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Marisa Merz with Living Seulpure, Turin, 1966, courtesy of Archivio Merz..

‘Magical Realism: Imagining Natural Dis/order’, through
28 September 2025 at Wiels and argos centre for
audiovisual arts, Brussels, wiels.org and argosarts.org

A thirst and a
desire to recover

When Cecilia Vicuna speaks, her voice is strong and steady, despite her small frame and age; her
clear words resonate with the audience: ‘The only way to oppose maximum viclence is extreme
fragility. Because to stand with fragility is to stand with the truth of life.! The artist speaks on the
occasion of ‘Magical Realism: Imagining Dis/order’ at Wiels. Vicuna is one of nearly thirty artists
who are part of this transgenerational exhibition that interrogates the divide between the world of
magic and intuition and the world of science and reason. The over-arching question is: What hap-
pens when the life we have been living so far has imposed maximum violence on the world, and
how can we possibly repair this iniquity?

It's been nearly a decade since "The Absent Museum), an exhibition that occupied the en-
tire building of Wiels as well as the two adjacent buildings and examined how a certain strain of
‘mystical-mysterious’ symbolist thinking became entangled with Belgian modernity. '‘Magical
Realism’ promises a similar investigation of magical thinking, while also reflecting on the harsh
realities of our time through contemporary Belgian and international art practices. The show
spans all five floors of Wiels and continues at argos, the centre for audiovisual arts in the heart of
Brussels.
| arrive at the exhibition with equally high and low expectations. Best-case scenario, the i
exhibition is as exciting and groundbreaking as the fabulously curated ‘Animism’ show by Anselm
Franke at Extra City and M HKA in Antwerp 15 years ago. Given the very adjacent topic and loca-
tion, it surely must have been an influence, if not a paragon for the three curators at Wiels (Sofia
Dati, Helena Kritis and Dirk Snauwaert). Worst-case scenario, the large number of curators and
artists make it a stuffy exhibition with no real underlying thread to keep it all together. Only one
way to find out.

As it turns out, the show isn't stuffy at all. In a grand effort, the construction crew of Wiels
built a straightforward labyrinth of walls that form new spaces on the three main floors, so that ' .
each and every installation (and it is mostly installations) gets its own space to breathe and to be. : e SERE |
The third floor is an exception; at the back, the space opens up into a single bright room where s _ " _
artistic positions can comfortably mingle. Each of the main floors opens with an outstanding in- : | B ‘ -
ternational position: Suzanne Jackson on the first floor, Gaélle Choisne on the second and Cecilia
Vicuna on the third.

To start the show with the airy sculptures of the African American artist Suzanne Jackson
is already a compelling argument for a good exhibition. The partially see-through acrylic objects
are infused with colours and consist of materials such as (fruit) nets, tablecloths, scarves, threads, "
paper; they are suspended from the ceiling by transparent plastic threads, giving the impression Y
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that they are levitating. The sculptures are like jellyfish floating in an ocean of garbage, at the end
of the season when the sea is filthy and most of the seasonal tourists have gone back home.
Jackson’s hybrid objects are constructed out of materials both natural and artificial, which func-
tion as gestures and layers of paint; they occupy a world between sculpture and painting. The & | , v
pieces on display at Wiels evolved organically from experiments with canvas in her studio, where *

a playful attitude towards media and formats plays a key role. ) | ﬁl

Jackson once said in an interview, ‘The reason | was able to experiment and do the work i | Z.*
that I'm doing now is because nobody paid any attention.” People have been paying attention for a :
while now. Suzanne Jackson, who is in her 80s, not only spearheaded significant multi-disciplin- 4r in. A | ,
ary and experimental developments in the arts; she has also dappled in costume design, sceno- F
graphy, dance, choreography and printmaking, although she remains best known for her paintings - 1 e
and the representation of the underrepresented in her curatorial work. Gallery 32, the art space = L .

she ran from 1968 to 1970, paved the way for Black women artists such as Senga Nengudi and

Betye Saar, and also exhibited work by David Hammons. One can sense a similar agenda at work g~
behind the exhibition at Wiels. Although the focus here isn't on underrepresented artistic posi- *
tions per se, ‘Magical Realism’ makes an effort to highlight positions that diverge from those of

the Eurocentric, white, mostly male conceptual artists we are accustomed to seeing in this

context. Installation view ‘Magical Realism’, 2025, Wiels, Brussels, with Cecilia Vicuiia,
NAUfraga, 2022, 600 = 1200 = 6900 cm, photo Eline Willaert

The installation on the third floor by Jackson’s contemporary, the Chilean poet, artist and
activist Cecilia Vicuna, has a similar feel to it, albeit with lighter materials and methods of manipu-
lation. NAUfraga, originally commissioned for ‘The Milk of Dreams’ at the 59th Venice Biennial, is
a hanging mobile made up of over 161 objects, including loose twisted wires, macrameé-like knot-
ted cords, dried plants, wood, jute sacs and fishnets.

The installation combines the quipus, interpretations of the Andean coding system that
uses the knotting of coloured threads to record information, and the precarios, anti-monumental
sculptures consisting mostly of found materials. Vicuna calls these works Arte Precario, to distin-
guish them from Arte Povera. Although both emphasise the provenance of materials, Vicuna’s Art
Precario is precarious in every sense of the word — about to die, about to disappear at any mo-
ment. By contrast, Arte Povera is monumental in its materials and set to last a while. Both terms
came about around the same time, although Vicuna only found out about Arte Povera years later.
Over time, her practice evolved towards collective rituals and oral performances that allow her art
to exist in many media and languages at once.

Both Suzanne Jackson and Cecilia Vicuna were born in the 1940s, the period when the
literary genre of magical realism, the exhibition’'s namesake, was being invented in Latin America.
The genre can be traced back to oral storytelling, which has existed in all cultures in some form.
This was how the world was explained before oral history traditions were disenfranchised by the
world of science and hard facts. As a literary genre, magical realism was born when the uncanny,
the ghostly and the magical entered the realm of socialist-realist storytelling, establishing a mech-
anism for generating critical distance. With that, it became politicised and moved from pre-colo-
nial to ‘post-colonial’ narratives that question the austhenticity and righteousness of Western
storytelling. It is exactly this sweet spot that the exhibition is trying to locate.

Vicuna’'s works fit comfortably in this space between the magic and the real, the object

and the oral. While Vicuna, through her work, ‘forg[es] a tactile connection between the earthly
and the cosmic’, thus vertically connecting things diametrically opposed, the Brussels-based duo

(Gaélle Choisne, Ego, he goes (Fridge selfspeech and shine love conseiousness -Period!),
2021, courtesy of Air de Paris, Romainville / Grand Paris, © photo Marc Domage

mountaincutters horizontally connect one corner of the building with the other. Their installation
on the roof of Wiels, unfurling across a length of stretched metal cable, definitely feels akin to
Vicuna's precarious objects — it offers an alternative horizon to Brussels and at the same time
functions as a kind of clothesline, holding seemingly washed-up objects in place. Copper wires
ensnare the tightly wound metal cord, conjuring a flux of energy sizzling through to the blown
glass objects (hands and disks), hammered brass metal plates and thick robes that adorn it. The
work’s title, Shake the river bed, makes me think of Brussels’ forgotten river, the S/Zenne, which
was largely covered over in the nineteenth century to facilitate urban development. It is regularly
‘cleaned’ by magnet fishers ! and its rusty objects every so often trail the sides of the waterside
promenades. They look suspiciously like the objects spanned across the horizon at Wiels.

While | am lost in my own thoughts on the aftermath of industrialisation and its left-over
sites and objects, a gurgling sound reaches my ears through the open door of the staircase. | fol-
low its call down to the second floor landing, where a small balcony opens up to the ‘void’ of the
Wiels building, its former silo. | can make out a small light at the top of the void, accentuated by a
now loud and rhythmic choir of voices and water sounds. It is the site-specific installation

Running Towards the Assembly of Things, by the young Brazilian artist Jota Mombaca. The work u
was conceived as a response to the water crisis in Mexico City, which was famously built on the

bed of a lake. The city holds the record for being the world'’s fastest-sinking metropolis, descend-

ing at a rate of 40 to almost 50 centimetres a year. Mombaca mirrors this fact by slowly lowering

the light bulb 40 cm a time, until it reaches the bottom of the silo at the end of the exhibition in

September.
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Installation view ‘Magical Realism’ with Anne Marie Maes, Oikos, 2025, microbially grown Sensorial Skins, metal greenhouse structure,
480 = 300 = 300 cm, 2025 Wiels, Brussels, photo Eline Willaert

The sound still reverberates within me when | enter the fourth floor of the building to attend one
of the many public events organised in conjunction with the exhibition: Gaélle Choisne’s
AURA/ARUA. (The Haitian French artist premiered her improvised performance with the dancer
Kettly Noél and guitarist Daniele Morelli in the second week of the exhibition.) Following other
audience members, | take a seat on one of the cushions placed around a circle of flowers sur-
rounding the performers. Choisne’s voice and breath guide us through a 45-minute performance
drawing on Haitian dance traditions as well as free jazz, with Noél interpreting Morelli's deep bass
improvisations that occasionally sound like muffled piano keys. Noél's dancing has a zombie-like
quality, sometimes verging on exorcism-adjacent movements — probably a reference to Haitian
folklore and voodoo rituals. When she leaves the circle of flowers to seek the care and embrace of
the visitors’ arms, | notice that the men in the audience feel especially awkward in holding the
dancer for a moment, some of them even crossing their arms behind their backs in order to avoid
touching her altogether. It seems somewhat inhuman, and a fitting image for our times.

While | observe the spectacle in front of me, the many works of the exhibition keep ming-
ling and forming alliances on the retina of my inner eye. | see Bianca Baldi's video installation,
where sound seems to cut into the images and not the other way round. The words engrained on
the screen — ‘| am not image, | am form; not stillness, but movement unseen’ — form a response
to her grandfather's photograph of a sycamore fig taken during Iltaly’s second unsuccessful at-
tempt to colonise Ethiopia in 1939. They resonate with Saodat Ismailova's three-channel video in-
stallation featuring the ancient walnut forest of Kyrgyzstan, where people would have hallucinat-
ory dreams after falling asleep beneath the dense growth of walnut trees — effects attributed to
carbon dioxide and juglone released by walnuts at sunset. The image of Joan Jonas hugging and
disappearing into the projection of a vast, glowing starfish mingles with the figure hugging the
landscape in Barbara and Michael Leisgen’s black-and-white photo series Rhombus and Suzanne
Jackson’s colourful jellyfish-like creations on the first floor.
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| begin to perceive the underlying thread | was looking for, the red strings on the evid-
ence board of my imagination have been drawn. The exhibition keeps its promise of opening a
world that carries elements of both the magical and the real, without getting lost in either. Seen in
this light, the opening words of Cecilia Vicuna could function as an epigraph for the exhibition as
a whole: ‘Life has a strength that is so majestic and beyond our comprehension, and yet at the

same time it can be destroyed. And so perhaps | imagine the strength of a work is a focus on what
1 People who salvage iron waste from open-air bodies of wa-

ter using a powerful neodymium magnet, which has become
a popular pastime in Belgium.

nobody sees. Perhaps there is a thirst, perhaps there is a desire to recover our complete human-
ness. A humanness that can incorporate all of us, with all of our parts.

Daniel Steegmann Mangrane, La Pensee Férale, 2020, ©@ Courtesy of the artist and Mendes Wood DM
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