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Oude brandweerkazerne in Oudenaarde, venue for ‘VERSUS’  

Known for its cloth and tapestry industry (along with staunch support to the Counts of Flanders 
throughout the Middle Ages), the city of Oudenaarde - a Belgian municipality in the province of East 
Flanders - is nowadays primarily reputed as the starting point of the celebrated ‘Ronde van 
Vlaanderen voor Vrouwen', the women's Tour of Flanders cycling race, that happens every spring; it is 
also the place where the history and mythology of this sport event were institutionalized through the 
RVV-Centrum and its museum. The significance of ‘de Ronde van Vlaanderen', almost a century after 
its modest beginnings, still mirrors the linguistic and related social aspects of the Belgian political 
history and the complexity of its surviving system of government nowadays. Only a day before this 
famous cycling competition, on April 4 this year, an event of another kind was organized in 
Oudenaarde. At the premises of an old - yet well preserved - downtown building, that till recently 
used to be the local fire-station (Brandweer Kazerne ‘Woeker') a group of Belgian artists have been 
invited to the first internal reunion in relation to an exhibition project to take place in the city this 
autumn. The reunion was also an official occasion for the local hosts to introduce and discuss the main 
issues regarding the conceptual, organizational and overall aspects of the fifth edition of Oudenaarde' 
one and only contemporary art initiative so far: VERSUS. 



 
VERSUS is a contemporary art event that takes place every two years. Initiated in 2001 by a 
local non-profit organization ‘KunstadStroom', VERSUS has developed into Oudenaarde's 
unique cultural event devoted to the most actual manifestations of visual arts in Belgium and 
beyond. The previous editions (VERSUS I, II, III, and IV) have brought to the city the artists such 
as Honoré d'O, Wim Catrysse, Philippe Vandenberg, Bernd Lohaus, Jef Geys, Panamarenko, and 
Nick Ervinck, among many others. Each year the event also gathers numerous Belgian critics, art 
historians, and curators to contribute to the realization of the main program (the exhibition), its 
side-projects, and the publication/catalogue following up each VERSUS edition respectively. 

The initiative was born out of the need to challenge the marginal position of a European city as 
regards the situation of artistic developments beyond its own cultural tradition. In the specific 
urban context of Oudenaarde, and its proximity to vivid art centers (such as Gent, Brussels, 
Antwerp, or even Aalst), a critical relation has been established with the modes of 
understanding contemporary art within the Belgian and neighbouring international circuits; 
such a new incentive to the city' life, devoted primarily to the visual arts of our times, has been 
going on for almost a decade. Without high international visibility, it has been constantly 
keeping one main goal nonetheless: offering a possibility and the long-term conditions for 
contemporary art to start growing where it has not been cultivated in any sustainable manner 
before. VERSUS has also offered the intellectual space and material infrastructure for artists' 
production: their critical responses and engaging interventions have given Oudenaarde a 
platform for new creativity to become accepted as constitutive part of everyday life. In the 
conditions where the hospitality towards contemporary visual arts has yet to be established, 
the logic behind VERSUS lies in the open desire to establish a firm and permanent encounter 
between the local citizens and the art of their own times, instead of letting such a potential be a 
thing of its own, outside of the regional and international circuits. The logic of transforming this 
encounter into a real, long-term, and hospitable relationship is the one that allows VERSUS to 
exist on the cultural map of Belgium and on the global agenda of biennials devoted to 
contemporary art. 

VARIOUS FIELDS 

VERSUS_V, the upcoming edition of the Oudenaarde Biennial, is taking place in September and 
October 2009 in and around one of the city's historical architectural landmarks - the Old Fire-
station. Upon the invitation of KunstadStroom to propose the main orientation line for the fifth 
edition of the event, VERSUS_V has been conceived by a group of emerging artists from 
Oudenaarde and the province of Eastern Flanders - Karel Thienpont, Robbrecht Desmet and 
Boris Dewolf. This year the project will include about 20 participants working in the fields of 
sculpture, photography, performance, architecture, cinema, video, sound, music, and 
intermedia-installation. Apart from the main public format (the exhibition), the project is 
composed of several additional programs: three internal artists' meetings preceding the 
exhibition opening, three nocturnal happenings, two concerts, and a series of film/video 
screenings followed by public talks and artists' presentations. The project will equally take place 
in the cyber-space, by developing a series of virtual communication platforms (internet blogs, 



web-sites, e-mail exchange documentation, and facebook). The comprehensive collection of 
visual and textual material encompassing the entire VERSUS_V history, since its beginnings in 
Autumn 2008 up till its end in Autumn 2009, will be published and distributed internationally; a 
bilingual edition (Flemish/ English) will be edited by the project's team, and designed by a group 
of young artists who have conceived the overall visual identity of VERSUS_V. 

Particular attention will be paid to the venue itself: the fire-station building, designed by 
Maurice Vossaert in the interwar period (1936), is a surviving local example of Flemish Nieuwe 
Zakelijkheid (New Objectivity/ Neue Sachlichkeit). Belonging to the Belgian modernist tradition, 
its interbellum architecture is nowadays recognized by the facade, whose alternating volumes 
combine yellow brick with concrete material, and a more recent backside, constructed as a 
concrete appendix to the main building in the 1990s. This entire space will also provide a 
physical and conceptual infrastructure for VERSUS_V: by establishing a symbolic encounter 
between the past and the future, the venue mirrors the tensions of the time of its origin with 
the present state of affairs. Thus it will function as an inspiring, yet challenging framework for 
material and immaterial production, as the open-ended exhibition shell, but also as a 
collaborative exchange-engine for the artists, their works and the audience. 

STATUS OF ART 

Proposing the main conceptual line in the question-form‘ without Destination ?', VERSUS_V 
aims at contributing to the ongoing debates (constantly growing and all the more important for 
Belgium and beyond) over the status of visual representation and its ontology in an image-
saturated world. Starting from the necessity to take part in the ‘writing' processes inherent to 
the visual nature of art-production, the exhibition experiments with the possibilities and 
obstacles that the incessant, massive, over-production of iconic material imposes to the 
responsibility of its producers and consumers nowadays. Emerging from the antagonistic 
positions born around the clash between the nature and the culture, on the one hand, and 
among the categories of images that are being used and re-used in different ways, on the other, 
VERSUS_V is an exhibition that allows this tension to have itself displayed. Situated in a 
particular understanding of the status of images today, the exhibition functions as an open-
door backstage for organic development of its own contents. From the frictions in between the 
conflict zones of existence, it follows the logic of Lois Weinberger's methods where, within the 
coded system of social structures, a free-form appearance of the growing weed depends upon a 
struggle for the space of its own. This is the zone of potential without a preconceived frame and 
a goal to follow. This is also the zone loose of context, out of which the autonomy of being and 
the freedom of collective existence are still possible to emerge. 

Being polemical enough as a statement, ‘without Destination?‘ goes in line with the 
manifestations of opinion-making around the nature and goals of media-existence and image-
production today. Such a view has not been constructed out of the blue: quite to the contrary, 
it emerges as a resonance of the ‘of urgency' that has been rooted in the practices and personal 
viewpoints of the local artists themselves. To give just a single example, it is perhaps not 
exaggerated if a statement by a Brussels-based painter Vincent Geyskens (in his interview with 



Koen Leemans published in the last issue of Janus magazine, N. 24, Fall-Winter 2008/2009) 
would be quoted here: "That the entire history - including the history of art - is constructed 
entirely out of mistakes and coincidences. There is no destination. History is titillating, 
picaresque, and in every sense not the Bildungsroman that people always try to make out of it." 

Taking into consideration all the possible ‘ and coincidences' that will emerge along the road of 
its making, the exhibition is already on its way. Without the rigid hierarchy of decision-making, 
the contents and positions of the show will be gradually cultivated together: up to the moment 
of their first public manifestation in September 2009, a series of three formal internal meeting-
points (in the beginning of April, the end of May and the end of June) served as the consecutive 
platforms of ideas-exchange and common research process. In such a way, the exhibition 
functions as an ecosystem for artists who will, behind their acting in the world of images 
together, aim at providing the winter-garden conditions for the results to come in the future - 
as a promise of their common engagement today. VERSUS_V does not offer any answer to the 
famous question: What do pictures want ? VERSUS_V wants the possibility for the question 
about art to expose itself through the images, in spite of all. 
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‘Destiny without Destination ?', VERSUS_V, 2009 Oudenaarde Biennial of Contemporary Art. 
24.09 till 24.10, Oudenaarde, Belgium, Old Fire-station / Oude Brandweer Kazerne. With: Nel 
Aerts, Herman Asselberghs, Piet Bodyn, Manon De Boer, Sander Buyck, Simona Denicolai & Ivo 
Provoost, Robbrecht Desmet, Stijn Van Dorpe, Johannes Elebaut, Thomas Huyghe, Nicolas Leus, 
Bart Lodewijks, Vincent Meessen, Wobbe Micha, Joris Vande Moortel, Kelly Schacht, Jessie 
Schiettecatte, Vladimir Tanghe, Karel Thienpont. Initiative & Organisation : KunstadStroom vzw, 
www.kunstadstroom.be 

http://www.kunsthart.org/fr/16/61/versus_v-in-oudenaarde-belgium-destiny-without-destination.aspx 
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