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FIVEQUESTIONS

1

WilliamElston:Youdid considerable research in the process of producing this
body ofwork. Can you give us an idea of the scope of that research?

HenkPander:Much ofmywork has to dowithmy experiences as an immigrant.
SowhenCOVID appeared killing thousands of people, I started responding to it
withmetaphorical still lifes. I painted a portrait ofmy assistant Sarah in
quarantine, lonely and frightened locked in her room. Formany years I was
aware that one day an epidemicwould devastate theworld population. In 2020
COVIDbecame this threat.

About ten years ago l purchased a book, titled THEGREATMORTALITY, an
IntimateHistory of the BlackDeath, themostDevastating Plague of all Time by
JohnKelly. A highly detailed and vivid description of the plague as it broke out in
Central Asia in 1347.

At the time I thought it would be a source for a powerful painting of human
reality, gripping, emotional, sad and out of time. But ten years ago it seemed a bit
of a leap so I set it aside. COVIDbrought the book into focus and painting these
histories would become an allegory of current experience and allow for a great
level of freedom. Sincemuch of it began inCaffa, aGenoese Italian outpost on
the Black Sea in conflict with theMongolian armies, l started looking at galleys of
the period, costumes and the ruins of CaffHenkPander: I also found a great
number of plague images throughout the centuries from theMiddleAges to the
nineteenth century. I looked and studiedTrebuchets,medieval war catapults, and
their workings. I ended upmakingmany small composition drawings in
sketchbooks and approached out of which ones I selected to scale up for larger
works.
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5Questions (continued)

2

WilliamElston: In our conversations, and in your catalogue raisonné essay, you
talk about your European origins and training. You’ve said that you are not a
good fit for theAmerican art scene, that you feel out of place. Can you talk about
that?

HenkPander: I come from a large artist family in theNetherlands and started
painting at a very young age. I went to the Rijksacademie voor BeeldendeKunst
inAmsterdam,where I won the SilverMedallion of the Prix de Rome. I won the
Therese vanDuyl Schwarze Prize, (portrait prize of theNetherlands) in 1964, had
major commission from theDutch government (Lauwerszeewerken) and
commissions from theThe city of Amsterdam and soldmuchwork. Imet a
youngAmericanwoman fromPortland inAmsterdam ,we became involved ,
married inAmsterdam. Shewanted to see her family in Portland and against the
advice of amember of theNetherlandsArt Council, (“Theywill destroy you.”) l
naivelymoved to Portland, where I had a part time teaching position at the
MuseumArt School, a small school associatedwith the PortlandArtMuseum.
Therewas a small close knit art scene here; a bit cliquish.Therewas one gallery
owned by a verywealthy art patron.The trendwas color field painting, which
conflictedwithmy classical, figurative, humanist sensibility and visa versa.
Immediately one local luminary saidwhen he sawmypaintings, “That’s notmy
cup of tea”. Frankly it has been that way all along.Their antecedents being
Northwest andNewYork,mine the RijksmuseumandDutch contemporary post
war art history of which people here knownext to nothing. I have done a great
deal of experimenting in variousmeans of expression including theatrical
installations. It never clicked. Since I have no other income than selling paintings
and doing commissions therewas an instant conflict of interest betweenme and
commercial galleries. It never solved itself.
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5Questions (continued)

3

WilliamElston:Youmoved to PortlandOR in 1965.Thiswas in themiddle of
the counter-cultural revolution. You’ve spentmost of your adult life here. You’ve
seen the Portland art scene evolve over several decades.Howhas it changed since
the 1960s, especially with regard to artists and art galleries?

HenkPander:Theold saw is; themore things change, themore they stay the
same.There are farmore galleries now thanwhen I came here.Most are
struggling somewhat I would guess.There are a greatmanymore artists, yet one
major art school, whichwould create a certain level of insularity I would assume.
Yet the art world and its support system is a reflection of society as awhole and
Portland still is amiddle sized,middle class town. In the sixties, poor,marriage
collapsing,moving back and forth between Europe and theUS, losing contact
with friends and family,my life became unsettled and in turmoil, sowas society
with theVietnamesewar, cultural shifts and rampant violence and racism.My
work at that time reflected that experience.

In 1969 I had a painting show at Portland StateUniversity, which caused, tomy
chagrin and fear, a scandal, and I became the “controversialHenk Pander”. I see
myself as a serious and thoughtful, hardworking artist, so the label was upsetting
and hard to shake. Itmade it difficult to sell work or to be taken seriously,
somethingmany artists suffer from in this reactionary society. Now there is
simply economic censorship, theMarket.Works ofmine that were rejected by
local galleries, “don’t bring those in, can’t place those” are now in the
Rijksmuseum inAmsterdam.One is considered one of the top one hundred
works on paper out of a collection of 800,000works.
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5Questions (continued)

4

WilliamElston:You came from a family of prominentDutch artists.More
recently you’ve been gettingmore attention in Europe.Howdid this come about,
andwhat newpossibilities have opened as a result?

HenkPander:Around 2006, I visitedmy old academy friend, the legendary
Dutch painterWillemdenOuden, inVarik on theWaal River.We sat in his
ancient garden, where he toldme he had sold eighty five etchings to the
Rijksmuseum, the nationalmuseumof theNetherlands inAmsterdam.
Impressive.

I said, “I have a greatmany sketchbooks drawn in theUS, over time becoming a
visual journal ofmy life inAmerica.Would the Rijksmuseumbe interested in
those?”He said hewould talk to theGer Luijten, head of the print room,
Rijksprentenkabinet aboutme. A fewdays later I received a call to set up a
meeting inAmsterdam. Luijten, nowdirector of FondationCustodia in Paris, is a
highly respected art historianwho said “I have to come to Portland to visit your
studio and seewhat you have.”Ger Luijten visitedme twice in Portland. First he
selected seventeen sketchbooks, a survey through all periods.He then sawmy
watercolor collection andwonderedwhy theywere not all over theUS. Ask the
Americans, I responded. “These are incredible,” he said. “They giveme the cold
shivers they are so good.”Thenext year he came again and selected 27 large
watercolors, allmy early etchings, all political and cultural posters Imade over the
years and a great number of drawing for the permanent collection of the
Rijksmuseum.Over the years I heard people say, “What isHenk Pander doing
heremaking European art?Why don’t you go back toHolland?”DawsonCarr,
former curator of European art at PAMurgedme to go back. Luijten said “You
are the only artist of your generationwhomoved abroad and did not lose your
connectionwith theDutch great history of painting.” Like a badge of honor.
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5Questions (continued)

5

WilliamElston:To return to theCaffa Series, there are obvious analogies to the
recent coronavirus pandemic. Are there othermetaphors, either political,
aesthetic or philosophical, embedded in thework?

HenkPander:What I found interesting reading about the plaguewas that
climate change and epidemics often coincidedwith fall of empires.Thiswas
evident in the Justinian plague of the fifth centurywhich killed a great part of the
Roman population, weakened it and precipitated the fall of the Roman empire
and the dark ages. Since the years of Trump combinedwith coved hinted at the
decline of theUnited States, I setmost of the paintings in the ruins of Rome,
making theworksmore allegorical and fantastical, allowing for greater freedom
and opening a door to newwork.



ZEN SEKAI Gallery

8copyright ©2022 by henk pander and zen sekai gallery. all rights reserved.

HENKPANDER

the caffa series
2020 - 2021



ZEN SEKAI Gallery

9copyright ©2022 by henk pander and zen sekai gallery. all rights reserved.

Henk Pander

Empire" (The Beheading of John the Baptist. After
Rembrandt), 2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper

Henk Pander

Plague Ships Fleeing the Burning City of Caffa Study #3,
2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper

Henk Pander

Funeral in Caffa, 2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper
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Henk Pander

Lament (Siege of Caffa), 2020-2021

60 x 81 (h x w )
oil on linen

Henk Pander

The Siege of Caffa, 2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper

Henk Pander

Lament (The Siege of Caffa), 2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper
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Henk Pander

The Siege of Caffa, 2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper

Henk Pander

Plague Ships Fleeing the Burning City of Caffa Study #2,
2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper

Henk Pander

The Siege of Caffa (Plague Pit), 2020-2021

60 x 81 (h x w)
oil on linen
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Henk Pander

The Siege of Caffa (1347), Victim, 2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper

Henk Pander

Plague Ships Fleeing the Burning City of Caffa Study #1,
2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper

Henk Pander

The Covered Wagon (Siege of Caffa), 2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper
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Henk Pander

Plague Ships Fleeing the Burning City of Caffa, Circa 1347,
2020-2021

60 x 81 (h x w)
oil on linen

Henk Pander

Bacillus, 2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper

Henk Pander

The Siege of Caffa, (Plague Pit), 2020-2021

40 x 60 inch (h x w)
watercolor on paper
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“Wefind certain things about seeing puzzling
becausewe do not find thewhole business of
seeing puzzling enough.”

– Ludwig Josef JohannWittgenstein.
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