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REVIEWS

BRUSSELS

Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker 
Wiels //   March 20–May 17

ANCHORED BY HER interrogative relationship 
to systems of color, Birgisdóttir’s first solo 
show in New York City is a cerebral affair. 
The exhibition includes three photographic 
diptychs—all portraits—reduced to black 
and white, accompanied by color charts 
depicting the original chromatic range of 
the images. Additionally, four paintings 
executed on thin wooden poles lean against 
the gallery wall like a set of architectural 
braces. Between these pole paintings and 
the photographs, the ponderous question 
of color’s ability to affect one’s mood and 
general perception gently takes shape in  
the gallery space.

Birgisdóttir is a young Icelandic artist 
whose interest in color analysis is rooted in 
the tonal system developed by Barbara 
Jacques in the 1980s. Her pole paintings, 
each banded with 5 to 10 different hues, 
refer directly to Jacques’s method of organizing color schemes  
for women’s outfits intended for specific occasions. The titles 
function like style guides. For example, the painting with  
a seven-color range is called The Down to Earth Look: casual, 

wholesome, sensual, healthy and sun 
touched. Great for active sports, dining in  
an ethnic restaurant. When teaching, 
painting, writing or need an artistic look. 
(B.L. Jacques, 1987), 2015. Here, natural 
shades like mossy green and tree-bark 
brown moor the low end of the pole, while 
the upper portion is painted in softer 
pastels, such as apricot, peach, and fuchsia.

If the pole paintings are about the color 
choices we make to present ourselves in  
a certain manner, the photographs turn the 
coin—they consider how we are perceived by 
others. The most interesting of these three is 
Aura color analysis, 2015. Aura photographs 
reveal a person’s life force in a rich field of 
color, which brings a range of pseudospiritual 
associations into question, augmenting the 
professional and personal choices of the artist. 
However, in this black-and-white photograph, 

the artist’s face appears ringed with fog, while the colors charted 
below register as the brightest of the exhibition. How colors 
surround our bodies, materially and otherwise, has rarely seemed 
less superficial.  —Charles M. Schultz
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NEW YORK

Lilja Birgisdóttir
Rawson Projects //   May 10–June 21

WHEN YOU LOOK around the audience during a performance and 
a solid portion of the spectators are tapping their phones or 
whispering to neighbors, how interesting or absorbing is the work 
at hand? Such behavior would usually be considered discourteous 
at the least, but at Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker’s recent dance 
performance-cum-art exhibition, the rules are in flux. The work is 
neither boring nor intensely captivating, nor is it presented in a 
way that is familiar to frequent visitors of art museums or dance 
theater. The guidelines for how one should act in this space float 
somewhere between what would be expected in either of these  
two venues. The delight is in watching viewers try to traverse  
the shifting terrain of how to behave.

Adapted from her 2013 piece Vortex Temporum—choreographed 
to one of French composer Gérard Grisey’s final works of the same 
name and performed by Belgian ensemble Ictus—De Keersmaeker 
has reconfigured the original one-hour performance into 
continuous nine-hour cycles, on view for nine weeks. Attempting 
to explore how choreography can function as an exhibition,  
Wiels promotes the idea as a novel one. While perhaps not quite 
as revolutionary as the institution suggests (dance has had a home 
in the museum since the 1960s, most recently attracting crowds 
with major institutional presentations from the likes of Xavier  
Le Roy, Tino Sehgal, and Gerard & Kelly), there are some fresh and 
enlivening production and presentation elements that make this 
viewing experience feel like something new.

There’s no stage, and no line between audience and dancer.  
The piece plays out in two large, minimal rooms of Wiels’s third 
floor, and visitors come and go as they please. Viewer turnover  
is slow, and it seems that many stay for an hour or more, but there 
are no chairs. Visitors hug the walls, sitting on top of intersecting 
circles drawn in chalk on the floor to guide performers’ trajectories 

and barely avoiding the performers’ twisting limbs.
Watching them navigate around their audience is engrossing, 

especially once you find your bearings, no longer self-conscious 
about wandering into an empty space that others can see will soon 
be filled with dancers. Even more absorbing are the brief moments 
when both performers and musicians recede into one room, 
causing a flurry of movement, with people hurrying to follow. The 
performers soon return to the space from which they have just 
retreated, now less littered with lounging audience members, thus 
guiding the bodies around them simply by moving among a group 
of people unsure of what, in this space, constitutes a social cue. 

The pace flows between an unhurried crawl and a sprint, 
seemingly always with some cyclical direction, whether it’s slow, 
arching pivots or a group running in circles. The action may  
not hold spectators’ breathless attention, but there is a distinct 
pleasure in being able to approach this movement of bodies as  
one would a static work of art, with time to wander both physically  
and mentally, not chained to the type of concentration usually 
required of a durational piece. With the atmosphere in the room a 
strange interplay between relaxation, given the lack of bounded 
time, and discomfort at not knowing how to interact with dance in 
this situation, it is refreshing to see museumgoers shaken out of 
their normal art-viewing mode.  —Juliet Helmke

Lilja
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Personal Color 
Analysis, 2015. 
Pigment print  
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