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Foreword



Nederlandse vertaling op pagina 153 / Dutch translation on page 153

Nearly ten years after her passing, the work of Magdalena Abakanowicz (1930–2017) feels more urgent than ever. In an age marked by environmental collapse, cultural wars, genocides, climate catastrophes, and deep societal division, her art continues to speak – silently but powerfully – about what it means to be human, and what it means to belong to nature rather than stand apart from it. We are nature.

Abakanowicz was a witness to destruction from an early age. As a child during World War II, she saw firsthand the devastating instincts of domination and fear. But she refused to turn away. Instead, she turned toward matter – toward fibre, cloth, resin, and bronze – to explore the condition of humanity with an unflinching gaze and a deeply intuitive touch.

Her crowds of headless figures do not cry out. They stand quietly, together yet alone, confronting us with the paradox of individuality within collectivity. Her suspended monumental Abakans float between sculpture and architecture, between object and presence. Through them, Abakanowicz challenged not only what art could be, but how it could make us feel, remember, and imagine.

At the heart of her practice was a desire to connect – not out of a longing to belong, but out of a refusal to accept imposed boundaries. She moved freely across disciplines, collaborating with designers, dancers, poets, and architects. Her work is a space of crossing: between media, between East and West, between the personal and the universal.

The exhibition and book Magdalena Abakanowicz: Human Nature (April–August 2025) take their cue from this spirit of dialogue. Alongside Abakanowicz’s work, they present the voices and visions of eight contemporary artists – Kader Attia, Kristina Benjocki, Nicole Beutler, Marlene Dumas, Anish Kapoor, Kimsooja, Diana Thater, and Stijn Verhoeff – each of whom explores, in their own way, the fragile balance between humans and the world we inhabit. Their presence in this project is not simply a tribute, but a counterpoint, a continuation, a constellation.

These artists speak of art as resistance, as refuge, and as responsibility. Kapoor calls art ‘hope’ – a way to imagine a future. Kimsooja speaks of reaching towards ‘the totality of life and art.’ Attia reminds us that art is one of the last safe spaces we have. Their words – like Abakanowicz’s forms – urge us to feel, to reflect, and to act.

Today, we face not just problems, but disasters. Yet it is not fear that moves people to change – it is inspiration. It is belief. It is hope. This book, like the exhibition it accompanies, offers not answers but openings: to see with fresh eyes, to feel with renewed sensitivity, and to recognize that art at its most powerful brings us back to what binds us – to each other, to the Earth, and to something greater than ourselves.

Let this be a space where we begin again.

Jacqueline Grandjean

Director
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Nederlandse vertaling op pagina 154 / Dutch translation on page 154

The exhibition Magdalena Abakanowicz: Human Nature features five counterpoints – one in each gallery – that serve as counterforces to the work of Magdalena Abakanowicz. Her practice is examined and revisited from the perspective of today’s reality, set against the backdrop of renewed tensions and war in Europe, urgent environmental concerns, and accelerating (bio)technological developments. This is done through an interhistorical curatorial approach, briefly outlined below. Following this, each counterpoint is discussed individually, as connections that arise from juxtaposing works by artists from different generations. This approach is intended to open new perspectives on the art of Abakanowicz.

Bringing together works from different periods, generations, and contexts within a single space is a long-established practice in both collections and exhibitions.1 Since the early twentieth century, museums around the world have increasingly chosen to display works of art from various time periods side-by-side. Exhibitions that combine works from diverse art-historical and cultural contexts connect art across different eras and generations. Through this, curators aim to question and expand conventional frameworks such as influence, chronology, context, inspiration, and categorization.2 This method is often described as transhistorical: bringing past and present together to highlight connections across time and to uncover resonances and parallels.3 It moves beyond strict, linear art historical chronology.

Literary scholar and cultural theorist Mieke Bal argues that deliberately embracing anachronisms can draw works of the past closer – not as relics of a bygone era, but as active participants in conversations about contemporary culture. This approach does not erase temporal distinctions; rather, it invites reflection on how we interpret the past. It sharpens our perspective on what precedes us. Anachronisms can revitalize our engagement with art from earlier centuries and decades, offering fresh ways to answer the questions of the past by relating them to the present. Bal refers to this approach as interhistorical rather than transhistorical. While transhistorical simply traverses time – placing the past and the present side by side – interhistorical emphasizes a reciprocal relationship between them. It is conceived as an active dialogue between history and contemporary culture.4 Through this exchange, our understanding of both the past and the present can be reshaped or transformed.

Mieke Bal introduces the term enchantment to describe the impact that non-chronological, non-dogmatic exhibitions can have on viewers. This enchantment is not a form of manipulative seduction, as it relies on a voluntary act of surrender. Yet it enables viewers to temporarily let go of the constraints that shape their everyday lives. By releasing the grip of linear time, space is created for new ways of seeing and experiencing. ‘As a consequence of this enchantment’, Bal writes, ‘we feel enriched and are therefore better able to reconsider fixed restrictions in a creative way.’ In this sense, art becomes an important agent in the (utopian) impulse to change the world.5

The exhibition Magdalena Abakanowicz: Human Nature is structured according to this interhistorical method, in which works from different periods form a web of connections. This approach can be applied in several ways.6 For this exhibition, it was realized through the introduction of counterforces or counterpoints: works by artists from later generations that either amplify, challenge, or complicate the meanings embedded in Abakanowicz’s work.

Art by Anish Kapoor, Kimsooja, Diana Thater, Marlene Dumas, Kader Attia, Kristina Benjocki & Stijn Verhoeff, and Nicole Beutler is presented alongside Abakanowicz’s work, inviting reflection on shared concerns and divergent perspectives. Despite generational and contextual differences, each work creates both parallels and productive tensions around the central theme of human nature, underscoring the continued resonance of Abakanowicz’s practice. The constellation of contemporary works generates meanings that stand independently, while also fostering the possibility of enchantment, as Bal describes it – a way of engaging that calls for the viewer’s active openness and surrender.

The selection of these counterpoints was guided by a combination of visual affinities – with Abakanowicz’s work serving as a kind of visual and conceptual compass – and the thematic questions each piece evokes. In many cases, conversations with the artists shaped and refined the selection process.

As a counterpoint to Abakan Red (1969) – a work that reveals itself as a kind of hermaphroditic flower – Anish Kapoor’s (Mumbai, 1954) Void (1992) forms a striking visual and conceptual dialogue. Abakan Red is organic, physical, and erotic. It embodies dualities: on one side, its rounded form features lobes suggestive of a vulva; on the other, a protruding spike points forward, while the lobes beneath it hint at the shape of a scrotum. Like a flower containing both stamens and pistils, the work merges male and female elements into a single, fertile form.

Visually, there is an immediate connection with Void. The hollow of Kapoor’s sculpture appears to patiently receive the tip of Abakanowicz’s spike – a gesture of saturation and completion. Like Abakan Red, Kapoor’s work plays with the tension between interior and exterior. In this sculpture, a void is surrounded by a funnel shape. The unfathomable interior is as significant as the exterior.

For Kapoor, emptiness is not a void in the sense of absence, but a space brimming with latent potential. As he describes it: ‘That is what interests me: the void, the moment when this is not a hole but a space full of that which is not there.’7 Depth may provoke unease, boredom, fear – or, conversely, it can inspire faith and (sexual) desire. For Abakanowicz, emptiness represents a visible absence. The gaps and openings she leaves in the textile create spaces for viewers to see through, reach through, and even move through. Her intention was always that viewers would touch the work, physically engage with it, and momentarily occupy the empty space within. The absence thus becomes filled with the presence of the human body.

In terms of materiality, the soft fibres of Abakan Red stand in stark contrast to the fibreglass of Kapoor’s work. Yet, on closer inspection, light emerges as a crucial element in both pieces. Abakan Red inevitably casts a large, commanding shadow within the space, while Kapoor’s sculpture appears to evade both shadow and light entirely. Its absence of reflection creates a sensation of infinity – an unfathomable void. At first glance, this sense of infinity seems absent from the Abakan, unless the work is set in motion. As Magdalena Abakanowicz observed: ‘When moved, they responded with the sleepy rhythm of a sea wave, which repeats the same heavy action over and over. I thought that only waves were capable of this movement. The Abakans were capable of the same. I revelled in this discovery.’8

The Bottari (2018 and 2022) by artist Kimsooja (Daegu, 1957) may initially seem to come from an entirely different universe. Yet through their spherical form, they establish an immediate visual resonance with Abakanowicz’s work. Bottari are bundles of essential personal belongings, wrapped in bedcovers, that Korean people prepare when forced to relocate. They are symbols of transition, displacement, and migration. The thematic connection between Kimsooja’s Bottari and Abakanowicz’s War Games lies in their shared memory of war and the experience of flight. In August 1944, amid the chaos of warfare, Abakanowicz fled with her family to Warsaw. As she recalled: ‘I do not remember the beginning, the firing from all sides, mother and the two of us were lying in the street. Later, everyone was running, we too. Suddenly I was alone in a crowd of people. Strange faces. I shouted: Mama, Terenia!’9 Kimsooja’s own childhood was similarly shaped by displacement. As the daughter of a soldier, her youth was marked by constant moves, with frequent farewells to friends, family, and familiar places. In Korean culture, Bottari carry the collective memory of a nation repeatedly uprooted by war and poverty.

Visually, the spherical form of the Bottari recurs frequently in Abakanowicz’s work. Nearby, for example, in Tapisserie 23 en violet et noir (1963), the resonance is clear. From her early practice onwards, spheres regularly appear in her collages, painted textiles, charcoal drawings, and two-dimensional tapestries. The Black Balls (1986–1988) displayed in this exhibition are further evidence of her long-standing engagement with the spherical form. In Europos Parkas near Vilnius, Abakanowicz even placed groups of spherical forms within a forest and named the installation Space of Unknown Growth (1998).

In the work of both Kimsooja and Abakanowicz, the sphere functions as a powerful symbol. It conveys unity and wholeness, while simultaneously evoking dynamism and movement. A sphere always contains both an interior and an exterior. While the exterior is open to view, the interior remains hidden – or, in the case of Bottari, physically unopened. The inside is accessible only through the power of human imagination. As Abakanowicz once remarked: ‘There is also the problem of inside and outside, of a certain mystery of the inside. And the inside is as important as what is visible.’10 This tension between the seen and the unseen activates the viewer’s imagination. The spiritual dimension of this mystery is a recurring thread in the work of both artists.

A comparable interplay between interior and exterior, presence and absence, unfolds in the video installation Chernobyl (2011) by Diana Thater (San Francisco, 1962). Thater presents footage of the area surrounding the Chernobyl nuclear reactor, which exploded in 1986. Following the disaster, Chernobyl – located near the borders of Ukraine, Russia, and Poland – became a wasteland. Villages were emptied, infrastructure was left to decay, and countless possessions were abandoned by the more than 100,000 people who were evacuated in the weeks that followed the disaster. Armed with a Geiger counter, Thater visited the Exclusion Zone more than two decades later. As she had expected, the absence of humans had allowed nature to reclaim the area: the landscape had been repopulated by various animal species. This rebirth offers a sense of cautious hope. Yet the work carries an unsettling tension. The video projections cast the shadows of viewers onto the footage, superimposing their presence onto this fragile, post-human landscape. As Thater explains: ‘In this way, they are both inside a theatre and outside in the landscape at the same time.’11

A shared concern for the state of the planet and the future of humanity connects the oeuvres of Diana Thater and Magdalena Abakanowicz. While each visualizes this concern in a distinct way, their mutual focus on the coexistence of humans and animals is particularly striking. Three of Abakanowicz’s Mutants (1992–1996) are placed near the entrance to Chernobyl, functioning as a kind of teaser – a prelude to the encounter with the animals that have come to inhabit the catastrophe zone.

Both Mutants and Chernobyl convey a simultaneous sense of concern and hope for humanity’s future. As Michel Foucault observed, the disappearance of certain systems or categories often leads to the reconfiguration of hierarchies.12 In this light, he even spoke of the ‘death of humanity.’ Philosopher Rosi Braidotti has similarly argued that the late 1960s marked the beginning of a crisis in humanism – a moment when traditional definitions of what it means to be human began to falter. In response, she advocates for a new ethical and political framework for being human in an era where all forms of life have been commodified. Despite the gravity of this crisis, Braidotti also identifies possibilities: ‘We need to take in the great opportunities of our times, for the fundamental love for the world is the basis of post-human ethics.’13 For Abakanowicz, the urgency of this issue became apparent in 1972 when she attended a meeting of the Club of Rome. From that point onward, ecological principles became an integral part of her artistic practice.

The painting Magdalena (A Painting Needs a Wall to Object to) (1995) by Marlene Dumas (Cape Town, 1953) might, by its title, seem to reference Magdalena Abakanowicz directly – but it does not. In Dumas’s work, Magdalena refers to themes of female sexuality, among other associations. In the 1990s, Dumas created an entire series of female figures, naming them after Mary Magdalene from the Bible.

Dumas’s work serves as a counterpoint to Crowd III (1988–1989), a group of headless, armless figures, all of identical height. The two works are deliberately positioned in such a way that the viewer can see either Dumas’s piece or Abakanowicz’s – but not both in their entirety at the same time. This spatial decision reflects a fundamental difference in how the two artists perceive and represent the human condition. Therefore, the two works cannot be shown side-by-side, though they can – and should – confront each other.

The figures in Crowd III are each cast from the same mold. Abakanowicz stuffed burlap into the form and then stiffened the material. Despite the uniform process, the folds, creases, and irregularities that result give rise to subtle individual distinctions. From a distance, the figures appear as a homogenous mass – uniform, anonymous, headless. Yet up close, differences begin to emerge. Nonetheless, the absence of heads maintains their anonymity and depersonalization.

Dumas’s approach to the tension between the mass and the individual is fundamentally different. Drawing on models such as Naomi Campbell, she portrays Mary Magdalene – a figure who, in Catholic Western art and literature, has often been cast as the embodiment of female sin and repentance. ‘I use religious subjects in the same way that I use fairy tale figures: to provide my audience with an accessible starting point and a familiar reference that transcends time.’14 Her portrait of Magdalena is constructed from fragments: the features of supermodels, the gestures and poses borrowed from classical painting.

There is a palpable tension between the two works. In Magdalena (A Painting Needs a Wall to Object to), Mary Magdalene is depicted from crown to knee, her back turned yet her head twisted over her shoulder. She meets the viewer’s gaze with an intense, almost unsettling stare – her presence unmistakable, verging on the demonic. By contrast, the figures in Crowd III exist in a state of presence and absence simultaneously. Their rigid, upright, almost militaristic postures render them more object than human. The objectification of the human form plays a role in both works, though from different starting points. In Dumas’s practice, it is the medium itself – painting – that transforms the figure of Magdalene into an object.

Dumas views people as inherently unreliable, capable – often unknowingly – of hurting one another. Her work is primarily concerned with psychological pain rather than physical violence. She is drawn to the tension between the individual and the collective.15 Abakanowicz sees the body as a container for the emotional damage incurred by the psyche. As psychiatrist Bessel van der Kolk argues, the body ‘keeps the score.’ Trauma affects not only the mind but the whole person, including the body.16 When asked whether Crowd III or Backs reference Auschwitz, a ritual dance in Peru, or a dance from the Ramayana, Abakanowicz consistently answers in the affirmative. The works are not tied to a single event or context; they speak to the universal condition of being human – to human nature itself.17

Bringing these works together generates a deliberate and charged tension around the question of how we perceive and understand the human being. For viewers standing behind the figures in Crowd III, the experience becomes a confrontation with backs: fifty hollow backs in sculptural form, and one painted back – Magdalena – watching, looking back.

Kader Attia (Seine-Saint-Denis, 1970) is interested in the fault lines and scars that signify suffering and repair. When considering the oeuvres of Abakanowicz and Attia side-by-side, the parallels are striking: both draw from natural sources, both centre trauma as a subject, and both work with tactile, organic materials. However, Attia’s focus is specifically directed toward the wounds of the colonial past. He makes these traces visible by superimposing images and combining them in collages.

His photographic work Snails (2009) depicts a modernist apartment block from the era of Le Corbusier. The rigid architectural rhythm of the building is disrupted by a concrete post in the foreground, where clusters of snails have gathered. The snail, with its connotations of slowness, stands in stark contrast to the ethos of modernism, which champions speed, progress, and efficiency. In this sense, the work operates as a subtle but potent critique of modernism. It suggests that unbridled growth must be rethought, that true progress requires us to decouple from the relentless forward march of time and to embrace a different understanding of growth – one rooted in slowness, reflection, and the cyclical rhythms of life.

Recent scholarship has suggested that Abakanowicz’s work, too, can be interpreted as a critique of modernism – or even as an articulation of altermodernity, understood as a practice of resistance to the dominant narratives of modernity.18 Her prose poem Portrait x 20 reveals a clear anti-colonial and anti-patriarchal sensibility. It engages deeply with values central to altermodern thinking: equality, multinaturalism, the commons, and biopolitical responsibility.19 This altermodern ecological sensibility also finds expression in her visionary approach to architecture, particularly in her unrealized design for Arboreal Architecture (1991–1992) – a series of biomorphic buildings envisioned for La Défense in Paris.


Commission

Kristina Benjocki (Zrenjanin, 1984) creates installations in which weaving and film converge. Her work draws attention to how the stories we inherit about the past are, ultimately, constructions. These narratives shape how we experience the present and imagine the future. Stijn Verhoeff (Amsterdam, 1981) produces audiovisual narratives that explore the growing social and ecological crises, offering hope by highlighting examples of collective action and resistance. For the exhibition Magdalena Abakanowicz: Human Nature, Benjocki and Verhoeff were invited to create a new film inspired by Abakanowicz’s life and work.

The film Echa (Polish for ‘echoes’) is a poetic reflection on the weight of history and the fragility of the natural world. It follows a character who exists across different temporalities – as a child, an adult, and an elderly woman – while the boundaries between present and past, individual and collective memory dissolve. Just as echoes linger in the landscape, so too do traumas reverberate through generations. They shape our memories and determine our relationship with the environment. Only by confronting these echoes can the protagonist begin to break free – to imagine a future no longer defined by the past. Echa becomes, in this sense, an ode to resilience, renewal, and the courage to rewrite one’s own story.

The artists were invited to undertake this commission because of their poetic approach to exploring time and their sensitivity to the unfolding of undocumented or suppressed histories. Their previous films demonstrate what this approach entails. While the Pile of Rubble Grows Towards the Sky (2023), for instance, was filmed in the Cannerberg, an underground network of tunnels near Maastricht – a poignant and eerily resonant setting for weaving together hidden histories and reimagining the present.20

A particular scene from the Cannerberg film proved decisive in securing this commission. The protagonist (played by Benjocki herself) recounts a night filled with falling stars. Floating on her back in a small lake, gazing up at the night sky, she experiences a moment where nature becomes saturated with the fear of the oncoming war. These stars, she realizes, are not meteors but bombs. This idea of nature as both witness to and refuge from violence, is a recurring theme in Abakanowicz’s work as well. It appears powerfully in pieces from the War Games series such as Anasta (1989), a felled tree, with branches cut back to three stumps, each encased in steel.

Echa conveys the isolation and the latent sense of danger present in ordinary activities around a house in the forest. It is not a reconstruction of Abakanowicz’s life but rather a deconstruction of eras and histories, culminating in an awareness of infinity.




Performance

Now We Are Earth, by choreographer and theatre-maker Nicole Beutler (Munich, 1969), can be understood as a vision of the future – one in which humans and nature are no longer separate but fully intertwined. The performance is a search for a new balance with all forms of life: humans, animals, plants, fungi, bacteria, and even technology. Drawing inspiration from the endless, interconnected threads of mycelium in fungal networks, the performers weave a polyphonic, resonant web of colour, sound, and movement – a continuously branching, self-replicating pattern.

Several years ago, Beutler made an abrupt and decisive shift to orient her work towards ecological concerns, much as Magdalena Abakanowicz did in 1972. Like Abakanowicz, Beutler believes that humanity’s responsibility to the planet begins with truly recognizing ourselves as part of nature, not apart from it. As an artist, she sees it as her task to open up new spaces of thought – both social and artistic – that imagine alternative futures. Now We Are Earth, like all her work, embodies a long-term commitment to care for both humanity and the planet.

Beutler’s performance was selected for this exhibition because Magdalena Abakanowicz engaged with other artistic disciplines and was particularly interested in dance. In 1995, on the occasion of the commemoration of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, Abakanowicz undertook her sole work in dance. Working in collaboration with choreographer Akiko Motofuji (1928–2003), they co-created sequences in which the artist’s burlap figures were embodied by the dancers. The choreography was also performed in Tokyo and Abakanowicz further developed this work for its final presentation at the opening of her solo exhibition in Warsaw at the Centre for Contemporary Art Ujazdowski Castle.21 Beutler considers possible artistic responses to the precarious state of the planet from a contemporary perspective. Her performance offers a contemporary continuation of Abakanowicz’s choreographies and is not intended as a re-enactment. As Abakanowicz herself stated: ‘A physical gesture is never made twice in the same way; one could compare it to a sound transmitted through air, wind, humidity, or dryness.’22




[image: A woven tapestry in black and white of three men in suits / Een geweven wandtapijt in zwart-wit van drie mannen in pak.]






[image: A woven tapestry depicting the front page of a Polish newspaper / Een geweven wandtapijt van de voorpagina van een Poolse krant.]


Magdalena Abakanowicz, Życie Warszawy, 1973
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[image: Two large textile sculptures, one dark and one bright red, hang in a white gallery space. / Twee grote textielsculpturen, een donkere en een felrode, hangen in een witte galerieruimte.]


Magdalena Abakanowicz, Abakan – Situation Variable II, 1970–1971







[image: A white gallery displays a large red textile circle, a dark hanging form, and a framed newspaper / Een witte galerij toont een grote rode textielcirkel, een donkere hangende vorm en een ingelijste krant.]


Anish Kapoor, Void, 1992







[image: A vibrant red textile with varied and coarse textures. / Een felrood textiel met gevarieerde en grove texturen.]


Magdalena Abakanowicz, Abakan Red, 1969







[image: A close-up of a textile artwork with various textures in shades of grey, black, purple, and red. / Een close-up van een textielkunstwerk met diverse texturen in tinten grijs, zwart, paars en rood.]





[image: A dark, woven textile with purple and red accents hangs from a hook over a thick rope on the floor. / Een donker geweven textielstuk met paarse en rode accenten hangt aan een haak boven een dik touw op de vloer.]






[image: Two red abstract sculptures in a minimalist white gallery / Twee rode abstracte sculpturen in een minimalistische witte galerij]
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