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Serafin Amy, ‘Marlene Dumas Takes Over Venice’s Palazzo Grassi in Major Monographic Exhibition’.
www.galeriemagazine.com, 30 March 2022.
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Marlene Dumas Takes Over Venice’s Palazzo
Grassi in Major Monographic Exhibition

This large-scale show features over 100 paintings and drawings
spanning nearly 40 years of the artist’s illustrious career
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Marlene Dumas, Dora Maar (The Woman Who saw Picasso cry) (2008)
PHOTO: COURTESY OF PALAZZO GRASSI



ZENO X GALLERY . ANTWERP Page 3 of 7

info@zeno-x.com - www.zeno-x.com

s though one needed an additional reason to visit Venice this spring, the Palazzo Grassi

is hosting a major show of Marlene Dumas, the museum’s first monographic exhibition

dedicated to a female artist. It comes on the heels of a difficult year for Dumas, who lost
her life partner, artist Jan Andriesse, and a close friend, writer Hafid Bouazza—both of whom
have portraits in the show. Dumas chose the title, “open-end,” explaining that it reflects her

current state of mind and the openness of her works to different interpretations.

With her typical modesty, Dumas says that when she was first asked to do the show three
years ago, she hesitated about occupying the entire space. “Certain artists, you think you like
them a lot, then you go and see an exhibition where there’s too much,” she says. Fortunately,
she overcame her doubts, and the exhibition contains more than 100 paintings and drawings
from 1984 to 2021, gathered from the Pinault Collection, other museums and private
collections. Spread over two floors and 33 rooms, it gives ample breathing space to works of

all sizes, large or small. Some, such as Persona (2020), a grieving mask based on a photo of a

copy of a sculpture by Rodin, are being shown for the first time here.
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Marlene Dumas Betrayal (1994)
PHOTO: COURTESY OF PALAZZO GRASS!
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Marlene Dumas, (from left to right) The Origin of Painting (The Double Room) (2018), Time and Chimera (2020), The Making of (2020)
PHOTO: COURTESY OF PALAZZO GRASSI

The resulting works are both dreamy and nightmarish, tender and terrible, sensual and
repulsive. Somehow, Dumas creates emotion with a minimum of brushstrokes—eyes
squeezed shut in exquisite sadness, kisses so intense you can feel them. The colors she

employs, sallow or lurid or none at all, only heighten the effect.

The Palazzo Grassi exhibition is organized more or less thematically, tracing her obsessions:
erotica, gender, race, politics, death (which runs as an underlying theme throughout).
Women predominate, whether famous (Dora Maar, Marilyn Monroe) or anonymous (grief-
stricken mothers, stripping displaying their privates). In an admirably honest nude self-
portrait from 1997, called Drunk, her belly is soft, her breasts no longer firm, and she wears a
slight self-deprecatory smile.

But men pass under her gaze as well; one of the first works to confront viewers is of a young
man studying his erect, purple penis. “I myself don't believe in calling a gaze male or female,”
Dumas says. “I think we all—it’s impossible to look at something and not objectify it a bit”
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Dumas says. “I think we all—it’s impossible to look at something and not objectify it a bit”

Marlene Dumas, (from left to right) Dora Maar (The Woman Who saw Picasso cry) (2008); Struck (2017); Missing Picasso (2013)
PHOTO; PHOTO COURTESY OF PALAZZO GRASS!

There are series based on the poetry of Shakespeare and Baudelaire. A collection of drawings
of Great Men, all homosexual, from Pier Paolo Pasolini to Chelsea Manning. Political
portraits, including a young man lifting his t-shirt to show off his torso in a gesture that might
recall Dumas’ strippers, but in fact refers to a Middle Eastern youth at a checkpoint showing

that he is not carrying a bomb.
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Some of the most disturbing paintings are of children—there is no place for cute in Dumas’
world. One room contains three of them, all relatives of the artist. Die Baba (1985) shows her
brother at age six, dressed in baby blue, with carefully combed hair and an unsettling stare.
The Painter (1994) portrays Dumas’ daughter, Helena, as a child, standing naked, with a sickly
hue, creepy expression and blood-red hands. Across from her is a 2020 painting of Helena’s
two-year-old son, already practicing his own defiant gaze. The final portrait in this room is a
large horizontal nude from 1987 of Jan Andriesse. Spanning the length of the 3-meter canvas,

his body looks like a landscape. (Dumas also compares it to Holbein’s body of Christ.)
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Marlene Dumas, (from left to right) Red Moon (2007); The Visitor (1995)
PHOTO: PHOTO COURTESY OF PALAZZO GRASSI



