inside of the mouth (Board of control, 2009), the emphasis comes to lie very strongly on the eyes and the facial expression. As a viewer, you not only discover the natural charisma of such characters, but the emphasis also comes to lie on the enjoyment of power they emanate and which brought or will bring them to a fall. 

The frame in those works has a double function. On the one hand they objectify the painting. You stand outside it as a viewer, or, better still, the characters become isolated from reality and get caught within the painting. Huyghe creates distance. By creating distance he at the same time facilitates insight.  

His entire oeuvre functions as a mask that that unmasks our illusions in a disturbing manner. He confronts us with the fragments of reality that should at the very least move us to question our own position.  
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