Notes from a European Grand Tour II

By Ombretta Agrò

A couple of years ago, after a quite exhilarating and exhausting trip to Europe that took me to several countries visiting an endless number of galleries, artists and Museums, I asked Abraham Lubelski if he would be interested in publishing a sort of diary of that trip.  He agreed and the first “Notes from a European Grand Tour” appeared in the September 2000 issue of NY Arts Magazine.

This year, after a similar experience that brought me to Germany, Italy, Denmark and for a short visit to Southern Sweden, I thought it would have been interesting to repeat the experience and Abraham, once more, agreed….

I often spend a month, usually in early summer, in Europe, with the excuse of attending the important appointments that the art world thankfully provides all of us nearly every year.  This time it was the turn of the long awaited and discussed Platform 5 of Documenta 11 (my very first Documenta!) in Kassel, Manifesta 4 in Frankfurt, Munich and some business related to my curatorial activity that has taken me often to Northern Europe in the last few months. 

I am sure someone else will extensively cover the last platform of Okwui Enwezor’s Documenta 11 for NY Arts magazine, so I’ll graciously skip this huge event to focus on more peripheral shows that fewer people may have had the chance to see.

After three days of gray skies and almost uninterrupted rain that accompanied Documenta’s opening, the sun finally appeared and followed us to Frankfurt where I had planned to spend a couple of days to visit the fourth edition of Manifesta.  Manifesta is conceived as a nomadic event, whose aim is to stimulate a dialogue between artists and audiences in different parts of Europe.  The first one was held in Rotterdam in 1996, followed then by Luxemburg (1998) and Ljubljana (2000).  The curators selected for this edition were Iara Boubnova, Nuria Enguita Mayo and Stéphanie Moisdon Trembley.

Some, actually most of the people who had seen the exhibition before coming to Kassel, had warned me about the dubious quality of the show but I decided that I wanted to see, and judge, with my own eyes.  At the end of the visit, as it often happens when I have low expectations, I thought that the event was not as bad as it had been described to me. I did find few interesting artists scattered throughout the 5 different indoor sites and outdoor installations.

The quality of the works of the 72 pan-European participants was very uneven, as it often happens in these kinds of event.  I also thought that the choice of the curators of developing the project “without pursuing a predetermined theme for its activities”
 was an easy way out from the responsibility that curators have towards their audience and the artists they work with.  Such a responsibility, in fact, should go, or at least should attempt to go, far beyond a simple mish-mash of interesting artists the curators have come across during the months of their research.  At the end of this first phase and based on its outcome, in fact, the selection of one or more subjects around which to develop the show should be established, in order to give substantial weight to the project.  

Having made this comment, let’s pass on to a quick overview of the artists I found most engaging:

In the Frankesteiner Hof, a former state dormitory turned into exhibition space for the occasion, there were two of the most interesting artists. Italian Massimo Bartolini created an awkward spatial environment by elevating of a couple of feet the floor of a small room.  Visitors’ perception of proportions would be altered as they felt like giants walking into a midget’s room.  Russian Anton Litvin suggested a project, which insisted that the public should literally look outside of the venue in order to find the art “items”, positioned in the real world.  He installed a series of mannequins in outdoor spaces near the building (on the roof, climbing a wall, in front of a window), which the visitors could look at through binoculars positioned on various windowsills.

In the Stadelsches Kunstinstitut, a massif building that is the home to the National Museum, Icelandic Anna Gudmundsdottir created One-Way Vision Screen,  expansive wall drawings with black marker on baby pink background.  In the form of an oversized comic strip they confront viewers in an ironically playful way with worlds and problems, which arise from real as well as unreal sources.  In the same building the Finnish group named ROR (Revolutions on Request) presented an exhibition of various objects designed by the artists themselves with a clear reminiscence of colors and design from the 70s.  It included lights, paintings, loud music, a prototype of a motorcycle-like vehicle and a foosball that visitors could play with.

Last artist of this brief overview is the Hungarian Antal Lakner (he represented Hungary at the last Venice Biennale), whose installation was displayed outdoor, on and along the river Main.  The Icelandic Army is definitively the most ironic work of the entire show: an unarmed defensive fictitious army for observation only.  It consists in a series of military equipment like “Turtle” type personal defensive armored tent and uniforms and the PLANKTON type Marine Unit, an individual floating device.   

After our short visit in Frankfurt we took the train, destination Munich.  I was not very familiar with the City and its art scene so I spent the following 4 days exploring.  Two are the shows that particularly captured my attention, Stories, at the Haus der Kunst and Hautnah, at Villa Stuck.

Stories, organized by in-house curator Stephanie Rosenthal, grouped some 26 international artists whose works offer an insight into the faceted richness of narrative methods in contemporary art.  After an initial frustration, which I faced throughout my entire stay in Germany, derived by the fact that it seemed almost impossible to find written material in English, I ventured, resigned, into the grandiose neoclassical space of the Haus der Kunst (www.hausderkunst.de).  The show, brilliantly installed in the spacious and bright rooms, explores the works of artists such as Calle, Emin, Grigely, Kentridge and Scurti who report on their own lives, and of others who describe the experience of others (Harrison, Loktev, Mik, Siekemann, Taylor-Wood).  Some reflected on historical events (Green, Merkel, Ohanian); some others on fictitious ones (Ahtila, Arrhenius, Brenner, Heisenberg, Henning, Hershmann, M+M, Parreno, Tschape) or on events inspired by film or literature (Gaskell, O’Brien, Pettibon, Weirich).  The artists used a broad range of media that spanned from drawings and paintings to film, audio, photography, installations and net.art.  Some followed a linear narrative structure, others told their stories using not linear, not chronological, and often illogical methods.  Stories is a show that captures and engages the viewer’s full attention from beginning to end.  As the curator states in her press release (yes, I was finally given and English translation!) “The viewer is given the task of the person addressed, the director, the actor, the detective, the author, the shutter release.  But the same applies to every work: without the recipient, there aren’t any stories”.

The second show, Hautntah, exhibited at Villa Stuck (www.villastuck.de) was equally interesting.  The title means “as close as your skin”.  Museum Director Jo-Anne Birnie Danzker and Chief Curator Michael Buhrs curated this show that assembled nearly 100 works from 20 international artists. All the works were part of the Goetz Collection, one of the richest private European contemporary art collections whose headquarters, designed by Architect Herzog & De Meuron (Tate Gallery in London), are located about 1 hour outside of the city of Munich.  The exhibition explores how the various artists (amongst them Doug Aitken, Matthew Barney, Janet Cradiff, Robert Gober, Douglas Gordon, Yayoi Kusama, Catherine Opie, Tony Oursler and Cindy Sherman, to name a few) relate to issues of boundaries and identity.   The great catalogue, of which, again, unfortunately there was no English version, presented a series of interviews and artists’ statements that gave precious insights of the artists’ works.  I was given some of the English translations in order to write this short review, including an extract from an interview that Damien Hirst gave Yayoi Kusama, which I found extremely touching.  When asked by Hirst why there is so much sadness in her writings while her works seem so happy, she answered: “In don’t think my work projects happiness as you suggested in your question.  I have been able somehow to live to this day without committing suicide simply because I have used my art as a shield against my illness.”

After a short parenthesis that brought me to Italy for the week-end, I took off again for more art-related business, to spend a week in Denmark.  I have been working for about a year on a group show of Nordic artist in collaboration with a Norwegian curator.  This project brought me to Oslo in the winter and most recently to Copenhagen.  The objective was to visit as many artists as we could and attend the annual IKT (International Association of Contemporary Art Curators, www.iktsite.org) conference that was being hosted by DCA (Danish Contemporary Art Foundation, www.dca-cdb.dk).

I met with Camilla Eeg, my partner curator, a couple of days before the conference started, to be able to do our studio visits.  I would love to write about all the artists we visited, since they would all deserve to be mentioned, but for reason of space I will not be able to do so, therefore I’ll have to make a short selection.

Klaus Thejil’s art plays with objects of the everyday life which he faithfully reproduces using unusual materials.  From an ATM machine installed in the gallery’s space made entirely of cardboard to a series of worn out sneakers made in wax or bronze.  He also created a life size BMW Beetle’s cast in fiberglass which he parked, as an experiment, on a street to observe people’s reactions.   In a London gallery he built a model of a real asphalt street, on top of which he positioned few banana’s peels made in fiberglass, his own 3-D interpretation of a popular video-game.

Hotel rooms have inspired Frans Jacobi’s work, since 1992.  They are always empty rooms, mental and physical spaces the artist creates in which we constantly have the feeling that the guests have just left, leaving us with a sense of emptiness and, at the same time, of expectation.  Room 1 [Hotel], is a simple environment with a wooden table and a chair on a turquoise carpet.  On the table a fan seems to have blown all over a series of color photographs of skies: bright blue, clear skies; cloudy skies; pale blue skies at dawn and darker skies after dusk, that seem to blend in with the carpet on the floor.  In Room 4 [Hotel] a mattress is laying on the floor with pillow and blankets arranged as if someone had suddenly woken up and ran out.  By the mattress sits an old suitcase full of cutout letters, many of which are scattered all over the floor on and around the mattress. 

Nils Erik Gjerdevik is a painter whose colorful works I have seen already in several occasions, both in Denmark and in New York.  His large canvases and smaller drawings are joyful and mindful compositions in which, more often that not, we can recognize elements borrowed from art history books.  On bright or pastel colors backgrounds the artist creates patterns, draws lines and circles sometimes reminiscent of Mondrian primary colors grids and others inspired by Calder’s mobiles.  Sometimes biomorphic forms or architectural elements seem to be floating, as in absence of gravity, against a solid, empty background, other times the entire canvas is covered with obsessive repetitions of lines or dots.  The artist also creates beautiful ceramic sculptures which complement the paintings as if some of the shapes on the flat surface found their way out of the canvas to assume a three-dimensional form and a life on their own.

Many are also the shows, both in Copenhagen and outside of the city, we have visited on our own and later as part of the IKT conference.  In the city an interesting exhibition entitled Exit 2002, at the Kunstforeningen (www.kunstforeningen.dk), presented 27 graduating students of the Royal Academy of Fine Arts.  Since 1997 the exhibition has been taking place in this building.  The artists themselves chose the works shown in the exhibition, and selected a committee who, in collaboration with the staff from the venue, has arranged the exhibition.  The media and the themes the works revolve around are extremely diverse which makes the show quite interesting.  From graffiti to architectural photographs and structures, to a machine which creates glue sculptures (somehow reminiscent of Roxy Paine’s machines), to naturalistic photographs and intimate paintings.  Amongst the most interesting artists to be mentioned Lise Harlev with her posters addressing issues related to immigration and racism; Zoé Kofod on whose colorful banners, hanging in the staircase, were outlined skydivers diving on purple, baby blue, red or green backgrounds; and the architectural arrangements of Karin Lorentzen.

The IKT conference, which started on Friday 21, opened with a panel entitled “Globalization and contemporary art practice”.  The speakers were artist Olafur Eliasson; Marina Grzinic, a researcher and media theorist, critic and curator based in Ljubljana; Gavin Jantjes, artist and current director of Henie Onstad Art Centre in Oslo; Sarat Maharaj, co-curator of Documenta 11 and professor at Humbodt University, Berlin and Jan van Eyck Academy, Maastricht; and finally John-Peter Nilsson editor for NU: The Nordic Art review.  After the conference (the most enchanting and captivating speaker was definitively Sarat Maharaj), and a luxurious luncheon at City Hall, the afternoon was free for gallery visits.  

The gallery scene, which unfortunately has been affected by the premature loss of one of the most cutting edge contemporary art gallery after its owner, Tommy Lund, passed away in the Spring, still holds quite few interesting spaces.  The three most exciting ones are Nils Staerk Galleri, that represents a number of Nordic artists, including photographers Mads Gamdrup and Miriam Backstrom and Galleri Nicolai Wallner that represents, amongst others, the internationally acclaimed Danish/Norwegian duo Elmgreen & Dragset.  The third gallery, which just opened few months ago, borrows its name from its owner and director Christina Wilson, an enthusiastic and extremely motivated young woman.  In her space we saw a large collage by Danish artist Kirstine Roepstoff, of which we also visited a double solo show in the Vestsjaellands Kunstmuseum  in Soro the following day. The artist works with collage, banners and installations which are usually commentaries on the political, social and environmental debates that take place in her country.  

The following two days IKT brought its members on a trip through the regions of Zealand, Funen and Jutland to visit various Museums and Institutions on the way.  Amid them: Kunsthalle Brandts Klaedefabrik (www.brandts.dk), a beautiful ex cloth mill in Odense, which exhibited several shows at the same time: to be mentioned “In the Shadow of Light” by Danish painter Erik A. Frandsen and “Who is talking?” part of a larger project entitled “New Internationalism” a show taking place in various venues at the same time presenting several different artists.  The Kunsthalle was exhibiting William Kentridge (South Africa), Priscilla Monge (Costa Rica), Joaquín Rodríguez del Paso (Costa Rica), Patricia Belli (Nicaragua) and Mónica Gonzalez (Paraguay).  Another interesting venue we visited was the Herning Museum
(www.herningkunstmuseum.dk), in Herning, which is also the home to the famous Piero Manzoni’s conceptual sculpture “Socle du Monde” (pedestal of the world) that the artist created in 1961 during his stay at the Museum.  The venue was hosting an exhibition entitled, in fact, “Socle du Monde”, an Art Biennial realized in collaboration between the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Herning – Ikast – Brande and Herning Art Museum.  11 acclaimed international artists (to name a few Francesco Simeti, Italy; Marco Evaristti, Switzerland; Stephanie Dinkins, USA; Nedko Solakov, Bulgaria) each created a work of art in collaboration with a Danish company.  We then went to visit the construction site of the Aarhus Museum (www.aarhuskunstmuseum.dk), in Aarhus, a quite ambitious project designed by the firm Schmidt, Hammer & Lassen, known for the “Black Diamond”, the new Royal Library in Copenhagen.  Construction of this 17,700 square meters (almost 60,000 square feet) new contemporary art museum started in 2000 and is expected to be completed by late fall 2003.

As the last stop of this highly informative and enriching trip could have not been picked a better venue than the splendid Louisiana Museum (www.louisiana.dk), to me one of the most beautiful museum in the world, located in Humlebaek, about 1 hour outside of Copenhagen.   At Louisiana landscape, architecture and art are intimately connected. The old trees in the park, the lake in the wood fed by the stream, the degrading slopes towards the beeches and the ocean, all together constitute an idyllic landscape which provides the best setting for a Museum.  Knud W. Jensen, the Museum founder, bought the old building, a late classicist country house built in 1855, in 1955 and extensions were added over the years until 1991, when the last addition was made.  A considerable part of the facility is built underground or dug into the slopes, the buildings above ground show extreme respect for the natural surrounding and leave the vista open towards the Sound.  The museum owns an impressive collection of modern and contemporary works by Danish as well as international artists.  One of the pivotal points of the older part of the collection consists of exceptional Alberto Giacometti’s sculptures and drawings.  The two temporary shows currently on view were video installations and photographs by American Doug Aitken and an impressive collection of older and newer works by Danish painter Per Kirkeby.

The young Director, recently appointed, Poul Erik Tojner, hosted an exquisite dinner in the wonderful Museum Boathouse and, being June 23, the famous Midsummer Night, a series of spectacular bonfires on the beaches around the facility marked the last moments of this truly amazing experience.

� From the text the curators wrote to introduce the show in the Guide to the event. 


� Quelle: Yayoi Kusama, (Ex. Cat.), Dijon/Paris 2001, p. 37


 Last paragraph from an interview with Seung-duk Kim (Y.K. 2001), p. 37
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