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“With good works of art… you do not ask yourself why the artist chose to make that particular object, nor why he or she chose to use that particular form, color, or technique.

The answer lies hidden, always, in the object itself. It touches you in a way you cannot ignore.”

The Dutch artist Bert van Loo wrote those words when he was a juror for the “Young Glass” Exhibition at the Glasmuseum in Ebeltoft, Denmark in 1987. Although he was specifically referring to the works of the four winners (Lukas Deros, Milan Handl, Mary Van Cline and Adriana Popescu), They might equally be used to describe his own aesthetic goals.

Over the last three decades as a sculptor using a multitude of materials, he has created a body of work that is notable for its focus on certain aesthetic precepts while achieving a diversity of formal expression. A Van Loo sculpture is characterized by the use of opposing and/or complementary materials as well as abstract references to the real world yet his individual works are all quite unique. Glass is often the primary material even if others play a larger role physically. Under Van Loo’s direction, glass converses whit wood, neon, lead, steel, bronze, or granite, becoming the main protagonist in the dialogue of materials that has always characterized his sculpture.

Born in 1946, the seventh child in a family of eight in the small town of Gulpen, Van Loo always drew and painted but his parents discouraged him from becoming an artist. Instead at their urging, he studied chemistry, but he never really pursued a career in that field. He worked a variety of jobs before he enrolled in 1969 at the Gerrit Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam. He studied also with Sybren Valkema and spent a period at the Royal College of Art in London before receiving his degree in sculpture and in glass in 1973. 

At the Rietveld he discovered sculpture to be his métier and glass as his medium. The duality of glass is particularly appealing to him, who throughout his career has delighted in reconciling the irreconcilable. For Van Loo glass “is soft and sensual when it’s hot. Once it is cooled, it’s hard and sharp, at the same time it’s vulnerable and fragile” He continues, “I experience glass as a metaphysical material. It’s there and it’s not, it’s solidified but still moving, it’s translucent but closed. ”The writer and art historian Paul Knolle has suggested that Van Loo’s use of glass might also relate to the sculptor’s wish to have reason and emotion melt together in the work of art.” 

Van Loo’s work has always essentially been about resolution because of his choice of opposing – or are they complementary? – materials and forms. There is the transparency of glass versus the impenetrable lead, which blocks even X-rays. There is the ethereal quality of glass pitted against the earth-bound granite. And of course, there is the ability of glass to represent both air and sea, to be both material and immaterial, to slide from two dimensions into four with the temporal experience of observation. Glass is also the perfect medium for a sculptor who contends, “the work art is not the sum of what the spectator sees but of what he doesn’t see.”

Formally Van Loo has always striven for that same tension and resolution. One could describe his sculptures as abstractions that nonetheless evoke the physical world. Writing in 1985-1986 Glass Art Society Journal, Van Loo explained, “what I try to do in my work is to cut through the existing meaning attached to objects and materials in our culture. My work still makes reference to notions of reality and the world. An important factor in this connection is the distance between material reality and the potential expressive interpretations of it.” 

For example, a 1992-1993 glass bronze and granite sculpture for the “Instituut voor Taxonomische Zoologie” in Amsterdam appears to be directly inspired by the work carried on by the institute. Irregularly shaped ‘wings’ of laminated plate glass are inserted into a block of handsome polished black granite. The shapes recall an insect’s wing and their translucency reinforces that perception. Van Loo has drawn in black fragments of organisms that to the viewer unschooled, in the sciences appear to be accurate renderings of life forms, when, in fact, they are more fancy than fact. He revels in the knowledge that the institute’s laugh at these renditions and join him in his ‘joke’. While the drawings allude to the studies taking place in the institute, the optical qualities of the glass reinforce those life science researches when the glass planes reflect and incorporate the living world of the environment into the sculpture itself. 

Van Loo’s ability to create intellectually compelling sculptures, to address a sophisticated audience as well as one that is uninformed has been a central feature of his larger works. For example, in an essay on Van Loo’s recent monumental works, Micky Piller (art historian) describes Van Loo’s 1996 – 110 cm x 250 cm x 90 diameter ovoid of granite and plate glass sited on a polder thusly: “On a small hill at the edge of the town of Emmeloord is an egg made of gray granite and green light. It lies broad and diagonal against a row of trees. Bands of the oval stone stand out sharply against green nothingness, against a prism of light. When you walk up the hill, the light turns out to be strips of glass. You can look through glass, but its edge here is soft green, yet still transparent. Looking down into the strips you see a prism above the layer of stone, an oil slick in Technicolor.” 

Piller goes on to write that a man bicycles by, stopping to comment, “This is nice. First I thought it was nonsense. Now I like it” The sculpture itself is a straightforward form yet clearly evokes a poetic response and even wins over those un-inclined to accept the austerely simple artistic expression.

Since 1976 Van Loo has been periodically working on larger scale. “The allure of working monumentally is the physical sensation, perception and feeling. I like the complexity but even more the energy (when it’s good) returning to the viewer,” he shares ”Next to that every commission is a complete new exercise, looking for a solution to a problem. In essence maybe that is why I am an artist: to find out, to discover.”

Van Loo also expects the viewer to be engaged in that process of discovery so he has always been loathe to attach specific meanings to his sculptures, allowing them to communicate on many levels. His most recently completed commissioned work commemorates the 1799 battle at Castricum between English-Russian troops and the Bataafs(Dutch)-French army, which began at sea and concluded on land. In his sculpture Van Loo has flanked with roughly hewn granite a central section of sheets of stacked laminated plate glass. The 360-cm-high composition is presented on a stepped oval plinth of concrete.

 For the Castricum commission Van Loo researched the battle and its implications. The combined Dutch and French army, representing the democratic movement, defeated the imperialist of England and Russia, and the victory is considered vital to the establishment of democratic governments in Europe. Glass is obvious symbol of water but its contradictory qualities of both fragility and strength also make it a potent metaphor for democracy. By placing the granite-and-glass sculpture on rather conventional plinth Van Loo is making a bow to the traditions of monumental sculptures but his abstract forms defy easy interpretations, one of the common denominators in all of his oeuvre. Although Van Loo was responding to the historical event, he created a work that extends beyond that moment, and as always with his work, leaves the door open to personal interpretation. 

As he said “It is not my purpose to answer questions, but to evoke them.” 
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