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A remarkable exhibition is being put on this autumn by 
the curators Laura Herman and Charlotte Van Buylaere 
at Antwerp’s Kunsthal Extra City. Its subject, which pro-
ves to be audacious, is the family. The fact is that, impor-
tant as it may be, the family has not given rise to many 
exhibitions in art venues. It almost seems like a taboo, 
perhaps because of its bourgeois, conservative conno-
tations, which the curators deftly avoid, along with any 
simplistic rhetoric. They look at the family in terms of 
its aura, its hidden aspects and its speculative fantasy 
nature, as suggested by the title: Family Fictions.
The works presented here, though limited in number, 
are dense in content. There are seven artists (including 
a duo), and just one new work; but broad perspectives 
are opened up.
The spatialisation, occupying one floor of the building, 
is not linear. It can be seen as a more or less star-like 
pattern, with branches one can explore before coming 
back to the centre – assuming that there is a clearly-
identifiable centre (a significant indeterminacy). This 
arrangement is necessary to the underlying rationale. 
Metaphorically, the family is a core radiating out in dif-
ferent directions that one follows, returning each time.
We might provide an overview of the exhibition by ana-
lysing four of the seven works…

In Alice Wong and Aryan Javaherian’s multimedia instal-
lation Marriage Matters, 2019, there are flat screens on 
a wall, and another on a stand, which emit words that 
can be listened to on headphones. The installation is 
both rigid and welcoming, and it is completed by mural 



texts and black benches. The videos show something re-
sembling scenes from a TV series. A family is quarrelling 
about what is seen as the shame of a woman who, at 
more than 25 years of age, is still not married. In 2007, 
the Chinese government introduced the term «neglected 
woman» as a way of putting moral pressure on young 
unmarried women. The «one child» policy created a de-
mographic disparity, with a shortage of women. And if, 
moreover, these women aspire to emancipation, this is 
a threat to the Chinese social edifice. Hence the govern-
ment’s anxieties. The mural texts resemble a curriculum 
vitae addressed to potential employers. So the installa-
tion is not just a «documentary» about the consequen-
ces of the policy in question. It also gives a complex 
comparison between familial and corporate structures, 
with a constant stream of interviews in which the aim is 
to make a good impression. The generalised «dating» 
that we see on Tinder, Facebook, etc., and continuous 
assessment, with Airbnb, for example – does this not 
represent a highly capitalistic form of business logic?
Something else that is thrown into relief by the instal-
lation is an encounter between cultural values. And 
the videos do indeed derive simultaneously from Ame-
rican and Chinese TV series. Moralistic family values 
are in constant interplay. There is an intrinsic conflict, 
into which the individual is drawn, perhaps unwittingly, 
when the definition of a family is essential to a society 
of control and consumption.

Lucy Beech’s video work Reproductive exile, 2018, pre-
sents another contemporary paradox. Its heroine is a 



young woman who wants to have a child with medical 
assistance. It is the story of a journey that takes her to 
an unsettling clinic in the Czech Republic – a country 
that is privileged by comparison with those in which 
medically-assisted procreation is more strictly regula-
ted. The film combines hope and anxiety. Hope is what 
guides the woman’s desire to have a child at any cost. 
Through science, she finds that she can assume her de-
sire, and defend it, alone and free. This work expresses 
the independence of a woman in a quest for maternity 
– a marker of our age. But the film also reveals a dar-
ker facet of her quest: the market that has developed 
around this desire, and governmental panic in the face 
of this phenomenon, but also the solitude and moral 
distress that accompany the subject’s initiative. This is 
a portrait of a woman desperately clinging to a future 
embodied by a child, for lack of a present time that she 
could fully occupy.

Then there is a set of photographs by Valérie Mannaerts, 
who is best known as a sculptor. For these new images, 
she used clothes that had belonged to her father. She 
arranged them into ephemeral «installations» in inte-
rior settings. The result is a cross-cutting portrait/self-
portrait, between daughter and father. It is a meditation 
on what constitutes the filial bond, accentuated by the 
death of a father or mother. What is it that binds/bound 
me to him or her? Apart from memories, what are the 
objects that exemplify the traits of heredity? After the 
death of a father or mother, might we not say that a pro-
cess of recollection takes place, but also a reinvention 



of their presence in our minds? A sort of new imaginary 
filiation is created (though it might also be wondered 
whether the original bond was not itself imaginary).

Kalup Linzy’s hour-long video Romantic Loner, 2012-
2013, resembles a music clip with an ironic, melancho-
lic atmosphere. The protagonist, Kaye, is an alter ego of 
the artist, a sensualist of African origin who is seeking 
«love for its own sake». The embedding effects used in 
the editing process mean that underlying scenes cons-
tantly accompany the main action in a smooth blending 
of images. The artist is tacitly speaking of homosexua-
lity (homosexuals being forbidden to have families in 
many countries), and the social image to which he 
supposedly corresponds, but from which he dissocia-
tes himself, either deliberately or simply by yielding to 
his nature, which resists compartmentalisation. In the 
context of Family Fictions, this film also subtly speaks 
to us of the families that we can construct within our-
selves: individual families (where we ourselves play all 
the roles) of a new kind which, in the end, represents 
a reality that is experienced by many of those who live 
alone or in fleeting romantic relationships that do not 
particularly define them, but who rather identify with a 
plurality of personas that can be embraced by a single 
individual…

The two curators’ stroke of genius, forming the essen-
tial quality of Family Fictions, is to be found in their peri-
pheral, impressionistic approach to the theme, and their 
nuanced view of the selected works. This approach ac-



tually gives a highly realistic image of the present-day 
family, as a conjunction of human relations subjected to 
the central forces of our time – an elusive social struc-
ture in a state of metamorphosis.


