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Preface
This reader contains seven texts or parts of texts that can be divided into two
categories. The first text is by Noortje de Leij and it is especially written for this
residency. The other six are existing texts or parts of texts that were were chosen
by us as part of our research during this period.
The text by De Leij introduces the residency in a broader, mainly art historical context.
She chooses as her starting point the title of the exhibition: It is part XVIII and I’m here to
be part of the assembly, and this assembly is no longer necessarily ceremonial and picks
that apart to get into different aspects of our practices. At the beginning she refers to the
idea of ‘the assembly’, first within a political context ranging from early Greek society
to our current time in which for instance Negri and Hardt use the idea in relation to the
power of coming together to research new revolutionary forms of democracy. She than
extends the notion to the idea of an assembly line as it came into being in the early 20th
century to compare that with our ways of working, for example the series of drawings
on A4 format that we produce in collaborative sessions where we pass on works on long
tables from one to the other. For De Leij our practices are a radical opening up to each
other and to external influences, ranging from visitors to ideas to theories, questioning
authorship and forming a moving, organically ‘gesamtkunstwerk’. She underpins her
arguments by a broad (art)historical contextualization that refers to modernist and
vanguard thinkers, notions and works, such as Alexander Rodchenko’s attempt to make
painting egalitair by using primary colors to produce monochromes. In the final chapter
of the text she comes back to the title, referring there to the notion of the ensemble and
the fact that it has a defined number - part XVIII in this case - that on the one hand makes
for a specific constellation of time, space and material, but that on the other hand,
because the number is part of an endless series, also could be considered as opening up
to an unlimited future.
During our residency we worked with the formal aspects of the reciprocity between
living, working and exhibiting. Producing works was organically woven into our research
in ways of being together. Part of this research was theoretical and consisted of reading
and discussing existing texts or parts of texts that are relevant for our current practices.
During six weeks we shared these texts accompanied by a self written introduction on
the social media platforms of De Fabriek as ‘Sunday Readings’.
The first and most influential text that we read and discussed was ‘Ohne Leitbild’ by
Theodor W. Adorno. It is published here in its Dutch translation: ‘Zonder richtljin’, as
strangely enough is was never translated in English. The text was originally delivered in
1960 as a lecture at the RIAS Funkuniversität.
Adorno was invited by that university to speak about norms and guidelines. The only
response he could give to a question like that, he said, was to criticize the question
itself. Adorno thinks that in our contemporary time it is no longer possible ‘to formulate
a general, normative, invariable aesthetics what so ever’. He states that by drawing
conclusions and formulating such an aesthetics one would take the risk of abstracting
the specificities of artistic labor. He concludes that only in the realm of what conformism
would label ‘experimental’ the real artistic can find shelter.
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The text felt relevant for us within our current practices because of the ambiguity and
the openness Adorno advocates. An ambiguity that on the one hand refuses to come
up with guidelines and that on the other hand gets into discussing the urgency of every
singular work.
The second text of this reader is ‘Listening Music’ by musician and philosopher John
Maus. What is pop capable of? he asks; ‘I wouldn’t claim that my music is new, but
generally speaking pop music begs for some kind of radical new way of talking about it,
he states. The main question of the text is ‘what is music?’ Because the status of what
music is seems be to confined by the state, he claims that it gets into a tautological
mode in which it becomes only self-confirming, self-referencing. In the text music is
researched by comparison with other forms of listening, such as silence or that ‘which is
neither sound nor silence’.
The text is relevant for us where Maus speaks about music - or all other art forms for
that matter - where it has not longer the task of translating things into a shared reality,
but opening up things in their sovereignty. Where music no longer is a representation of
reality, but cracks it open from the inside. Instead of asking the question of what music
can be, we should rather ask what it is not, or what else it can be. For Maus music should
have the quality of that which you can hear or experience in a certain moment, instead
of it being part of a hierarchical system: ‘and so perhaps, each listening there that can
listen it may.’
The third text we read was ‘Sculpture Not To Be Seen’ about the practice of Franz Erhard
Walther by Elena Filipovic. Filipovic was the curator of the exhibition ‘Franz Erhard
Walther: The Body Decides’ at Wiels Brussels in 2014. Art historically the work is hard
to categorize, she writes. Is it sculpture? Is it performance? Architecture? Minimalism?
Is it important to ask after such categories? But in whatever categories works of art can
be subsumed, they can be activated, with the emphasis on ‘can be’. Filipovic states: the
sculptures of Walther are neither authoritarian, nor bound to rules, in whatever way: ‘I
never give instructions to the users. I never have. How it is to be used, is determined by
the instrument, not by me’.
The relevance of the text for us is the fact that, as Walther, we combine many mediums,
such as painting, photography, film, printing, architecture, performance, theatre and
sculpture into all encompassing installations, or maybe even better, constellations,
which are hard to pin point and because of that sometimes might be hard to decipher.
The next text we discussed was ‘Breathing’ by Franco “Bifo” Berardi from 2018. We read
the first four chapters of the book, gathered under the title ‘Inspiration’. In the wake of
the Occupy movement in 2011 ‘Bifo’ wrote The Uprising. Back then he had a sense of
triumph that turned out to be illusory. ‘Was Occupy a failure?’ he asks, and he answers:
yes and no. Yes, because ‘it was unable to stop the neoliberal devastation and the fascist
backlash that is now deploying worldwide’, and no, because it ‘was the beginning of
a long-term proces of reactivation of the social body, particularly that of the cognitive
workers of the world’. Now, seven years later he comes back to the subject that was
at the center of The Uprising: ‘the place of poetry in the relations between language,
capital, and possibility.’ In Breathing he tries to ‘envision poetry as the exces of the
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field of signification, as the premonition of a possible harmony inscribed in the present
chaos’. He retraces the problem of the oppression of financial capitalism in terms of
respiration: rhythm, spasm, suffocation and death.
The first chapter of the book is called ‘I Can’t Breathe’. It starts with the ‘assassination’
of Eric Garner on July 17, 2014 in Staten Island, when a police officer put Garner in
a chokehold for fifteen to nineteen seconds while arresting him. The words “I Can’t
Breath” that he panted eight times before expiring, had been chanted by thousands
of demonstrators all over the country in the months since. This book is about our
contemporary condition of breathlessness. It gets into the abstract relations between
numerical entities that define power today. ‘While the sphere of finance is ruled by
algorithms that connect fractals of precarious labor, the sphere of life is invaded by flows
of chaos that paralyze the social body and stifle breathing into suffocation’, ‘Bifo’ writes.
How to deal with this suffocation, with the abstraction is has produced? ‘I go back to
the metaphor of poetry as the only line of escape from suffocation’, he states. I cannot
say what poetry “is”, he continues, ‘because, actually, poetry “is” nothing. I can only try
to say what poetry does.’ Poetry is the excess that goes beyond the limits of language,
which is to say beyond the limits of the world itself.’ Poetry opens multiple ambiguous
pathways to meaning in our contemporary post-rational condition. Poets, artists make a
slit in the umbrella that people are constantly putting up, they tear open the firmament
itself, to let in a bit of free and windy chaos and to unchain the hidden possibilities of
the cosmic primeval origins of the human history. The poet is the idiot of the world,
‘Bifo’ states, but ‘might this idiot be trying to speak of something that is untranslatable
into our known language?’, he continues. ‘Might the idiot be saying something that
exceeds our understanding, because his noise and his fury require a different system of
interpretation, a different language, a different rhythm?’
Where John Maus two weeks ago spoke about opening up the format of the pop-song
from the inside, ‘Bifo’ now brings poetry and idiocy into the loop to open up the current
discourse that seems to be stuck in the mud it drove itself into. Poetry and idiocy can
open the discourse and enable us to breath a new harmony, a new language, and a new
rhythm into the current chaos.
The fifth text was the prologue of Foams by Peter Sloterdijk from 2004. Foams is the
third and final part of a Sloterdijks Magnum Opus, Spheres. Spheres is an epic project
in both size and purview: in a 2.500 pages trilogy Sloterdijk describes the phenomenon
of globalization. It is the return of a ‘grand narrative’ in philosophy, this time retelling
the history of humanity, as related through the anthropological concept of ‘Sphere’. It
could be read as the late-twentieth-century bookend of Heideggers ‘Being and Time’,
and well as ‘Being and Space’. In Spheres Sloterdijk no longer asks ‘what is man?’,
but ‘where is man?’ The trilogy reinterprets the history of Western metaphysics as an
inherently spatial and immunological project. Using - in line again with Heidegger - a
very specific personalized language, Sloterdijk explores the world from the micro the
macro space. Starting in Volume I, Bubbles from the controversial idea that man always
lives in co-existence - describing for instance in about 300 pages how a foetus lives inside
its mothers womb - and zooming out into the endlessness of the cosmos in Volume II,
Globes.
‘Almost nothing, but still not nothing’, in the third volume Foams, Plural Spherology
Sloterdijk answers to the question ‘where is man?’ with: ‘man is in foam’, we live in the
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century of foam, ‘..something real, but also a hypersensitive whole, that splashes at
the slightest touch.’ In this volume Sloterdijk moves to our contemporary era, offering
a view of life through a multifocal lens, in which the extreme vulnerability of our time
is contained in the metaphor of foam. It could be described as a phenomenology of
spatial plurality: how the bubbles that we form in our duality bind together to form what
sociological tradition calls ‘society’. Foam is the newest form of the sphere man has to
live in. The volume describes the exploration of our modern space of pampering with its
capsules, islands and hothouses.
For us the text is related to our practices in the sense that the loss of criteria that is
inherent to contemporary art echos in this idea of foam. Everywhere we grasp or try to
punch, we find ourselves confronted with the precarity of this foam we now all live in.
The final text in this reader is Nautomat Operating Manual. A Draft Design for a
Collective Space of ‘Nautonomy’ for Artist and their Friends by Raqs Media Collective.
The text is distilled from a seminar Raqs did with students and the faculty within the
painting department at RISD at the RISD Museum of the Rhode Island School of Design,
Providence and Brown University in 2015. It provides propositions of the ‘nautomat’ and
preliminary notes towards its possible operation.
What is a nautomat? A nautomat is a craft of autonomy. ‘It is a vehicle, a scenario, a
loose, changing, evolving protocol of doing things together and sharing time, ideas
and testing a few visions whenever necessary’. The word nautomat comes from what
Raqs defines as ‘nautonomy’, something which is ‘more than autonomy’; it is ‘nautical,
voyaging and mobile.’ With nautonomy they want to re-articulate the self-organizing
principle, by recognizing that what we call ‘self’ actually is an unbounded constellation
of persons, organisms and energies that is defined by ‘its capacity to be a voyager in
contact with the moving world’.
The text is a hands-on manual. It is comprised as a lexicon with mostly practical
guidelines of how to design a space and how to come together with groups of people.
The content varies from serving beverages, to having a Xerox machine around, to more
abstract propositions such as ‘script nothing, document everything’. Its final aim is ‘the
rediscovery of conversation and collective learning as an art form’, in such a way that
‘the sighting of worlds becomes a commonplace activity’.
For us the text is relevant in relation to the text we started with, Adorno’s ‘Zonder
richtlijn’, which translates as ‘without guidelines’ and that was, as said at the beginning
of this text, to be a question that was with us for the whole time of the residency.
And than we ended with a manual that consists solely of guidelines. Guidelines contradictory as it may sound - almost all of which we relate to in the way we organized
our residency at De Fabriek.
The texts formed a growing chain of references that inspired both our works and the
conversations around it. From early morning coffees to late night dinners, we over and
over discussed the ideas that came forward from these texts and the consequences they
could or should have for both our practices and for society at large. We find it important
to provide a hard copy theoretical framework for our residency and exhibition and we
hope you enjoy reading it.
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Noortje de Leij
Some Paths through It is part XVIII and
I’mhere to be part of the assembly, and
this assembly is no longer necessarily
ceremonial
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It is part XVIII and I’m here to be part of the assembly, and this assembly is no
longer necessarily ceremonial
1A. I’m here to be part of the assembly
Artists Jochem van Laarhoven and Bas van den Hurk have enjoyed a
collaborative partnership for several years now. In 2018, the duo met Bo
Stokkermans, who subsequently participated in their 2019 exhibit Support
Structures. This collaboration was the genesis for the trio’s decision to complete
a joint residency at De Fabriek, an artist-run initiative in Eindhoven. It is part
XVIII and I’m here to be part of the assembly, and this assembly is no longer
necessarily ceremonial — the title of the work they produced while at De
Fabriek — signals the union of the three artists as it represents a minor change
to the serial title Van Laarhoven and Van den Hurk had previously used for their
work: It is part [x] of an ensemble, and this ensemble is no longer necessarily
ceremonial. Stokkermans, as announced, is now here to be part of the
ensemble, which transformed into an ‘assembly’ during the residency.
Starting with the title of the trio’s work may not be the most obvious
choice. A title, literally the naming of something, often has a delimiting function.
Even when a title refuses to provide the viewer with any additional information,
like the many Untitled pieces found in modernism, it still ensures that the work
is framed: this work, made at this time by such and such artist. Whereas,
if an encompassing ‘framework’ for the individual and shared practices of
Stokkermans, Van Laarhoven and Van den Hurk does indeed exist, it is the
unceasing attempt to avoid, interrogate or disrupt established frameworks. And
yet, despite the contradiction of this gesture in relation to the work, I still want to
begin by focussing on the title. What’s more, the title, though broken down into
its constituent words and fragments, will serve as the guiding principle for this
text.
1B. assembly
The initial plan for their residency at De Fabriek, was to research forms of
communal living and working. The idea was to cohabitate during the working
period and to let the work develop out of this. The term ‘assembly’ is appropriate
in this respect: the most common definition refers to a group of people who
congregate in pursuit of a common goal. The assembly of citizens (the ekklesia)
was the very foundation of the democratic city-states of ancient Greece and
historically has a broader meaning in both political and legislative contexts
– from the fight for the right to associate to the ‘national assembly’ whose
origins lie in the French Revolution. Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt use the
word assembly to “grasp the power of coming together and acting politically in
concert”.1 ‘Assembly’, however, also refers more generally to ‘come together’
or ‘put together’ in the sense of ‘to assemble’, the meaning it took on at the
dawn of the twentieth century when the ‘assembly line’ became the backbone of
industrialized production.
The convergence found in the word ‘assembly’ between people assembling
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and the assembling of objects is characteristic of the work the artists created
at De Fabriek. Not only did Stokkermans, Van Laarhoven and Van den Hurk
convene at this location, but they also created a space in which objects, ideas,
theories, friends and other visitors were brought together in ever-changing
constellations. Visitors, for instance, were invited to join in the painting or
drawing; the artists read through texts together and filmed and photographed
one another; while silk-screened images (inter alia, from the texts they read)
drawings, objects and paintings, as if in a continuously moving composition,
were endlessly juxtaposed, shifted, changed, piled, cleared away or re-used
in new objects. In an attempt to radically open themselves and the material to
one another as well as to the influence of external visitors, ideas or theories,
the process-based quality of forging connections, of relationships, becomes
the basis for a continuously moving, organic gesamtkunstwerk (in the broadest
sense of the word). In other words, the work could be considered as a dynamic
field of connections/relationships that unfold both materially and immaterially.
The concept of resonance figures significantly here: people, voices, images
and ideas echo forth in one another and continue, whether or not just below
the surface, to play a formative role. One thing leads to another without any
comprehensible or observable cause-effect relationship that can, much less
needs, to be identified. A specific image lingers and leaves its traces in a new
form or an encounter or conversation inscribes itself in the material. The final
installation is but a condensed selection of everything the artists created in De
Fabriek. However, like coagulated sediment, it contains an entire history of was
actions, ideas and connections.
One consequence of this wide-ranging notion of ‘working together’ and
‘bringing together’ is that, strictly speaking, it is virtually impossible to identify
the author(s) of Part XVIII (despite the fact that I am writing about the work of
Stokkermans, Van Laarhoven and Van den Hurk). This is due, in part, simply to
the fact that a significant portion of the work was made by multiple people. But
this de-individualisation also forms a more structural condition of the work, given
that the material harbours an immeasurable multitude of voices and ideas. In
this respect, the connotation of the word ‘assembly’ with the industrial ‘assembly
line’, also becomes significant in a different respect.
The conveyor belt has to be one of the most expressive symbols of the
de-subjectification of labour. Socio-historically, this Fordist organisation of
production introduced extreme forms of alienation. But more broadly, the radical
abolition of individualism, in the forms of cooperation and collectivity, historically
also played a central emancipatory role in socialist and communist movements.2
As such, a critique and undermining of individual authorship, frequently
accompanied by the ‘de-skilling’ of the artist, was also used by avant-garde
and neo avant-garde artwork. Alexander Rodchenko, for example, attempted
to make painting more egalitarian by using only primary colours in his abstract
monochromatic canvases. That normally disapproving platitude: ‘My five-yearold son/daughter could make this’ was the actual objective. Everyone should be
able to make art. In a similar manner, critical postmodernism demonstrated that
the emphasis on individual authorship was part and parcel of the ideology of
capitalism, in which individualism and competition are systematically prioritised
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over collectivity and solidarity. While more directly concerning the field of art, it
was emphasised that the signature of the individual artist plays an essential role
in the value mechanisms of the art market.
One method that Stokkermans, Van Laarhoven and Van den Hurk repeatedly
employed during their residency was to pass out A4s, pre-printed or otherwise,
and to continue working on them until someone decides the A4 is ‘ready’.
By developing a collective series of works as if they were produced on a
conveyor belt, this approach explicitly questioned the notion of authorship. The
resultant material is subsequently subjected to a selection process in a similarly
associative — almost automated — manner. ‘Yes/No/Maybe’ sessions were
held with all who visited, where it was intuitively decided whether the work was
finished, rejected, or as a ‘maybe’ to be placed back into rotation.
On the one hand, unforeseen and novel associative connections and
compositions emerge during the process, which would not have been possible
to conceive individually or rationally (this was in fact also vital for the artistic
strategy of assemblage, which is not, coincidentally, a derivative of ‘assembly’).
On the other hand, in this method of free association latent structures also
manifest themselves. Sigmund Freud viewed free association as a way to break
away from the limits of rational thinking and the self-censorship that it engenders
(the Surrealists explicitly relied on Freud’s theories in strategies like écriture
automatique). In the spontaneity of free association, the stable, conventional
order of meaning is replaced by an open-ended structure of thinking and
experience that can lay bare something intrinsic about the patient. Central to
psychoanalysis is the idea that latent (i.e. repressed) patterns and pathologies
determine the subject’s external behaviours. The psychoanalyst could discover
these in the dreams, associations and ‘Freudian slips’ of his or her patient.
Put simply, a moment of ‘freedom’ takes shape (the lifting of self-censure) that
reveals the patient’s underlying and invisible conditioning. This is also how we
can understand the A4s of Stokkermans, Van Laarhoven and Van den Hurk.
Not only does the work realise a moment of free creation or the total abolition
of authorship, it also exhibits the residues of individual style or taste and the
unmistakable influence of the history of modern art that impacts the formal
language and conceptual order in which the work can be understood.
2A. and this assembly is no longer necessarily ceremonial
In ‘Zonder Richtlijn’ (‘Ohne Leitbild’, 1967), German philosopher Theodor W.
Adorno suggests a similar dynamic in art. Adorno was firmly opposed to the
idea of normative guidelines. The longing for a Leitbild, literally a ‘guiding image’
– i.e. a desire for universal norms and values – is symptomatic of the modern,
post-war experience of chaos and disintegration. ‘The demand for aesthetic
norms and guidelines arises when that which is allowed or forbidden is no
longer more or less indisputable’.3 As such, the attempt to develop universal
norms or guidelines is by itself regressive, representing the desire to reach
back to an idealised past rather than trying to understand one’s own historical
moment. Norms and values – both in aesthetics and ethics – are always
linked to a specific historical, social and political situation. In order to gain
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acceptance, they are presented as universally true. But once specific norms and
values no longer suit the spirit of the times, they become abstract conventions
that only have an oppressive effect. The phrase ‘This assembly is no longer
necessarily ceremonial’ carries the same contradiction that was central for
Adorno. A ceremony is conventional; it is an artificial, constructed ritual that
simultaneously appeals to an often religious or mythical ‘higher’ form of truth,
seemingly predicated on an endless history. Ceremonies remain unchanged,
after all, because ‘this is how it has always been done’. Once something is no
longer ‘ceremonial’, no longer part of the conventional circuit, one could say,
its constructed nature becomes all the more visible. Walter Benjamin, Adorno’s
mentor and lifelong interlocutor, argued that precisely in the obsolete or in the
ruin, in the things that have lost their functional self-evidence, we can recognize
the lost myths and promises that these objects once embodied.
For Adorno, the main point is to identify which naturalised rules and conventions,
which Leitbilder, determine how we think and act. Instead of pursuing
guidelines, art should seek to reveal and disrupt them. Art that only produces
an act of recognition, for example in standardised, harmonious melodies based
on established conventions, seemingly may provide pleasure or satisfaction.
However, according to Adorno, this kind of art effectively allows the viewer to
conform to established conventions, inattentive to variations or unclassifiable
elements. It is only in that which seems ‘out of place’ (the dissonant), in the
unexpected and experimental, – in that which we are unable to interpret or
conceptualize – that a moment of truth can appear: an instance in which the
repressive, false semblance of harmony, of naturalised or universally proposed
guidelines, is laid bare. Put in another way, an aesthetic moment of spontaneity
or ‘freedom’ can demonstrate something about our lack of freedom.
Adorno’s essay took on a significant role during the artists’ residency.
The dialectical tension Adorno expresses between autonomy and heteronomy is
a central aspect of the work of each of the artists. Midway through their working
period, the idea of guidelines unexpectedly received a new impetus when De
Fabriek, along with all the other arts organisations, was forced to close its doors
on account of the coronavirus. Suddenly, society was quite literally defined by
guidelines. Guidelines that impeded precisely the ability to join one another and
collaborate.
2B. no longer ceremonial
Stokkermans’ works is characterized by the performative dissection,
interrogation and deconstruction of social conventions. By establishing explicit,
artificial living regimes and conditions for himself, Stokkermans prompts
situations in which the customs and categorisations that we are normally
unaware of are exaggerated and displayed. Stokkermans transforms his life into
form to such an extent that he becomes a mirror for the formalities of everyday
life. The large stone blocks that he brought to De Fabriek from a prior work
appear to allegorically allude to the paradoxical inversion between consolidation
and fluidity that Stokkermans time and again manifests in his work. Stone
symbolizes immutability: things that are ‘fixed’ are ‘solid as a rock’ or ‘carved in
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stone’. But in the work of Stokkermans, the stone blocks continuously change
form and function to adapt to the needs of the situation and the artist. While
Stokkermans moulds his life and activities into concrete forms, the contours of
his environment gradually fluidify so as to shape themselves around the artist.
Van Laarhoven and Van den Hurk focus on modernist-inspired research into
the conventions and boundaries of the visual arts, specifically photography
(Van Laarhoven) and painting (Van den Hurk) and how the visual arts relate
to theatre. In ongoing collaborations with theatre collective Lars Doberman,
elements from sets, scenery and costumes are transformed into visual
installations. On the other hand, silk-screened sheets are put together into suits
that, caressed by the wind, seem to float through the space as actors. In the
reciprocal exploration and intermingling of theatre and the visual arts, we can
see the different perspectives and ways of looking that both forms require. For
instance, the large space of De Fabriek, where objects and drawings are spread
out, invites one to adopt a more dispersed gaze and spurs the visitor to wander
at will through the spatial installation without gaining a complete overview. It is
a gaze that slowly forms a path through the material. This changes substantially
when works are held up vertically, one by one, as they were in the film shot by
Stokkermans, Van Laarhoven and Van den Hurk. In the film, the visual artworks
almost act as characters, held aloft by an anonymous body. While the screen
prints and drawings take on a life of their own, the body increasingly dissolves
into the abstract composition of the image.
Van Laarhoven (who filmed the images) prefers to point the video camera
downward. This disorienting, low perspective, in which feet are regularly
filmed or photographed, mirrors the resistance to the bird’s eye view that also
characterizes the horizontal landscape of the installation. The big toe, George
Bataille once wrote, anatomically speaking differentiates man from animals. The
development of this tiny body part was the last evolutionary step that changed
us from hominids, still part-time tree dwellers, to vertical bipeds. Despite this,
the toe — the foot in general – is considered lowly and unclean, something that
stands in the mud. The toe is literally the foundation for man’s erect posture, yet
it is hierarchically separated, being concealed and neglected, from the elevated
head: the site of spiritual and intellectual exaltation.4 In Part XVIII, the foot
makes its way through the material, while the work expands in a rhizomatic,
horizontal fashion rather than taking on determinate forms. A silkscreened
reproduction of a small image from The Tears of Eros, Bataille’s final work,
appears in various places. It is a primitive fertility figurine, an amorphous form
in which, as one of the artist’s remarks, you can also see a dog... or perhaps a
face? The work produced during the De Fabriek residency refers to theoretically
and aesthetically complex concepts, ideas and issues. However, as a chain
of associative resonances, it refuses to culminate into a single, unambiguous
perspective.
3. It is Part XVIII
A title, as I began this text, often has a delimiting function. A number, a
mathematical unit, may well be exemplary of exact classification. But when
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the number is part of a series, it annihilates its own delimiting function. That
is to say that the number, in itself specific and defined, is a part of an endless
chain. In other words, the part (in this case, Part XVIII) may refer to a specific
constellation of time, place and material, but indirectly it also refers to a limitless
future. In the case of this text, it is then perhaps not the title that captures
the work, but rather, as an ensemble of words, forms the starting point for a
multitude of paths that lead us through it.
1. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Assembly, Oxford University Press, 2017, p.
xxi.
2 While a capitalist, industrial society produced alienated and fragmented
subjects, Karl Marx argued, a communist society would be organized
collectively. However, Marx’ vision of communism must not be taken, as more
simplistic readings something seem to suggest, as an ideology that neglects or
subsumed the individual within the community. On the contrary: the community
was to be the precondition for self-realisation.
3 Theodor W. Adorno, ‘Zonder Richtlijnen’, in Theodor W. Adorno, Zonder
richtlijnen: Parva aesthetica, Octavo, 2010, pp 7-18, p. 8
4 Georges Bataille, ‘The Big Toe’ (1929), in Georges Bataille en Allan Stoekl
(red.), Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 1927-1939, University of Minnesota
Press, 1985, pp. 20-23.
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It seems to me that there is as yet no adequate language to describe what
it is that I want. Although I feel able to express it, other people have so
far found it difficult to grasp and failed to see its relation to art... I’m not
a painter, I’m not a sculptor, I don’t stage happenings… A new term is
required for what I do.
Franz Erhard Walther in a letter to
Jörg Immendorff (New York, September 1967)
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Sewn, padded, pleated, folded and pocketed pieces of fabric, each in a
signature hue and often evoking the crisp geometries and elementary
forms of Minimalist sculpture: these are Franz Erhard Walther’s
ostensible materials. ‘Ostensible’, I say, because to limit our description
to what the German artist’s works look like, or what they’re made from,
is to miss the fact that they cannot be conceived as separate from the
actions that activate them and the participatory activities they provoke.
The viewer, in other words, is also in this case the ‘content’ of the
artwork. He or she, perhaps as much as, if not more than the rest, is the
artist’s primary ‘medium’, and has been since the early 1960s. Nineteen
sixty-three was a watershed year for the artist. Before that, while only
eighteen in 1957, he had begun to make what he called his Wortbilder
(Word Works): single words centred on a page in a coloured typeface of
his design. He insisted they were artworks, not typographic studies, and
were meant to prompt viewers to expand the signifying possibilities of
words. His choice of rather simple words, beautiful but unspectacular
in their treatment, paved the way for the austere elegance and direct
address of his later works. So, too, did his fascination in the first years
of the 1960s with making puffed enclosures of glued paper and air, such
as Grosse Papierarbeit. 16 Lufteinschlüsse (Large Paper Work: 16 Air
Enclosures, 1962), the performance of determining the proportions
of an area with his hands (Proportionsbestimmungen (Determination
of Proportion, 1962), or folded cardboard corners adapted to the
dimensions of a given space, which he called Vier Stellecken (Four
Standing Corners, 1963). But nothing quite affected his work as much
as the discovery in March 1963 of a sewn and padded form used for
shaping and pressing the arms of jackets at a tailor shop. From it he
intuited the possibility of artworks that would be material embodiments
of the notions of participation and process that had become his main
concerns.Walther’s experimentation that year, while he was still in art
school in Düsseldorf alongside the likes of Gerhard Richter, Sigmar
Polke and Blinky Palermo, and where Joseph Beuys taught with Karl
Otto Götz, would lead him to his first ‘action’ pieces and the beginning
of what would be more than a half-century-long interest in the potential
they implied. These included the 1963 works Zwei rotbraune Samtkissen
(gefüllt und leer) (Two Reddish Brown Velvet Cushions [Filled and
Empty]), pillow- like forms on which one could press one’s hands; Zwei
kleine Quader – Gewichtung (Two Small Blocks – Weighting), twin
83

weighted blocks to be held; 100m Schnur (100m Cord), 100 meters of
cord to be stretched pell-mell across a space; and even Zwei Ovale mit
Taschen (Two Ovals with Pockets), ovoid cushions with openings into
which one could slip one’s hands. In other words, simple forms inviting
the simplest of actions. The immediate reception to them, by Beuys and
his fellow art students, was a mix of ridicule and puzzled embrace. Still,
with the help of the future Johanna Walther, daughter of the tailor shop’s
owner and a lifelong collaborator for the sewing of the artist’s works, a
pioneering oeuvre of sculpture that eschewed the obdurate materiality
and conventional address of traditional bronze, marble or plaster was
born. It was at around this same time that Ad Reinhardt famously
defined sculpture as ‘something you bump into when you back up to
look at a painting’.1 The American painter’s impression of sculpture as
not only ponderously in the way of ‘real’ art, but also fundamentally
less interesting and intellectually engaging compared to painting, had
been long-standing in the art world. Charles Baudelaire, after all, had
already notoriously condemned the art form in his 1846 wrap-up of
the Parisian Salon, one section of which was titled, ‘Why Sculpture Is
Boring’.2 More than a century divided Baudelaire’s quip from Reinhardt’s.
And yet, sculpture hadn’t managed to distance itself from perceptions
that shackled it to an inferior position in relation to painting. Gotthold
Lessing’s classic eighteenth-century aesthetic treatise Laocoön had,
long before that, attempted to identify the particular experience and
condition of sculpture, noting, for instance, that among the arts,
sculpture (like painting) was distinct from poetry (and, although he
didn’t get to the comparison, theatre or dance), ‘whose medium is
time’ because in contradistinction to ‘a temporal event’, sculpture is an
undeniably ‘static object’.3 But, unlike painting, which gave itself wholly
and simultaneously to the viewer, to be perceived at once and from a
single position, sculpture could be viewed from different angles, with
no dominant—no evidently ‘correct’—viewing position.4 For many, and
well into the 1960s, this, precisely, was sculpture’s specific and inexorable
trait. It was also its fatal weakness. Shouldn’t the artist be the ultimate
form giver, able to control the perception of the work he or she creates?
And wasn’t there transcendental ‘grace’ in the instantaneous and total
perception of the work without recourse to the perceptual implications
of the viewer’s (messy) body?5 The critical fate of sculpture had begun
to shift in the early 1960s, when a new generation of artists started to
champion precisely those elements that had been central to critiques
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of the medium. It was then, too, that Walther had first touched on a
practice for which he hardly had a name, as the letter to his friend and
fellow artist Jörg Immendorff reveals.6 ‘Sculpture’, however, is what
Walther most often settled on, even if his was a radical conception of
sculpture in which objects are ‘instruments’ that have ‘little perceptual
significance’ in themselves and are relevant, as he liked to say, ‘only
through the possibilities originating from their use’.7
This notion of an art to be ‘used’ did not necessarily mean an art that
was ‘useful’, at least not in the typical sense. Rather, Walther’s simple,
direct titles often tell you exactly what the objects are and what they do
(or what can be done with them): Stirnstück (1963), literally, ‘Forehead
Piece’, is something on which to lean your forehead; Vier Körperformen
(Four Body Shapes, 1963) are organic forms to be nestled against the
body; and Weste (Vest, 1965) is a plump padded vest which, once worn,
gives the body the feeling of expanded breadth. None of these examples
incite particularly ‘useful’ tasks. ‘The sculpture is not to be seen’, one of
his drawings from 1967 says, implying that it had other means of being
apprehended as sculpture and should rather be touched, unfurled,
worn, taken for a walk. Der Körper entscheidet (The body decides)
says another from 1969, suggesting that the viewer’s body, not the
artist’s mind, has a primary role in determining the form, purpose and
perception of the artwork. Simple as these declarations might sound,
they called for a breakdown of artistic control that was tantamount to
a sabotage of sculpture’s integrity by insisting on an art of ‘instruments’
that was neither stable, autonomous, nor even, properly speaking,
medium-specific. Not only was Walther overturning the very definition
that supposedly distinguished sculpture from poetry or theatre by
implying a durational experience for his art. He also pressed the idea that
there is no ‘disinterested’ instantaneous perception or total apprehension
of his sculpture by exacerbating this claim, making works that function
as incitations to action that put the viewer’s body and haptic senses
squarely at the centre.
If the resulting works were understood by critics as being ‘remote from
art’ at the time of their first showing in the artist’s provincial Catholic
hometown of Fulda, it was no doubt partly due to the fact that Walther’s
elementary sewn forms looked and operated little like the more widely
known art forms of the time.8 The artist’s insistence that his was a object
to be acted with and upon and through by its public (sometimes also
in public space, far from the hallowed confines of art), refused both the
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definition of sculpture as inert matter presented before a passive viewing
subject, and also the placement of the genial artist at the epicentre of the
artwork, best illustrated by the contemporaneous notion of the artist as
messianic shaman that Beuys had so effectively promoted. And if Beuys
had famously advanced the slogan ‘everyone is an artist’, even as he
constructed vast mythologies that fortified his own artistic singularity,
Walther’s assertion was entirely different and more akin to the notion
that the artist instead needed others to make the artwork because, as
he said, ‘the work is not brought about by the artist’; rather, it emerges
‘in the course of processes of action in conjunction with vehicles he
has made available... The emergence of a work is not dependent on the
artist’.9 Neither illusionistic nor illustrative, and unconnected to the
kinds of mystification in which felt and fat stood for specific personal
allegories, Walther’s works had an anti-authoritarian soberness to
them that was at the opposite pole from the practice of Beuys.10 In the
simple gestures of a group of people enveloped from their waists down
in a single piece of fabric, Kurz vor der Dämmerung (Shortly Before
Twilight, 1967), with their heads poking through two or four circular
holes in a short stretch of fabric that unites them, Für Zwei (For Two)
and Kreuz Verbindungsform (Cross Connecting Form, both 1967) or
sharing a long double-hooded length of textile, Sehkanal (Channel of
Sight, 1968), decisions about movement and action become shared,
collective, communal. Walther thus proposes a possible social, relational
transformation that orchestrates togetherness (or also, often, extreme
intimacy), with potentially profound social implications. We should
not underestimate their particular urgency in the context of Germany’s
postwar reconstruction and the discussions about Öffentlichkeit (the
public sphere) initiated by the philosopher Jürgen Habermas in his
1962 book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An
Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society.11 In the wake of that
groundbreaking study’s publication and the discussion it incited at the
time, Walther’s reformulation of the sculptural enterprise in terms of a
‘participatory esthetics’ (to use the term the critic Hilton Kramer used
to describe the work in 1970) 12 was a decided attempt to redefine an
artwork’s publicness. (The fact that the artist so insistently staged the first
photographic documentation of the processes of deploying his works
in the late 1960s in outdoor, public spaces -and indeed held some of the
first large-scale demonstrations of his works there- is equally telling). It
was also, inevitably, a reflection on how we are formed as subjects, and
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what role sculpture can play in that process.13 Walther’s notion of an
art that is not so much material as conceptual, participatory, ‘relational’
even (to use a term that wouldn’t come into use until some decades
after he began but which is nevertheless relevant here) anticipated and
extended so many tendencies of art at the time, some of which he was
exposed to firsthand once he moved to New York in 1967. Walther
relocated there a few years into what was a period of prolific production,
and stayed until 1973. There, he was surrounded by a bohemian art
scene that was in the throes of its own radical experimentation: the
celebration of the idea over the object had already begun to define a
new art called ‘Conceptual’ in the early 1960s; Donald Judd had written
his seminal essay, ‘Specific Objects’, on an art that was neither painting
nor sculpture in 1964; Yvonne Rainer first showed her landmark dance
piece, Trio A, in 1966; the pared-down forms, systematic progressions,
and new phenomenological concerns of the art called ‘Minimalism’
was burgeoning and had had its first institutional presentation in 1966
at the Primary Structures exhibition; Mel Bochner had just organised
a show called Working Drawings and Other Visible Things on Paper
Not Necessarily Meant to Be Viewed as Art, displaying four binders
containing photocopies of preparatory studies for the projects of artists
close to Minimalism and Conceptual art; Michael Fried’s ‘Art and
Objecthood’, one of the most formative if antagonistic understandings
of the implications of Minimal Art, was published on the pages of
Artforum in June 1967; and Roland Barthes published the first English
version of his path-breaking essay ‘Death of the Author’ in issue 5+6
of the avant-garde magazine Aspen in 1967. To name just a few eradefining events. Walther landed in the city in the wake of these and likely
also because of them—because of the promise they held out to a young
German artist of a more diverse context and better reception than his
art academy, small hometown or even nearby art capitals of Düsseldorf
or Cologne had afforded him. All of this made for a thrilling milieu
in which to further develop his art, but also one in which the absolute
singularity of his practice might have felt confirmed, too.
He quickly befriended such artists as Carl Andre, Richard Artschwager,
Walter De Maria, Claes Oldenberg, Richard Serra and Donald Judd.
Artschwager, a carpenter by trade, made the wood parts Walther needed
for a piece; with Oldenburg, he discussed the origins of their respective
and near-simultaneous discovery of soft, sewn forms; Paul Thek, Robert
Ryman, Judd and James Lee Byars all activated his objects in 1968 for the
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photographs appearing in Walther’s first manifesto-like book, OBJEKTE,
benutzen (OBJECTS, to use).14 Their world was in the midst of becoming
a different place during exactly those years: widespread student
revolts, political unrest and an ongoing, bloody American-Vietnam
war loomed, leaving deep traces in the period’s development of a new,
anti-authoritarian art. It was in this context that Walther continued his
conception of process-inducing objects and began, for the first time, to
understand their coherence as a group and idea. By 1969, he decided that
fifty-eight of the individual pieces that he had made up to that point, in
fact, should constitute a single larger artwork that he entitled, simply and
programmatically, 1. Werksatz (First Work Set, 1963 - 69).
The prototypes for the elements for the First Work Set had started
several years before the artist was exposed to the heady inspiration of
the New York art scene, but its final consolidation in 1969 testifies to
his continued thinking about the form and implications of his objects
in light of his new context. It was there as well that he developed the
idea that they could be shown in any number of ways, presented at
arm’s reach and as if ready for action or encased in their individual
fabric envelopes and stacked on shelves, in what the artist called their
Lagerform (storage form). The latter possibility, whereby the elements
might have seemed far removed from their potential deployment, was no
less ‘valid’ for the artist: these were ‘instruments’ that could be acted with
or on but didn’t have to be in order to still be potent, expressive. And,
almost immediately, the artist set upon having them made in an edition
of eight. This was not so much a financial as a conceptual operation:
rejecting the museum’s culture of autonomous objects and the aura of
the unique thing, the multiple copies of the First Work Set were meant
to go in the hands of many (even if the actual production and material
labour of the carefully sewn elements was so time-consuming that
creating more than an edition of eight at the time was unimaginable).
Still, Walther must have known that these might one day become
museum objects, thus slipping out of the hands of users and finding
themselves placed behind stanchions or under Plexiglas. But, the artist
would tell you, this fate would not be entirely a contradiction. His forms
are made for and imply their own use, they signal it in their forms, call
for an imagination of it in their address, and their titles often name this
use in a way that does not actually require it. No doubt Walther’s single
most important work, the First Work Set, contains the template of his
entire practice and encapsulates well the radical implications of his
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thinking. Upon seeing it, Harald Szeemann invited him to take part in
his legendary When Attitudes Become Form exhibition in 1969 (where
Walther showed ten elements and related drawings) and documenta 5
in 1972 (where the artist showed the entire First Work Set and staged
demonstrations of its elements on weekends). So, too, did the curator
Jennifer Licht propose to show it in her groundbreaking exhibition
Spaces at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, in 1970 (there, Walther
was present every day during the run of the exhibition to demonstrate
his First Work Set and accompany visitors in their experience of it).15 In
each of these contexts, Walther’s works sat alongside some of the most
experimental art of his time, most often, in fact, positioned closest to
the artists who were developing Minimal and Conceptual Art. Formally,
Walther’s sculptures echoed the pared-down aesthetic, Platonic forms
and propensity for the repetition of modular elements of the Minimalist
Art that was crystalizing in exactly the same years. Thus on the surface,
his work may have appeared simply like malleable Donald Judds or
Carl Andres. But, rather than lead or steel, or any other of the muscular,
industrial materials so much in currency in the 1960s when he began
(think: Serra’s one-ton sheets of lead, Andre’s firebricks and Judd’s highly
polished metal surfaces), Walther had turned to something at once soft,
slight, and inescapably linked to women’s work. Moreover, against the
cool authority and rigid, mathematical precision of so much Minimalist
work, there was something by turns pliant, aleatory and homespun about
the infinitely changing formal aspects of Walther’s work (which was
different as well from the ‘Process Art’ of the time, which used chance
means to inform the appearance of the work, which was often stabilized
for the duration of an exhibition or, if not, changed only by the artist
him- or herself). By enclosing them in individual cases, Walther was also
making an artwork that could easily be packed up and carried, deployed
and carried away again with ease (out of the ‘white cube’, their little
baggies implied), something that the Minimalist (not to say Modernist)
artwork could rarely do.
Beyond their formal similitudes, Walther’s work did share what was
perhaps the single most distinctive feature of Minimalism: its abiding
interest in a mode of address that implicated the viewer’s body.16
Minimalism radically insisted that the artwork was no longer a discrete
thing, but instead ‘part of the situation’, including the room it was in
and the viewer who was looking at it. Michael Fried, Minimalism’s
most vociferous critic and astute reader, understood this immediately:
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‘Whereas in previous art, “what is to be had from the work is located
strictly within [it]”, the experience of literalist art [his derogatory name
for Minimalism] is... one which, virtually by definition, includes the
beholder’.17 Fried comprehended well that, with Minimalism, the object
itself was not as significant as the experience of it, a state of affairs he
condemned as ‘theatrical’. Like Minimalism’s phenomenological address,
Walther, too, sought out the perceptual implications of the body and the
redefinition of the experience of the artwork. Still, Minimalist sculpture
was on the whole not—decidedly not—meant to be touched or moved or
actually ‘activated’ as such: the body was implied in its reflective surfaces
and human proportions, but not meant to be literally participatory. Yet
it was precisely in the tension of bodies stretching, pulling, standing and
walking with Walther’s sculptures that his latent forms in cloth were
transformed into new sets of Platonic geometries that at times might
have connected most closely to Minimalism. And if Walther’s work
was thus both like and unlike Minimalism, it arguably also remained
distinct from an alternative strain of forms burgeoning in the mid-1960s
as a specific riposte to Minimalism, such as Robert Morris’s flaccid felt
sculptures or Eva Hesse’s evocative latex forms, each of which injected
what Morris called ‘anti-form’ into the clean lines of Minimalism.
One should not forget as well that Walther’s time in New York roughly
corresponded to Lucy Lippard’s famous ‘six years’, from 1966 to 1972,
when artists were, according to the critic and curator, ‘dematerializing’
the object of art. 18 Against this tendency, his works might at first glance
seem almost anachronistically material and formal (colourful, sensuous,
effusively thingly). From the Bordeaux red velvet of his early Hand
Pieces to the shocking orange, red and yellow textiles of some of his
later Body Shapes and Wall Formations, there is something undeniably
visual and tactile about Walther’s works. And yet, in his own words,
their materiality is ultimately negligible, unimportant: each is ‘a set of
conditions rather than a finite object’.19 The implications of the notion
of an art of conditions are not insignificant. After all, where is the locus
of the artwork when the artist himself has said that it need not have any
perceptual significance and is instead a matter of conditional possibility?
You could say that his works function almost like a conceptual artwork
in which the document or score is a mere means to an end and the
idea is the artwork. Perhaps for precisely that reason, Lippard included
Walther among the entries in her seminal publication Six Years: The
Dematerialization of the Art Object, 1966 - 1972.20 So, too, a several-page
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spread in the spring 1972 issue of the art journal Avalanche positioned
Walther on the pages of its ‘Conceptual Art’ issue alongside such
artists as Lawrence Weiner and Sol LeWitt.21 There, Walther’s actionoriented fabric sculptures, photographed in black and white as they
were being unfurled, positioned and used on the grass, called to mind
so many shared concerns of artists at that time. Yet to have understood
his works as ‘Conceptual Art’ is perhaps to overlook the important
ways in which they are not merely material or wholly immaterial, but
instead provocatively engaging both states at the same time. In contrast
to so many so-called ‘dematerialized’ projects, notably the conceptual
documents, event scores or instruction pieces to which his work might
usefully be compared, Walther’s sculptures act neither as props nor
traces, recordings nor scripts. And they hold on fiercely to their own
materiality—however pliable, conditional and unheroic it may be.22
Nor are Walther’s sculpture’s imperative or rule-bound in any way: ‘I
never give instructions for the user. I’ve never done that... How it is
to be used is determined by the instrument, not by me’.23 His works’
incitation to ‘doing’ thus remains largely undefined even if unsparingly
simple and intuitive. From 1963 to 1975, the artist created diagrams
and what he called Werkzeichnungen (Work Drawings) that testified
alternately to his experiences with the works and illustrated some ways
in which they had been or could be used. But these were never meant as
authoritative protocols. They were neither legislative, like a conceptual
certificate, nor scripted, along the lines of a Sol LeWitt wall drawing or
a Fluxus score. Moreover, in their sheer numbers (several thousands
of these drawings were made) and in the necessarily contradictory and
‘open’ messages they provide, they suggest the multiple possibilities for
each element. This decision was deliberate and far from anodyne. It
shows his awareness, already then, that, as Mark Sperlinger has argued,
no matter how seemingly whimsical the instruction piece, ‘instructions
are inherently political; they imply a hierarchy, whether of authority or
knowledge’.24 This hierarchical mode of address, which Lawrence Weiner
called nothing less than ‘aesthetic fascism’, was decidedly not a part of
Walther’s practice.25
One might then ask: what models of action or performativity existed
at the time, and how was Walther’s work related, or not, to them? Far
from Fluxus actions, for instance, with their ironic or comical aspects,
and decidedly not an art to be ‘performed’—theatrically, spectacularly—
Walther’s elementary works could also not be further from the shock
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tactics, sexual innuendo or exhibitionism present in much Body Art,
Happenings and Performance Art tendencies of the time, whether
Carolee Schneemann’s 1964 Meat Joy or Chris Burden’s 1971 Shoot.
So, too, was Walther’s work quite unlike that of those artists who had
taken Minimalism’s pared-down aesthetic and inserted the (mediated)
body explicitly in them, as in Bruce Nauman’s 1970 Live-Taped Video
Corridor or Vito Acconci’s 1972 Seedbed. Walther’s work might instead
more productively be compared to Hélio Oiticica’s development of
Parangolés in 1964, multilayered swaths of fabric in the form of painted
capes, tents and banners that were meant to be worn and inspire free
interpretation of their use. In Oiticica’s case, that use was often akin
to play and dancing, emerging as the works did from the influence of
Rio de Janeiro’s shantytowns and their inhabitants’ love of samba.26
The ideas for these are shared in the parallel work of fellow Brazilian
artists Lygia Clark and Lygia Pape involving the body, such as Clark’s
Caminhando (Walking) of 1964, a spiralling paper form meant to be
worn, walked with, thus entangling the viewer in the act, or Pape’s
Divisor (Divider) of 1968, a massive, thirty-by-thirty square metre
piece of textile with hundreds of openings through which participants
might press their heads so as to collectively move with the object and
each other.27 Each of these works was inseparable from the increasingly
policed society in the dictatorial Brazil where they were created and
from the possibility that each collective action they promoted might
be considered politically subversive. Yet, however distinct their origins
and immediate contexts, there is a shared sense of the radical revision
of traditional sculptural materiality and interest in the participatory
possibilities of the artwork in their and Walther’s works. Whether one
walks, stands, leans, pulls, lays, holds or dances, the fact that these works
simultaneously developed ideas for how to empower and activate viewers
through the use of malleable, wearable materials is striking.
One might also see in the elementary forms and the almost mundane
‘uses’ of Walther’s works an echo of the modern dance being developed
at around the same time by choreographers such as Yvonne Rainer,
Steve Paxton and Simone Forti, among others, around the Judson
Memorial Church in Greenwich Village, known as Judson Dance
Theatre. Theirs was a dance made from ordinary ‘task-like’ gestures
and motions—talking, walking, reaching, running—‘found’ in the
realm of life, not that of art or dance.28 The choreographies that Rainer,
for instance, so emblematically developed aimed for no psychological
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expansiveness, no dramatic or athletic display - in short, no spectacle
(as her 1965 declaration ‘No to spectacle’ contended).29 Importantly,
Rainer also rejected, as the critic Annette Michelson understood early
on, the metaphysical ‘synthetic time’ of traditional dance in favour of
‘a time that is operational, the time of experience, of our actions in the
world’.30 Rainer herself saw connections between this new dance and
the simultaneous developments of Minimal art and, indeed, of Judd’s
idea of ‘Specific Objects’, which were meant to hold visitors in a realtime experience of both the object’s materiality and the spectator’s own
physical location as he or she viewed them.31 Exactly these ‘task-like’
gestures and notion of ‘real-time’ engagement with a viewer lay at the
heart of Walther’s own practice.
Layered with traits that connect it to some of the most radical practices
of the era as well as features that also utterly distinguish it from them,
it is hard to know where to place Walther’s practice. Besides Lippard’s
Six Years and the spring 1972 issue of Avalanche, the perception of
Walther’s work as an example of Conceptual Art never quite stuck,
perhaps understandably. And, for being neither exactly Conceptual Art
nor Minimal Art, neither Performance Art nor Process Art, neither
Installation Art nor ‘Anti-Form,’ neither Land Art nor Arte Povera,
Walther largely fell in the gaps of a wider art history that didn’t quite
know how to categorize him, then or now.32 And yet, the influence of
his conception of the object and the possible action that emerges from
it is far-reaching, and not only in those most evident examples, which
range from Franz West’s Passstück (Adaptive) sculptures made between
the 1970s and 1990s and Erwin Wurm’s One Minute Sculptures (one
noddingly titled Make Your Own Franz Erhard Walther) developed
since the 1980s, to the various artworks of what came to be called
‘Relational Aesthetics’ in the 1990s. Moreover, this influence has, it
seems, been so prevalent because, beyond Walther’s 1960s works, the
artist has continued to build on and reconfigure his early postulates to
create, for instance, ever-larger structures for collective action in the
1970s, as well as works that stretched to architectural dimensions (his
Wandformationen [Wall Formations] and Formabnahmen [SpaceSkinnings] in the 1980s), or that combine performativity and language
(Das Neue Alphabet [The New Alphabet] in the 1990s), or that return
to the phenomenological implications of organic forms (Körperformen
[Body Shapes] in the 2000s). And throughout his more than half a
century of practice, the question of publicness—of how art and the
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exhibition might be means for constructing notions of “public” and
“public space” and for investing these with critical agency—is traced in
his exact renderings of the exhibition floor plans for each show in which
his work was presented, from 1962 to the present. They tell the story of
an artist who never once stopped believing that the public presentation
of an art that encouraged action mattered, and was urgent. It may
consequently make little sense to tie Walther to movements or categories.
One must speak, instead, of how his art functions and what it says about
the work of art as such. In their destabilization of the conventional idea
of the art object, their transformation of the spectator into an active
creator and their dissipation of the traditional notion of author, Walther’s
uncompromising works could be understood as ‘performative’, like
saying ‘I do’ at the altar or, conversely, the spouting of an obscenity:
the effectiveness and meaning of these utterances is in the act of saying
them. For my part, I would prefer to describe them as ‘operational’, for
they stage a situation in which the artwork is an incentive to an action
that, thenceforward, inheres in the work itself. Indeed, like Wittgenstein’s
famous explanation of words—‘their meaning is their use’—so, too,
Walther’s sculptures’ ‘meaning’ lies in their use.33 His is a ‘use’ that so
revises the traditional subjecthood and objecthood of art that it has,
from the 1960s to the present, served as a relentless inquiry into what art,
in its most fundamental sense, is, and what it can do - of how, through
its very material reality, it can create the conditions through which both
the artwork and a potential (unknown and unknowable) public might
simultaneously be challenged and made complete.
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