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Suzanne van de Meerendonk: My name is Suzanne van de Meerendonk. I'm the Bader
Curator of European Art here at the Agnes Etherington Art Centre. And today I'm speaking
with Franc van Oort, who is an artist living in Perth. | was wondering maybe you could
introduce yourself really briefly and tell us a little bit about yourself.

Franc van Oort: Yeah. So, artist, well, printmaker, | prefer to call it, and because

that doesn't carry that heavy burden of the art with a big A, you know?

Anyway, it's what I've been doing for my whole life and -- besides also making watercolours,
the odd acrylic painting. But printmaking is the thing, and yeah, that's what I'm doing. It's
not just making prints but it turned out to be a lifetime of making prints, and | never really
looked at it like that when | started out, but here | have hundreds of plates, some of which
are still current editions, some of which are really from a long time ago.

Suzanne: Amazing. Yeah. And we are going to talk actually about one of those works that
you made quite a while ago, and this is a work called Lighthouse Window, which is in the
collection of the Agnes Etherington Art Centre. Would you mind talking a little bit about
how and when Lighthouse Window was created?

Franc: Yeah. It was the result of a -- it was quite soon after | had emigrated to Canada, the
summer after, in fact, and we went on a little trip with our kids to the Maritimes, just a
place that | had never seen yet and | saw lighthouses everywhere, and | drew them.

And s o, | have this affinity for lighthouses. And so, it's...in heaven looking around there and
seeing all these different shapes, and some familiar, some totally new like the wooden
lighthouses which I'd never seen in Holland. They don't have wooden lighthouses, right? So
that was an interesting feature. And | sketched them wherever | went. And slowly, this



image started appearing. Okay, this is what | want to do with it. The clapboard and

the twelve panes of the window that you see, that you view the lighthouse through, it kind
of came together after trying this, trying that, trying different ways to approach it, and
eventually, | ended up with this, which is more or less an interpretation. It's not very
literal. | didn't sit there and drew this particular image from life, but | kind of constructed it,
if you will, from different elements of different drawings I'd done.

Suzanne: Yeah. And so when we -- we have an example of the print in front of us and the
people who are listening to this might not be able to tell so much from an image they see
on the screen, but would you be able to talk a bit about the technique that you use to
produce this, you know, even for people who don't really know much about printmaking
and, like, what it entails and how you created some of these effects that we see on the
paper because it is actually kind of almost a little three-dimensional when you have
different view.

Franc: Yeah. Well, so the image is made on a copper plate, etched on a copper plate. Maybe
| won't go into the whole technical explanation of how you make a plate like that, but
basically, it's scratching an image into a plate that has been covered with acid

resist. And so, to etch it, the plate goes in a bath with nitric acid, which bites the

lines I've drawn into the copper. It attacks the copper and turns the line into a groove,
which grooves you can fill with ink and wipe the surface clean and then make a print of it on
a powerful hand-cranked press. So the image was made like that on a copper plate and then
| had the idea to cut that copper plate into twelve little plates that when carefully arranged
on the bed of the press, there's a little space between the individual plates and the paper
under high pressure gets pushed in that space. And so, when you pull the print

away, you'll see these embossed lines. They look like embossed lines and that's really what
they are. It's where the paper gets pushed right down to the bed of the press

in between the plates. And it creates the illusion as if you're looking through a window

with twelve panes, which echoes the windows on the side and the front of the lighthouse
that you see. | think that sort of -- | hope that's clear.

Suzanne: Yeah. And you really see, you know, the windowpanes. They're sort

of receded aback into the paper, so it really gives that effect of, like, almost a real
windowsill and panes. So, you mentioned this was one of the first prints you made after
emigrating to Canada. You're originally from the Netherlands. Would you like to talk us
through a bit like how that happened?

Franc: So, yeah. It was the year before that we immigrated, and | had been a functioning
printmaker in Holland as well and had went to craft shows there and had solo shows and
group shows with other people. And so it was working. | was standing on my own two legs.
| didn't have a teaching job which | briefly had before. | didn't like the constraints of being a



teacher. | wanted to, you know, to express. | was ambitious. And | had ideas and stuff, but it
seemed to work, and | could make a living. And my wife being from Canada, born and raised
in Canada, there was this thing always playing in the background. Well, we could move to
Canada. You know, she has her family here. And so, we weren't really happy with where we
were living, and so it was -- we decided, "Well, let's give it a try." And we did, and it worked,
and never looked back.

| went and did the same thing right away, signed up for craft shows. One of the first ones
was in Kingston at Confederation Park and my work was well received. | went home happy
with a -- you know, made a little money and so on. And then | did the bigger

shows. There's a big Christmas show here at the Portsmouth Harbour or

something it's called. | don't know if it's still there, but that was a big one for me, and it
was not far from Perth where we live. And | started doing one-of-a-kind show in Toronto.

| went to the Ottawa Christmas craft sale. It's a big deal for me. There's hundreds of
exhibitors. And | had, you know, "Franc van Oort, Perth, Ontario" on a little sign.

And so people stopped by, "Oh, yeah, we live in Perth. Welcome," you know? And so | met
three, four, five, six people at that craft show that all lived a stone's throw from where we
lived. We hadn't met anybody yet, so that was great. There was a potter. There was a, you
know, a furniture maker. And there was a wood carver. And they all became my

friends. And they all lived quite close. And this was also the impetus to say, "Let's do a
studio tour together." And unbeknownst to us, we had landed in a kind of an artist/artisan
community, which is really nice because these are all people that understand where you're
coming from and make their living the same way as in, you know, craft show to craft
show. But it was a real resonance with these people, and they were my friends till today.

Suzanne: And so, Agnes acquired this print in 1987, which is pretty close after you made it.
Franc: Right.
Suzanne: And you had connections to the Kingston Art Scene by that time as well, right?

Franc: Well, yeah, because | did these craft shows here in the summer and Christmas

time. So, then you kind of met people. | met a gallery owner who gave me my first exhibit at
Gallery David on Ontario Street, | think. And | hooked up with the people from

Cornerstone. They're no longer there, you know. It's too bad. But it was a beautiful store,
and | was very proud to be a part of it. And so I've sold my work there for -- | don't know --
20 years, 30 years.

Suzanne: So the show in Kingston was your first, your first exhibition in Canada.



Franc: There was one more at Sedbergh School which was close to where we lived in
Montebello, and | sort of got to know the teaching staff there. They took some interest in
my work and they said, "Why don't you do a show here during the parents' visiting day?"
And that was nice. But yeah. The first real show was here in Kingston, and

mostly watercolours. And | think | sold most of them, so that was encouraging.

Suzanne: So maybe to go back to the lighthouses, this one, the lighthouse theme for a
moment again. You mentioned you, you know, you saw and started drawing them. Where
does the interest in lighthouses come from?

Franc: Well, when | was in high school, | got invited to go with my best friend's family for
two weeks, or a week to Vlieland. It's one of the islands that sort of sit on top of the
Netherlands. And I'd never been to any of these islands, and there was this dune with this
beautiful lighthouse, and you could walk right up to it and touch it and we went there

at night, and we saw the beam going around. | was just floored. | just loved the whole thing:
the image, the power, the romance of it, you know? It just really grabbed my imagination,
and | went around Holland and painted and drew lighthouses there for years. And like | said
before, as soon as | got to Canada, there were more lighthouses, and | just continued on the
same path. But the initial one was this beautiful lighthouse | saw so up close, and especially
when you see the Fresnel lenses, you know, this big sort of glittering egg or diamond that
turns around at the top of a lighthouse. There's something magical about that, and | still
feel that every time | see it so --

Suzanne: So is there something that lighthouses represent to you? Is it purely a visual
interest or, you know, you're someone who's moved across oceans; you travel quite a bit,
you find them sort of in the landscape?

Franc: Yeah. It certainly isn't from a seafarer's perspective or a fisherman's

perspective. Like that part of it | understand because | read much about them, books about
lighthouses. But it's the aesthetics of it. They're usually in a sort of a lonely spot. They have
to be very well constructed either out of metal or stone or concrete or, in this case, a
clapboard, wood, and heavy beams inside. But they have to withstand the forces of nature,
so it has to be well built. And there was also -- they were built in a time when there was a
lot of attention to detail, and they spared no expense to pretty things up a little bit. It's
never with lighthouses really straightforward. There's always some elegance even when it
comes to a railing or to brackets that hold up stories and so on. There's always, you know,
elements that make it very pleasing, and that's what attracts me.

Suzanne: Okay yeah. And it seems like in your larger body of work, it seems
like you're interested in the interactions between the human-made structures and then
landscape. Would you place lighthouses in this category as well?



Franc: Yeah. Yeah. | think so. Yeah. Definitely. You could do -- it's almost tempting even if
there is -- 1 do a landscape with no visible human presence, I'm still always a little bit
tempted to put a little post somewhere or a remnant of a fence line like those fence lines
we have near where | live. The split rail fences. They're a fascinating element. It frames
things, and it's something to hold on to and something that | suppose people recognize,
right? That's important.

Suzanne: Yeah. And lighthouses often have this kind of dramatic, you know, view the way
they sit in a landscape.

Franc: Yeah. Totally. And against the sky and big clouds or whatever. It's dramatic.

Suzanne: Yeah. It sure is. Could you talk also a bit about -- you know, you mentioned, you
know, you moved from the Netherlands to Canada. Could you talk a bit about sort of the
different kind of artistic influences that shaped you both in the Netherlands and then
also once you came to Canada, what artworks you found here or things you found
inspiring?

Franc: Yeah. Well, of course, | started investigating, well, who are these Canadians and
where are the printmakers? And | did find some people who made etchings usually at -- met
them at craft shows or art shows. So, yeah, | met a few people and admired the work of |
think David Blackwood especially. He's maybe Canada's most famous etcher, and he also
did a lot of maritime stuff, Newfoundland, whales, lighthouses. So that really spoke to me.
And along those lines also Christopher Pratt and Alex Colville, those were the people whose
work really resonated with me, and | got books and studied them. Yeah. And then from the
Holland days, | was smitten, of course by Rembrandt's etchings, which stands as the
pinnacle, really, in terms of draftsmanship but also technically it's just stunning. And | loved
also the work of MC Escher, which is not etching but lithographs and woodblock

prints. So, there you go. | was very taken with his work, and still am. It's totally unique, |
think.

Suzanne: Yeah. And Escher is, of course, someone who's really well known for using optical
illusions as well. Is that something you've pursued or in a way you're playing a little bit with
optics in a print like this for instance?

Franc: Yeah. Well, | definitely -- | don't have the knack for it like he did, but it is -- there is
an influence definitely. And maybe you could say that playing around with the possibilities
of employing embossing in prints. That's something that I've been pursuing for a long
time. And over the years, I've made prints that could sit next to this one, and you could see
the evolution.



Suzanne: | mentioned, you know, you travel frequently so your body of work in some ways
reflects, you know, where you are. So you do scenes of sort of the locale around where you
live in Perth and then you also travel and you take trips and you draw and then you make
prints based on the things you see, which is also, you know, something you did in the

print we're discussing today. How do you think travel inspires you artistically?

Franc: Well, | think that as soon as you step out of your comfort zone or your own
environment, you bring a different set of eyes with you. You're just so eager for new things.
That new things continually kind of vie for your attention. So, I'm more alert and I'm just
really on the lookout all the time. And so, yeah, I'm always looking for if | could -- if | could
turn it into a picture, if | could, you know, make it into lines or how would | treat it, how
would | do it. Sometimes you'd have to grab watercolours because the colour is so
overwhelming that you don't want to reduce it to black and white, but

oftentimes, black and white is just fine. Also, it travels really easy. It means like a fountain
pen in my pocket and a little sketchbook. I can sit wherever | want, whether it be a city
street or the dunes or looking at a lighthouse. It doesn't demand much. And I fill sketchbook
after sketchbook with that kind of --- our backdrop to our travel experience, whether that's
Europe or wherever it is. There's always drawing.

Suzanne: You're still having fun.

Franc: Yeah. Yeah.



	KEYWORDS
	SPEAKER
	TRANSCRIPT

