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Aida Makoto
Mizuma, Tokyo

If an artist like Makoto Aida, who is known 
for his devotedly ironic attitude toward 
orthodox art practices, announces that 
the paintings in his forthcoming solo show 
will strive for “pure beauty” — and that the 
show will express, after deep consideration, 
his “conclusion” to the output of such big 
names as Gerhard Richter, Jeff Koons 
and Damien Hirst — savvy viewers may 
expect some kind of trickery if not total 
deception. And Aida really did this before 
the exhibition’s opening, meanwhile keeping 
the nature of the work strictly secret.

Instead of canvases, the gallery’s walls 
turned out to be lined with plastic takeout 
boxes of a type commonly found in Japan 
— of various designs but on the whole quite 
similar. Their contents represent something 
that the contents of the original boxes might 
have been transformed into: excrement, 
sculpted here out of urethane foam and 
colored with acrylic paint. The forms are 
glued to the inside compartments, making 
each box serve as a support for this queer 
subject matter. Although rendered in 
realistic shapes — spindly, chunky or viscous 
— all are painted in unrealistic colors, 
from matte to metallic, somber traditional 
Japanese to psychedelic. The coloring for 
each lunchbox corresponds to the palette 
of a certain artist who inspired Aida, and 
the twisted shapes are an allusion to their 
signature brushstrokes. On exhibit are fifty-
four untitled “Lunchbox Paintings” (2016).

The idea isn’t surprising, however, 
as Aida’s scatological bent was already 
manifest in his oil painting Space Shit 
(1998), which depicts a colossal fecal 
coil floating in space. And the exhibition’s 
title, “Let us dream of evanescence, and 
linger in the beautiful foolishness of 
things” (words from Okakura Kakuzō’s The 
Book of Tea), not only acknowledges the 
works’ cheap and frail materials, but also 
suggests that, with this jack-in-the-box 
of an exhibition, Aida has landed on the 
foolish side, in contrast to the artists he 
references with his “painterly” gimmick.

by Satoru Nagoya

Ma Ke
Platform China, Beijing

Tino Sehgal
BAM, Marrakech

A small painting at the entrance of the 
gallery, Dionysus 3 (2016), sets the tone 
for this survey of Ma Ke’s painting practice 
from more than a decade. In the painting, 
a horseman figure, chin up and chest out, 
empties his saddlebag in front of a claret 
backdrop. Like Don Quixote, the figure 
remains aloof from the world while seeking 
challenges and adventures that only he 
understands. Taken axiomatically, certain 
paintings by Ma might read as his way 
of escaping and resisting ordinary life.

With their simple, rough and distinctive 
brushstrokes, each of Ma’s paintings 
depicts singular scenarios with a strange 
coolness that is distanced from reality. In 
Undress (2016), a distorted female nude 
holds her dazzling bra, assuming an inviting 
posture that promises revelation. The same 
figure also appears in Dionysus 1 (2016), 
in which she becomes a can-can dancer 
that conjures devilish faces. In Ceremony 
3 (2015), behind pinkish translucent 
curtains, two officers tidy up their uniforms 
in preparation for an upcoming event.

None of these paintings follows a linear 
contextual logic, but together they form an 
overlapping and intricate exhibition that 
makes the artist’s stance more explicit. At 
the end of the gallery, a gray wall holds nine 
paintings of spiders — a recurring figure 
in Ma’s world, along with self-portraiture. 
These spiders adjust their physicality 
according to circumstance. Stuck in their 
clumsy bodies, they represent individuals 
forever trapped in a systemic dilemma.

By staging the spiritual plight of 
individuals, Ma conceives of painting as 
a procedure that recovers the intrinsic 
motivations of life — an expression that 
addresses the urgency to preserve 
consciousness. The spiritual sources 
of traditional Chinese painting derive 
from man’s relationship with nature 
and his detachment from reality. By 
contrast, Ma’s practice is participatory, 
grounded in unresolved, ongoing 
antinomies of human existence.

By Yuan Fuca

Tino Sehgal’s performance HALQA took 
place from May 13 through June 5 at 
the Jemaa el-Fna, Marrakech’s main 
square, where traditional artists perform 
their ancestral forms. He intervened 
there as a contemporary artist making 
his way amid traditional practitioners. 

Nine dancers — his closest collaborators, 
including his former teacher, Adalisa 
— in a former bank at the border of the 
Jemaa el-fna, performed three of his 
pieces, interwoven. Their choreographed 
movements emphasized connection and 
disconnection: existence as an individual, 
as a couple, and as a group. Throughout, 
the people of the square would come in 
and stay for a few minutes, or hours to 
contemplate the performance: old men 
in djellabas, kids wearing T-shirts, veiled 
women. The performers used their voices 
to convey a non-articulate language, turning 
words from songs into mere sounds. At a 
given moment they would go out onto the 
square and catch the attention of the public, 
who followed them back in. Children from 
the streets brought in passersby as well. 

The most magical moment was in 
the early evening, when curator Mouna 
Mekouar had arranged for the performers 
to collaborate with the “masters” from the 
Jemaa el-fna. Each night Sehgal’s performers 
(all non-Moroccan, based in Berlin) created 
a new performance on the square with 
traditional artists who have occupied the site 
for generations: a flute player, then a boxing 
organizer; on another night, a snake charmer. 
During the halqa — a traditional Moroccan 
theatrical performance, usually held outdoors 
— people from the square watched this 
combination of bodies and souls; kids began 
to dance amid the professional dancers. 
One of them wore a UNESCO T-shirt.

The greatest achievement of this piece 
was its metaphoric example of how to live 
together. Sehgal’s performance, in harmonic 
dialogue with ancient practices of the city, 
shows great acumen; the fixed rules of his 
forms opened up for all the performers to 
play within and then redefine, making HALQA 
a field of locally resolved global tensions.

by Donatien Grau
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