A perfect world, a possible world 

In the ancient civilization of Phoenicia, nestled between modern-day Lebanon and Syria, there lived an extraordinarily beautiful girl: Europa. She may have walked the Earth, but her mind was always in the clouds. Every day she walked a hundred paces along the seashore, nothing in her dreamy eyes but travel and adventure as she stared out to the horizon for hours on end. Zeus, god of all gods, had long been aware of her great beauty and unquenchable thirst for adventure and so he decided to whisk her away. One day, while Europa was on one of her walks, he appeared to her as a powerful, white horse. He rose from the water and took her on his back to the Greek island of Crete on the other side of the Mediterranean Sea. Thus the continent of Europe was born. 

Centuries later in the year 2014, another young woman from the Middle East, having taken many steps, ends up in Europe, along with many others. In Brussels, the cradle of today’s Europe, the Albanian ‘M.K.’ – responding to a question from artist Sam Eggermont – outlines her experiences regarding the football match of the same year between Albania and Serbia that had gotten out of hand. She speaks in broken Dutch about how a drone entered the stadium during the match bearing the flag of ‘Great Albania’, a nationalistic project bent on the annex of the southern territories of Serbia by Albania. ‘I had tears in my eyes’, M.K. told the artist, recalling how the Albanian footballers had attempted to protect the flag from their ‘evil opponents’. ‘So courageous, cold-blooded. We were proud of them. (…) Love for our symbols, our nation, our courage. We wanted to win the match, not the war. Serbians forget that we already won the war.’ Her retelling is peppered with dualities: ‘them and us’, pride and loathing, references to borders existing or desired. 

‘Where do we stand?’ is an important question for Eggermont, but the question ‘how did we end up here?’ is possibly even more important. In his contemporary, strongly socially-motivated artistic practice he doesn’t so much occupy the narrow space of the ‘here and now’ as he makes leaps and bounds (‘migrations’, if you like) to other times and places, bringing the far-away near and transforming the near to something intangible, an ever-shifting collection of fragmentary influences and histories. He has resolved to tell ‘a story about the story’, taking in a broad-ranging sample of rough outlines of maps, histories and human perspectives. Where he, as an involved but impartial witness, will end up, is already foreshadowed by the legend of Princess Europa and the clear parallels between the historical, economic and cultural realities of the past. In Europa’s time, the cradle of civilization underwent a shift from the Near East to the West: modern-day Europe. The migration of the young princess from Asia to the Greek coast and the later incorporation of Christian tradition from Jerusalem thus symbolises both the constant shift of civilisational power and the plurality by which it has always been characterised. 

It is precisely through this embracing of plurality, the recognition of the multiformity and variegation of contemporary reality, instead of the desire to consolidate it all under one name, that Eggermont’s artistic model suceeds in exposing Western domination (social, political, economic and artistic). The hybrid character of his practice alone – whereby attention is given to non-Western contexts, premodern traditions and symbolic associations – is witnessed in his visual language: Eggermont likes to make what he calls ‘ensembles’, individual works that he groups together to form interconnected spatial collages. The connections thus formed are always open but never open-ended, just as they are always non-hierarchical but never completely without a guiding structure. The symbolism behind his forms and way of working, whether consciously implemented or not, is clear: move one element (perspective) to the foreground or discard another and the nuances change (but not ‘the story’, which according to Eggermont is always the same if you dig deep enough: behind the duality is always a unity). 

In creating these ensembles, which may comprise videos, photographic images, (textual) works on paper and sculptural forms, the artist makes use of both self-made works as well as found material. ‘You shouldn’t pretend you’re some kind of formal alchemist; just use what there is’, he explains to me, having recoiled slightly upon my enquiry. It is an attitude formed in response to status-quo arrogance, to the variously interpretable ‘barricading of oneself against whatever’s out there’ and the aversion to ‘the integration of other cultures’. Eggermont shows the hypocrisy of this by, for example, presenting us with certain objects (vases, bowls) whose decorative nature evokes the Arabic style, but from which hang meagre price tags of a couple of euros: items bought from a chain of budget-friendly stores to which the masses flock. Without Westerners being aware of it, they are surrounded by typical forms from the Middle East, material offshoots from its culture, completely westernised and commercialised, Eggermont maintains. The cultures that ‘we’ are so keen to keep at bay have been present all along: as cheap interior decorations, indeed, but also in astronomy, mathematics and other sciences, in architecture, in words such as ‘coffee’ and ‘cotton’ and even in our religious values ... All are remnants of Arabic civilization left behind in Europe, remnants of a culture that have contributed to what Europe is today but which ‘we’ still do not want to recognise. 

Eggermont does recognise them, however; he slides them under our nose, tenderly and lovingly, never forcibly or condescendingly. In doing so, his aesthetic, full of appealing patterns, glimmering textures and subtle nuances of colour, serves as a sort of trap, a seductive bait used in disseminating his critical discourse. The aesthetic aspect is thus made a political instrument for cognitively reshaping general ideas with respect to periphery cultures. Eggermont can sometimes be more direct and specific (as in the example above) than at other times, when he adopts a more abstract, poetic language in both form and content. In one example of this he juxtaposes images of cautious ice skaters flitting over a river’s surface with the interweaving lines of sewing and crocheting patterns taken from a magazine. For the artist this is all about which patterns cultures and societies produce and which patterns in turn produced the societies in question, be they human or animal. It seems like an intuitive return to a premodern line of thought, where culture and nature, the creative and the created, flow into one another, the one existing by the grace of the other. 

Perhaps it is time, Eggermont seems subtly to suggest, that European/Western man became more conscious of the fact that the path to possible solutions for prevailing contemporary issues is not to be found in ever more modernity, nor progress and expansion, but in a genuinely post-modern attitude that accepts emptiness and failure while also recognising the significance of tradition, not in the reiterative sense, but in the sense of creating, recreating and reshaping: an attitude stemming from the realisation that a ‘culture’ is not a static phenomenon but a living thing that, like an organism, is constantly changing and renewing itself. At the same time, Eggermont realises all too well that every era in Europe’s history remains of cultural importance, given that it continues to exert an effect as part of Europe’s microbiome, whether man is conscious of it or not. 

An artwork as a utopia, as a guiding model of thought, as Marxism once was: why not? asks Eggermont. A photo taken by the artist of two empty chairs facing each other at a table in a cathedral (‘here we can talk’) speaks volumes. Instead of preaching a post-colonial discourse, Eggermont’s multi-layered oeuvre (limited in scope by its own self-reflective and critically engaged stance with respect to the art market) speaks of universality in terms of inclusion and casual hybridity. Eggermont doesn’t conceal contradiction, he exposes it and thus fully embraces a complex reality, sizzling with dissonance and dissidence. In these post-modern times, in which, according to some, art has exhausted its visual sources, Eggermont mines other territories by shifting the focus to ‘the periphery’. It is through this reversal of visual language and through the artist’s thwarting of expectations that his process-based vision assumes a timeless quality. Perhaps now we are ready for it. 
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