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Remco Torenbosch has adopted the Eu-
ropean Union (EU). Or, at least, he has ad-
opted its most familiar symbol and turned 
it into a research-based artwork. This is no 
easy feat for something which purports to 
be instantly recognisable, so much so that 
it has become the unremarkable backdrop 
to many stage-managed political summits 
of the blue suited, monochrome frocked 
elite that pass for the EU leadership. These 
unimpressive gatherings have become 
the means through which the EU com-
municates to its citizens in ways that serve 
mostly to emphasise how most EU politi-
cians lost their spark and personal touch in 
the process of attaining their positions. In 
this bleak picture, Torenbosch has picked 
up on the flag as his subject as a direct 
means of perceiving what might be at 
stake and revealing what remains unques-
tioned. In the process he gives the EU flag 
a character of its own, complete which the 
quirks and idiosyncracies so often lacking 
in the politicians and bureaucrats them-
selves. Through formal means, the artist 
seems to be suggesting that we might 
have been looking in the wrong place to 
understand the kind of European Union 
that has been built. Perhaps the symbols 
of the EU are the clue to determining what 
the Europe of the twenty-first century 
might be, for better or worse.

Torenbosch’s work traces the development 
of the EU flag and its iterations across the 
Union. The story of its design, its symbol-
ism, the arguments over, and construction 
of, its icono-graphy after the suicidal Euro-
pean war of the 1940s all speak of a par-
ticular history and regional sense of place. 
The blue that approaches the old Roman 
imperial purple but shies away from it at 
the same time speaks ambivalently about 

Europe’s place in the world today. The 12 
stars, marking not the number of member 
states as in the US flag, but uncertainly 
signifying something related to Catholic 
Christian symbolism (while at the same 
time never being officially acknowledged), 
seem to be pregnant with the difficulties 
that the EU faces in understanding its con-
tinental and global role today.1 

The fact that the flag was itself design-
ed for another organisation and simply 
adopted by default are all a piece with the 
ambiguity that seems to always overwhelm 
any deeper analysis of EU mythology.2 
The regional diversity of the blue itself, 
represented by the artist’s inclusion in 
his work of so many versions of the flag 
manufactured in different states and often 
far beyond the EU borders, point out a 
paradoxical lack of standardisation within 
a rule-based, juridical community that im-
poses its will through the courtroom rather 
than the debating chamber. In Torenbo-
sch’s hands then, searching for the blue in 
the union flag becomes a political odyssey 
through the difficulties of being part of, and 
expressing, European unionism through 
collective means.

As an artwork, it seems to me to reach 
back to the problematising discourse 
around political symbolism that charac-
terised Anglo-American cultural studies in 
the 1980s with such works as Paul Gilroy’s 
There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack 
or the early dub poetry of Linton Kwezi 
Johnston. These projects, also explored in 
the USA by African-American artists like 
David Hammons, tried to undermine the 
symbolism of national images and reveal 
their imperialist or racist roots in order to 
replace or reinvent them. While Torenbo-

sch’s project is much less overtly political, 
it nevertheless opens up the possibility of 
a discussion about EU symbols that are 
often obscured by bureaucratic strategies 
of avoidance. By searching for a flag and 
a colour, the artist reveals some of the 
loaded assumptions behind a simple piece 
of cloth and allow the continuing ambiva-
lences and discontents of the EU to be 
approached from another angle altogeth-
er—an angle that might offer a more fruitful 
route to understanding how contemporary 
culture can play a part in reshaping Euro-
pean ideas in the future.

	 1
The	International	Pan-	european	Union	is	
the	oldest	European	unification	movement.	
It	is	independent	of	all	political	parties,	but	
has	a	set	of	principles	by	which	it	appraises	
politicians,	parties,	and	institutions.	The	
International	Paneuropean	Union	has	four	
main	basic	principles:	liberalism,	Christianity,	
social	responsibility,	and	pro-Europeanism.	
At	the	same	time,	it	openly	welcomes	and	
acknowledges	the	contributions	of	Judaism	
and	Islam	whose	heritage	they	share

	 2
The	advent	of	an	elected	European	Parliament	
in	1979	saw	the	launch	of	a	new	initiative	to	
find	a	European	Community	flag	-	and	on	28	
April	1983	the	European	Parliament	decreted	
that	the	Council’s	flag	should	be	Europe’s	of-
ficial	emblem.	It	was	adopted	by	the	European	
Council	in	Milan	on	29	June	1985	and	has	
been	used	by	the	European	Union	since	1986.



The Blue Curtain
 

by Mihnea Mircan

 

Remco Torenbosch’s ongoing project 
is an oblique look at post-1989 Europe, 
with the blue flag of the European Union 
(EU) as allegorical segue. The project 
inventories, the different shades of blue 
produced in Europe’s cheaper work-
shops, where economic expediency and 
colour-code miscalibration destabilise or 
corrode the symbol, withdraw from the 
flag the uniform quality it aspired to: that 
of a vera icon of European communal-
ity, an impression of the reconciliatory, 
cloudless sky overlooking it.1 Were they 
assembled diachronically, these chro-
matic flickers would work like stills in 
an abstract film, where insufficiency or 
excess—too much or too little blue, blue 
of a different kind—would register as 
contamination, as the various de- grees 
to which a parasitical presence manifests 
itself, carrying the film into other narra-
tives than that of sameness. The colour 
of the flag is never the right one: the dis-
pute here does not seem to be so much 
one disuniting original and failed copies, 
but an endless string of imperfections 
from which no model can be wrested. 
The rhetoric of European homogeneity 
is pierced by machinic Freudian slips, 
while ‘plan’ and the repeated ‘accidents’ 
in its execution begin to illustrate each 
other’s impersonal nature, to correspond 
to one another as the failures—gigantic 
or geopolitical, microscopic, technical 
and equally anonymous—of the same 
desire. Torenbosch’s monochrome film 
and the ghostly flashes that disrupt its 
seamless flow document the spasms of a 
political construct. Within the modernist 
canon, the function of the monochrome is 
to arrest vision and confine its motion to 
the epiphanic concreteness of the picture 
plane. Invoking the diversions of Yves 

Klein, Blinky Palermo or Derek Jarman is 
of similarly limited applicability here, yet 
these references do bring a speculative 
museological dimension to Torenbosch’s 
project. His vacant and chromatically 
hesitant flags might be conceived as 
ethnographic exhibits in a future museum 
of political history, artefacts that indirectly 
visualise social convulsions and eco-
nomic disparities. There, in the ‘Europe’ 
gallery of such a museum, the flags might 
be installed in relation to another attempt 
to materialise a political figure of speech: 
the Iron Curtain. What the Iron Cutain had 
held apart, the European flag mends—the 
assets, transactions, debts and losses in 
an economy of affects and representa-
tions that unites Europe’s incongruous 
‘halves’, be they organised along East-
West, or North-South axes.

It will be a matter of curatorial sensitivity 
to discuss, in tandem, the caesura be-
tween how subjectivities were fashioned 
at the two sides of the Curtain, and to-
day’s efforts to inscribe hefty bureaucra-
cy, financial scandals, racially-motivated 
deportations, the continent’s centres and 
ghettos into the same, shared political 
project. The Iron Curtain was of uncer-
tain size (but presumably very large) and 
occupied an indeterminate location (but 
presumably zigzagged through the very 
heart of what had been, and is again, 
‘Europe’). The vast, intractable hiatus in 
political and cultural exchange it meta-
phorised is incommensurate with the 
efficiency with which this obstacle was 
dismantled and sent to the historiograph-
ic junkyard in 1989. The European flag 
too oscillates between different regimes 
of representation. Of imprecise size and 
colour, it flutters somewhere between 

the low-wage places where it is manu-
factured and the ceremonial occasions 
where distinct ideas of Europe, that its 
distinct hues of blue might be correlates 
for, temporarily forget what differentiates 
them in order to respond to some fresh 
crisis.

A museum is a place where a demonstra-
tion is under way, to do with how different 
objects register the passage of time, with 
the roles they are assigned in inaugurat-
ing or consolidating genealogies—the 
pasts from which today’s citizens desire 
descent. In the museum, a prologue to 
the contemporary is both articulated 
and demarcated, as the anteriority from 
which the present inevitably proceeds. To 
extend this speculative thread, it might 
be argued that the question “what is Eu-
rope?” engenders difficul-ties not unlike 
those of ‘the contemporary’. Rather than 
in itself, the contemporary is to a larger 
extent conceivable via an arc through the 
future, as the sum of alarming emergen-
cies, moral, political, social and environ-
mental gridlocks it accelerates towards. 
Europe too exists as a temporal ana-
morphosis, as the ‘picture plane’ where 
distinct timelines are superposed or inter-
woven. There is a default of the European 
notion, one that merges the economical 
or geopolitical motivations, as well as the 
rhetorical benefits, on which this trans-
national construction rests, its severe 
iconographic deficit and the spectral 
monuments that adorn Euro banknotes, 
its projected origin in Athenian democ-
racy and the resolute response to today’s 
Greece as toxic ballast. It is in times of 
crisis and anxiety that these fractured 
narratives and abstract obligations are 
made (agonic) flesh, and that another 

Installation view (detail, Kunsthalle Wien


