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HE ART WORLD'S recent infatuation with

German painting has distracted attention
from the emergence of a group of artists con-
tributing substantially to the global art circus.
These trends may be related, though: the
fetishization of the (painted) surface in the
global art market triggered a kind of re-eval-
uation of sculptural and object-related strate-
gies. So it may in fact not be completely inci-
dental that in the very moment that the appre-
ciation of art and collecting appears to be in-
creasingly about the hunting down and pos-
session of images, that a whole group of
artists rediscovers the third dimension to ar-
ticulate their complex ideas. This is by no
means an attempt to create a new Berlin
school of sorts, rather a haphazard group of
artists who combine a renewed faith in con-
ceptual artistic strategies with multifaceted
sculptural and object-related artistic ap-
proaches, thereby effortlessly stretching the

72 Flash Art MArRCH APrIL 2006

limitations of notions of the sculptural and the
object, its context and inscribed narratives,
the possession of it, and the possibilities of in-
teraction with the viewer.

It's like discovering a peephole some-
where. Coming closer, peering into it, you
discover a universe you never knew existed.
A little irregularity suddenly exposes the ca-
pability to shake the foundations of your
world, For example, Kirsten Pieroth isolates
everyday objects from their original back-
drop and inserts them into a new context. But
the irritation this causes in terms of under-
standing what actually is there generates a
whole array of questions that go far beyond
that of the original object, its possible func-
tions or its design. Suddenly the object enters
a whole range of possible readings, raising
surprisingly basic and fundamental questions
concerning time and space. Locations, dis-
tances, history and geography come into play

as systems that represent a set of assumptions
that form the backbone of our civilization.

“I regret that a previous engagement pre-
vents me from accepting your kind invitation
to dinner at your home, on Thursday evening,
September seventeenth.” The title of Kirsten
Pieroth’s 2003 show at Galerie Klosterfelde
was taken from a letter by Thomas A. Edison:
probably an excuse for the American scientist
and inventor to skip a social event. This ex-
cuse is the starting point for an absurd prob-
ing of the quality of invention as such, reflect-
ed in letters the artist wrote to file a patent,
aligning the lame excuse with Edison’s more
famous inventions. A documentary introduc-
tion featured a famous autographed photo-
graph of the inventor power-napping on a
workbench. His signature on the picture was
forged — however, as if to prove the contrary,
the centerpiece of the show. Edison's
Workbench, reconstructed by the artist, bears



the signature, of course executed by the artist
herself. The myth of artistic creativity is re-
flected in that of the inventor’s genius, simul-
taneously undermining prevailing concepts of
truth and authenticity. Instead the artist
humbly proposes a more subversive and crit-
ical narrative, supported by the physical pres-
ence of the workbench, that lends a subjective
form to the idea of intellectual property as
such, and the act of making history.

Apparently the third dimension is re-
quired to successfully render a social con-
cept as a possession, especially in times of
immediate accessibility of digitized infor-
mation. The availability of anything as an
image in turn renders sculpture an authority
of the real. A project by two Berlin-based
young Norwegian artists, Jan Christensen
and Qystein Aasan, turned the Oslo Central
Railway station into a huge sculpture by
covering a large part of the glass facade with
the adaptation of a quote by Berlin art critic
Raimar Stange: “Politically encoded sur-
face.” Meant as a completely unspecific
statement, apparently mocking interven-
tionist strategies, the reverberations of the
piece led both artists individually to new
works dealing with issues of appropriation,
site-specificity and  architecture.
Christensen embarked on an experimental
wall painting spree, developing large-scale
installations that shamelessly appropriate
and rework artist trademarks — like the
stripes associated with Jim Lambie or
Bridget Riley he used for the project room
at the Irish Museum for Modern Art.
@ystein Aasan continues (o question no-
tions of authenticity and concepts of intel-
lectual possession with his bootleg pieces:
sculptures that function as displays for
stacked CDs of unauthorized recordings
that are illegal, but extremely popular
among fans of particular rock bands. The
formal language of the sculptures draws on
Russian constructivism, and their contextu-
al concepts of common possession offer a
historic twist to the whole narrative of en-
coded surfaces and possession of culture, as
well as the discourse of presentation and
representation.

A related interest lead Natascha Sadr
Haghighian to involve the context into the
presentation, letting it basically represent it-
self. Her first solo show “The horned owl’s
diseases and their significance for its re-natu-
ralization in the Federal Republic of
Germany”(2003) consisted of Johann
Kénig's seemingly empty gallery space.
Invisible birds, uncannily attached to the pres-

From top: KIRSTEN PIEROTH, Safe, 2003.
Installation view, 200 x 100 x 54 ¢cm. Courtesy
Galerie Klosterfelde, Berlin: HAEGUE YANG,
Storage Piece, 2003, Mixed media, sound.
Courtesy Barbara Wien, Berlin,

Opposite: JAN CHRISTENSEN, Painting
Mysell into a Corner, 2005. Acrylic paint.
Installation view at T293, Naples. Courtesy c/o -
Atle Gerhardsen, Berlin.
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ence of viewers, emitted audible attempts to
escape. A cracked but not broken gallery win-
dow bore witness to the efforts of trying to
flee the white cube. Sensors in the doors trig-
gered sound-loops of an increasingly panicky
flutter of a bird, circling the speakers, even
crashing into the windowpanes. The birds’
panic was tied to the visitor’s presence; as
soon as the opening bustle was over, the fran-
tic bird-cage scenario subsided. reminding
the leaving visitor in a very poetic way of the
linkage between ideas of global culture and
local realities, tensed up by the ghost of
Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds.

Departing from a post-minimalist formal
language, Michaela Meise’s sculptures func-
tion on a completely different level, display-
ing elements that seem to stem from coinci-
dence as well as from construction. Drawing
from sources that range from the aesthetics of
minimalism to the mock-minimalism of
Heimo Zobernig. they appear precarious and
precious at the same time, simple and impen-
etrable. Geometric, abstract. yet sketchy, they
stubbornly retain an air of ambiguity, an out-
of-placeness, even if apparently contextual-
ized with stuck-on photographs of, e.g., fe-
male celebrities. But does it all add up? It is
the precisely proportioned installation, rival-
ing with the dissonances of content and form,
that makes her works resonate. Her sculp-
tures acquire their unspecific reading by the
diverse elements forced together, like Black
Laundry Cube (2002), a wooden cube featur-
ing a photograph of a rally of bare-breasted
members of the leftwing lesbian group Black
Laundry, sporting Palestinian scarves on Tel
Aviv's Christopher Street Day, probably not
gaining much support from Palestine.

Gone (Collection of Once Was), from
2006, on display in January at the Berlin
branch of Peres Projects. is a huge installation
comprised of large-scale collages of found
images, and a room size sculpture by Kirstine
Roepstorff. An oversized replica of an empty
museum display case, propped up by stilts,
hovers menacingly over a collage composed
of found images. The missing contents of the
display case, the very sources of our culture.

FLORIAN SLOTAWA, As Yet Untitled, 2006.
IKEA furniture, 326 x 201 x 202cm. Installation
view, Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York.
Courtesy Sies + Hike, Diisseldorf and Tanya
Bonakdar, New York.

Opposite, clockwise from top left: NATASCHA
SADR HAGHIGHIAN, ...deeply to the notion
that the world is to the observer... (commited) (re-
al) (external), 2004. Performance, two-channel
video installation, website. Courtesy Galerie
Johann Kiinig, Berlin; SUSANNE BURNER, 0.T.
I, 2004. DVD, 6 mins. Courtesy Galerie Giti
Nourbakhsch, Berlin; BJORN DAHLEM, Trou
noir (Black hole), 2005, Mixed Media, 600 x 600
x 600 cm. Courtesy Galerie Luis Campana,
Cologne; MICHAEL BEUTLER, Central
Avenue, 2005, Installation view, Kunsthalle St.
Gallen, 4 x 8 x 10 m, fence, wire, paper, 10 cubes,
2 x 2 x 2 m each. Courtesy: Galerie Michael Neff,
Frankfurt;: MICHAEL BEUTLER, Sputnik,
2005. Installation view, 15t Moscow Biennale.
Courtesy Barbara Wien, Berlin.

are about to crash into a splatter of image cul-
ture, where everything has the same rele-
vance, has become mere surface, without any
conceptual power or idea content at all. It por-
trays the doomed idea of a common identity
constructed entirely on the concept of loss.
Common identity is also a recurring
theme in the sculptural fabulations of Bjém
Dahlem. His most recent show in Vienna at
Engholm Engelhorn, the “Homunculus
Saloon™ (2006) explores notions of the con-
struction of an ideal identity. Rooted in
German Romanticism’s quest for deeper
meaning, and equipped with laconic humor
and panache, his art reflects the innermost
structure of the cosmos as another model of
the romantic Seelenlandschaft. The land-
scape of the soul, that artists like Caspar
David Friedrich were preoccupied with, con-
templated the imponderable profundities of
the inner self. But in Dahlem’s eccentric
wood lattice sculptures the apparently ration-

al approach succeeds in metaphorically con-
structing identities, where the uncertainty
principle is the wltima ratio and the hyper-
psyche reaches a perfect state — where all in-
consistencies are flushed down the black
hole. Establishing the apparently all-too-hu-
man flatness of the supposedly endless depth
of the universe, Dahlem’s sculptural and ar-
chitectural constructions existentially ques-
tion any concept of science and rational truth.

Just as expansive — but with a different
concept of narrative, Michael Beutler’s on-
site sculptures gain their immediacy by re-
lating directly to particular architectonie sit-
uations. Rather than approaching these sys-
tematically, Beutler subjects himself to an
idiosyncratic experimental process, incor-
porating playful rules, homemade machines
and standard DIY techniques, following a
sequence of mutually conditional decisions
through to the very end.

The results frequently bear the marks of
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the artist’s interest in conceptualizing his
production processes, connecting his obser-
vations with the particular qualities of his
every-day building materials, bending their
intended use to lyrical-sculptural interven-
tions with often ornamental structures, often
with surprising static qualities. Maybe most
known for his piece Next to Center (2005), a
site-specific sculptural installation present-
ed at the Frieze Art Fair, he made use of the
resources found in and around the fair envi-
rons, reacting to the fair’s internal grid struc-
ture. Beutler succeeded in constructing a so-
cial structure, reflecting utopian ideals in ar-
chitecture. His pragmatic view of creative
processes, emphasizing craft and the close-
ness to the material, explored an alternative
way of inhabiting a rather restrictive situa-
tion, resulting in a playful interrogation of
private and public locations.
“Besitzarbeiten” (Property Works) is
what Florian Slotawa called a series of his
early pieces, created entirely of objects in his
private possession. Inspired by a genuine in-
terest in sculpture, motivated by an early in-
fatuation with the conceptual art of Lawrence
Wiener and Hanne Darboven, and furthered
by a deep distrust towards adding more ob-
jects to a world already overflowing, the art
student first moved all of his belongings into
his studio, using them to assemble his first
sculptural works. In an ongoing ping-pong
game with his photographic ambitions to cat-
alogue his possessions, he has continuously
expanded the context of his assemblages,
from his own property that he exhibited as a
whole (and sold to a private collector) at his
show at the Kunsthalle Mannheim in 2002.
Since then, while the sculptures made of his
possessions were on display, he has utilized
the property of museum staff and the contents
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of museums and hotel rooms where he has
stayed. Only temporary transformations,
these works remain as documentation. As the
artist prefers to work with what is already
there, the scope of what is available has ex-
tended to a point where his latest sculptures
are produced using elements from Ikea
shelves. These industrially produced boards
are ubiquitous materials, available on three of
the world’s continents, requiring no further
refinement, ready to be stacked into mod-
ernist, cubic sculptures, according to the
artist’s plans. held with a lashing strap.

By stacking her whole oeuvre on a stan-
dard transport palette, Haegue Yang pro-
duced Storage Piece (2004) — quite a tease
for the interested viewer. And a surprisingly
substantial physical presence, the wrapped
and boxed works as such acquired a quasi-
sculptural quality. The artist included an in-
ventory counting up the odds and ends of the
pieces, as mere materials, like a recipe, com-
bined with a recording of a text by the artist
on her personal attachment to them, the con-
cepts of possession, and recounting ambi-
tions and anecdotes of the production of
some of the pieces included. By opening her
work to a reading that included the person-
al, maybe less noticeable and ephemeral no-
tions of the everyday, this stacking piece ac-
quired a relevance at once poetic, funny, pri-
vate and witty. It is not only recontextualiza-
tion or her anti-spectacular strategy, but her
very unique sensibility, purveying a refresh-
ingly funny but also slightly melancholic
sense of alienation.

The idea of the sense of alienation
brings us back to Kirsten Pieroth and one of
her most beautiful pieces: a puddle.
Collected in Berlin, she brought it to
Albania for the 15! Tirana Biennale, ex-

From top, clockwise: KIRSTINE ROEP-
STORFF, Gone (Collection of Once Was), 2006.
Installation, collage, wood, paint, lamps, photo-
copies, papers, 250 x 320 x 390 cm. Courtesy

Peres Projects, Los  Angeles/Berlin:
MICHAELA MEISE, Zei, 2005. Acryl, polyester
resin, block board, 3 parts, 254 x 188 x 4 cm.
Courtesy Galerie Johann Konig, Berlin;
OYSTEIN AASAN, Bootleg Piece #2 (Brussels),
2006. Installation, MDF, Plexiglass, foil and CDs.
Courtesy Galerie Erna Hecey, Brussels.

hibiting it on the floor of the Chinese
Pavilion. Visitors passing it would try to
walk around it, or raise their heads to the
ceiling, looking for the leak in the roof.
Many never noticed and just waded
through, spreading the mess from Berlin to
Albania, and to the rest of the world. m

Andreas Schlaegel is an artist and critic based in Berlin.




