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In the side wings 
of the universe

Karin van Pinxteren

As a visual artist I think in terms of 
the image, but when I think of the 
universe as an infinite space noth-
ing visual comes to mind. That is a 
situation of powerlessness. I follow 
the scientific model on the basis of 
an aesthetic stance and am guided 
by photography. But as I contem-
plate the universe, I produce no 
photographic models. My work deals 
with the presence of another space 
or another person, with the connec-
tion between the individual and the 
masses, with existential space and 
with establishing contact. Although 
I do think about the universe in a 
photographic way, I end up produc-
ing something else. I think in terms 
of space, which is why my fascination 
lays mainly with the matter of where 
and how the spatial ends, with the 
ever-recurrent idea that the universe 
is finite. For what sort of space lies 
behind it? In what diorama do I find 
myself? That’s difficult to interpret, 
since everything I’ve known up to 
this point has had physical limits. The 
universe now known to us has an 
unimaginable size: a space contain-

ing entire galaxies where absolute 
zero prevails. That space can be 
observed from earth at night. The 
disappearance of daylight makes 
our personal space smaller but the 
space of the universe larger. From 
close up we see nothing then, but at 
a distance there is more. To that we 
add an image. 

Over the centuries, visual art and 
science have portrayed visions and 
discoveries – as religious models, 
as scientific models, as narrative 
models. Assignments concerning 
these issues have been undertaken 
and rendered in terms of images. An 
evolution can be discerned in the 
portrayal of the universe throughout 
the ages. Now that space telescopes 
are producing photographs at co-
ordinates where no human has ever 
gone or will ever go, its appearance 
has been revealed. This photo-
graphic rendering of the universe 
has now made it impossible for us to 
imagine it differently. But what are 
we to do with it? After all, we cannot 
actually experience the universe; this 

Astronomers examine a stylized solar system - book illustration, 15th century



can only be done through images. 
Riveted to the earth, we are physi-
cally bound; but our thoughts do 
allow us to experience it. If we were 
to come up with images of this, how 
would they look? Does everyone 
imagine the same universe because 
of these photographs? Though fasci-
nating, has it become unambiguous? 
Or do people regard this privately, in 
other models? Do we no longer think 

about this, now that the image is 
known? Do we thereby remain closer 
to ourselves, or does the detach-
ment become even greater? This 
is considered on the basis of three 
different perspectives on life.

Hubble Deep Space Telescope, 1996

Carrying out 
scientific research is 

also a kind of art

Harm Habing

Karin van Pinxteren writes that she 
cannot envisage empty space. For 
fifty years now, I have been doing 
research on stars and galaxies, yet I 
am just as incapable of envisaging 
an infinite space. Aristotle, a Greek 
philospher whose ideas have domi-
nated philosophy for nearly 2000 
years, already stressed this point: 
the vacuum is unimaginable. We can 
only imagine space when it contains 
something known to us – a galaxy or 
simply an orange, for instance – any-
thing that allows us to see the void 
of that space. Nowadays I concern 
myself with the history of astronomy 
and venture to assert that, in modes 
of thought related to space, the uni-
verse always seemed as big as the 
most distant object known to man. 
Infinite space? It exists as a theory, 
but not as a concrete image.
Strange as it may sound, astrono-
mers are concerned with existing 
objects and with objects that could 
exist. Perhaps that is why they have 

an aversion to empty and infinite 
space. It is indeed possible to 
contemplate empty space; this is 
sometimes done by mathematicians. 
But I suspect that, to them, it does 
amount to an exercise in abstract 
and logical thought, and that they 
have no concrete image in mind with 
this. The inability to comprehend 
‘infinite space’ is the same for artists 
and for scientists. Is that conclusion 
so suprising? Our initial impression is 
that science and art differ funda-
mentally. Whereas the artist seeks to 
express his concerns, the scientist 
supposedly remains prudently at his 
desk and builds an indestructible 
world with cool logic and hard facts. 
But that’s not how it works. Scientists 
are seekers, who occasionally 
discover new things but frequently 
conclude, in retrospect, that their 
experiments, their calculations, their 
observations or their intuition did not 
yield what they had hoped for.
Scientific research is a long journey 



that leads to surprising insights 
only once in awhile. To provide an 
anecdote: In 1970, when I started 
working at the University of Leiden 
as a young man, I wanted my first 
lecture to deal with a scholarly article 
by J.H. Oort, the great world-famous 
Leiden professor. Unfortunately, on 
reading it, I evidently understood 
only the article’s introduction and 
conclusion; how Oort actually arrived 
at the conclusion, though, was a 
mystery to me. Cringing with shame 
about this delicate matter, I sought 
the assistance of my mentor, the 
equally famous H.C. van de Hulst, 
who burst out laughing and said, 
“Don’t be embarrassed, I’m sure I 
don’t understand it either. You see, 
Oort has a clear mental picture of 
a problem, and after a great deal 
of contemplation he envisages the 
answer; that answer is simple and 
can be explained easily. But how 
he made his way from the begin-
ning to the conclusion, that he no 
longer knows or perhaps found too 
complicated to write down. Though 
he does write something down, it’s 
never very clear. But you can be 
sure,” Van de Hulst resolved, “that 
he did get it right.” New scientific 
insights often come about through 
a mixture of rational thought and 
intuition. Scientific discoveries must, 
of course, be founded on hard and 
convincing evidence. But that work 

is done after the fact: once the 
insight exists, the justification for it is 
frequently found afterwards.
The practice of science is a creative 
sport. And there are moments when 
a scientist undergoes the same expe-
rience as the artist does: the sense 
of wonder, the joyful realization that 
one’s own idea is actually true. Hav-
ing reasoned out that a certain star 
must have a little red tuft of hair, you 
look at it closely and, sure enough, 
there’s that little tuft on it. At mo-
ments like that, you feel great. It’s 
like a brief triumph over the chaos of 
this world, and thus over the chaos 
of one’s feelings and thoughts. An 
artist must experience the same 
thing once a work is finished and he 
sees that it is a successful realization 
of emotions in himself.

Miroslav Druckmüller, Nahuel Huapi Patagonië, Argentinië 28-01-2007



Jessa van der Vaart

heaven and earth
When I was asked to give a lecture to 
accompany Karin van Pinxteren’s Dis-
tillation on the universe, my response 
was immediately positive. But as 
the moment of truth approached, I 
became increasingly nervous. How 
was I, as a theologist and clergy-
woman, actually to say anything 
about the universe? What could I 
tell about it? Would people expect 
me to make an attempt to relate the 
universe to God? (After all, a clergy-
woman might at least be expected 
to contemplate this.)

Throughout all the musings, I 
remembered a joke about the first 
astronaut Yuri Gagarin. On his return 
from outer space, he was invited 
to see Khrushchev, who asked him, 
“Comrade, be honest with me now...
You’ve now been up so high, higher 
than anyone before. Did you in fact 
see God?” To which Gagarin replied, 
“Yes.” And then Khrushchev mut-
tered, “That’s what I was afraid of. 
Just keep one thing in mind, though: 
don’t talk to anyone about it.”
Some time after that Gagarin, who 
was being honored throughout the 
world, was received by the Pope. 

And the Pope asked him, “Brother, 
you’ve now been up so high, higher 
than anyone before. Did you in fact 
see God?” Gagarin thought about 
this for a minute and said, “I’m sup-
posed to say ‘no’ to you.” To which 
the Pope replied: “That’s what I was 
afraid of.”

I realized that – when I contemplate 
the universe – I actually don’t think 
about God at all, but am at most 
amazed by it. By the possibility of 
life in ice-cold space; by a ‘magnifi-
cent accident’ in an immeasurable, 
boundless universe. It’s the kind of 
amazement that gives rise to all sorts 
of unanswerable questions, as can be 
found in the poem Astonishment by 
the Polish poet Wislawa Szymborska.
Pondering these kinds of matters 
too long can bring on what the 
French paleontologist and theologist 
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin called the 
“malady of space-time”: a sense of 
futility and insignificance, ultimately 
leading to the question “what is the 
point of all this?”

As a theologist and clergywoman 
I usually orient myself, where this 

‘The Creation’, Aaron Douglas, 1935



question is concerned, to the 
Bible. Not because I have to do so, 
but because in that collection of 
narrative texts, poetry, letters and 
profound writings I’ve discovered 
a great deal that inspires me and 
allows me to look at the world in a 
different way that is meaningful to 
me. This mainly has to do with the 
foreign use of language in the Bible. 
Many words that are normal to us, 
because we use them every day, do 
not appear in biblical language.
For instance: when we talk about 
something that happens in history, 
in the Bible it ‘comes to pass’ or 
happens in time. When we refer to 
someone’s personality, in the Bible 
it is his or her ‘name’ – since that 
‘confirms one’s existence’. While 
we say, ‘Wishing you many years to 
come!’, the Bible congratulates us on 
yet another day! When we talk about 
the universe, the Bible speaks about 
heaven and earth.
The biblical mode of thought is, 
in other words, not abstract but 
concrete and circumscribed. It places 
limits on the power of people, of 
kings and priests – and, yes, even 
on death. 

We contemplate the universe, and in 
the Bible this is called ‘heaven and 
earth’. No doubt the word ‘heaven’ 
made the writers of the Bible think 
of the space above our heads. But 

that’s not all. Heaven is particularly 
an image, a symbol of God’s mystery. 
Take, for example, a sentence such 
as: “The heavens are the heavens 
of the Lord’s; But the earth hath 
he given to the children of men.” 
It means that He is hidden to the 
human eye. He cannot be placed in a 
context. Nobody has ever seen God: 
that’s why some theologists say that 
God does not ‘exist’. Because he 
does not exist in the way that people 
exist, or the table I’m sitting at while 
writing this. He comes about, from 
the heavens, on earth.

How exactly? What always strikes 
me and moves me is that the bibli-
cal God has a name which, when 
translated literally, means: ‘I shall be 
there as I shall be there.’ Someone 
once said to me that, as a person, 
this could actually be said to another 
person: “I shall be there!” Wouldn’t 
that ultimately be ‘the point of all 
this’ under the heavens on earth?  

Astonishment

Why after all this one and not the rest?
Why this specific self, not in a nest,

but a house? Sewn up not in scales, but skin?
Not topped off by a leaf, but by a face?

Why on earth now, on Tuesday of all days,
and why on earth, pinned down by this star’s pin?

In spite of years of my not being here?
In spite of seas of all these dates and fates,
these cells, celestials, and coelenterates?

What is it really that made me appear
neither an inch nor half a globe too far,
neither a minute nor aeons too early?

What made me fill myself with me so squarely?
Why am I staring now into the dark

and muttering this unending monologue
just like the growling thing we call a dog?

 ’Astonishment’ from: Could Have 1972



Alex de Vries

hope, faith and Love

“He thought about science, about faith, 
about man. He thought about how every 
culture, in every country, in every time, 

had always shared one thing. 
We all had the Creator.”

Dan Brown, The Lost Symbol

Science and faith deal with the 
same thing: that which is unknown 
to us. Science approaches that 
unknown realm in a rational way, 
by gathering knowledge and facts 
and by studying how those relate 
to each other, by means of widely 
varied experiments that are recorded 
methodically. This is empirical 
evidence, for which empirical 
evidence of the antithesis can often, 
if not always, be found. The ‘big 
bang’ can also be countered, for 
instance, by the theory of the ‘small 
silence’. An explosion is, at its core, 
an implosion as well. Isn’t there a 
Slow Nostril Condition to counter 
Rapid Eye Movement? Big science, 

small science, happy science, wild 
science. 

There is nothing experimental about 
faith. Every scientific statement 
about faith is, in fact, a denial of 
faith, even when it aims to prove 
the religious essence of existence. 
Argumentation is basically foreign to 
faith. In religion ‘truth’ is as involun-
tary a notion as those linked with it in 
art: beauty and virtue. Truth, beauty 
and virtue form the age-old trinity 
on which art has continued to dwell. 
Faith transcends all knowledge and 
every fact. Yet science is constantly 
wanting to show that we are on the 
brink of discovering something that 

Roland Sohier ‘Study for Self’ 1990
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will make us completely re-adjust 
our outlook on the world, or more 
abstractly speaking, the meaning 
of our existence. Because someone 
has actually set foot on that dusty 
surface of the moon, we can now be 
certain that the moon is not made of 
cheese, and chocolate beneath that. 
It’s a terrible shame, of course, but 
what can you do?

Our imaginative powers have been 
let down badly here. By imaginative 
powers I mean to say: the potential 
to come up with a proposal. The 
scientist is at his best when he 
proposes to abandon the manner of 
approach taken by his field and to 
approach his problems in a different 
way. And we have gradually come to 
realize, for example, that consuming 
too much of certain food products 
substantially increases the risk of 
cancer or other fatal diseases. Here 
a different approach to research has, 
little by little, become desirable. 
We can get cancer from just about 
anything; and if we don’t get it from 
anything, we’ll get it from nothing. 
But one thing is sure: we’ll get 
something. Dying can’t be avoided. 
Strange that that has to be proved, 
since it holds true for every creature 
under the sun.

The advantage of religion is that it 
can miraculously cure us of cancer, 

so that we can die some other way. 
We do end up dying after all. Faith 
hasn’t been able to change that one 
bit. What comes before the begin-
ning and after the end, that we know 
nothing about, probably because we 
have accepted the demarcation of a 
beginning and an end in the form of 
birth and death.

The meaning of life cannot lie in 
something that comes before it, nor 
in anything that comes after it, but 
must lie in the exchange that one 
has with another person. That is a 
personal responsibility that does not 
lie beyond oneself; it can be found 
within oneself. Between oneself and 
another person there is a gap that 
is bridged in a non-sensory manner 
– otherwise the deaf, dumb, blind 
and those without a sense of smell or 
taste would not have that experi-
ence. Regardless of our senses, 
we bridge the gap between each 
other, because we manage to be 
drawn to each other by our aware-
ness and through the ideas formed 
in that awareness, as perceptible 
stimuli – of tension and relaxation, 
of contractions. The source from 
which we derive this energy is the 
vastness of the universe in which 
we have assumed a guise. The 
outward shape of that guise has 
no significance. The significance is 
found only in the meanings of the 

acquaintance that we enter into with 
each other.  

Because we don’t know where we 
came from and where we’re headed 
– where we begin and end – we like 
to follow a route that is familiar to 
us. It would be better for us to take 
other roads, go down paths never 
mapped out by anyone. 
The point of life doesn’t matter so 
much; what matters is what it means 
to live. That consists of giving shape 
to one’s affinity with others. There 
is something between people that 
can’t be found in oneself. It starts 
with each other, with an alternating 
current of different natures; and this 
becomes manifest in an amalgama-
tion, which has more value in an 
independent form than as separate 
parts. The condition needed for this 
to arise is a lack of knowledge (not 
knowing what it will lead to) and 
selflessness (not profiting personally 
from it). That encounter takes you to 
the core of your existence. There’s 
nothing mysterious, profound or 
high-minded about it. This has to do 
with the simplest and most obvious 
matters; because what you take for 
granted is a revelation to someone 
else. It’s just a matter of making that 
known.

It’s not really possible to say what 
makes visual art good. Essentially, 

art is about expressing one’s love for 
people in images that are as open as 
possible and create space. There’s 
actually very little that makes it 
good. In fact, it’s almost nothing.

On 1 June 2001 a uniformed hostess 
stamps the hands of visitors to the 
presentation Tussenruimte at Nova 
Zembla in ‘s-Hertogenbosch with 
the statement ‘Your Witness’. Having 
that stamped on one’s hand doesn’t 
prevent anything. The space can be 
entered. The hostess is a creation of 
Karin van Pinxteren, who has made 
her own physical presence available 
for this. She goes beyond herself in a 
space which is no definition of space 
and time, but a dilution of this. Here 
it’s possible to enter into what we 
thought impossible. Whatever has 
yet to be: that can take shape here. 
She puts an arm over our shoulder 
and takes us there.

The complete version of the text ‘Hope, 
Faith and Love’ can be read at 
www.karinvanpinxteren.com



Hiëronymus Bosch, 1503-1504, The Garden of Earthly Delights - triptych closed


