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Press Release, 5 March 2015 
 

Dream Amsterdam Foundation presents XANADU by Nikunja 
Collateral Event of the Biennale Arte 2015 
 

9 May to 22 November | Preview Days: 6, 7 and 8 May (by invitation only) 
Istituto Santa Maria della Pietà Castello 3701, 30122 Venezia (near Riva degli Schiavoni) 
Daily from 10:00 to 18:00 hours (closed on Mondays) 
 
Dream Amsterdam Foundation (the Netherlands) proudly announces the commission of interdisciplinary artist 
Nikunja (Switzerland / Reunion Island, France) for his exhibition of the ongoing and evolving project XANADU, which 
premiers as a Collateral Event of the Biennale Arte 2015. Okwui Enwezor, curator of the 56th International Art 
Exhibition, selected the project within the frame of ‘All the World’s Futures’. XANADU refers to the ancient summer 
palace of Kublai Khan in Shangdu, which was built in 1251 exactly according to the dream of the Chinese emperor. 
Like the ancient dream temples, XANADU gathers the energies and experiences of its visitors specific to each place and 
time the work is shown. Jamain Brigitha, founding director and curator of Dream Amsterdam Foundation, curated 
Nikunja’s exhibition at Istituto Santa Maria della Pietà. 
 
“My work evokes an intimate interaction with the audience, which allows new perspectives and unforeseen artistic 
formulations on an infinite timeline. To me, these aspects relate closely to Okwui Enwezor’s theme. ‘All The World’s 
Futures’ (in its seed-form) lies in not only a new perception and growing awareness of a multi-layered present, but also 
the immense creative potential and exchanges that can come out of that. XANADU is the contemporary artistic 
formulation of this awareness, which connects various levels of time, place and consciousness. With this exhibition, I 
hope to offer a valuable contribution to the Venice Biennale and a unique art experience to its visitors.” – Nikunja 
 
Open-ended poetry 
Since the early 1990s, Nikunja has put at the centre of his work the progressive energy of the artistic process. Every 
individual visitor will add and contribute to the content of XANADU. This approach engages the audience in a form of 
open-ended poetry, similar to dreams. 
 
Spectator and performer 
The worldwide premiere of XANADU consists of drawings, paintings, photos, videos and an interactive, multimedia 
installation. When visitors enter the exhibition, they are spectators, but they also become part of the artwork as 
performers. On special dates, the artist will be present to create new works of art in interaction with the individual 
visitors. 
 
Métissage 
Nikunja did his research and created the works for XANADU between 2011 and 2015 in Europe (including Venice), 
Mauritius and Reunion Island, where he started working at the end of the 1990s. Réunion (whose French name signifies 
an act and not a place) is an exceptional island that successfully unites cultural and social extremes. Established circa 
350 years ago, the fairly young post-colonial island society is signified by historical crime and reconciliation, but also by 
a long-established multiculturalism and tolerance. Reunionese culture is a ‘métissage’: a blend of European, African, 
Indian, Chinese, and insular traditions. It is a country with great diversity, where physical and spiritual energies, sorrows 
and dreams, as well as history and legends, rooted in major world cultures and religions all merge into a peaceful 
coexistence. In a time where most of the world seems to be struggling to accept “the other” as equal, the people in 
this society live in harmony, even in the midst of the colossal extremes of an unstable volcanic landscape. Nikunja 
incorporates these significant aspects of hybridisation in his artwork as formal principles and psychological references to 
social and individual states.  
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What lies in-between is valuable 
Nikunja’s work is in a constant flux of adaptation, mutation and transformation. The artist explores and values the 
nomadic, unknown intermedial space between existing media. He searches for hybrid beings or the “ultimate bastard” 
in the creation of his artworks. He is in continuous discovery of the in-between spaces where other elements may be 
born. “The condition of transgression and mutation fits perfectly well with the spirit of our current age: globalization, 
migration, transculturalism, the end of grand narratives, the fading of traditional values, and the steep rise of 
individualism. The dynamic postmodern plurality of contemporary society goes hand-in-hand with a fast-evolving 
diversity in contemporary art.” 1 
 
Collective memory and universal knowledge  
For his installation, Nikunja creates intense cinematographic material of landscapes composed through the unique light, 
colours and sounds of Reunion Island in collaboration with cinematographer and photographer Jean Marc Selva 
(France), electronic musician Alain Perret (Switzerland) and sound engineer Benoît Saillet (Switzerland). The camera 
follows performer Mannee (Mauritius) through a variation of mental states. However, she is not a representation of a 
character or a role. XANADU is based on an open narrative structure and (partly) on dreams she has experienced. These 
dreams largely transcend any links to personal or present-day life; they go beyond these associations and instead make 
connections between individual and collective memory and universal knowledge. Nikunja collaborated closely with 
Mannee, who was born into a Mauritian family of Indian origin with a long tradition of spiritual and shamanic practices. 
She explains, “The ancestral land where I was living became the platform for much agony for what it was trying to 
convey to me: stories of lifetimes of slavery, torture, mass killings, coming from this soil of slavery. All telling me about 
the ‘lived’, the memories of ‘human criminology’ contained in specific places. To me it felt like the containment of the 
element of crime in the bowels of the earth.” 
 
The dream as creative energy 
Nikunja acknowledges the dream as a form of creative energy. He describes dreaming as a nomadic, cultural and 
spiritual language that belongs to everyone, regardless of age, education, ethnicity, religion or social status. XANADU 
interrogates the intuitive, associative world of the dream and the creative potential of the dreamer, as well as the 
subjective division between the perception of reality and the various levels of dream perception. Nikunja states, 
“Dreams allow us to break with the patterns of day-to-day perception and convey a vaster reality of ourselves. The 
artificial separations in our mind disappear. Dreams connect us to the multi-layered reality of space and time. Dreams 
are reality. What we call awake could very well be asleep. Right now: are you dreaming or are you awake?” 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Photo: ‘Xanadu Universal Dream 4’  Nikunja (Courtesy of the artist)  
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Interdisciplinary artist Nikunja (born Basel, Switzerland 1956; currently lives and works on Reunion Island, France) 
studied painting and video art at the Basel Art Academy (Kunstgewerbeschule Basel) from 1975 to 1979. His artworks 
are a part of private and public collections in Mauritius, Reunion Island, France, Switzerland, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Poland, United States, Japan, and Zimbabwe. His work has been exhibited at galleries, museums and art institutions 
throughout Europe, Asia and Africa. Examples include: ‘Oneness-World Vision-Reality’ at the United Nations Office, 
Palais des Nations (Geneva 1997); ‘The Sky Over My House’ at University of Geneva (2001); ‘Fellini Now!’ at TENT 
(Rotterdam 2005), Centre d’Images (Reunion Island 2008) and French Institute (Mauritius 2011); ‘The Reconstruction of 
the Tower of Babel’ at TENT (Rotterdam 2005), French Institute (Mauritius 2011), and L’Artothèque de Saint-Denis 
(Reunion Island 2013); ‘Art:Re:Publique’ at Musée Léon Dierx (Reunion Island 2006); ‘Eagle Flight’ at Musée Léon Dierx 
(Reunion Island 2007) and Festival International de Danse Saint-Denis (Reunion Island 2007); ‘Transposed Heads’ at 
Hangar D2, Le Port (Reunion Island 2009); ‘Nama’, feature movie (84 minutes) premiered at Wild Cinema Windhoek 
International Film Festival (Namibia 2008), screened at Cannes International Film Festival, programme du Pavillon Les 
Cinémas du Monde (France 2008), Le Séchoir Le Piton Saint Leu (Reunion Island 2009), French Institute Mauritius (2010), 
Salle d’Art Contemporain Beaudemoulin, Ville du Tampon (Reunion Island 2013) and IS’Art Galerie, Antananarive 
(Madagascar 2014). The film was awarded 3 times for Best Actress, Best Experimental Feature and Best Directors Debut 
at the New York International Independent Film and Video Festival, Jury President was Abel Ferrara (New York 2009). 
www.nikunja.org 
 
Dream Amsterdam Foundation (the Netherlands) was founded in 2006 by founding director and curator Jamain 
Brigitha (born Curaçao, Netherlands Antilles 1972; currently lives and works in Amsterdam, the Netherlands and 
Copenhagen, Denmark). The mission of the non-profit foundation is to present contemporary art outside the regular art 
institutions and museum walls. Jamain Brigitha challenges contemporary, internationally renowned artists to create site-
specific art projects in public space. The commissioned projects function as a counterpoint in the city, making people 
more consciously aware of their environment. The artworks are completed through co-creation and interaction with the 
audience. The art projects have a strong impact on the viewer and alter locations ‘mentally’. Even when they are long 
gone, the artworks resonate in our minds and are stored in the collective memory of those involved. In 2007 Spencer 
Tunick (United States) made installations with thousands of nudes; in 2008 Ryoji Ikeda (Japan) created poetic light-
installations; and in 2009 Peter Funch (Denmark) made his photography series ‘Amsterdam Stories’. In 2012, the 
foundation’s first thematic manifestation was realised under the title ‘Girl, you’ll be a woman soon’. This “ode to the 
woman from A to Z” was presented through a multidisciplinary art event with international artists and speakers 
including, amongst others, Jesper Just (Denmark), Joan As Police Woman (United States), Germaine Greer (Australia), 
and Sunny Bergman (the Netherlands). Next to the realisation of Nikunja’s international exhibitions, Jamain Brigitha is 
currently developing a series of unfolding events, interventions and site-specific art exhibitions on multiple locations, 
pinpointing the city of Copenhagen under the title of DREAM COPENHAGEN. 
www.dreamamsterdam.nl 
www.dreamwoman.me 
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1  Editors Robrecht Vanderbeeken, Christel Stalpaert, David Depestel and Boris Debackere. ‘Bastard or Playmate? On Adapting Theatre, Mutating Media  
and the Contemporary Performing Arts’. Theater Topics. Amsterdam University Press (the Netherlands 2012), p. 9. 


