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Poids de Plume (Feather Weight) features work by what are, at first sight, four very different artists. Working in four
corners of Belgium (Verviers, Brussels, Ghent and Antwerp respectively) and from a variety of backgrounds (Spanish,
Berber, Belgian and vaguely British), their works nevertheless all deal with the same complex notion of desire. Galerie
Martin van Blerk in Antwerp hosts the first incarnation of this project: the space formed both the starting point and
receptacle for the dialogue that occurs between the respective works.
Desire has always been tricky to define. That indefinable itch of longing in our lives is capable of both motivating us to
attain our greatest achievements and of wreaking havoc by acting as an influence from a dark and unexplained
subconscious. It is a force to be reckoned with. As David Byrne sings: “I’m the part that sings those goofy love songs…I’m the
part of you you can’t control…”
A person may, for example, seek out the advice of a fortune-teller, desiring to be told what to do, and suddenly decide
to go and live on the other side of the world. Alternatively, is it possible to measure precisely what influences our
behaviour, and to what extent it does so, when it comes to making choices in pursuit of some physical ideal? Market
forces have embedded themselves so deeply into our freedom of choice that we no longer see the mechanisms that
guide our decision-making on a daily basis. Operating as an undercurrent, or the cheese in a mousetrap, even,
unexamined desire can get us into really sticky situations. It has a lot to answer for. Poids de Plume does not endeavour to
offer any answers about the nature of this quintessentially human phenomenon, but as a group show it perhaps draws a
possible examination of the topic closer, and, by means of the assembled works, at least raise some pertinent questions.

Thomas Huyghe, BODY COACH (ASOCIAL SCULPTURE #4), 2009, Marble laminate, mirror
laminate, glass, 3d-print, 171 x 65,5 x 65,5 cm DETAIL (photo: K. Mayne)

Ghent-based Thomas Huyghe is preoccupied with the surface of things: his language can include a carefully styled
grin or a billboard structure that can hold myriad associations or projections. As an artist he is acutely aware of the
potential blankness of an image, no matter how intricate in detail it might be. Culling images from the public domain
that are so ubiquitous they become almost transparent or interchangeable, they nevertheless enter the thicket of
tangible human experience by the way in which the objects are made. Huyghe's meticulous craftsmanship, with an
attention to finish and detail, combined with carefully chosen, recognizable yet strange images and signs, result in a
visual language that both rebuffs and draws in.
In Poids de Plume Huyghe provides the key work and catalyst. Presented on a slick, faux-marbre plinth in a Plexiglas
presentation case, BODY COACH is a 3D print of a weightlifting machine. It is arranged in a cross configuration,
compass-like. It is composed of four devices, of the kind whereby the users exercise by lifting up their own body
weight. Placed on a mirrored surface, the light, pliable, bone-white object takes on skeletal, spidery allusions, far more
physical than the technique that produced it could suggest. It is a model of a bodybuilding device, and, by extension,
becomes a model of our desires, that lift us up through our own internal machination. We create desire just as much as
we are bound by it. Body coach perfectly reflects the cruel carrousel of expectations upon which human beings currently
sit.

Looking through the shiny encasement of that work, as if it were a prism, amongst the reflections we encounter the
work of Sylvie Macias Diaz sitting along the same axis of meaning. She is an artist who playfully explores those
standards that shape us. Her longstanding, delicate practice of building Utopian architectural models with fruit crates
neatly fits into these first propositions about desire.

Sylvie Macias Diaz, Mini City Box, 2011, 26 fruit crates, glass, metal clamps (photo: M. El Gholabzouri)

Any scale model constitutes an exercise in projection, for maker and viewer alike. Moreover, Mini Citybox delightfully
sheds new light on recent Antwerp museum architecture (the recently opened MAS’ design is based on stacked boxes)
whilst at the same time the artist anticipated it by years. In the drawings, the templates for ideal women (and a designer
chair) display more sinister dictates of conformity to which many willingly submit. In her Formica Women series the
drawn women have scissor-like legs that can snap open with ease. Alternatively they might instill fear for what things
they could snip off. In the “Interior Women” drawing included in this exhibition however, the legs appear exuberant
like an exotic bird’s display of feathers, below three radiant disco suns.

Installation view, Sylvie Macias Diaz, Gabarit (Template) and Exterior Women Series, 2011,
both laminate, pen on paper, 65 x 75 cm (photo K.Mayne)

Mohand El Gholabzouri’s work can be situated along another axis, involving a more intimate preoccupation with
desire. Working with documentary, photography, installations, and, importantly, painting, the artist mines the crosscultural, post-colonial memory. In so doing El Gholabzouri repeatedly succeeds in creating new iconic images. In the
painting 70’s Youngsters, for example, an archival photograph documenting the clothing of a group of Moroccan youths
influenced by their idols, in bell-bottoms, with a guitar and a donkey, marks a visit by Brian Jones to the Riff in his
attempt to record and preserve the folk songs sung in villages there.

Mohand El Gholabzouri, 70's youngsters, 2010, Oil on canvas, 80 x 100 cm (courtesy the artist)

The painting as such stands for influences going at least two ways. The artist heightened the black and
white image with colour in an attempt to bring it into the present. Nevertheless the moment captured is
forever at several removes from the viewer. Room (2003), is a photograph of an empty room, with a candle on the floor,
a draped sheet hanging over an unmade bed, coins scattered on the floor. The image is carefully staged. One may think
it is an artist’s garret, but the protagonist has slipped away: identity remains undefined, however much the viewer might
like to pin that butterfly down.

Mohand El Gholabzouri, Room, 2003, Photographic print on aluminium, 96 x 64cm (courtesy the artist)

Kate Mayne’s works, painted after snapshots, usually taken on travels, with light as the principle concern, are tightly
intermingled with desire. The works deal with the space between the sense of longing and actual experience. Projection,
expectations and the grit of reality can frequently jar. In essence the snapshots in turn confront the new reality of the
painted medium, which, in the moment of making the painting, interferes with both the reality of the photographed
image and the memory of the experience it represents. Presented together, the small-scale paintings combine and
suggest possible narratives, open for the viewer to engage with.
Shown in Poids de Plume are two sets of paintings. First is a pair from the palm reading series: the images were captured
in a dark corner at a wedding, where a pocket torch was used to read somebody’s hand. The accidentally dramatic

lighting, a well-known device in classical painting, lends additional weight to the images. The second is a Balinese set,
painted from imagery collected on a voyage to Indonesia. In the studio section of the Antonio Blanco Museum was an
image of two women that had turned green in the tropical heat. Unlike the artist’s many furtively sketched, colourful
erotic paintings (Blanco proclaimed himself as the Dali of the Philippines and built himself a wedding cake of a
museum, worthy of an installation by Guillaume Bijl or even MB) this singular image lacked any inscription. The
women in the photograph were thereby impossible to categorize.

Kate Mayne, The Women (Antonio Blanco Museum, Ubud), 2011, Oil on canvas, 40 x 50 cm (courtesy the artist)

Next to the women hangs an image of the Antwerp sun, which, in Indonesian, is called “Eye of the Day”, or Mata Hari,
beside which there hangs a painting of a thirsty Dog, reminding us of the ever-present visceral dimension of desire.

Kate Mayne, The Money Spider (palm reading), 2011
Mata Hari (Leopold de Waelplaats, Antwerp), 2011,
Oil on canvas, 24 x 30 cm (courtesy the artist)
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