
As the Hudson Valley 
hascelebrated the 400th 
anniversary of its discov-
ery by Henry Hudson in 
a Dutch expedition, art 
exhibitions focusing on 
contemporary Dutch cul-
ture have been especially

 rich. 
“Fendry 
Ekel — 
The Wit-
ness,” a 
show of

 a dozen works in its 
final week at the Hudson 
Valley Center for Con-
temporary Art, is among 
them.

Born in Jakarta, Indo-
nesia, in 1971, Mr. Ekel, 
who has never exhibited 
before in this country, 
lives in Amsterdam, 
where he belongs to an 
artists’ collective that in-
cludes the sculptor Folk-
ert de Jong. Mr. Ekel is 
primarily a painter, pro-
ducing colorful works on 
paper that mix media and 
techniques, including 
gouache, acrylic painting 
and drawing.

Each of the paintings 
being shown here is well 
crafted and attractively 
presented in the mezza-
nine gallery. While there 
is nothing especially 
innovative about the

style — a loose expres-
sionistic realism — the 
content gives you pause 
for thought, and the eco-
nomical use of symbolic 
imagery gives the pic-
tures raw visual force.

tures raw visual force.
As a starting point for 
viewing the exhibition, I 
would encourage visitors 
to dip into the excellent, 
informative catalog. It 
helps explain the social, 
political and cultural 
underpinnings of the 
works. Mr. Ekel has a 
great deal to say about 
the world we live in, not 

much of it positive.
Take “The Dutch-

man Willem Oltmans 
as George Washington” 
(2008), a cartoonish 
painting of a middle-
aged white man with 

blond hair dressed up as 
the first president. It ins
at a glance an innoc-
uous-looking portrait, 
reminding you a little of 
an Andy Warhol screen 
print.

But this work has a po-
litical message. Reading 
about the painting in the 
exhibition catalog, we 
learn that Mr. Oltmans, 

who died in 2004, was a 
Dutch journalist with po-
litical connections to the 
Sukarno regime in Indo-
nesia. In Mr. Ekel’s eyes, 
he was a powerful figure 
who helped change the 
destiny of a nation.

“Willem Oltmans” 
is one of the show’s 
few portraits. The art-
ist mostly paints late-
20th-century buildings 
and architectural inte-
riors, conveyed with a 
minimum of detail and 
information. This makes 
them seem oddly simple 
but mysterious.

Several paintings here 
depict the Century 21 
department store and 
the nearby Millennium 
Hilton hotel in Lower 
Manhattan. They were 
done in 2006, based 
on snapshots. They are 
impressionistic night 
scenes, denuded of peo-
ple, capturing reflections 
and the play of light.

The paintings are 
linked to the terrorist at-
tack on the World Trade 
Center, once located 
across the street from 
Century 21, for the mem-
ory of what happened 
on 9/11 continues to 
resonate in the stone and 
glass of surviving build-
ings nearby. Mr. Ekel’s 
blurry, weirdly depopu-
lated night scenes are all 
about memory and loss.
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  From a Dutch Painter, works with Much to Say

POLitiCAL MeSSAGe “The Dutchman Willem Oltmans as 
George Washington” is one of a dozen works by Fendry Ekel on 
display in Peekskill.

“Fendry Ekel — The Witness,” 
Hudson Valley Center for 
Contemporary Art, 1701 Main 
Street, Peekskill, through Jan 31. 
Information: (914) 788-0100 or 
hvcca.org.
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