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Foreword

This book is published on the occasion of Francis Aljs: Ricochets at the Barbican,
London, and the Serralves Museum of Contemporary Art, Porto. Alys’s largest
institutional solo exhibition in the UK for almost fifteen years and his first major
exhibition in Portugal will transform both institutions’ iconic architectures into
cinematic playgrounds celebrating the breadth and importance of the artist’s work.
This richly illustrated catalogue explores Alys’s pivotal works in dialogue with his
critically acclaimed series Children’s Games (1999-present). Highlighting rarely seen
source material, a series of essays by leading writers explores the artist’s influences
across art history, philosophy and literature.

With a career spanning four decades, Francis Alys (born 1959, Antwerp,
Belgium) has forged a unique and radical practice ranging from painting and draw-
ing to film and animation. Trained as an architect and urbanist, Alys moved to
Mexico City in 1986, where the rapidly shifting urban and social context inspired
him to become a visual artist. Working in collaboration with local communities,
his engagement with cross-cultural contexts operates beyond dominant, Western-
centric narratives. What emerges is a lifelong commitment to witnessing social and
political change through art. Since the start of his film series Children’s Games, Aljs
has travelled to over fifteen countries around the world, capturing games such as
musical chairs in Mexico, leapfrog in Iraq, jump rope in Hong Kong and wolf and
lamb in Afghanistan. This film installation - one of his most ambitious to date -
reflects the universality and ingenuity of play, foregrounding social interactions in
decline due to rapid urbanisation and the erosion of public spaces.

We would like to warmly thank the curator of the exhibition, Florence
Ostende, who collaborated closely with the artist over several years in order to
reveal a renewed perspective on his prolific career, while shaping an insightful
critical repertoire for the work by bringing new voices into dialogue with Alys’s
artistic practice. Special thanks to Inés Geraldes Cardoso, Assistant Curator, who
inspired, supported and galvanised all aspects of this project with boundless dedi-
cation, creative flair and excellence, as well as Rita Duarte, Exhibition Organiser,
who coordinated the production of this exhibition and brought to life the artist’s
vision in our galleries. We are extraordinarily fortunate to work with graphic
designer Mark El-khatib and designer Lucy Styles, who played crucial roles.

Our special thanks go to Karena Johnson, Josie Dick and Carmen Okome
in Creative Collaboration at the Barbican for supporting the ambitious, year-long
art and learning programme with three local schools: Prior Weston Primary
School, Richard Cloudesley School and St Lukes CE School. We are thankful to the
students, head teachers, and teachers from these schools. We are deeply grateful
to Rafael Ortega, who has been a vital collaborator at every step, and Lucy Pook,
whose sensitive contributions were indispensable to the schools’ collaboration.
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Our thanks are extended to Alys’s collaborators Julien Devaux, Félix Blume,
Emilio Rivera, Finella Halligan, Elena Pardo and Esteban Azuela. We would also
like to thank Bellatrix Hubert and Rebecca Holmberg from David Zwirner for their
insight and warm support as the project grew, as well as Peter Kilchmann and
Jan Mot for being wonderful allies. Our sincere gratitude to Rochelle Roberts and
Corinna Pickart from Prestel, as well as Aimee Selby, whose invaluable contribu-
tions have made this publication possible. Our heartfelt appreciation goes to the
authors Helena Chavez Mac Gregor, Carla Faesler and Cuauhtémoc Medina for
their remarkable essays in this publication. We would like to thank Cuauhtémoc
Medina and Virginia Roy at MUAC, Dirk Snauwaert at WIELS, and Yilmaz Dziewior
and Rita Kersting at Museum Ludwig for their collegiate spirit towards our project.
We are grateful to Pascal Willekens and his dedicated team at Vidisquare.

At the Barbican, we remain extremely grateful to the City of London for
their continuous support. The exhibition has also received generous support from the
John S Cohen Foundation, the Delegation of Flanders (Embassy of Belgium) and the
Company of Arts Scholars Charitable Trust, as well as additional support from David
Zwirner. We would like to thank our ceo, Claire Spencer, and our team: Katrina
Crookall, Deputy Head of Visual Arts; Alice Lobb, Senior Manager Exhibitions and
Partnerships; Maarten van den Bos, Bruce Stracy, David Corbett and Christopher
Spear in our Production team, alongside our installation crew; Priya Saujani, Gallery
Manager and lan Fowles, Front of House Manager; Isobel Parrish and Hannah Moth
in Marketing; Hannah Carr, Lily Booth and Georgia Holmes in Press, as well as
the wonderful Sam Talbot team; Natasha Harris, Alina Tiits and Maria Carroll in
Development; and Jo Davis and Rosie Gibbs in Retail. Heartfelt thanks are due to
Jane Alison, former Head of Visual Arts, for supporting this exhibition from the start.

At the Serralves Museum we deeply admire the work of the artist, whose
career and influence have significantly shaped our national artistic landscape.
Consequently, we are confident that this exhibition will stand out as a pivotal
moment not only in the museum’s history but also for the country. We would like to
thank the Board of Directors of the Serralves Foundation, particularly its President,
Ana Pinho, as well as the entire Serralves Museum team, including our esteemed
colleagues and directors, namely Marta Almeida, Deputy Director. Special
recognition is owed to Inés Grosso, Chief Curator, and Filipa Loureiro, Curator.

Lastly, our heartfelt thanks and immense gratitude go to Francis Alys for
his creative vision and trust. Francis generously opened the doors of his studio in
Mexico City and created an impressive ensemble of new films and paintings for this
landmark exhibition, alongside contributing rarely seen works from his personal
collection, which allowed us to stage Children’s Games in a new light.

Shanay Jhaveri Philippe Vergne
Head of Visual Arts, Barbican Director, Serralves Museum
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Florence Ostende

Dominoes, Tornadoes
and Ricochets

In a classroom facing the Brutalist towers of the Barbican in London, eight-year-
old Maysa asked Francis Alys what his favourite film was. The artist revealed it
was a very simple but beautiful film about ‘a child who goes and gets bread for his
family, and on the way back, there’s a dog barking in the middle of the street, and
he needs to find a way to distract the dog to cross that part of the street to get to his
home’." In The Bread and Alley (1970), Abbas Kiarostami - who sees his first work as
the ‘mother’ of all his films - captures a single action reduced to its minimum form
of expression, or what the Iranian filmmaker calls ‘dead time’.> Kiarostami and
Alys share a common language defined by the simplicity of the observational mode.

One way to understand their shared approach to concision is to think of
it as a means of creating a sense of immediacy, instantaneity, directness; a form of
distillation that brings Alys’s work closer to the scale of a short poem than an epic
novel. In fact, the artist’s long-lasting interest in the flash fiction of writer Augusto
Monterroso (1921-2003) is another instance of his quest for epigrammatic, distilled
forms. The Guatemalan writer is well known for authoring the shortest story ever
written: “When it woke up, the dinosaur was still there.”s In only nine words, the
reader rewinds the action from the moment the dinosaur woke up to the moment it
fell asleep. In only nine words, the reader speculates on what may have happened
during the animal’s sleep and whether its sleeping body exists in a separate world
from the physical realm. Such was the literary backdrop against which Alys became
a visual artist.

But what the process of condensation seems also to facilitate here is the
unravelling of a direct line towards other forms of consciousness - as if nine words

1 See Francis Alys and Rafael Ortega, ‘A Conversation with Children’,
pp- 226-306 in this publication.

2 ‘The Bread and Alley’, Kiarostami Foundation, www.kiarostami.org/
film/the-bread-and-alley, accessed 1 May 2024.

3 In his monograph published by Phaidon, Francis Alys featured “The
Black Sheep’ (1969) and “The Two Tails, or the Eclectic Philosopher’
(1969) by Augusto Monterroso. Cuauhtémoc Medina, Russell
Ferguson, Jean Fisher and Michael Taussig, Francis Aljs (London,
2007, expanded edition 2019), pp. 122-24.
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Abbas Kiarostami, The Bread and Alley, 1970. 10:00 min. Film still

could fast-track entry to the consciousness of the animal’s dream, like a shortcut.
In the same way, Kiarostami’s condensed plot, set in a narrow alley, operates as
a direct channel to the gaze of the child. The boy’s consciousness is wired to the
viewer’s, encoded in a ten-minute script bypassing the long and epic roundabout of
discursive meanders. The viewer is connected to the child in media res and invited
to an unfiltered embrace, an accelerated act of reunion and empathy. A form of
togetherness. In a similar way, the short films composing the ongoing series of
Children’s Games - which Alys started in 1999 - form a channel through which a new
understanding of the artist’s practice emerged, an alternative and prismatic point
of entry into the fundamental nature of his work.

Action is at the centre of Alys’s practice. When the artist began making
art in the 1990s, he was the agent of most of the actions he filmed or documented.
Walking, pushing, dragging, Alys appeared as the sole protagonist of the work. His
presence wasn’t performative in the theatrical sense of the word. In fact, his actions
resisted all forms of theatricality. They melted and dissolved in the ephemeral like
breadcrumbs on a path. Alys used his own body because it was there and it was
available. It was an empirical choice. Children’s Games operates as a clear transition
from this period, marking a shift from his own agency to the children’s. With the
Children’s Games, the question became as much about whose action it was as what
the action was. It is in the space of this collective consciousness - reflected in the
children’s eyes adorning the cover of this book - that I want to situate the oeuvre
of the artist.
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The changing nature of participation in his work started to evolve in 2008,
while Alys was in the process of making Don’t Cross the Bridge Before You Get to the
River, writing in the project logbook: ‘Change of protagonists by moving from adults
to the only ones who seem to be genuinely interested in (or amused by) our utopian
project: the kids from both sides of the Strait.’+ Here, the artist formalised the shift
of agency from adults to children, who, on each side of the Strait of Gibraltar,
performed a fictional bridge between Morocco and Spain - an expression of the
inherent contradiction between the open global economy and restrictive migration
policies. That being said, what led Alys to displace his own presence from the
centre of the action was already in motion two decades earlier, when he began to
interrogate the body in relation to the possibilities of language.

A rare untitled portrait painted in 1990 - presumably a self-portrait -
depicts the bust of a man with the letter ‘a’ leaning against his shoulders. With
its clear outline, simple composition and colours, the painted figure calls to mind
illustrations found in children’s books. The man seems to be daydreaming. Like in
Monterroso’s nine-word flash fiction, one wonders if one letter might encapsulate
the dreams of a single person. Can one letter hold the possibility of all the others?
Or the impossibility, rather? Growing up in Belgium, Alys was familiar with the
word-image paintings that the Surrealist artist René Magritte had elucidated on
the occasion of a 1937 lecture he gave in London: in front of the audience, Magritte
took as an example a text by André Breton in the hope of proving that a drawing of
a sun could replace the word ‘sun’ without altering the meaning.

In Alys’s portrait, the tip of the red letter rests on the helix of the character’s
ear, creating a tension between word and image. Alys turns the dominating alpha into
alowercase, tilting, falling, receding. Here, language alone fails to represent the image
of the mind. In his first exhibition catalogue in 1992, at Galeria Arte Contemporaneo,
Mexico City, Alys published a little-known poem entitled ‘Dominoes’ that revealed
a fluid, slippery and playful approach to language. This early writing was, to some
extent, a prescient gesture towards his Children’s Games series:

Tweaking my hair / hair of the dog / dog watching painter /
painter in a bag / bag in the river / river in the picture / picture
over couch / couch stuffed with smells / smells body knows

/ knows through its quills / quills forming coat / coat shovelling
dirt / dirt as if dirt / dirt in my eyes / eyes to my mind / mind to

4 Francis Alys, “The Logbook of Gibraltar (2005-2009)’, in Francis
Alyis: A Story of Negotiation, ed. Cuauhtémoc Medina, exh. cat., Museo
Tamayo, Mexico City (Mexico City, 2015), p. 124.

5 Marijke Peyser, ‘A Dream Collection - Surrealism in Museum Boijmans
Van Beuningen’, René Magritte, Le Poisson (1939), www.boijmans.nl/en/
collection/artworks/4236/le-poison, accessed 1 May 2024.
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Untitled, c. 1990. Oil and embroidery on canvas, dimensions unknown
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