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For his inaugural exhibition at the gallery, Swiss artist Nicolas Party has
executed two site-specific murals that transform the interior while creating a
singular environment for a recent group of large-scale pictures and bronze
sculptures. Working exclusively in vivid, highly-pigmented chalk pastels –
either directly on the walls or primed canvases – Party invites us to rediscover
this once popular but now often neglected medium. Respectful of the traditions
that precede him on the one hand, but radically extending them on the
other, the artist’s handling of the medium is anything but academic. Here, all
associations with drawing, delicacy and fragility have been supplanted by a
fresh, graphic sensibility and a technique more akin to painting. Unlike paint,
however, pastels are blended directly upon the support: a task that requires
great exactitude and foresight.
While the popularity of pastels has waxed and waned over the centuries, their
physical properties remain unchanged. From a seventeenth-century portrait
to an Impressionist landscape, up to and including Party’s contemporary
iterations, works in pastel are distinguished by a single unique quality: their
luminosity. The velvety, seductive glow is caused by the myriad facets of loosely
bound mineral powder scattering and diffusing light across the surface of
the work. But whereas pastels were historically prized for the life-like flush
they lent to portraits, or utilised for their ability to convey atmosphere and
mood, Party veers in completely the opposite direction and uses them to
create a coruscating artificiality. The intense colours are also specific to the
medium, which is manufactured from a surprisingly small range of pigments
(typically those used for oil paints) and different amounts of filler. This allows
the production of innumerable tints with only the subtlest of variations. Party
can consequently work in gradations of tone rather than in colour mixtures,
thereby attaining a dazzling brilliance. The tools of the trade? Little more than
the artist’s fingertips.
The simple, classical and almost generic subjects (the still life, the landscape,
the nude) coupled with the artist’s distinctive style (inexpressive, reductive,
devoid of anecdote) gives rise to images of great visual immediacy and a
profound, almost unsettling, stillness. Yet despite the absence of a narrative,
the works inevitably trigger a flicker of recognition, or a sense of déjà vu.
But of what do they remind us? With one eye on art history, the other fixed
resolutely on the here and now, Party looks at his subjects through the lens
of past oeuvres, techniques and genres and submits them to a contemporary
reappraisal that is uniquely his own. Thus, we might discern, just below the
surface, the faint echo of the classical sculptures that once inspired the pioneers
of modernism, the fluid linearity of early Chinese art, or the angular forms of
ancient Egyptian funerary sculptures.
The title of the exhibition refers to the seasons that form a connecting thread
throughout the exhibition, in which trees in full bloom are shown alongside
those in the depths of winter. While trees and animals are a recurrent theme
in the artist’s oeuvre, the works depicting birds on branches represent a new
departure in terms of movement and composition, with the latter expanding to
fill, and even exceed, the picture plane. By staging his pastels within a setting
both defined and transformed by wall drawings, Party creates an intriguing

107 rue St-Georges | St-Jorisstraat, 1050 Brussels, Belgium
www.xavierhufkens.com + 32(0)2 639 67 30

mise-en-scène in which the works establish a dialogue with both the space and
each other. Spend long enough with them and their ‘personalities’, or ‘voices’,
become evident. This is especially true of the stylised bronze cat: an ambiguous
feline presence that looks both primitive and contemporary. And what of
the snail inching along the top of Party’s unique bronze mirror? A creature
that, despite having ‘eyes’ on horns, is almost sightless. Might it be akin to the
incongruous presence of a similar gastropod in a painting of the Annunciation
by Francesco del Cossa (c. 1430-c.1477)? Of this last example, the French art
historian Daniel Arasse noted: ‘the anomaly of the snail reaches out to you; it
appeals to you to see differently, and makes you understand that you are seeing
nothing in what you are looking at… the snail stands for the blind gaze.’

Nicolas Party (b. 1980 in Lausanne, Switzerland) has just completed a largescale commission entitled Café Party for Jupiter Artland, Edinburgh, UK
(opened 6 May 2017). Recent solo exhibitions include: Hammer Projects: Nicolas
Party, Hammer Museum, Los Angeles (2016); Pathway, Dallas Museum of Art,
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