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Kramer: Fredric Jameson wrote about contemporary historical novels that 

they employ a kind of 'pop history': they are no longer based on the 

reconstruction of an actual historical reality, but on our ideas and 

stereotypes of that past. He sees it as a kind of confinement: we are slowly 

becoming aware of "a new and original historical situation in which we are 

condemned to seek History by way of our own pop images and simulacra 

of that history, which itself remains forever out of reach." 

To me, it seems as if you're happy to incorporate stereotypical images of 

the past: they aren't so much a jail as a kind of playground. Do you feel 

that you run the risk of not really engaging the reality of your subjects? 

De Beijer: I only follow what I see. It must be typical of our times. There's a 

tendency to absorb everything, but also to limit yourself to simply 

absorbing stuff. 

In the Netherlands, the spirit of the times can be quite extreme, in the 

sense that many people really allow it to dominate their way of thinking. 

The facts are less important; the main issue is perception. When I was 

really young- about four or five- you always used to have these 

commercials on TV and campaigns about 'saving the world' . And the 

children- this was around the time we got a special news programme for 

young people -were treated as the custodians of the future: "These are 

the children who when they grow up will. .. " etc. etc. And obviously, all the 

kids were pro-environment and against killing dolphins. There was a strong 

feeling that as adults we could transmit the message that we need to make 

the world a better place. But if you watch TV nowadays this whole idea 

that the world is makeable turns out to be an illusion .. . Compared to back 

then the perception has changed completely. So instead of actively taking 

on the world, you try to define your relationship with your environment. Do 

things at the micro level. 

Kramer: Still, there's a wry side to your subjects. 

De Beijer: Most of the subjects I find interesting have a certain wryness. It 

may just be an important aspect of my personality. It isn't a case of me 

taking up a position simply to explore its irony. These subjects also have a 

specific autonomy. 

The point is that I can't be critical of people that are like me: people that 

take a story at face value. I'm not always that critical, you know. Stories can 

make me happy and occasionally I believe them, although at the same 

time I know I'm the one believing them. 

Kramer: It's an assumed naivete that seems very Dutch: 'Don't act the 

intellectual'. 

De Beijer: Someone like Erik van Lieshout for instance intentionally adopts 

a naive attitude. I th ink his films are interesting because he appears 

extremely conscious of his own shortcomings as an interviewer as well as 

as a human being, and that his work consequently says something critical 

about his own person, about him as an individual, and not about everyone 

else. Erik van Lieshout simply presents himself as one of those idiots you 

can find at a barbecue. 

If I took a more intellectual approach in my work I would lose the element 
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that keeps it afloat. I'd simply be building a cupboard and putting drawers 

in, instead of letting the structure develop organically. 

Kramer: In E.M. Forster's A Passage to India, one of the protagonists is 

persecuted because of an incident in a cave. But it is never stately 

explicitly what actually happened. At the heart of the book you have the 

author's decision to keep his writing mind a blur regarding this crucial 

scene. Forster called this state 'voluntary surrender to infection'. 

De Beijer: Yes, that's the most interesting part. The perception that 

surrounding the issue has the most consequences, inspires reaction . Truth 

is far more exchangeable. The couleur is more important than the incident 

itself. Perception simply rolls from one incident to the next. 

Kramer: Is that why you often use historic photographs as a source for your 

work. Because they provide a more artless context? The issue of 

manipulation and context isn't as prominent as it is in contemporary 

images? 

De Beijer: With old pictures, you have a closed-off, fairly limited pool of 

sources and influences that you can explore. With the past, you have to 

imagine more of the context yourself. 

Kramer: And there's less of a divide between your imagination and what 

you can experience as authentic. 

De Beijer: You can allow yourself to accept something as true more often. 

Looking at those sources involves a kind of greed too, though. You roll 

from point to point, and each time, you get the idea you've won the 

jackpot. They suggest a lot more than they actually show. But as a viewer, 

you only get part of the story, which looks as if it can represent everything 

on the same latitude. You get the idea that if you stand just there, you' ll 

get the whole story for free: you can look th is way and that, take in the 

whole picture in one go. It's basically nonsense, because it's physically 

impossible for our brain to do this. But you keep looking for this kind of 

reference point. 

Kramer: Your images are generally quite straightforward. They seem to 

confirm that there's an objective reality that can be readily depicted. Many 

artists in contrast choose to dramatise the lack of such an objective reality, 

by creating a tension in their work between a subject and its portrayal. Do 

you consciously avoid th is tension- this 'postmodern frisson'? 

De Beijer: I don't avoid it, but I don't seek it out either. I enjoy participating 

in the memories and happiness of other people- in the happiness that's 

already there. When I hear stories about joy or suffering, I'm happy to be 

part of the world. 

When I'm working on a project, there's a kind of apotheosis in my mind of 

all the source material that I've looked at. It's as if the images leave a kind 

of carbon copies which combine into an ink-black smear. I've looked at ten 

thousand images for Le Sacre du Printemps, and I've studied each of these 

very intently. In the end I had series of ten to twenty images that could be 

laid out side by side, like a kind of typologies. And at a certain point you 

throw all these images out of your mind and let your imagination run free 

and suddenly -like in a really bad movie- all the images return in their 

most ideal, or most dramatic, form, in a single layer. 

I'm concerned with showing the essence of the memory of these images. 

The gunk left in the coffee filter. 

Kramer: You use scale models a lot. To me, they feel like a kind of artefacts 

from a remote era, a past that can only be experienced in epic terms. Why 

do you use models; to strengthen the feeling of pastness? 

De Beijer: I think for reasons of manageability. When you're working with 

scale models, you get a strong urge to get fetishistic about it, to celebrate 
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the things that set them apart as miniature versions of reality. But I think it's 

more interesting to try to avoid this. 

Kramer: Why? 

De Beijer: I recreate something to make it a part of me- it's a combination 

of curiosity and a desire to control. You've taken a moment that somebody 

else has selected, someone else's perception, and analysed it, put it in the 

here and now and said: this is my memory now. When you look at 

something that interests you, it basically comes in at two levels. First it 

enters your mind on the strength of the image itself. But the second 

aspect is that whichever way you look at it, part of it is in your blind spot. 

With these kinds of stories, there's always an element that remains totally 

indefinable, which you keep looking for ... You're looking at a picture, for 

instance, and you see something in the background and it's almost as if it's 

part of your own memory, but it's removed one step beyond your horizon. 

But once you've rebuilt it the way you'd like it you see the same aspect 

appearing again. It's not as if you've found an answer to the question what 

exactly it involves, but you've captured that elusive entity. 

Kramer: But your decision to use scale models is primarily practical. 

De Beijer: In the case of Le Sacre du Printemps it's practical. I occasionally 

work on a larger scale and then you see the same thing happening. You 

look at it and can feel something shimmering. As if you've been there 

yourself. 

I only work with the idea of reality. I don't want to present something that 

feels heavier than reality. That's what you get in films or storytelling: you 

tell 200% of the story, in the hope that 100% comes across. You create a 

superlative version of reality. That's not what I'm interested in. I want to 

create a kind of derivative, like a snapshot of your girlfriend that you carry 

around in your wallet, even if it doesn't look like her anymore. An image 

that feeds your imagination but doesn't fill in all the details; completely 

satisfy your sense of verisimilitude. 

Kramer: Still, things get interesting when you fill in the picture. You start to 

add mundane detail to an eerie world of old reports and vague 

photographs. In the portraits of shell-shocked soldiers, you can see the 

very pores of their skin -something you would never see in the source 

images. 

De Beijer: You are literally material ising something that no longer exists. 

The people in those old pictures aren't related to you, you only have this 

collective memory and the reports. If you wanted to reconstruct it in pure 

emotional terms, you'd have to work with real people. Whereas when you 

only focus on the material side, you're just giving a dissection of what you 

see. The models' skin serves to show that these people are nothing more 

than a reconstruction. The emotion you get when looking at the images 

isn't direct anyway. 

Kramer: Are your images a kind of Frankenstein's monsters? 

De Beijer: I guess. At a certain point in the process everything falls apart. 

This rudimentary feel is one of the things I want to put across, but it's not 

simply a story of me putting these things together. I use it to transmit an 

experience. The stuff didn't fit together to start with, so it's fine if it barely 

holds together. 

Kramer: And frequently it's illuminated by this kind of apocalyptic light, 

which doesn't merge the different parts but picks out where they're falling 

apart. 

De Beijer: The light exposes the edges of the objects. As constructions, 

they hold together for five seconds before they fall apart: "This is reality!" 

And then they dissolve aga in ... The light emphasises the moment when I 

decided that the construction shows a reality. 
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