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AARK.FI
~ Daniel van Benthuysen ~
/ Hello Dan. Please introduce yourself in few words.
I was born in the middle of the United States, in Saint Louis, Missouri, but came to
New York City as most artists of my generation felt compelled to do. For 29 years I
supported myself as a graphic designer and art director of a team of 26 artists at a
newspaper in the eastern suburbs of New York, on Long Island. Then I taught
various forms of visual journalism for 14 years. But I have always been a
representational painter of landscapes.
/ Is this the first international residency for you?
This is my fourth international residency, though my first was in the U.S. not far
from home, in Connecticut at Weir Farm, the home of the first American painter to
bring Impressionism to America. That was in 2014. Since then, I’ve done residencies
in an ancient walled cité in France, the Fish Factory in Iceland, and now AARK.
/ How did you find the AARK residency in Korpo? How long have you been
here?
I found the AARK residency through the RESARTIS website which collects
information about international residencies from all over the globe. AARK looked
interesting and so I began following their Instagram feed.

I applied in January 2020 for a possible residency in September that year, but
Covid interrupted everything, and no EU country was accepting US passports by
September 2020. This year things were better. Still a bit scary to travel, but we did
it! (My wife, a journalist, came with me the first ten days.)
/ What has this residency offered to you personally and to your art?
AARK and Korpo and the surrounding archipelago offer space and time in a
wonderful location within a fantastically beautiful natural setting. Artists can get
away from the daily routines and obligations that tend to weigh us down. Here you
can refine your focus and artistic practices. Another American who has been at
AARK, Chris Sheridan, has pointed out that what you get out of a residency
depends on what you bring to it. That’s absolutely true. But in addition to the
reasons I’ve already mentioned, I also love getting out of the United States to
enjoy other cultures, other climates and other ideas. And after my residency in
Iceland, I very much wanted to visit another Scandinavian country. Finland
happened to a country I knew almost nothing about, so I thought, “Let me go
there.”

/ You are not able to travel with big canvases and your acrylic paints. How do
you face your artistic creation when you are in a residency and when you are
back home?
I’ve been painting almost entirely in oil for the last 20 years, but that’s even more
of a problem transporting in overseas flights. When I travel I work in watercolor It’s
extremely fast, dries quickly and one can work quite small. Then, back home, in the
comfort of my studio I can continue these visual explorations on a much larger
scale. Inevitably I change things, hopefully for the better.
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/ You are 70 years old. You are the oldest person that I have met in the
residency. What do you think that a residency like AARK in Korpo offers to you
51 that is different from what it offers to a younger artist?
Artists are explorers, regardless of age. But one’s age influences what one is
inclined to explore. At my age I’m looking at some of the same issues younger
artists look at. Social and political issues, climate change, and so forth. But an artist
my age is not setting out and beginning a career. So I look for ways that the focus
of my work can be relevant to present day exchanges of ideas. I think traditional
landscape painting has always had some appeal to the general public, but as we
look closer at what needs to be done for our environment, what needs to be done
to mitigate climate change and the damage already done, I think work like mine
can inspire and help keep the conversation going. I saw and painted a sun halo
while at AARK. Those are not often seen in countries at lower latitudes. And with
climate change who knows? They may disappear altogether. (Scientists say sun
halos are the result of light passing through ice crystals in the highest clouds.) So I
did a little watercolor from a high point on the Westerholm Trail. It’s the first
painting I want to do on a larger scale when I get back home.

/ You have been painting your whole life, but you haven’t been a professional
artist. Can you tell us about your professional life?
Oh, but I HAVE been a professional artist, just not one making fine art for sale in
galleries. For almost three decades I was an artist for a newspaper. During those
years, literally millions of people saw my work but did not know my name. And
aspects of that work turn out to have been excellent training for the last twenty

years making the transition to “fine art.” Working for a newspaper, on deadline
five days (or more!) a week, was fantastic practice in visual storytelling and
focusing my message. Often in a matter of minutes one has to decide: Which
photo best tells the story we have? How shall we display that photo? And
sometimes in terrible situations. On 11 September 2001, we had no time to think
about what might be happening next. We had only minutes to try to make sense of 52
what had already just happened, and show that to our readers as the presses were
waiting.
/ Has painting become a bigger part of your
life now that you are retired?
I thought being retired from newspaper work
and teaching would give me hours and hours
more time to paint. Instead I think what it has
given me is hours and hours more time to THINK
about what I am painting. And I think that’s
good. I’m not producing MORE paintings now,
but I think, BETTER paintings.
Interview and pictures of the artist and the
studio by Aarón Blanco Tejedor

