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Utter dark. As I walk in, I cannot see a thing, and must depend on sound to get my bearings. Who's

there? First a low muttering in my ear, then, further off, a sound like a cooing dove. Call and

response. But where am I, and more to the point, where are the other visitors I saw going in before

me? The blackness has swallowed us whole. I feel a current of air as a body passes. Performer or

spectator?

I entered This Variation at the Documenta 13 art festival in Kassel, Germany, last week during a

lull. The piece is by Tino Sehgal (who is presenting the next Turbine Hall commission at Tate

Modern this July). The performers must have seen my silhouette framed in the doorway as I took

my first tentative steps into a darkness without dimension. They've started playing with my head.

This could be cheap trick, like a fairground ghost ride. I imagine the audience at a pantomime, all

shouting with one voice: "Look behind you!" Except the audience here are all as much in the dark

as I am: each of us surrounded, shadows within shadows.

 

The little vocal sounds multiply, skittering like rain on a roof. A rhythm begins to unfold. A snatch

of gospel, a little finger-snapping and foot-tapping, shoe-squeaking and body-swaying. Unn-huh,

unn-huh. It starts to sound like sex. Five minutes later and they're really at it, the rhythm going full

tilt. By now, I'm making my way through the room, eyes adjusting to the gloom, and I make out the

performers, and one or two other spectators blundering about, standing stock still or hanging back



in the doorway, unsure what to do with themselves. We have wandered onstage without a role or

any sense of what the play is about. Are we witnesses or agents, actors or spectators?

One intrepid explorer has decided to cheat, navigating by the light of a mobile phone. That light is

really irritating, I say, and some of the performers take up my words and riff with it, morphing the

words into a kind of scat song. The phone-light snaps off.

Back in the dark, the room is an exhilarating clamour. Ride that train. I dimly perceive arms going

at it like pistons. A hip sways into me and there's a voice imitating a fuzz-box guitar line sliding

through the space. I think it's the opening to Cream's Sunshine of Your Love, which dates me, but

the human voice sampling the melody shifts it into what sounds like a Funkadelic groove. "How did

we get this far apa-aart?" someone sings, falsetto, right in my ear.

It's a great a cappella disco in here and I almost start dancing around my shoulder bag. We are now

into one of those constantly ascending generic club tracks that forever delays release. Do I smell

poppers? No, only the sweaty feet of another Documenta visitor in the gloom.

The music is infectious, a machinery of breath and bodies. Something about perfect soulmates and

tell me girl and ain't got no money – standard lyrics but somehow uplifting. By now, a thin light is

coming in from somewhere. One of the performers is micro-adjusting a dimmer switch, while the

music loses its drive, drained to an exhausted aural slop, like spent waves collapsing on a beach at

low tide.

"The income derived from producing things of slight consequence is of great consequence,"

someone announces. This gets a "No" from elsewhere in the room, so they start again. "The income

derived from things of little consequence …" "… is of great consequence," another performer

prompts. Then they say it all again in German. I don't quite hear what comes next because two

Spanish women have wandered in and are chatting as if they were taking an evening walk to a bar

for a drink.

One of the performers stands very close to the women and, raising his voice, repeats all this

business about things of lesser and greater consequence, just for their benefit and in their own

language. This doesn't shut the pair up, but they wander out, oblivious to their surroundings, still

talking.

"Variation, January 2009," another performer mutters. There must be about a dozen of them. By

now, most of the performers have their ears pressed to the wall, as though they were eavesdropping

sounds in another room. I'm standing in a clearing in the thin grey light. Then they slide to the floor.

Do I stay or do I go?

I went back two days later, and at 10 in the morning Good Vibrations was in full swing, the



performers bending the song, stretching it out, working it this way and that. I thought it might be an

all-day version of the Beach Boys hit. At one point, they formed a couple of lines down the centre

of the room. Then they were all down on the floor, resting on their hips. Then it turned into talk

about producing objects and ideas of little importance, and a more confessional monologue about

one performer's relationship with her parents. I presume this was all in the script.

The good vibrations were by now all spent. I was getting bad vibrations about money and income,

consumerism and family relationships. It was bringing me down so I went and leaned against the

wall. After a bit, a girl came up to me. The music had started up again and she was making little

snare drum noises between her teeth. I threw in a few teasing click-talk jives myself and soon we

were both at it, having a conversation. There was eye contact in the gloom, then disappointment

when she wandered off. At another point, some of the performers began holding one another. I

think they were going through Sehgal's 2002 work Kiss, where performers enact famous art

clinches, by Rodin, Edvard Munch, and that famous snog between Jeff Koons and La Cicciolina,

Koons's former wife.

Is there a playlist? I shall never know how much of Sehgal's repertoire is being reprised and quoted

here, how much room there is for improvisation or the cycle of repetition. Sehgal offers nothing by

way of explanation or documentation of his works. Although his work is listed on the contents page

of the current Documenta guidebook, the page itself is deliberately missing. A short note on the

work at the back of the 750-page Documenta compendium of essays, The Book of Books, gives the

barest information. The musical director of This Variation is composer and conductor Ari Benjamin

Meyers, who has previously worked with Anri Sala, Philippe Parreno and Dominique Gonzalez-

Foerster; the note also tells me that Sehgal's current work is supported by the Centre

Chorégraphique National de Bretagne, Rennes, in France.

Sehgal himself studied dance and economics in Essen and Berlin. His work is invariably

captivating. This Variation left me breathless and overwhelmed. It is addictive. I wanted to grab

strangers on the street by their lapels and shove them through that doorway into the dark. You have

to see this. Or rather, not see it.

This Variation is at Documenta 13, Kassel, Germany, until 16 September


