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MATTHIAS 
BRUGGMANN
Musée de l’Elysée, 
Lausanne, Switzerland
Matthias Bruggmann’s exhibition, 
‘An Act of Unspeakable Violence’, is 
installed in an underground gallery. Low-
ceilinged, stone-walled, quarry-tiled and 
arranged around a central chamber, the 
space could have been custom-made 
for the photographic record of Syria that 
Bruggmann has kept since 2012. The 
dust, fire, blood and ruins depicted in 
these shots feel familiar; in the context, 
a window-like aperture in the gallery wall 
resembles a sniper’s vantage point. But 
as is evidenced by this exhibition, both 
framing and perspective can be unstable 
things.

Near the entrance of the space 
is a life-size portrait of Abdel Bas-
set al-Rajab, the military leader of a 
tribe that was once loyal to ISIS before 
establishing itself as oppositional. The 
photograph, stamped with the water-
mark of an online media outlet, was not 
taken by Bruggmann, but passed on 
to him by Al-Rajab some time before 
his death in 2015. It shows the com-
mander in full uniform striding over a 
beheaded corpse, head bowed, pistol in 
hand. Following this are 31 landscape 
photographs, titled by location and 
date, which were shot by Bruggmann 
himself. The majority of these were 
taken in Syria, a number in Iraq and one, 
depicting journalists at the 2014 Syrian 
peace talks, at the Palais des Nations 
in Geneva. In most of these, the artist 
offers a broad and sometimes messy 
perspective rather than honing in on one 
central action. We have little choice but 
to trust the information that Bruggmann 
gives us, even as he stresses, in both his 
images and accompanying texts, how 
unreliable they are as documents. Take, 
for example, Military Intelligence Inter-
rogation Department, Damascus, March 
5, 2014 (2014), in which a young prisoner 
warily faces the camera. Government 

officials orchestrated the photo op-
portunity for Bruggmann, so he was 
unable to show the torture wounds he 
saw on the hands and feet of the man, 
who later died in custody. Is there more 
or less stage management in an image 
depicting a captured regime fighter 
cowering against a wall on the day be-
fore his execution? Or in the photograph 
of a suspected ISIS member, kneeling, 
blindfolded in a room containing little 
but a photocopier? Wearing nothing but 
a pair of white shorts, his pose evokes 
the religious iconography of Christ 
crucified.

The violence captured in these im-
ages is not just physical: Bruggmann 
also documents deception, corruption 
and injustice. In Marmarita, Reef Homs, 
September 8, 2013 (2013), the young 
accountant for a regime-loyal militia 
sits at a desk, below a flag emblazoned 
with a picture of the Syrian president 
Bashar al-Assad, laughing happily. Her 
handbag, like her jacket, is camou-
flage, but overprinted with lacy gold 
script – as if the war were a catwalk. 
Another photograph from the same 
town, Marmarita, Reef Homs, Sep-
tember 13, 2013 (2013), depicts young 
men swimming in a hotel pool while a 
neighbouring village is besieged. Iraqi 
Cultural Center, Damascus, July 25, 
2013 (2013) seems straightforward: a 
modestly dressed, concerned-looking 
woman peers around the heavy wooden 
door of an office. But note her improb-
ably precise makeup; she is, in fact, 
an actor on the set of Najdat Anzour’s 
soap opera Under the Homeland’s Sky 
(2013), which offered a regime-friendly 
version of recent history and was aired 
during Ramadan. Yet, even when we 
are aware of how misleading every 
image may be, much store is still set 
by the power of visual communication, 
by warring factions as well as outsider 
viewers. Access to many of the sites 
was granted by officials on both sides of 
the conflict, keen to convey their version 
of events. Thus, the more Bruggmann’s 
depictions of Syria accrue, the more 
his documentary becomes entangled 
with fictionalization and propaganda. 
Nevertheless, Bruggmann persists in 
seeking evidence: he still believes in the 
importance of photographic proof and 
we want to believe in it, too.

Aoife Rosenmeyer

RAOUL DE KEYSER
S.M.A.K., Ghent, 
Belgium

It’s been ten years since Raphael Rubin-
stein’s essay ‘Provisional Painting’ (2009) 
defined a long-smouldering painterly 
ethos. Depending on your sympathies, 
this style of dislocated and often hesitant 
brushmarks, deployed without concern 
for any recognizable standard of composi-
tion, represented either an incongruous 
punk-asceticism or a cynical daubing in 
the sad residue of painting. Within the 
diversifying landscape of contempo-
rary art, painting seemed drained of its 
authority, but Rubinstein’s articulation of 
a ‘tentative, unfinished or self-cancelling’ 
aesthetic suggested a way to keep touch-
ing brush to canvas while eliding the 
medium’s conservatism. In the interven-
ing years, memory of this approach and 
its spirit has become muddied. A kind of 
mannered, off-handed painting – vari-
ously derided as ‘crapstraction’ or ‘zombie 
formalism’ – took over, its conveyor-belt 
production fed by the blue-chip market.

Hence the pertinence of Raoul De 
Keyser’s retrospective, ‘Oeuvre’. The late 
Belgian painter was Rubinstein’s opening 
case study, and S.M.A.K.’s capacious 
presentation – spanning 1964 to the art-
ist’s death in 2012 – reminds us what the 
painting that inspired the essay really felt 
like. From the vantage point of 2018, De 
Keyser’s concerns – the painterly flickering 
between flatness and depth; the elusive 
presence of the grid; the flowing of cracks 
and shadows – might seem familiar. But, 
here, through the deceptive texture of De 
Keyser’s project, it is affect that sounds, 
with moments of perceptible strangeness 
jarring like pitch changes or unexpected 
turns of phrase.

This reduced language has vibrant 
origins. Many works from the late 1960s 
and ’70s see canvases wrapped around 
stretchers or slim rectangular boxes and 
painted in opaque arrangements of green, 
yellow, blue and black. De Keyser’s inspi-
ration for these pieces – Homage to Brus-
selmans (1969–70), for example – was 
a football pitch, visible from the artist’s 
window, which he transmuted through a 
slightly depressive interpretation of pop 
painting. At points, this self-referential 
approach risks navel-gazing. In another 
room, dedicated to De Keyser’s early 
works, many green and black paintings, 
gridded or overlaid with white stripes, read 
like a pensive breath – more for him than 
us. But, invariably, the mark-making and 
palette loosen up and diligent improvisa-
tion reigns. One floating crescendo of 
small canvases echoes our stained, 
ripped, blotted visual reality. Z.T. (2012) is 
a thin drag of red paint on diluted white, 

descending from a protruding nail; Over-
flow (2012) is a rough yellow and green 
grid inscribed in chalky pink, like a game 
of tic- tac-toe lingering on a pavement. 

As De Keyser gets older, a psychedelic 
melancholia sets in, articulating a way of 
seeing the world that has less to do with 
signs, symbols and scenes than with the 
elusive colours and aspects which com-
prise them. In Replay (2002), raspberry 
and peppermint jots fall upon a trans-
lucent white ground. A long, string-like 
orange brushstroke frames these notes, 
but is also transformed by them – from a 
functional, drafted outline into a container 
for curiously beautiful scraps. In Grenier 
14 (1992), emerald boughs set within a 
pink fog collapse into an arcane neuro-
logical schematic. Canvas after canvas 
houses similarly uncanny shapes made 
from discreet, looping and faltering lines, 
as if suspended in peripheral vision. 

An accompanying text states that 
De Keyser liked to paint a Monkey Puzzle 
tree near his Deinze studio. I’m sure he 
did. But, with the exception of a smat-
tering of drawings depicting landscapes 
or architectural spaces, his interpretive 
translations always scramble the semiotic 
link. In one room, false walls have been 
constructed from unpainted Gyprock and 
an exposed wooden framework, forming a 
kind of stage for many canvases hung and 
leant in a staggering rhythm. Designed by 
Belgian architects Robbrecht en Daem, 
the structure mediates between the quiv-
ering ‘just-enough-ness’ of De Keyser’s 
paintings and the looming ‘fixed-ness’ of 
the host museum. And, while obvious, it 
is a strategy that works, highlighting the 
latent counter-institutional potential of 
this careful erosion of seeing.

Mitch Speed

PUPPIES PUPPIES
Galerie Barbara Weiss, 
Berlin, Germany

Puppies Puppies’s ‘Una mujer fantástica 
(A Fantastic Woman)’ at Galerie Barbara 
Weiss in Berlin is centred around Se-
bastián Lelio’s titular, feature-length film, 
which is screened repeatedly through-
out the run of the show. For a previous 
exhibition, ‘Still Alice’ (2016), at Outpost 
in Norwich, the artist showed Richard 
Glatzer and Wash Westmoreland’s epony-
mous indie drama at regular intervals 
during opening hours, drawing attention 
to the demise of local arthouse cinema in a 
provincial city by over-extending the film’s 
limited-run screening. Here, Una mujer 
fantástica (2017) is projected on a gallery 
wall as a video installation alongside 
several sculptural elements that relate to 
the film.

By screening the work outside of 
official channels of circulation, what 
becomes apparent is not so much issues 
of legal copyright but of redistribution. In 
Puppies Puppies’s absence – the artist 
often remains anonymous, and neither 
installed nor was in attendance for this 
show – the gallery acquired permission 
from Lelio (who lives in Berlin) to screen 
the film non-theatrically for a symbolic 
amount rather than pay a licensing fee. 
However, this form of appropriation is 
imbued with an explicit sentimentality 
relating to the source material. Una mujer 
fantástica is about a latinx trans woman 

dealing with bereavement and transpho-
bia. In an accompanying piece of writing, 
Puppies Puppies poetizes a highly 
personal affinity for the film’s protagonist; 
seeing themselves mirrored in the cast-
ing of transgender actor Daniela Vega 
as the transgender character Marina. 
This reflection is further elaborated by 
continuities between real-life actor and 
character: Vega initially consulted on the 
film and was subsequently offered the 
lead role based on her own life experi-
ence. Vega, then, is a readymade – just 
as actors are chosen for roles not only 
due to their acting ability but for who they 
are, or represent, off-screen. Una mujer 
fantástica won an Academy Award for 
Best Foreign Language Film in a year 
when diversity was vocally championed in 
the film industry, though in which several 
high-profile actors withdrew from playing 
transgender roles following backlash 
from trans communities.

The notion of a reflected self is 
conspicuous in the three mirrored objects 
in the exhibition, where an image of the 
character-actor can be seen, often dis-
tortedly. Marina Vidal looks at herself in 
the car window (Daniela Vega looking at 
herself in the window of a Toyota) (2018), 
for instance, is a tinted car window from 
a Toyota Corolla, the same make that 
appears in the film. Another replica 
prop – Marina Vidal’s jacket (Daniela 
Vega) (2018) – hangs from the ceiling, in 
reference to a magical sequence where 
a weightless Vega rises above a dancing 
crowd and looks brazenly into the cam-
era, reflecting back the viewer’s gaze.

 Vega is a conduit for Puppies Pup-
pies’s own self-identification because her 
characterization is also an acknowledg-
ment of her own reality. In this sense, 
the actor enables a slow reveal of the 
artist’s persona – significant in regard 
to an artistic practice based on a project 
of concealment. From early costumed 
performances onwards, Puppies Puppies 
has remained prudently avataristic, for 
instance, masquerading as recognizable 
pop-cultural characters such as Sponge-
bob Squarepants and Voldemort. While 
going incognito could be perceived as a 
coolly satirical remark on biography, such 
dedication to anonymity has allowed the 
artist to harness agency. For this show, 
the subtle gesture of artist’s real name 
(bracketed behind her moniker in the 
accompanying text) is encouraged by the 
exteriorized mirror-image of Vega’s mar-
ginalized position. That such an embold-
ened gesture of selfhood can be success-
fully transposed from cinematic affect 
into the gallery space without becoming 
ironically detached is convincingly sin-
cere at a time when exclusionary rhetoric 
is threatening to become agenda.

Saim Demircan
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