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	“An empty museum or gallery means nothing, to the extent that it can at any time be transformed into a gym or a bakery, without changing what will take place there or will be sold there, in terms of works of art in the future, since the social status will also have changed. Placing/exhibiting a work of art in a bakery will no way change the function of the aforementioned bakery, which will never change the work of art into a bit of bread either.

	Placing/exhibiting a bit of bread in a museum will in no way change the function of the aforementioned museum, but the later will change the bit of bread into a work of art, at least for the duration of its exhibition.

	Now let's exhibit a bit of bread in a bakery and it will be very difficult, if not impossible to distinguish it from the other bits of bread. Now let's exhibit a work of art - of any kind - in a museum: can we really distinguish it from other works of art?” 

	                                                                                    Daniel Buren, The Function of Architecture, 1996               

	French conceptual artist Daniel Buren, since the beginning of his career in 1965, declared to be in search of “the last painting”.  He has been famous for covering any type of surface, from paintings to walls to flags and waistcoats for the museum attendants, with awning-like stripes.  He called this unmistakable signature “a seeing tool” and used it as his trademark to question the function of the art museum and other “official” exhibition spaces in the contemporary context.

Already in 1929 Viennese architectural theorist Frederick Kiesler, a keen critic of his times, understood that the display of art was going through radical changes.  He even foresaw the advent of a “telemuseum” not unlike the web collections today “…sensitized panels…will act as receiving surfaces for broadcasted pictures…Just as operas are now transmitted over the air, so picture galleries will be”
.

Since then a large number of artists contested the context and manner in which the art object is exhibited.  The attempt to break free from the confines of the art gallery and museum setting can be traced by following the trajectory of avant-garde movements such as Dada, the Situationist International, Fluxus and Conceptual Art, Land and Body Art.  The issues addressed by these movements remain part and parcel of the praxis of contemporary artists working within public spaces.

Birgit Ramsauer’s work can easily find its own niche within this debate.  With ART: HOME-LESS, 1997-1999, one of her most complex, socially engaged, as well as “public” works, she explored the phenomenon of being homeless in various cities around the world: from New York to Moscow to Marseille and Berlin.  She first became familiar with the issue in New York by working with the Poverty Awareness Coalition, an organization whose goal is to re-insert homeless people within a social context.  As Birgit explains it, by working with the organization’s art program, she discovered that homeless people were more creative and inventive; a few of them were even making installations with objects found in the streets.  So the artist used some of those same objects, a brown paper bag for example, to create her own outdoor installations in the streets, under a bridge, or on a side walk.  As Claudia Schmuckli asserted in her essay written to introduce the project, “the social reality, which ART: HOME-LESS is based on, is being changed into an artistic concept […] the general social context that Birgit Ramsauer refers to, always remains accessible through a constant use of symbols.  The artist declared the brown paper bag […] the artistic Leitmotiv of the project”
.     

	In a compelling essay, Miwon Kwon, Assistant Professor of contemporary art history at UCLA, distinguishes three paradigms which can define public art practices over the past 30 years, and even though her text refers mainly to the United Sates, I believe this definition can be applied to a broader international spectrum:

 “1) art in public places, typically a modernist abstract sculpture placed out-doors to “decorate” or “enrich” urban spaces, especially plaza areas fronting federal buildings or corporate office towers;

2) art as public spaces, less object-oriented and more site-conscious art that sought greater integration between art, architecture, and the landscape through artists’ collaborations with members of the urban managerial class […], in the designing of permanent urban (re) development projects such as parks, plazas, buildings, promenades, neighborhoods, etc.; and more recently,

3) art in the public interest (or “new genre public art”), often temporary city-based programs focusing on social issues, rather than the built environment, that involve collaborations with marginalized social groups (rather than design professionals), such as the homeless, battered women, urban youths, AIDS patients, prisoners, and which strives towards the development of politically-conscious community events or programs.”
  

	Clearly Birgit Ramsauer’s body of work beginning in 1997 with the ART: HOME-LESS project to her latest production can be ascribed to the third category.  The artist’s interest in matters of public concern and in art as a phenomena that happens in public, and for the public, brought her to conceive a series of projects in which the performative aspect is as important, if not more critical, than its visual counterpart.

In HUSH! (a German expression that means “freeze!”) realized in 2001 during the opening of a group show of Bavarian artists at the Moscow Museum of Contemporary Art, and for another exhibition in Nuremberg that same year, Ramsauer outlined – using her trademark medium, fluorescent gaffer tape – the visitors’ part of the body that came in contact with specific surfaces.  Whether it was a footprint on the floor or the imprint of an arm on a wall, the artist created over a certain period of time, a complex drawing that became the visual rendering of the psychological aspect of the work: How do people move and interact within a given space? How do they relate to it? Is there a specific pattern to identify? Do people move in different manners in different places?  As the artist mentioned in an interview with Francis Gomilla for the ART: HOME-LESS catalogue, “The most important thing is definitively the movement”.  In the same text she identified one of her sources of inspiration as the research from a group of architects at Columbia University focused on studying how people walk through places, by examining the footage from a camera installed for that purpose and tracing the recorded paths of the passersby
.  

This particular aspect of Ramsauer’s work establishes an interesting relationship to Roland Barthes’ engagement with space.  Space, in fact, along with language and sexuality, is one of the crucial dimensions of Barthes’ engagement with utopia, because space, as Birgit Ramsauer well demonstrates through her works, is as socially and historically marked as everything else.

A similar installation/performance entitled People Drawing took place at the Berlin Art Forum Fair in October 2002.  Again, over a period of 7 hours, Birgit “drew” the public’s interaction with the space.  In these actions, the artist becomes “the pen of the people”, she is not any longer the author of the work.  The public is.  She merely acts as the instrument used by the improvised creators. The artist herself has defined these works COLLAB (from Collaborative Installation).  In this aspect we can find fascinating analogies, but also differences, with the poetic language of one of Pop Art’s masterminds, Andy Warhol.  Similarities can be identified in the use of commonplace materials both as inspirational sources and actual medium of the artwork; in the bright, artificial colors that constitute some of the trademarks of Warhol’s production and are the same of Ramsauer’s gaffer tape.  The Pop artist was aiming at creating impersonal products produced automatically by machines where the intervention of the artist would become less and less important.  While Ramsauer to some extent shares this interest in erasing the concept of “authorship”, by the collaborative nature of most of her works, on the other hand (as the instrument to implement those works) her presence still plays an important role and the recognition of such active participation assumes a great importance.  Warhol wanted to distantiate himself both from the work and from public, Ramsauer longs for the interaction with the audience around her.

It seems appropriate at this point to explore other important historical antecedents of this conception of art and, more specifically, of performance art.  The first names that come to mind are Allan Kaprow and the Fluxus movement, and their European counterpart, Joseph Beuys.  Kaprow’s most famous creation, the Happenings in the 1960s, destabilized both art and the artist’s role, they constituted glimpses of new aesthetic horizons.  They were often indistinguishable from “life”: the traditional artist-creator had been replaced by what Kaprow called “the social occasion”.  The historic divisions between artist and audience, between the artwork and the perception of it, were dissolved
.  

The artists from Fluxus, such as his founder George Maciunas and one of his most celebrated representatives, Yoko Ono, took Kaprow’s premises even further.  The movement emerged in New York around 1960, took root in Europe and eventually in Japan, shortly after.  While the influence of Zen philosophy, a crucial aspect for Fluxus, may not be obvious in Ramsauer’s works, other aspects such as the fusion of certain radical social attitudes with ever evolving aesthetic practices, and gestures based in scientific, philosophical, sociological, or extra-artistic ideas sometimes leavened with burlesque, are trademarks of many of Ramsauer’s works.

In Time Stretch, 2001, at the Kunstverein Eisentum E.V. in Mainz, Germany, Ramsauer awoke the viewers’ perceptions of her work – an installation in which she presented a visual documentation form the ART: HOME-LESS project – by disrupting the public expectation of the fruition of such a work.  She presented the photographs as thousands of colored photocopies placed on the ceiling of the exhibition space.  The visitors had to lie down on the floor and with the aid of binoculars provided by the gallery they were enabled to finally look at the artwork.  

This “burlesque” aspect of Birgit’s performances also appears in the works she created for the JWD project (Janz weit drinnen-Janz weit draussen, in English “Really far in- Really far out”), which took place in the towns of Bremen and nearby Worpswede, in Summer 2002.  Playing on the historical significance of the site, and on its most illustrious citizen, German “fin-de-siècle” painter Heinrich Vogeler, leader of the Worpswede School, Ramsauer’s performances embodied an innocent parody of a ritualized visit to this art mecca.  In one action, Kunstlerwallfahrt, the artist crawled on her forearms and knees on the sidewalks of the Bergstrasse, the main touristic street of Worpswede, filming her “pilgrimage” from her close-to-earth point of view.  In another performance, Radexpress, Ramsauer dressed head-to-tow in a fluorescent green fitness outfit, rode on an exercise bike placed inside a compartment of a local train, riding against the direction of the train.  As the artist states, the performance investigates the relationship between tourism and ecology.

An interesting exploration of the encounter of the private with the public sphere is represented by two works, Spirit and Pol-A-Right that Ramsauer created for her solo exhibition at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Moscow in July 2001.  In Spirit the artist finds her starting point in artist Ilya Kabakov’s studio, nowadays an exhibition space, but of which a corner has been preserved as it was while the artists was still living in Moscow.  A table, a sofa, few chairs and the library are still permeated by the artist’s presence.  Ramsauer transposed onto a wall of the exhibition venue a bi-dimensional rendering of the studio’s corner by creating its perspective “portrait” with gaffer tape of various colors.  

Pol-A-Right represents the second phase, as well as the performative aspect, of the show.  After photographing on Polaroid every object found in Kabakov’s studio, the artist combined them with the portraits she took, on Polaroid as well, of many of those who visited the show during its opening night.  It was Ramsauer’s way to establish a link between the present, represented by the younger crowd portrayed at the opening, and the past, in the figure of the most venerable and controversial father of Russian contemporary art, Ilya Kabakov. 

Over the last couple of years, Ramsauer’s work seems to have shifted towards a less socially engaged sphere of action.  While her production is still heavily grounded in one of Joseph Beuys most important precepts: “Everyone is an artist….I am really convinced that humankind will not survive without having realized the social body, the social order, into an artwork”, as well as concerned with the historical specificity of the site in which she displays and performs her art, it appears that Ramsauer is also maturing into a more introspective analysis.  

The spaces Ramsauer interacts with have become more intimate, even when part of the public arena.  Whether is a left-over corner bar in or outside a gallery, residue of the previous opening night, covered with the trademark gaffer tape in Intersection (Berlin, September 2002) or the interior of an elevator in Settled Movement I, a site-specific installation realized for the Freight Elevator Project 2 (D.U.M.B.O., New York, October 2002), Birgit Ramsauer is exploring new possibilities which will allow her to expand her range of action and keep developing her insightful, joyful and often uplifting approach to art-making.
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