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Het Naakte Landschap/The Naked Landscape

From February to June 2009 Amsterdam based artist Karen Santen, (1951), went on a long trip around the world with her husband, the sculptor Louis Nienhuis. They travelled to New York, Curacao, Fiji, Australia, New Zealand, China, Malaysia and India. During their travels, they visited many artists all over the world, including Fred Graham, a Maori, and Kereti Rautangata. In addition, Nienhuis recorded 80 hours of sound and Karen completed 5 hand-written diaries and took hundreds of photographs. Santen sees the work in this current exhibition as very much inspired by her travels. These intriguing sculptures are partly about people and partly about the many different landscapes she saw. ‘Magma’, a white glazed piece with flecks of black looks like a tall Chinese mountain lying on its side, for example, and ‘Birth of a Wave’, a grey stoneware sculpture in the “form of a spiral around a long yellowish form” was influenced by her experiences of snorkelling. The fascination of being underwater can also be seen in ‘Little Fish, Fish in the Sea, a Fairytale’, where the sense of movement is captured and made permanent. Santen also experienced a tropical storm and her sense of danger and threat permeates some of these perceptive works. ‘Het Ontstaan van een Golf’: (The Birth of A Wave), is typical of how the energy seen in her previous sculptures is re-interpreted in theses more recent pieces. As she says, “ I throw them and they look simple, but in fact are difficult pieces to make”. The unusual juxtaposition of terracotta and stoneware makes these compact, often dense sculptures very solid enigmas which invite further investigation. 
Many of Santen’s recent pieces also combine different contrasting shapes, where curved, energetic strips of fired clay caress more angular, hand formed terracotta forms. ‘Upside-down’, a trunk-like form on which semi-abstract  ‘people’ are balanced on top, is typical of her recent oeuvre. Inside this piece is “treasure, and on it a chaos”, explains the artist. The titles of the work are fascinating, inviting a telling of stories that connect people and places in reality found geographically far apart. This is a surprisingly varied show, with more geometric pieces than in the past. These include ‘Reflection’, a standing construction of black glazed stripes which the artist describes as “like strokes of the brush” and ‘Naked in Grey’, in which “small straight stripes criss cross”. One of her sculptures has a complexity inspired by images of Vishnu with a swine’s head, the all-powerful God in Hindu mythology. Many of these sculptures are, Santen reminds us,:“about the language of clay” as well as her encounters with artists, walks inside volcanoes, fascinating world histories, the traces of colonialism and astounding landscapes.

Following her trip, Santen participated in an exhibition in Brussels in Galerie Vicarart with group of women-artists from Finland and in shows in Purmerend. The cultural references are many and various in this show at Galerie de Witte Voet, however. In 2010 she worked with a group of sculptors of the Dutch Sculptors Association in Boom, Belgium, using local clay dug from the ground. In amongst the fascinating sculptures inspired by her ‘round the world’ travels, there are subtle pieces made from fired clay, from a place much closer to home.
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