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This summer, Barbican Art Gallery presents the first ever performance exhibition of the New York-

based choreographer and dancer Trajal Harrell. Following a two year residency at The Museum of 

Modern Art, New York (2014 – 2016), this ambitious project stages over 14 of Harrell’s performances 

including one of the earliest works he created in 1999, right through to now in a changing, daily 

programme of live performances. The Art Gallery will be transformed into a space where 

performances, featuring a selection of different dancers, some including Harrell himself, are 

scheduled to activate at certain points with film projections elsewhere. Visitors can explore the 

immersive space, choosing their own route between performances and stage installations.  

 

The selection of works for the exhibition reflect Harrell’s experiments with dance and exploration of 

diverse dance forms from Japanese butoh dancing to hoochie koochie, postmodern and modern 

dance, Classical Greek dancing, erotic dancing, voguing and entertainment, alongside his signature 

use of fashion runway movement, to create performances that are an exquisite blend of fact and 

fiction. Rather than historical re-enactments, Harrell rethinks how we process and interpret our pasts 

by creating dialogues between ideas and movements from across the globe spanning many cultures 

and centuries. He imagines how historical scenarios could have happened differently and in doing so 

is able to explore ideas around emotion, the body, gender, femininity and culture.  

 

Harrell’s best known for the series, Twenty Looks or Paris is Burning at The Judson Church (2009 – 

2013) which created a lively dialogue between postmodern dance and New York’s voguing scene by 

posing the question: what would have happened in 1963 if someone from the voguing ballroom 
scene in Harlem had come to downtown to Greenwich Village to perform alongside the early 
postmoderns at Judson Church?  Included in the exhibition is Harrell’s earliest work, It is Thus from a 
Strange New Perspective That We Look Back on the Modernist Origins and Watching It Splintering 
into Endless Replication  (1999) which was his first exploration of the fashion runway and voguing, 

and set the foundation for future performances such as Twenty Looks ...  

Trajal Harrell said; “One of the really exciting aspects of a performance exhibition of this scope is 
that the work born in the past comes alive in the future. Performance is, in fact, only of the now. So in 
this incredible context of Barbican Art Gallery, this is, truly, something only of this moment. “ 

Jane Alison, Head of Visual Arts, Barbican said; “Following Trajal Harrell’s standout residency at the 
Barbican as part of Doug Aitkens’ Station to Station: A 30 Day Happening (2015), we are delighted to 
ask him back for his first ever performance exhibition. Harrell is an unmissable and rare talent who 
straddles the worlds of both art and dance. Trajal Harrell: Hoochie Koochie builds on a number of 
performative exhibitions at the Barbican including Laurie Anderson, Trisha Brown, Gordon Matta-
Clark: Pioneers of the Downtown Scene New York 1970s (2011), The Bride and the Bachelors: 
Duchamp with Cage, Cunningham, Rauschenberg and Johns (2013) and Siobhan Davies Dance: 
material / re-arranged / to / be (2017).” 

 

At the heart of the exhibition is Harrell’s most recent piece entitled, Caen Amour (2016) which draws 

inspiration from ‘hoochie koochie’ shows. These exotic and seductive belly dance-like spectacles 

originated in the late 19th century and evolved to become part of travelling fairs across America. 

Harrell’s father would visit the shows in rural Georgia, U.S. throughout the 70s and 80s and the artist 

draws on this later form of the dance. Crossing cultural, geographic and chronological boundaries, 

Harrell creates a fictional encounter between the pioneer of early modern dance, Loie Fuller, founder 



of butoh, Tatsumi Hijikata and the Comme des Garçons founder, Rei Kawakubo. The performance 

takes place in an installation which initially has a clearly delineated front and backstage area. 

Gradually the boundaries between public and private, dancer and viewer become blurred as visitors 

are encouraged to walk around the installation. During the hour-long performance, colourful clothing 

is held up to dancers’ sometimes naked bodies and their shapes manipulated as they transform into 

Harrell’s contemporary reimagining of the hoochie koochie show. Music plays an important role in 

Harrell’s work, evident during this performance, and he is inspired by a range of musical genres from 

classical to pop and contemporary.  

 

The body is a recurring theme in Harrell’s work. Bathing Suit, an extract from The Quartet of the End 
of Time (2008), explores the idea of nudity and the nude in performance and was Harrell’s first 

experiment with hoochie koochie dancing. These exotic dances were seen as the precursors to 

vaudeville and striptease.   

 

In this survey of work, Harrell will present Untitled Still Life Collection (2011) which was commissioned 

by ICA Boston with visual artist, Sarah Sze. Sze strips her material practice to a thin line of blue string 

and with this, Harrell generates movement. Sculptural and choreographic elements interact and 

transform one another, generating a performance of playful tension. 

  

Elsewhere in the exhibition, The Return of La Argentina (2015), originally commissioned by MoMA 

and a solo performance by Harrell, presents butoh dancing through the theoretical lens of voguing. 

Drawing upon memory and invention, The Return of La Argentina invites the audience into a fictional 

archiving of Japanese butoh co-founder Kazuo Ohno’s renowned solo, Admiring La Argentina 
(1977), directed by the other co-founder of butoh, Tatsumi Hijikata and dedicated to the famed 

Spanish dancer, Antonia Mercé. Harrell came to Ohno’s solo through his archival research on 

Hijikata, whose life and work was the subject of his two-year residency at MoMA. Throughout the 

performance, Harrell taps into butoh’s obsessive returning, moving back and forth in time and 

between life and death.   

 

In the Mood for Frankie (2016) also created during his two-year residency at MoMA, looks in 

particular at the figure of the muse. Harrell draws upon a diverse set of inspirations, ranging from 

Hijikata’s muse Yoko Ashikawa, modern dancer-choreographer Katherine Dunham, filmmaker Wong 

Kar Wai, fashion designer Rei Kawakubo, singer Sade, dancers Thibault Lac and Ondrej Vidlar who 

work very closely with Harrell, and dancer and choreographer Kazuo Ohno to create a performance 

that according to Harrell ‘spills out like a park of muses settled and unsettled between history and the 
imagination.’ Three dancers perform within an installation of low square platforms, a small fish pond 

and rugs, interspersed with piano stools and low seating designed to encourage an intimate 

environment. As in Caen Amour, clothing is often passed amongst the performers or pressed up 

against the body. 

 

Born in 1973 in Georgia, USA, Harrell lives and works between New York and Athens. Harrell 

graduated from Yale University in 1990 with a BA in American Studies, going on to study at The 

Trisha Brown School New York; Centre National de la Danse in Paris with Yvonne Rainer; and the 

Martha Graham School of Contemporary of Dance in New York, amongst others. His work has been 

seen at spaces and organizations in New York such as The Museum of Modern Art, The New 

Museum, New York Live Arts, Performa Biennial, and The Bronx Museum of Art as well as 

internationally at The Margulies Art Warehouse (Miami), Leopold Museum (Vienna), Stedelijk Museum 

(Amsterdam), Serralves Museum (Porto), Fondation Cartier (Paris), Centre Pompidou-Paris, Centre 

Pompidou Metz, The Museum of Modern Art (Warsaw), ICA Boston, Liste Art Fair/Art Basel and Art 

Basel-Miami Beach. His work has been performed at festivals including Impulstanz Vienna, Festival 

d'Automne (Paris), Festival Avignon, and Panorama Festival (Rio de Janeiro) and toured in France, 

Germany, Switzerland, Portugal, Japan, Holland, Belgium, Austria, Norway, Sweden, Germany, 

Poland, Croatia, Brazil and Mexico, amongst others. His performance Judson Church is Ringing in 
Harlem (Made-to-Measure)/Twenty Looks or Paris is Burning at The Judson Church (M2M), was the 

first dance commission by MoMA PS1. He has been awarded the Guggenheim Fellowship; The Doris 

Duke Impact Award; a Bessie Award for Antigone Sr./Twenty Looks or Paris is Burning at The Judson 
Church (L); as well as fellowships from The Foundation for Contemporary Art, Art Matters, and the 

Saison Foundation.  

 

 



Notes to Editors 
A list of performances will be made available on the website before the exhibition opens to the public.  

 

Performing in Trajal Harrell: Hoochie Koochie, A performance exhibition are an ensemble of 

dancers, including Titilayo Adebayo, Jonathon Luke Baker, Antonio Branco, Sam Care, Jia-Yu Corti, 

Rob Fordeyn, Thibault Lac, Christopher Matthews, Perle Palombe, Davon Rainey, Owen Ridley-

DeMonick, Carlos Maria Romero, Jayson Patterson, Alma Toaspen, Songhay Ismael Toldon, 

Christina Vassiliou, Ondrej Vidlar.  

 

Press Information 
For further information, images or to arrange interviews, please contact:   

Ann Berni, Media Relations Manager +44 207 382 7169, ann.berni@barbican.org.uk  

Lily Booth, Media Relations Officer +44 207 382 6162, lily.booth@barbican.org.uk  

Bréifne Ó Conbhuí, Media Relations Assistant, +44 207 382 7254, breifne.oconbhui@barbican.org.uk    
Jean Tang, Media Relations Assistant, +44 0207 382 6138, jean.tang@barbican.org.uk  

Full press pack and image information available online from the Barbican Newsroom:  

Links to all documents can be found in the ‘Downloads’ box on the top right-hand side of the page 

from www.barbican.org.uk/TrajalHarrellNews 

 

Public Information 
Barbican Art Gallery, London, 0845 120 7550, www.barbican.org.uk/artgallery 

#TrajalHarrell @barbicancentre 

Every Thursday to Sunday; 20 – 23 July; 27 – 30 July; 3 – 6 Aug; 10 – 13 Aug 2017 

Opening hours: Thursday & Friday, 2pm –9pm 

Saturday to Sunday, 12noon – 6pm 

Gallery is closed on Monday to Wednesday 

 

Ticket info:  
Ticket includes same day re-entry to the exhibition. 

Standard: £12.50 / Concessions (OAP and unemployed): £10 / Students/14-17: £10 Young Barbican: 

£5 (no booking fee) / Under 14s Free / Art Fund Members: £10 / Membership Plus: Unlimited free 

entry + guest / Membership: Unlimited free entry  

To book; www.barbican.org.uk/TrajalHarrell 
 

Important Note 
Parental guidance is advised as the performance exhibition Trajal Harrell: Hoochie Koochie, A 

performance exhibition includes nudity, as well as some explicit imagery and sexually suggestive 

material. Under 16s must be accompanied by an adult. 

 

Please note, no filming or photography will be allowed in the gallery.  

 

Events  
The exhibition is accompanied by a rich programme of films, talks, events and workshops. Check the 

website for full listings; www.barbican.org.uk/artgallery 

 

Book  
The exhibition is accompanied by the first illustrated book on the work of Trajal Harrell, designed by 

Mathias Clottu Studio, featuring an essay by dramaturg Sara Jansen and an interview with Trajal 

Harrell and Barbican Curator Leila Hasham.  

£5.95. 

 

Barbican Art Gallery and The Curve  
Our visual arts programme embraces art, architecture, design, fashion, photography and film. Many 

of our exhibitions explore the interconnections between disciplines, periods and cultures, and aim to 

imagine the world in new ways. Designers, artists and architects are our collaborators in this process. 

 

We invest in the artists of today and tomorrow; the Curve is one of the few galleries in London 

devoted to the commissioning of new work. Through our activities we aim to inspire more people to 
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discover and love the arts. Entrance to the Curve is free. Through Young Barbican we offer £5 tickets 

to 14-25 year olds for our paid exhibitions, children under 14 are free. 

 

Our exhibitions are complemented by comprehensively researched catalogues and a full range of 

public events. We develop engaging online content for audiences and offer special tours for schools. 

In partnership with renowned museums and art galleries, many of our exhibitions travel to reach both 

national and international audiences. 

 

About the Barbican  
A world-class arts and learning organisation, the Barbican pushes the boundaries of all major art 

forms including dance, film, music, theatre and visual arts. Its creative learning programme further 

underpins everything it does. Over 1.1 million people attend events annually, hundreds of artists and 

performers are featured, and more than 300 staff work onsite. The architecturally renowned centre 

opened in 1982 and comprises the Barbican Hall, the Barbican Theatre, The Pit, Cinemas One, Two 

and Three, Barbican Art Gallery, a second gallery The Curve, foyers and public spaces, a library, 

Lakeside Terrace, a glasshouse conservatory, conference facilities and three restaurants. The City of 

London Corporation is the founder and principal funder of the Barbican Centre. 

 

The Barbican is home to Resident Orchestra, London Symphony Orchestra; Associate Orchestra, BBC 

Symphony Orchestra; Associate Ensembles the Academy of Ancient Music and Britten Sinfonia, 

Associate Producer Serious, and Artistic Partner Create. Our Artistic Associates include Boy Blue 

Entertainment, Cheek by Jowl, Deborah Warner, Drum Works and Michael Clark Company. 

International Associates are Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra of Amsterdam, New York Philharmonic, 

Los Angeles Philharmonic, Gewandhaus Orchestra Leipzig and Jazz at Lincoln Center. 

 

Find us on Facebook | Twitter | Instagram | YouTube 
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