The massacre of the innocents
A painting by Detlef Gotzens
A film by Alain Boisvert

A reflection of our times
“The Massacre of the Innocents” is a reflection of our times and at
the same time also a reflection on one of the greatest Masters of the
Baroque Area and one of his Masterpieces.

It brought me also back to the time as a young Boy and my fascination
with Rubens’ Paintings without knowing that it was the Artist inside of
me that was calling out and was the source of my curiosity.
So many Years later now living in Canada where I discovered that
Rubens’ Painting “The Massacre of the Innocents” is now
permanently in this country, it was then at that moment that I realized
here was a way to close a circle that began a long time ago for me.
Rubens was born in 1577 in Siegen, Germany and then grew up in my
Hometown of Cologne until the age of 12 and now we both are here
in Canada. That’s how it all started, my “Massacre of the Innocents” is
a snapshot of our times and at the same time a part of me and my Life
as well as a Homage to Rubens, I hope that the viewer will be able to
find some way to reflect for him or herself on what it means but that
Art in itself is the message of hope and a Testament to the Human spir

Detlef

The massacre of the innocents

Filming the Massacre
I started filming The Massacre before we visited the AGO in Toronto. I
wanted to get a feel not only for Detlef ’s work but also for his
workspace: the studio. Knowing that I would be filming in a relatively
confined space, I needed to understand the physical limitations and
how to make them interesting by concentrating on Detlef as he
painted.
Filming at the AGO was a new experience. Not a lot of time. Sound
bouncing off the walls and very little lighting. All I could do was try to
make the best of it. Not having enough light turned out to be very
interesting because it gave the whole scene a glow that accurately
reflects that space in the museum.
I then just continued shooting in Detlef ’s studio, trying to get the
essence of his work and what this painting means to him.
I also played a lot with my camera and tried to imbue my point of
view as the filmmaker. I wanted images that would talk without words;
to share the feeling and the atmosphere in the studio.
I got some great shots because I just kept the camera rolling. You
sometimes feel instinctively that the silence will fade into something
important. And you also lose some shots because that’s how it is. What
counts is how you can then connect all that shooting and express an
artist’s emotions and thoughts as you show how they work.
Hopefully, The Massacre of the Innocents manages to do that.
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Dego's Massacre of the innocents
Léonard Beaulne
In the tradition of Western painting, the Massacre of the Innocents has been one of the
preferred themes of artists to depict the brutality of war and savagery in humankind. Not
surprisingly, painters were drawn to it at times of rising conflict and violence, and their
dreadful impact on vulnerable populations. This was particularly the case among masters of
the 16th and 17th centuries in Europe, like Rubens, whose art flourished when the new
modern age was emerging. With this subject matter they could display the power of their
artistic innovations while simultaneously condemning indirectly the barbarism and
depravity of their time. They worked, for such a purpose, on developing a visual system of
representation which focused on movement, action, dynamics, sharp contrasts and tension.
Rubens is considered to have brought this system to its highest degree. When looking at his
Massacre of the Innocents, one is struck by the dark energy pulsating throughout the scene, the
realism in the portrayal of the human bodies, some of them quasi sculpture-like, reflecting
his intention of provoking strong emotions of awe, fear, horror and sadness.
In presenting his Massacre of the Innocents, Detlef Gotzens (Dego) is taking upon
himself a challenging task that he accomplishes with outstanding success. His work captures
with as much vivacity the bewilderment, confusion, repulsion and the sheer frightfulness of
victims senselessly slaughtered in our contemporary setting. The challenge faced by a
painting intending to render in our context a classical theme with as much impact are
various. Dego proposes skilful solutions which make his work a remarkable achievement.

First, there is the challenge of establishing the relationship with his illustrious
predecessor while avoiding the pitfalls of repetition, pastiche or kitsch. While the theme
remains the same and the intention similar, Dego has to forge a pictorial language that is
attuned to the expectations of a different audience. Rubens could rely on the biblical
narrative as an external foil to give unity and coherence to his work. The credibility of the
narrative was undoubted among his contemporaries and supported the acceptability of his
painting. Within that given framework he could deploy all the resources of his talent and
the innovations of baroque art to achieve a maximum impact.
For Dego, the situation is different. While he maintains some of the structural
elements of the Rubens composition, notably the central compact mass of twisting and
buckling human bodies where the tragedy unfolds, he has to reconstruct within the painting
itself the context which will give meaning to the scene. The off-balance masses of Rubens
and their curvilinear interconnectedness are now compressed, truncated and set in a mostly
vertically segmented plane. Some of the characters remain well defined with a painterly
texture while many others hover above or around with a phantasmagorical presence.
Indices pegged to these characters or strewn about the composition, like the child soldier in
the foreground holding an ill-defined weapon, provide some clues to what is going on and
the agencies at work.
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The traditional narrative unity of the scene is broken however. The viewing
experience is constantly interrupted by the switching and overlapping of segmented planes
accentuating the feeling of dissonance and discordance. While some figures are well
delineated, giving strength to the image, others have little contour, fusing at times with the
background. The illusion of space is very limited as aerial and linear perspectives are barely
present.
Perhaps the most striking feature of the painting, at first glance, is the brilliancy, high
luminosity and intensity of the colours. Pure colours shape forms, creating an impression
of crispness and presence. It is as if figures were seen through high-definition digital media.
Through the power of mimetic representation, the overall picture becomes an image of
images, sharing with them the capacity to construct a self-referential world whose grammar
is provided by their structural juxtaposition. This captures well the basic experience of a
contemporary audience whose access to the world is shaped and mediated by the extended
network of the media. The illusion thus created is that the world is always ‘in front of us’
and not ‘around us’.

In presenting a reinterpretation of such a seminal work as that of the Rubens
painting, Dego is also compelled to meet a second challenge pertaining to the new
conditions of visual credibility of painting in the present context. As a minimum, the advent
of a modernist sensibility does away with the often criticized ‘theatricality’ or ‘stage-setting’
features of Rubens’ art. Once the ‘stage-setting’ effects of a painting are seen through, the
painting loses its capacity to mesmerize and transfix the beholder. The risk of ‘theatricality’
is however always present in any painting, as the fundamental convention of paintings is to
be seen by a beholder who always stands ‘in front of it’. Artists employ many strategies to
neutralize ‘theatricality’ and thus enhance credibility. In his Massacre of the Innocents, Dego
proposes a remarkable solution to increase believability and strengthen the impact of the
work. He inserts a beholder within the structure of the painting itself, creating an alter ego to
the viewer. This alter ego is fittingly made up of a collage of newsprint. He is as disembodied
as can be and seems to exist only to function as a point of view for observing the cascading
and ghastly images making up the scene. We are absorbed unwittingly by our identification
with this alter ego, while remaining in reality outside of his purview. A space is thus opened
allowing for the possibility of self-awareness.
The system of representation that underpins this brilliant work allows us, as the real
beholders, to experience the full ambiguity of being mere spectators while at the same time,
through the unfolding of the spectacle, to still be deeply moved by the sight of human
suffering.
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The painting

"The massacre of the innocents", 2017.
Painting by "Dego", 89'' X 116'' / 226 X 295 cm.
Oil, Charcoal and Collage on Canvas.

Vernissage
11th of November 2018
2:00 PM to 4:00 PM
Salle culturelle Alfred-Langevin
10 rue King, Huntingdon, Québec
Information:
Iris Delagrange
(450) 264-5411 p.238
Exhibition is free and open Saturday and
Sunday from 1:00 PM to 4:00 PM

Weekdays, upon reservation only.

The massacre of the innocents

Contact
Detlef "Dego" Gotzens

75 Rang Du Moulin
Saint-Chrysostome, Québec, Canada
J0S 1R0
email: dego@degoarts.com
www.degoarts.com

Alain Boisvert

184 Châteauguay, Huntingdon, Québec, Canada
J0S 1H0
email: aboisvert@lematounoir.qc.ca
www.lematounoir.qc.ca

The massacre of the innocents

