
Tino Sehgal at the Centre Pompidou
By Abdullah Khan

On short notice some waves went viral about three evening shows of a new Tino Sehgal piece at the 
Centre Pompidou. In the 'grande salle' with a seating capacity of over three hundred (and fifty?), I 
found myself a little behind the ideal 'middle row' on the 'stage left' side. Before me, aside from people 
trickling into empty seats, was a large wooden stage with bare black walls on three sides with 
structural grids.

As people settled in, the lights dimmed, and a figure emerged- within the darkness, and took a grand 
presentational pose with arms extended wide at center stage.
Still in the dark he introduced the act in French, thanking people for coming and announcing the title 
of the piece as 'Twenty Minutes for the Twentieth Century'. Not surprisingly and quite amusing to hear 
was the follow up introduction in English, where the title of the piece was announced as 'Museum of 
Modern Art: Category'.

The lights come on and the man is absolutely naked; a dancer. An initial shock or charge is felt, at 
being deceived about his nudity from when the lights were off to when they came on- but his graceful 
moves save him. Upon reflection, even just his initial stance when illuminated communicated his 
'formally trained dancer-self'. After having justified his nudity with the beauty of formal dance, he 
starts to take liberties with the movements. The gestures lean towards not only a 'Pina Bausch 
aesthetic' but closer to real life (or a real 'troubled' life). I create a framework in my mind about the 
piece as oscillations between 'formal dance' and 'hysterical impulses of expression'. Surprisingly, this 
conjecture, in trying to understand the event held through, and perhaps even started to crystallize by 
the end of the performance.

The hysterical parts consisted of a lot of uncomfortable twitching, painful falls, grunts, murmurs, 
heavy breathing, making of faces, twisting, contorting, an upside-down spider-like movement against 
the wall, transforming the body into an ambiguous form  and even some hidden sheepish smiles. One 
could for a moment think of mental diseases which manifest in the body of Egon Schiele drawings. 
One may even find it a little absurd like a parody of an exorcism or a joke. Or one could see it as 
sheer expression contesting the supposed rules of appropriate behavior in a public space (let alone 
on stage). But then, all of a sudden- he is neutral again as he walks away from us- before he kicks 
back into some arrangement of advanced movements executed with professionalism and ease. 
Never letting you hold on to one 'section'/feeling for too long, before it is over. This is the ephemeral 
nature of performance at play.

At some point he started speaking directly to the audience, continuing on with his dance. He claimed 
his existence as just another human being in the room, that can see us (the audience)too- blending 
lines between the performer and the viewer. He  asked if we understood his english, mentioned his 
grandmother's house in Los Angeles, and expresses his ‘weird’ feelings about performing in paris. He 
talked about a mysterious ‘her’ and her interest in investigating the simultaneity of movement and 
thought. When she first did this dance, she watched a man pick his nose in the audience in front of 
her for an entire twenty minutes- who was obviously unaware that she could see him. He talked about 
and demonstrated the breakdown of a movement sequence he was in, and showed the gaps where 
there was possibility for his personal additions to the movement. He talked of words coming out of a 
hole in the ground- chasing  themselves around and spelling: 'SKYMAP' on the ceiling. This seemed 
like an allegory of the experience of processing words when in movement.

The show approaches its end as the dancer grabs and pulls the skin around his ribcage, stretching it 
out as far as possible, and slowly passing the pulled part of the skin from one hand to the next he 
moves across his abdomen and to his genitals. He pulls on his penis and plays with it in an amusing 
juvenile exploration. Ultimately, he pulls the skin of his testicles over his penis, does a little left-right 
thumb action, and urinates like a fountain at center-stage ending the performance with the words ‘je 



suis fontaine’, as the lights came down.

To me, he represented the strengths and the weaknesses of the human condition; its extremes, from 
what we find ridiculous and silly; what we find repulsive, animalistic, seemingly harmful and/or hurtful; 
to what we feel pride and beauty in. Ultimately the nudity, the body, was very much at the fore-front of 
the exploration.

As I sat there in wonder- some people made their way out. Others sat in place discussing what they 
just saw; almost an hour long, solo, unconventional dance performance. The dancer came out with a 
bucket and a cloth, wearing a t shirt and track pants, he apologized to the people who were still there 
in the front rows and swept up his urine.

Shortly after, the lights went out again.

Once again, a figure appeared center stage in the dark, and introduced the show, this time in reverse, 
English first and then French (the titles switched over, and still different in each language). 
The second dancer’s discourse was in French, he seemed to get through the tasks quicker. 

What has been of interest is how choreographed dance work is always structural- in that it is scripted, 
and there are particular patterns and sequences that the dancer follows. 
However, due to the nature of contemporary dance, the gestures are more minimal, closer to real life, 
and longer patterns and sequences , which are not easily accessible for the audience to precisely 
pick up on their clear beginnings and ends.
All this was put into perspective with the second performer; The degree to which he replicated, what 
seemed like relatively, free/spontaneous movements of the first dancer, showed the mastery of the 
dancers' practice. 

The second dancer added a part of Mary Huigman’s famous witch-dance, from the Ausdruckstanz 
(german expressionist dance) movement- which had me thinking about what other references might 
be hidden in this dedication of a piece to the history of contemporary dance.
Though my practice is not restricted to dance, and though I like to create objects and leave some 
trace of the event, Sehgal's practice by and large is quite resonant, in the way he integrates the 
viewer's perception . The oscillation between the formalist and the expressionist dance forms reminds 
me of philosophical investigations where there is a back and forth between affirmations and doubt.
The transient nature of the event, paired with knowing that the piece will never be exactly the same, 
made the experience dreamy. And yes the second dancer did also urinate center stage referencing 
Duchamp by exclaiming ‘je suis fontaine’- as the lights went out and the applause began.


