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From Deception to Insight
The Trompe L’'oeil as a Critical Visual Strategy

In a subtle interplay with architecture and sculpture, painting has long developed a technique that
enables painters to make the painting’s surface appear as if it is a three-dimensional space with real
objects: trompe l'oeil. In it, we can distinguish different kinds of trompe I'oeil, varying from
architectural trompe l'oeil painting — murals of illusory landscapes or architectural spaces — to the
trompe l'oeil easel painting. Although it was regarded as one of the minor important painting genres,
it is remarkable how the trompe l'oeil easel painting developed into a visual strategy of conceptual
self-referentiality from the 17" century onwards (Veca, 2002, Stoichita, 1997).

On the one hand result-oriented virtuosity and striving toward an ever more exact copy of reality is
no longer the goal in contemporary visual arts. As a result, the technique of the trompe l'oeil faded
into the background in the 20" century. On the other hand, however, illusion is more present than
ever in contemporary visual culture. We are constantly seduced by images which are increasingly
more realistic. 3D and even 4D cinema provide us with immersive movie-experiences, VR, Al and the
metaverse are only at the starting point of their possibilities, whereas fake news and deepfakes easily
find their way into (social) media, often challenging the boundaries of what’s legal. On top of that
new media facilitate the enormous acceleration in which we consume images nowadays. (Rosa, 2013)
With my practice-based research | wanted to explore a forgotten potential the trompe l'oeil has to
guestion this contemporary tendency. | found out that the century-old and handcraft painterly
strategy of trompe l'oeil, can still function as a critical strategy to question the visually overwhelming
and highly technological times we live by, feeding on the tradition of visual self-awareness it had in
the 17" century.

To begin my research, | explored the work of Cornelius Gijsbrechts, probably the most innovative
trompe l'oeil painter of the 17" century. Gijsbrechts developed several radically new ways of dealing
with this particular genre, culminating in his famous work Reverse of a Framed Painting (1670-72)
which can be regarded as the ultimate meta-painting. (Stoichita, 1997) Many aspects of this painting
inspired me for my research and my own practice, but one aspect in particular set me on a path to
further investigate in the light of the critical potential of the trompe I'oeil, namely the way it stages
the creation process. In line with other meta-reflexive paintings (Carracci, Vermeer, Velazquez...)
Gijsbrechts referred in many of his paintings to the act of painting by depicting painting tools such as
brushes, a painting palette, a maulstick. But what was left underexposed is that in Reverse of a
Framed Painting Gijsbrechts also visualized the act of painting by depicting black brushstrokes
(assumably made by the frame maker) at the edges of the painterly frame.

Gijsbrechts’ work opened a wide range of possibilities for me to investigate the potential of using the
trompe l'oeil as a method to create self-reflective paintings by pointing the viewer to the painterly
process itself.

| gradually developed a specific sort of paintings in which | combine (true) traces of a creation
process in the form of drops and sweeps of paint with trompe I’oeil shreds of paper, pieces of tape,
post-it notes and even fragments of paintings by old masters. | sought for ways to evoke a feeling of
temporality with the purpose of creating the illusion of an unfinished painting. Additionally |
investigated other, even more direct possibilities in the way to address the viewer with these trompe
I’oeil collage elements by using for example QR-codes on painted stickers or by directly addressing
the viewer through a little post-it note attached to the canvas.

But it felt as if the boundaries of the picture plain limited the illusory possibilities. So, inspired by the
Gijsbrechts’ way of presenting a painting as an object rather than an image with his chantourné
works, | took my research beyond the rectangle of the flat canvas. First, | started to experiment with
ways of presenting the paintings, not only on the wall as an image, but also on the floor which



increased the objecthood of the paintings. Later | started to see the presentation as a mise-en-scene,
a way of staging an exhibition, which led to making trompe I'oeil murals and even objects, combining
them in subtle trompe I'oeil installations.

This method of regarding these installations as mise-en-scenes proved to be a very valuable step in
this painterly research. It revealed me, new possibilities which are closely linked to theater. Because
the ‘décor’ | create in which my paintings are presented along with their ‘attributes’ seem to be able
to enhance the painterly illusion and with that also the impact it has on how it is perceived by the
spectator.

In my presentation on the Ca2re Conference Zagreb | would like to share my findings on the potential
of trompe l'oeil as a critical voice. | believe that the meta-pictorial language of the trompe I'oeil can
trigger on the one hand critical reflection and a self-awareness in the viewer and on the other slow
down the spectators’ gaze. Two aspects which can be most valuable in these disrupting times of
image acceleration and deep fake visuals.

A short reflection on the importance and role of Design Driven research approach, methodologies,
techniques and tools employed in the research project

This research is fundamentally grounded in the art practice of trompe l'oeil painting itself. At the start
of the research, | began with painterly copying two trompe |'oeil masterpieces in order to try to fully
understand every aspect of them and to approach the position of the original artist as close as
possible.

Next to that | started investigating possibilities of trompe l'oeil painting within my own practice as a
contemporary painter. Sometimes | bumped into boundaries which could turn the trompe l'oeil into
nothing more than on the one hand a way of displaying technical skill, or on the other hand turning it
into a visual joke. But sometimes | discovered new visual possibilities which | could use in the next
painting. This led to succeeding cycles of painting, reading, analyzing, reflecting, and painting again.
In a later phase of the research, when staging the act of painting became an important research
focus, the format of design driven research proved to be most crucial, because only through the act
of painting you can fully understand a painterly process, which is necessary for staging it. By reflecting
on my own creation process, while being in the midst of it, | gained insights in how this process could
be visualized in the pictorial language of my own paintings.
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