
MIRROR / STAGE 

 

In 2006, Joan van Barneveld (b. 1978, Veghel) mounted a group exhibition of paintings by 

himself and others under the evocative title of Lovehatelove. Ten years later, Joan still has mixed 

feelings about painting; his troubled relationship with the medium has endured. Van Barneveld, 

who is also a musician and music producer, distrusts himself as a painter – though not because 

he lacks skill or confidence. On the contrary, his work is received with enthusiasm, represented 

by galleries in New York and Los Angeles, and purchased by museums and private collectors. But 

painting is hard for him to reconcile with his longing for detachment, a state of mind that 

characterises his repetitive, psychedelic music: surrendering, along with your listeners, to 

something beyond yourself.  

 

Against this background, Van Barneveld's choice to spend a long time (2005-2014) making 

nothing but black paintings seems to have been inspired by his music. Black evokes black noise, 

a technical term for a kind of silence, and serves as a visual metaphor for an 'anti'-attitude, an 

undercurrent, and a subculture. Van Barneveld is not the only artist who has chosen black for 

this purpose. The painter, performance artist, and underground critic Jutta Koether (b. 1958, 

Cologne) made an earlier series of expressive Black Paintings. In 2002, she and the New York 

painter and musician Steven Parrino jointly organised an exhibition of black paintings and 

performance art inspired by the anarchic history of the Dada movement and their own 

participation in the punk rock scene. The title was BLACK BONDS. 

 

In their multidisciplinary approach and punk rock background, Koether and Parrino show strong 

affinities with Van Barneveld, who saw Koether's black paintings for the first time in New York in 

2006. But Koether and Parrino are two generations older and their work has a different, more 

intellectual feel. Like Koether, Van Barneveld does figurative work, but his black is neither 

expressive nor punk – quite the contrary. Through his alternating translucent and opaque layers 

of black acrylic paint, the viewer can dimly make out a limited repertoire of realistic themes: a 

landscape, a villa, a deserted backline on a stage. The underlying images come from the internet 

or from photos taken just before a show. The execution is precise and attentive to detail, but is 

also, in a sense, a rote exercise. The brushwork is anonymous; no personal style is in evidence. 



Despite the mysterious lights in some paintings, there is none of the visceral psychological 

suspense aroused by, say, a film still. The atmosphere is distant, even flat.  

 

Koether and Parrino restricted themselves to black for only a short time. When Koether later 

turned her attention to the nineteenth-century modernist Édouard Manet, she did not hesitate 

to use vivid colour, and Parrino made both black and brightly coloured abstract paintings until 

his untimely death in 2005. Painting simply obeys laws of its own and evolves in its own way. 

Illustrious twentieth-century predecessors, such as the avant-garde Russian artist Kazimir 

Malevich and the American minimal artist Ad Reinhardt, linked their black abstractions to lofty 

utopian and metaphysical ideals. But even without any knowledge of these historical contexts, 

every black painting feels like a statement, abstract or otherwise. 

 

Malevich and Reinhardt provide a moral compass for Van Barneveld, who especially admires 

Reinhardt's uncompromising stance. But Van Barneveld's black is not sublime or abstract. So 

what does it stand for? The answer may not lie in what is obviously present, the black, but rather 

in what is absent. The black is not a choice, but the inevitable result of negative choices, 

prompted by Van Barneveld's inability to find any basis for justifying to himself decisions about 

colour, texture, and individual style. For him, this is a matter of conscience. The ultimate effect is 

that both the paint and the subject matter in his work are minimised, almost expressionless. 

What remains of them serves as a kind of mantra, an incantation, endlessly repeated.  

  

Sometimes Van Barneveld opts for a bold leap forward. In his first solo museum exhibition, at 

Het Domein in Sittard in 2009, he surprised visitors with a precise reconstruction of the 

greenhouse above the garage where Nirvana singer Kurt Cobain took his own life in 1994. The 

wooden house filled the gallery, pushing all the other art works into the background. One 

striking detail was that visitors could walk around it, but could not enter. The door was locked. 

Van Barneveld was sixteen years old when his idol Cobain died, and like many people around the 

world, he was shocked by the tragedy. The structure was a pontifical manifestation of an elusive 

yet all-penetrating sense of defeat and emptiness, which went far beyond the loss of Cobain— a 

sense that remains resonant: the world is a hostile place if you leave yourself vulnerable. 

 



In 2011 Van Barneveld bid farewell to his band Viberider—which by then he saw as a 

compromise—and realised that he had also reached a dead end in his painting. During a three-

month stay in Los Angeles, he made nothing but black-and-white photographs, which he later 

condensed into a final, cohesive series of black paintings, under the title of Dream like state 

(2011-2012). Van Barneveld let go, once and for all, of the quest for an ultimate image, and in 

2012 he began experimenting with screen prints on paper. The technique of screen printing 

allows him to distance himself from the execution of the work and to leave much more to 

chance.  

 

To draw attention away from the specific source images, Van Barneveld has recently been 

experimenting with screen prints on paper in the form of diptychs and triptychs. For instance, 

the diptych entitled Nowhere/painting is based on a picture of a cluttered roadside in L.A. and a 

photograph of a dark painting. The pixelation of the screen print pushes both images to the 

surface, and thin veils of black paint visually integrate the two different pictures into a whole. 

Thematically, the roadside and painting can be linked only by association. When we look at 

them, our attention shifts to something in between: a vague, unbounded area that we fill in with 

our own memories, thoughts, and associations.  

 

The screen prints on paper of the roadside and the black painting are replicated in two works on 

canvas in shades of light blue and pink. The broad white border around the screen print plays a 

role in the composition. In the recursive layers of images, the original photographs cease to be 

representational, dissolving in a kind of Droste effect, or mise en abyme. In the words of the 

artist, the original image has been 'emptied'. 

 

Van Barneveld's shift to photography and printing turned out well, but he needed more time to 

explore the implications thoroughly. He found that time last year, during a stay at the Van Eyck 

Academie in Maastricht. The most conspicuous development is his return to painting and shift 

from dark to light – from underexposed to overexposed, you might say. To obtain exactly the 

transparent, bright, overexposed quality that he desires, Van Barneveld departs from the usual 

black-and-white logic of the printing process. First, he applies a colour wash to the canvas. Then, 

with a screen, he applies a negative image to the canvas in white. Because the canvas is slightly 

darker than the white of the screen print, this process actually results in a positive image. The 



motifs (a palm tree, a door, a painting) are sometimes barely identifiable, but rather than 

disappearing under veils of paint, black or otherwise, they project forward and float, emptied of 

all substance in a bright, boundless space of colour. 

 

Whereas black evokes the aesthetics of rock and punk, these ethereal works relate to the white 

walls of the exhibition space. There is still no trace of texture or individual handwriting, no hint 

of the artist's physical presence. Furthermore, the overexposure swallows up all themes and 

content, while the paintings themselves seem to merge with the walls, as if dissolving. These 

works are redolent not so much of the underground as of alchemy; they seem to imitate the 

process of sublimation from solid to vapour. In this respect, they are reminiscent of the 

enigmatic self-portraits of the American photographer Francesca Woodman (1958-1981). By 

harnessing the technical and formal potential of her medium, Woodman made her image blend 

into the wallpaper or melted into space.  

 

Van Barneveld's 'sublimation' into, and along with, his painting finds an analogy in his music. 

During his residency at the Van Eyck Academy, he performed twice with his band T.S.O.S. In one 

of those seance-like performances, which can be viewed in the exhibition, they play 'Everything 

is gonna be allright'. This languid tune gradually transforms into a mantra and ultimately 

disintegrates into a repeated riff. 

  

The mirror behind the empty stage in the central exhibition space conveys a similar message by 

different means. An eerie vanishing point for all human attachments, this mirror reflects on the 

role and status that the performer and the listeners accord each other in their collective 

experience of music. The stage sets the tone in the gallery, just as Kurt Cobain's greenhouse did 

seven years earlier. Yet this time the installation refers not to a kind of alter ego, but to Van 

Barneveld's own perspective on music. During the exhibition, van Barneveld will give a single 

performance with his band T.S.O.S., entitled MIRROR / STAGE. In this performance, the mirror 

will act as a catalyst, disrupting fixed patterns in the division of roles between the band, the 

music, and the listeners. The stage will not remain empty the rest of the time. Twice in the 

course of the exhibition, artists, curators, musicians, and other associates of Van Barneveld will 

appear there at his invitation, in shows and performances that probe interdisciplinary 

boundaries.  



 

Van Barneveld immerses himself, alternately, in his music and in his art. These two practices 

influence each other but never merge. Where one flows into the other, they briefly escape 

disciplinary boundaries. At that interface, Van Barneveld offers us a different perspective, and 

before our eyes, that which is empty and absent can somehow manifest. 

 

Paula van den Bosch 

 


