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Past imperfect

During my youth in Suriname, the position of women was 
never questioned. Women organised the family, cared for the 
children and were often also the breadwinners. As head of 
the family, my grandma Dina made sure that my father and 
mother got a place to themselves where they could start their 
life together. However, there was also the law of the land, 
under which married women weren’t permitted to perform 
financial transactions, and couldn’t even buy a washing 
machine or open a bank account. They needed their 
husband’s signature to do so. Financial competence and the 
ability to perform transactions were regarded as a male 
preserve. In the Netherlands, a similar law was in place until 
1956. And in Suriname, financial emancipation of women 
wasn’t introduced until 1981. 

Until quite recently, of course, ABN AMRO was also run 
exclusively by men. Fortunately, we started closing the gap 
many years ago. However, you don’t change something that 
was the norm for centuries in just a couple of years. 
Especially since it’s not just a matter of more diversity but  
also of inclusivity. After all, as well as being given the same 
opportunities, everyone also has to be given a voice and to  
be heard. For us as a bank, ‘a sense of belonging’ is what it’s 
really about. Only then can you feel completely free and dare 
to be yourself. Being everything that you are, carry with you 
and represent. Only then can you truly feel at home because 
you are in a safe place, where you can settle down with an 
easy heart and have room to grow. That last step is one we 
can only take together. By sharing our personal stories with 
each other. Describing our background and experiences.  
The dilemmas and struggles we’ve faced. We’re all different; 
we’ve all got our own story to tell. 

It’s this accumulation of perspectives that will help us move 
forward. Only then can we build an organisation together 
which truly reflects the society in which we live. And which, 
through all these different backgrounds, ideas and con
victions, will lead us to a sustainable and lasting future for our 
bank. In Eleven Women, and More…, eleven powerful women 
within the bank tell us what made them who they are today. 
And how their past—positive or negative—influenced their 
development. Each of them took their inspiration from an art 
work in ABN AMRO’s Art Collection. The result is fascinating. 
Eleven great stories, each compellingly told using a work of 
art as a springboard. Many penetrating, some thoughtful, 
others combative. The exhibition Eleven Women, and More… 
brings these eleven stories to life through a selection of 
striking artworks. The power of art is that it encourages 
dialogue. The strength of telling stories is that it inspires 
others. And this is precisely what this exhibition in the new 
ABN AMRO Art Space sets out to do. 

As a special feature 
for this booklet, I’ve 
selected a photo
graph from the bank’s 
historic collection. 
It shows a day in the 
office at the world’s 
first Bank for Women. 
This branch for 
female customers of 
the Rotterdamsche 
Bank—a precursor 
of ABN AMRO—was 

opened to serve the growing number of women who wanted to 
manage their own banking affairs. The initiative was conceived 
by Clara Meijers in 1913, but it would be another 15 years 
before she’d gained enough support to set it up. For me, this 
photo of the women’s bank symbolises the courage and 
strength of people who dared to take the risk of challenging 
prevailing norms. But it also confirms me in my belief that what 
may be nonnegotiable and controversial today could and will 
change tomorrow and have a positive influence on our future. 
After all, there are still many issues that remain unresolved. 

Today, in 2021, we no longer believe in the need for a special 
bank for women. On the contrary, we want to reflect the whole 
of society. But what if Clara Meijers hadn’t spent 15 years 
pursuing her conviction at the start of the twentieth century? 
Quite simply, we wouldn’t be where we are today. The past is 
often a wise counsellor. The same applies to the eleven 
personal stories in this booklet. Accounts which open our eyes. 
Which are sometimes moving and frequently command our 
respect. No matter how different their approaches, per
spectives and dreams may be, these eleven women all have 
one thing in common. They—each and every one—have used 
their past as a springboard for their future. In all their different 
forms and with all their different backgrounds, talents and 
convictions. Be inspired by these eleven women and the works 
of art they have chosen. Let this exhibition be the starting point 
for the sharing of an endless stream of special stories and 
valuable experiences. After all, there’s still a world to be won! 

Laetitia Griffith
Member of the Supervisory Board of ABN AMRO Bank

Ad Windig
Heemstede 1912 – Callantsoog 1996

Vrouwenbank, Rokin 23–27, Amsterdam
Ca. 1950
Black and white photo on paper 
5.7 x 5.4 cm



Introduction Eleven Women, and More…

Women at the bank—just a hundred years ago, it was still 
unthinkable. Illustrating this is a 1928 photogravure from  
ABN AMRO’s historical collection, showing two hundred 
members of the association for stockbrokers at the stock 
exchange on Amsterdam’s Damrak. After a thorough scan, 
the face of just one woman can be discerned amongst the 
sea of her male colleagues: that of Mrs. Van Eeghen
Detering, the first female stockbroker. 

A great deal has changed since then, both at the bank and  
in society. But where do we stand now? Karin van Barneveld,  
a member of ABN AMRO’s transformation team, began to 
contemplate this upon seeing an exhibition of work by Helen 
Verhoeven, winner of the eighth ABN AMRO Art Award, at 
CIRCL in 2019. Titling the presentation Eleven Women, 
Verhoeven focused on the changeable image of ‘the woman’ 
across several paintings. She painted women as mother and 
saint, but also as temptress and murderer. Karin wondered 
whether, and to what extent, women at the bank have 
managed to rid themselves of the images that are projected 
onto them. Furthermore, she was convinced that women 
function better when they feel at home in a particular place 
and are granted the leeway to be themselves. She grew 
curious to hear thoughts on this from the women themselves. 

With these questions Karin approached us, the department 
Art & Heritage at ABN AMRO, where we manage the art and 
historical collections of ABN AMRO. Our dialogue with her 
led to the idea of inviting a group of women who work at the 
bank to talk about this subject, prompted by artworks from the 
ABN AMRO Art Collection. Could art play a role in stimulating 
a conversation? This is how a unique group of ‘eleven 
women’ with diverse backgrounds—whether it be in terms  
of position, faith, origins, skin color, limitation or sexual 
preference—eventually came into being. In a series of 
workshops, they each chose a work from the collection in 
which a woman is the main focus, and on the basis of that 
choice, they told their own stories. These led to frank 
discussions in which they shared their personal histories, 
various perspectives, and experiences. In their stories, they 
also revealed their vulnerabilities, with the knowledge that 
speaking out ultimately contributes to a future in which one 
stands stronger in the world. 

The photogravure taken in the Beurs van Berlage, in which 
Mrs. Van EeghenDetering can be seen, served as the starting 
point for our discussions: initially, to awkward silence, but 
soon enough, the conversation erupted. Mrs. Van Eeghen 
was a trailblazer, certainly! A pioneer. At the same time, as 
the niece of Shell’s founder, she also enjoyed quite a few 
privileges. But the image of one woman in the midst of all 
those men did feel uncomfortable, oppressive and con
frontational. Poignantly, it even elicited the recognition that 
1928 didn’t seem so long ago after all.

Powerful Stories
The artworks 
selected during the 
workshops—and that 
are now on display in 
the exhibition Eleven 
Women, and More... 
in ABN AMRO’s new 
art space—not only 
attest to the fact that 

the image of women changes constantly; they also show that 
the woman does not exist. In a work by Yael Davids, one woman 
saw the depiction of her own career, while another identified 
with a desire to be completely oneself as represented in a 
photograph by Erwin Olaf. Céline van Balen’s photograph 
evoked memories of the misunderstandings that can arise with 
a migratory background, and a lithograph by Marlene Dumas 
brought to mind the stereotypical view of women. In short: the 
selection presents a range of personal interpretations and 
associations that led to eleven powerful stories about belonging, 
otherness and diversity. All of these stories, which can be read 
in the booklet accompanying the exhibition, attest to challenges 
faced and opportunities seized by the women.
 
The photographer Dana Lixenberg, whose work was also 
selected for the exhibition, was asked to make portraits of 
these women. She photographed them on the top floor of the 
bank’s headquarters, precisely where its board members—
predominantly male—were once seated. It resulted in a 
remarkable series of intimate portraits in which Lixenberg 
portrays these strong women in all their uniqueness. 

For the next six months, the exhibition will serve as a spring
board for new conversations with other women at the bank. 
They too will hold workshops, a series of encounters in which 
art prompts the experiences of women to be shared by and with 
women. Thus, the project will continue to grow. Eleven Women, 
and More...

The Power of Art
With its engagement in the ongoing dialogue surrounding 
diversity, inclusiveness, and individualism, Eleven Women, and 
More... gives women room to speak out. It is also ultimately 
about the recognition and appreciation of different perspectives, 
both in the business world and in larger society. At the same 
time, these stories offer a new perspective on the selected 
works, thus allowing us to see that art continues to invite new 
interpretations, provide new insights, and grow with the times. 
In this way Eleven Women, and More... celebrates the strength 
and beauty of the individual as well as that of art.

Danila Cahen, curator, 
ABN AMRO Art Collection

English Photograving Co.

The first female stockbroker 
(Stock exchange, Beurs van Berlage, Amsterdam)
25 February 1928
photoengraving 
91.5 x 131.5 cm



Aartie

Dana Lixenberg
Aartie
2021

‘With her light skin enveloped in that dark headscarf, the girl in  
this photo by Céline van Balen initially seemed to me to be slightly 
invisible. But her penetrating gaze captivated me straightaway.  
It’s full of longing. As if she’s thinking: “What will the future bring… 
Who’ll see me?” At the same time I see lots of potential in her, not 
least in her desire to be seen.
I myself am of Hindustani origin—and in our culture, equality between 
men and women isn’t automatically the norm, in my view. For me, 
gender equality is a key principle, both privately and professionally, 
and that comes partly from the way I’ve experienced my culture.  
I come from a family with liberal parents, and was given quite a lot 
of freedom, but it was also something I demanded; I simply didn’t 
see why I shouldn’t be able to do the same things as my brother. 
I recognise that same conviction in the eyes of this girl. The drive to 
make something of herself. Even though that takes energy. Having  
to confront prejudices … sometimes running up against brick walls, 
and, as the only woman and the only woman of colour, often feeling 
invisible. I’ve sometimes been referred to as a “tropical surprise”.  
As if my achievements weren’t expected. And precisely because 
you’re constantly trying to adapt yourself to the prevailing culture, you 
sometimes end up denying a part of yourself. But now that I’m older,  
I feel I can acknowledge my culture and I feel stronger and more at 
ease as a result. So when I look at that photo, I’m really seeing two 
things: invisibility, but above all, future opportunities that beckon.’

Céline van Balen 
Amsterdam 1965

Yesim 
1998
colour photograph on aluminium (edition 2/5)
62 x 50 cm 

Dana Lixenberg
Amsterdam 1964

Eleven Women
2021
11 x archival pigment print
50 x 39,2 cm



Karin

Dana Lixenberg
Karin 
2021

Malou

Dana Lixenberg
Malou 
2021

‘The woman in the box in the two photographs by Yael Davids 
immediately puts me in mind of my own career at the bank. She’s 
locked in and is trying to break open the box with her hands and feet. 
I started out as a trainee in a group training class in the mid1980s.  
I was ambitious. However, my then director made one thing crystal 
clear: the combination of being a woman and a manager was not one 
he could imagine. I thought: “I’ll prove you wrong.” So I see the 
woman in the box as myself, as I’ve spent a large part of my career 
breaking open the box. I’ve really struggled and fought my way out 
of it. Initially I felt comfortable enough with it; “I’ll be fine,” I thought. 
Until I realised that I was giving up too much of myself. Part of me—
my female self—was still inside the box. I was going for substance, 
for winning and results, and was competing with everyone else to be 
the best. And of course, that was the norm. What’s more, the bank’s 
slogan in those days, “Making business possible”, also fitted me well. 
But I gave too little attention to my feminine qualities of connecting, 
empathising and seeing the wider picture. It gnawed at me; I felt 
incomplete. Only when, after training and coaching, I gave myself 
permission to value this side of me, could I show myself more fully, 
including in my work. The fact that over the years, more and more 
women were being appointed to managerial positions also helped.
My determination—I’ll prove you wrong—has cost me a great deal 
but it has also got me to where I am now. Nevertheless, I hope that 
younger women will be able to travel a different growth path. To see 
each other as they truly are. Then, how much more “business”  
could become “possible”!’

‘A girl who’s wearing a pair of trousers rather than a dress. For me, it’s 
a highly relatable image, and it immediately feels like a breath of fresh 
air. Her gaze, which is a bit “tough” and boyish, goes straight to my 
heart. Because I used to be that tomboy. I didn’t “fit” the template of 
being female, and frequently clashed with it. Since I always resisted 
wearing a dress, I was labelled “sporty”. But I remember as if it were 
yesterday the time when I really couldn’t avoid wearing a dress, at 
the first communion of a girl next door. I felt incredibly uncomfortable, 
almost as though I were naked. So whenever I see a photograph like 
this, my main thought is: “How wonderful that it’s now ‘allowed’, and 
that girls can now look tough and boyish if they want to.” I’m glad 
there’s now much more scope to do so. “Tough” for me means  
daring to say certain things, daring to be different. At the same time,  
I still struggle with the concept of “being tough”. Funnily enough,  
I still sometimes see it as a male quality.
I associate the title of the photograph, Berlin, with a sense of 
freedom. That freedom is also essential to my work. For example, my 
career only really got off the ground once I dared to be fully myself.  
At first, I tried to adapt myself to what I thought the culture was.  
I wanted to show a businesslike version of myself and in doing so,  
I pushed my own personality into the background. Now that I’m daring 
more to reveal who I am, I’ve noticed that it’s not just accepted but 
also rewarded—for example, with a compliment. That makes me 
more selfconfident, as a result of which I automatically take more  
on. It’s a kind of flywheel effect. I believe that process has also led me 
to make progress within ABN AMRO.’

Erwin Olaf 
Hilversum 1959

Berlin, Porträt 02 – 12th of September 
2012
chromogenic print on Fuji Chrystal Archive paper (edition 2/10)
75 x 56 cm 

Yael Davids 
Jerusalem, Israel 1968

Pillar
1995–2001
2x cprint on aluminium (edition 3/8)
34,5 x 24 cm 



Maral 

Dana Lixenberg
Maral 
2021

Marguerite

Dana Lixenberg
Marguerite 
2021

‘An attractive and powerful piece! Supermodel by Marlene Dumas 
immediately reminds me that the representation of diversity is crucial 
in an organisation. Role models are a key part of this. Like the British 
supermodel Naomi Campell, who was the first darkskinned model to 
appear on the world stage.
People have difficulty with those who are different, which is why 
recognition is essential. I myself “came out of the closet” when I was 
at the bank. If you never see anyone who’s like you it’s really quite 
scary, despite the open culture we’re striving for. You get a lot of 
ribbing, partly, I think, out of ignorance. Even so, this can seriously 
undermine your sense of security. Fortunately, people have always 
responded well to me here. After all, the bank is part of society, and 
this should be reflected in the organisation, in terms of colour, gender, 
religious beliefs and of course sexual orientation. Because the best 
version of yourself is the one where you can be fully yourself and 
don’t have to pretend to be something else. This work of art raises 
that feeling of “being different” in me, but above all makes me feel 
combative. It makes me want to work more with, and listen to, other 
networks and minorities. The Black Lives Matter protests opened my 
eyes; the difficulties black people have to contend with are almost 
unimaginable to the rest of us. Like the US football star Megan 
Rapinoe, I’d like to say: we with our privileges have a responsibility to 
speak out. I therefore want to seize every opportunity to tell people 
that they can and should be themselves.’

‘How refreshing… How peaceful… I immediately fell for the gentle
ness of the painting China Girl with Cap by Kiki Lamers. Personally,  
I don’t cope very well with contrasts; I find them painful. This is due  
to my autism: contrasts simply generate too many stimuli for me.  
But thanks to the soft and gentle colours in this work, I’m not bothered 
by them. The emphasis here is entirely on her penetrating gaze. 
At the same time, the dreamlike feel of this work gives me the scope 
to interpret it for myself. I really like that.
A second work that really affects me, coincidentally by the same 
artist, is Ear. I interpreted this as a listening ear. During the COVID19 
lockdown, I listened carefully to myself and learned more about me. 
Thanks to the absence of stimuli, working from home also suits me 
very well. I don’t have to filter out so much, there’s no physical 
contact with anyone, and no one can suddenly walk right up to me 
and speak to me. That makes me feel safe. Only now do I realise 
how a busy office environment affects me. Which is why, during the 
coronavirus pandemic, I began telling my colleagues a bit more about 
myself, how I experience things and how I can react, as a kind of 
guide for them. I see this explanation to my colleagues as a kind of 
gift to myself. As a result, I can stay closer to who I am in my work, 
and it improves my working relationships. It clearly needed a 
pandemic to make me realise this and to find a way of working in 
which I can really come into my own.’

Kiki Lamers
Nijmegen 1964

Ear
2001
oil on canvas
50 x 45 cm

Marlene Dumas 
Cape Town, SouthAfrica 1953

Supermodel 
1995
lithograph (edition 12/20) 
66 x 51,5 cm

Kiki Lamers 
Nijmegen 1964

China Girl with Cap 
1998
oil on canvas
120 x 115 cm



Merve 

Dana Lixenberg
Merve 
2021

Necla

Dana Lixenberg
Necla
2021

‘Finally, a completely different image of a woman in a headscarf. Not 
so stereotypical. To me, the woman in the photograph is tough; her 
glance seems to say: “If you can’t change the status quo, you have to 
challenge it.” I also wear a headscarf, and I’ve noticed that lots of 
people have preconceptions about it. When that happens, I like to 
challenge those around me by speaking up, such as when I was in 
politics or when I collected my higher professional education diploma 
from a professor who thought I should remove my headscarf. On 
those occasions I always say: “What’s the problem? I’m covering my 
head, not my brains.”
Here at the bank I’ve not had to “account” for myself thus far. I show 
people what I can do and guess what? … I see them thinking, “Hm, 
that’s not what I expected.” Sometimes they literally say: “Sorry, I got 
you completely wrong.” What it does mean, though, is that sub con
sciously you’re constantly having to prove yourself, to walk ten paces 
ahead of everyone else in order to overturn their assumptions. That 
never stops, because—and this hurts—we’re not always seen as 
being equal. I often feel I’m experiencing a fourpronged diversity:  
I’m a woman, I have a bicultural background, I wear a headscarf, and  
I come from Limburg—which is also a bit of a thing here in the Randstad.
Look, I think the great thing about people is that we’re very good at 
adjusting. But the adjustments don’t always run in parallel, as a result 
of which some groups—in this case women—have to pedal extra 
hard to prove themselves. In this process, I have to make sure I stay 
true to who I am: curious, with an open mind, that’s me. That’s another 
reason why I find this photo so beautiful. This woman emanates 
strength and confidence, like the birds in the foreground, which to me 
symbolise the view: fly, just do your thing, and you’ll make it!’

‘In these two different works of art, I see the past, present and future 
coming together. The softness of the girl in the headscarf in Céline 
van Balen’s photograph particularly reminds me of my grandmother. 
Possibly due to the mixture of composure and defiance I see in her 
eyes. As if this child, like my grandma before her, is aware of her 
position, of how she should behave, while at the same time silently 
and reluctantly accepting the choices that are being made for her.
My grandmother broke that silence following a growing inner 
resistance. At the age of 40, she finally decided she no longer wanted 
to be illiterate, and learned to read and write in two languages. She 
also taught herself how to ride a bike, went on trips with groups and 
decided that she alone would make her own choices. Her struggle to 
be who she wanted to be is what gives me my strength. It’s therefore 
very important for me to express my own views and make my own 
choices. I give myself the scope for this, and do the same for others.
The second photograph that speaks to me is the one of a mother and 
child by Dana Lixenberg. Now that I am pregnant, I often reflect on 
how I can pass on my strength to my child.’

Dana Lixenberg
Amsterdam 1964

Myong en Anthony, from the series 
Imperial Courts (1993–2015)
1993
gelatin silver print (edition 1/5 + 2 AP)
102 x 83 cm 

Céline van Balen 
Amsterdam 1965

Somoea 
1996
colour photograph on aluminium 
(edition 3/6)
62 x 50 cm 

Stig/Sassen 
(Martine Stig and Vivianne Sassen)
Nijmegen 1972 / Amsterdam 1972

From the series Osdorp Girls
2005
inkjet print on archive paper (edition 1/8)
100 x 80 cm



Nontya

Dana Lixenberg
Nontya 
2021

Romy 

Dana Lixenberg
Romy
2021

‘Hyper loneliness. That’s the word that came to mind when I saw Koos 
Breukel’s photograph. Is this woman truly being heard and seen? I 
see someone who’s spent her whole life contending with a society 
which treated her just a little differently to other people. A woman 
who never completely belonged… who was regularly undermined 
and underestimated. And, presumably, a woman who was also 
regarded as too dominant, too bossy. Fortunately, her eyes tell 
another story. It’s as though they’re saying: “I can be who I am; that’s 
where I derive my strength!” She may well have attracted criticism 
for her attitude, but she carried on regardless.
Actually, these are all things I’ve had to face too, even in a manage
ment position. If I tell someone what to do, I’m often told I’m being 
“bossy”. Perhaps because as a manager I don’t conform to the image 
society has of what a black woman should be doing.
In the past, this led me to start doubting myself. But I’ve since learned 
how to handle it and give it a place. It usually works, at any rate more 
often than before. And if I think it could bring about change, I’ll chal
lenge the person concerned. I see feedback of this kind as an important 
and positive investment. For me, it means that I really care about that 
person and believe they can develop and become more aware.
I feel I’m privileged to be where I am and do what I do. I hope it is also 
helping to “normalise” the idea of black female leadership, including 
for the next generation of leaders.

‘Daring to be yourself. Daring to be seen. That’s what this painting 
immediately says to me.
The woman’s flamboyant appearance really fascinates me. 
Unfortunately, not everyone dares to be so open. I think that’s a real 
shame! You can do a lot more than you think: that’s something I firmly 
believe in. I’m always myself, I live my life based on passion. And it’s 
not just about externalities; it’s about substance as well. I always 
express myself openly and honestly. And my ideas are appreciated. 
Including—or perhaps I should say, especially—at ABN AMRO! For 
instance, I challenged former CFO Clifford Abrahams to join me in the 
#sneakersopdebank challenge, where colleagues introduce them
selves through a photo of them wearing their sneakers. I thought it 
was very important he should take part because he regularly walked 
around in sneakers. He felt that what you wear says nothing about 
how you do your work. Above all, you should be yourself. I thought,  
if our CFO appears on the photo in his sneakers, that’s an inspiration 
to us all. The fact that he did it and went along to the photo shoot  
was brilliant! It shows connective leadership. The conviction that 
anything’s possible, that justdoit! /cando mentality is something  
I unfortunately haven’t always felt. By no means. It’s something that 
came with growing older. I’m no longer a young girl, I’m now a mother 
and have learned to rely on my own strength. How do I express 
myself? I love wearing bright red lipstick, and putting together 
unusual combinations of clothes and colours gives me a real buzz. 
You could say they’re my version of the sneakers.

Marlene Dumas 
Cape Town, South Africa 1953

The Girlfriend 
1986
oil on canvas
200 x 160 cm

Koos Breukel
The Hague 1962

Unexpected Visitor
1994
gelatin silver print (edition 2/6)
128,5 x 103,5 cm 



Samantha

Dana Lixenberg
Samantha 
2021

Sanne

Dana Lixenberg
Sanne
2021

‘When I look at The Girlfriend, I think of a woman at her full potential. 
I notice the effect in myself as well; I feel relaxed, breathe out. Barbie, 
on the other hand, strikes me as showing a woman who does what’s 
expected of her. The work is almost entirely blackandwhite and a 
little flat and twodimensional. As if it depicts a woman who doesn’t 
yet know her own depth, or isn’t allowed to show it. I feel the same 
as I gaze at her: more constrained, with less room to breathe.
I joined the bank eleven years ago as one of a group of trainees. 
There were eleven women in the class, which was quite unusual at 
the time. My grandma had also worked for a bank. But when she got 
married she wasn’t allowed to carry on working, and this happened 
not that long ago. So my little training class reflected a very positive 
step on the road to equal opportunities for women. At the same time, 
though, I’ve experienced for myself that gender equality is about more 
than just having a quota of women. It’s also about being able to make 
a full contribution as a woman, and about showing the kind of 
multifacetedness within the organisation that I see in The Girlfriend. 
I haven’t always felt able to do that. More often, I’ve felt I’ve been 
encouraged to apply qualities such as being resultsdriven, efficient 
and competitive. They are of course necessary in an organisation like 
ours, but I also have another side, one that’s more spiritual but just as 
valuable. That side isn’t as easily accepted at work. Moreover, as a 
woman—and a woman of my particular generation—I’m constantly 
also asking myself how I can contribute to a more inclusive and 
sustainable world. When what we have to offer is not just accepted 
but also truly appreciated, then I think we’ll have made another 
crucial step forward.’

Marlene Dumas 
Cape Town, SouthAfrica 1953

The Girlfriend 
1986
oil on canvas
200 x 160 cm

Erwin Olaf 
Hilversum 1959

Berlin, Porträt 02 – 12th of September 
2012
chromogenic print on Fuji Chrystal Archive paper (edition 2/10)
75 x 56 cm

‘The photo of this girl, by Erwin Olaf, raises lots of emotions in me.  
She makes an impression on me because of her style of clothing, but 
perhaps even more because of the selfconfidence she exudes. 
To me, the two go together. I’m of SurinameseHindustani descent. 
I remember that it wasn’t really accepted that I didn’t want to wear a 
dress as a child. So initially I suppressed that wish, but when I turned 
sixteen I only wore suits and a tie. Looking back, I realise it was all 
linked to my sexual orientation, but it wasn’t till I joined ABN AMRO 
that I came out of the closet. It was a complicated process, and it took 
me some time to find my way through it.
Already during my internship, I was told the way I dressed wasn’t 
appropriate. My male colleagues were especially uncomfortable with 
the fact that I wore suits. Even women (and not all of them white) had 
conformed entirely to the white male culture. Nobody actually talked 
about it; instead, there was a sort of bullying atmosphere. I just 
carried on dressing the way I wanted to, because it was part of who  
I am and it made me feel good, but it was certainly lonely.
Nowadays I’m regularly confronted with racism, often from customers.  
I don’t always feel supported by my colleagues, which generates 
feelings of loneliness again. Fortunately, I now feel brave enough to 
talk openly about it. For instance, I recently emailed ABN AMRO CEO 
Robert Swaak about a customer who had been racist towards me. He 
responded very positively and gave me a platform on which to share 
my experiences. I was very nervous at first. I still don’t find it easy to 
fully explain how badly racist remarks affect me, and I’m not always 
understood by my colleagues. Nevertheless, I’m glad that I dare to 
speak out and that the organisation is looking for ways to deal with 
these types of experience. We’re not there yet, but we’re going in  
the right direction…’

Marlene Dumas 
Cape Town, SouthAfrica 1953

Barbie 
1997
lithograph (edition XI/XX A.P.)
50 x 38 cm



Céline van Balen is a photographer 
who has a social conscience. She 
makes portraits of people who usually 
remain unseen. Van Balen passes no 
judgement and approaches her 
subjects as objectively as possible. 
During the late 1990s she photo
graphed several Muslim girls. Due  
to the subtle manner in which she 
spotlights their faces, the intimate 
photographs resemble classical 
portrait paintings.

As a portrait photographer, Koos 
Breukel is driven by a curiosity for 
people. In his Amsterdam studio he 
makes portraits of all sorts of indivi 
d uals: from friends, family, and 
colleagues to politicians and local 
residents. Sometimes such a portrait 
comes about in a spontaneous way, 
as with the work Unexpected Visitor, 
when a young woman entered the 
studio unexpectedly. Breukel became 
intrigued by the woman’s proud bear
ing and decided to portray her in this 
manner.

In her sculptures and performances 
Yael Davids investigates the role of 
the body in relation to objects and  
to the space in which it is situated. 
The diptych Pillar is the photographic 
documentation of the artist’s epony
mous performance in which she 
appears inside a pillar. Filling up the 
walls of the pillar with her body, she 
becomes part of it.

In psychologically charged paintings 
Marlene Dumas deals with themes 
such as sexuality, love, death and 
guilt. Within her work, she tries to 
undermine the viewer’s pre con cep
tions by exposing the contradictions  
in them. The woman portrayed in The 
Girlfriend, for instance, is both bold 
and seductive. In the lithographs 
Barbie and Supermodel, Dumas plays 
with the stereotype of the feminine 
aesthetic ideal.

Kiki Lamers became famous with oil 
paintings of children, carried out in 
soft and muted pastel hues. She 
regards her paintings as abstract 
representations of emotions. To 
Lamers, the image of a child is like  
a blank page onto which a certain 
emotion can be projected: for 
instance, themes such as guilt and 
innocence, as in the portrait China Girl 
with Cap. The gentle intimacy of the 
closeup of a body part (Ear) is also 
characteristic to the work of Lamers.

Photographer Dana Lixenberg creates 
intimate portraits of a wide variety of 
individuals, often during longterm 
projects involving repeated visits to 
the same community. Between 1993 
and 2015 she photographed residents 
of the social housing project Imperial 
Courts (Watts, Los Angeles). 
Lixenberg began this project in the 
aftermath of the Rodney King uprising, 
which took place in 1992. Within this 
series of works, she wanted to offer  
a counterweight to the onesided, 
sensationalist way in which South 
Central L.A. was being portrayed in 
the media. She brings nuance to the 
biased views about the neighborhood, 
showing the strength and humanity of 
its community in her characteristic, 
subdued manner.

In his staged photographs and videos, 
the wellknown Dutch photographer 
Erwin Olaf bends reality to his will.  
His pursuit of technical and aesthetic 
perfection gives his work a magic
realist tension. Berlin is the first series 
that Olaf shot outside the studio. He 
took inspiration from the style of the 
interbellum and envisaged a world in 
which the power relationship between 
children and adults was reversed.

Under the name Stig/Sassen, the 
Dutch photographers Martine Stig 
and Vivianne Sassen collaborated 
frequently on commercial assign
ments between 2000 and 2006. In 
Osdorp they produced a series about 
streetwear involving headscarves for 
a fashion magazine. Stig and Sassen 
seem to want to overrule our stereo
typical view: is the headscarf shown 
here a religious item, a fashion 
accessory or both?
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