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The more established an artist becomes, the greater the possibility of repetition.  Whilst we might usually associate this kind of repetition with the compromise of working in a familiar or signature style, Daniel Buren’s repetitions are taking a different form.  Following on from recent displays at the Guggenheim New York in 2005 and more recently this winter at Modern Art Oxford, Buren’s latest presentation at the Lisson Gallery marks a period of returns to sites of former exhibitions by the artist: a kind of repetition which seems befitting of Buren.  Whilst hyperbole surrounded his return to the Guggenheim, the two British showings offer a great opportunity to understand recent trajectories in Buren’s work.  

The exhibitions share in common a deliberate bypassing of Buren’s previous relationships to their locations: little reference is made, even when works hang in identical spaces.  Buren’s visual tool is the only continuation.  This tool marks out the space: 8.7cm black and white alternating bands mark the works, often describing subtle distinctions in length, whilst others point to static as well and increasing or diminishing depth.  These Zigzag works and bas-reliefs (titled Emerging Cubes) point to a tense relationship of the material to its space, an ambiguity which is similar to a half full or empty glass.  The suggestion remains that these works may be emerging from, but also retreating into, the wall.   

Buren’s recent practice is marked by an increasing use of colour to draw out significant details in the architecture of the gallery.  The Framed Colours works, grids of coloured gels, point to both the details of the walls behind them and measure the space.  The viewer is placed inside and outside of the work, able to see through, but with a heightened awareness of the ‘colouring’ of this transparency.  One work uses colour to create an algorithm, as three colours alternate across the work’s 3x5 grid structure.  Operating like a puzzle for the viewer to decode, Blue is followed by Green, which is followed by Orange.  The works are arranged according to their alphabetical order, B/G/O, and the grid allows for a pattern to emerge, as each colour moves across the grid in a harmonious fashion.  The revealing of the system by which the work is ordered activates the viewer to interrogate the details of the space, whilst framing language as a structure within the work.  

The central work at the Lisson is similar to that of Buren’s centrepiece in the Oxford exhibition.  Using the architectural presence of the windows, the Oxford work expanded out from the walls to create an installation which hung from the existing six roof supports, which was also coloured according to an alphabetical algorithm.  Significantly, both works are generated by an important though neglected feature of the site that allows for the viewer to read the function of the work, and to reveal functions of the museum (or gallery).  In London, Dislocated Skylight takes its dimensions from the skylight in the space, which is often unnoticed.  Inside the structure ten vertical panels contain five different colours, which alternate using a similar rhythm to other works: Blue, Green, Magenta, Red and Yellow run twice across the space.  Orange fills a diagonal shape which completes the structure to the right, whilst the visual tool, white on the black frame, measures the structure and defines a distinction between the first alternation of the colours and their repetition.  The work, which is completed by the installation of the same coloured gels on the skylight itself, draws attention to details within the space, revealing something of that space’s colouring.

Whilst the other works in the exhibition respond in a particular though more generalised way to their respective sites, (The zigzag pieces are a good example of this, elaborating the verticality of the first room in the new space, materialising and dematerialising, but moving close to becoming a transferable object), Dislocated Skylight is a remarkable work of site specificity.  A significant trajectory is marked out by Buren’s practice in his works using window forms: these look at the specificity of the location at the same time as being able to gesture towards more complex readings of the window form.  By looking at the window as signifying structure, by exploring its frame and its qualities of transparency and colour, Buren locates the work in the delicate relationship between space and the viewer.  Challenging the simplicity of glass, complex uses are revealed which are framed by discourses of the open and closed, the inside and outside.  It is reminiscent of the continuing use of glass and transparency as a paradigm for the democratic institution, which are rarely if ever truly transparent.  Allowing the viewer an abstract interaction with these positions, the work creates a heightened awareness of space and the possibilities of critical positions within it.  

