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Austrian artist Franz West died
in July at the age of 65.

In homage to him, we asked
some of his friends and colleagues
to provide their personal
reflections on this artist who,
often in collaboration with others,
created one of the most
extraordinary sculptural ceuvres
of our day.

Der osterreichische Kiinstler
Franz West verstarb im Juli im
Alter von 65 Jahren. [hm zu
Ehren baten wir Weggeféhrten um
personliche Reflexionen iiber
einen Kiinstler, der oft in
Kollaboration mit anderen eines
der auBergewdhnlichsten
skulpturalen Werke
der Gegenwart schuf.

Echolalie, 2010
Photo: Lukas Schaller
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PIER LUIGI TAZZI
Sublime Riuscita

The summer of 1986 was a particularly hot one in Hol-
land. One evening, Saskia Bos, the curator of Sonsbeek
that year, invited us to dinner at a villa in the country-
side between Arnhem and Otterlo, nestled among
magnificent Dutch landscapes such as one sees in the
paintings of Jacob van Ruisdael. It was there that I met
Franz West for the first ime - we just happened to be
seated next to each other at the same end of a large
table. He was dressed in a combination of acidic
colours that I would later recognize in some of his
works, which meant that his appearance for me was
not so much bizarre as uncanny. He began to tell me
about the importance of elegance in dressing. Later, he
also shared with me his complete distaste for the Bie-
dermeier style.

I knew who he was, since 1 had seen his works: not
only in those days at Sonsbeek 86, but also earlier, for
the first time, at an extraordinary exhibition curated
by Harald Szeemann and inaugurated less than a year
before at the Kunsthaus in Zurich. I had loved that
exhibition, with its wonderful haiku title: »Spuren,
Skulpturen und Monumente ihrer prézisen Reise«.
Next to works by Medardo Rosso, Alberto Giacomet-
ti, and Louise Bourgeois, Franz West's pieces were
decidedly dissonant with the otherwise cohesive
ensemble: approximate rectangular shapes tilted ver-
tically and uniformly painted, with uneven surfaces
flexed inwards along some of the edges. The colour,
applied in an uncertain matter, was impure and allud-
ed to some kind of splendour, initially lost and now
ostentatiously and shamelessly returned.

Only a little later would I discover his passstiicke, a
sort of unlikely prosthesis designed for a body with
which it would never fit. Sculptures intended to be han-
dled rather than observed, made for action, meant to
be activated through both physical and mental inter-
action, rather than the imagination; everything
indulged in a flagrant immediacy. Hence his seats,
chairs and benches made of recycled metal, fruits of
his collaboration with other artists, such as Mathis
Esterhazy, who would continue to work with him in
the years to come. From his favourite materials, plas-
ter and papier-maché, he shaped his works, often in
series, which reveal the strong influence of painting on
his art: from a dazzling white he would sometimes
claim to have discovered in the light of the Mediter-
ranean to a glowing polychromy, in which chance pre-
vailed over the gesture just as the unexpected prevailed
over the planned, an entirely new aspect of painting
emerged. As his painting became more material in
form, it acquired volume, a magma boiling with pre-
cious, abysmal sensuality that abolished the historical

sacredness of its illusionistic surface. In 1996 an exhi-
bition at the Kréller-Miiller Museum in Otterlo ended
up comparing his work with the Van Gogh collection
on display; never before or again, as on this occasion,
will his art reach out in its generous solipsism to
approach another great artist who had also based his
own existence on his painting, rain or shine.

In 1992, on the occasion of documenta 9, he creat-
ed the Diwane the first of several works that still enjoy
widespread success in various configurations. It is a
series of three-seal sofas (the key concept is overcom-
ing the one-to-one relationship to make room for the
odd man out — the witness, the other, the in-between)
initially consisting of an iron frame partially uphol-
stered, on top of which an old, Oriental-style carpet
had been thrown. The work was placed in the court-
yard of a former school, which became an outdoor
screening venue on some evenings during the hundred-
day duration of the exhibition. This was something
between Freud’s couch, on which the patient would lie
during the psychoanalytic session in order to allow his
memories, dreams and obsessions to run free, and the
Ottoman sofa that, between the 18th and early 19th
centuries, penetrated the world of European furniture,
evoking the exhausted and torpid nature of Eastern lax-
ity, as if to counterbalance the intellectual and puritan
scepticism of the Enlightenment as well as the criticism
of the time.

In that hot summer of 1986 at Sonsbeek, Saskia Bos
brought together for the first time a large number of
the artists who were leaving their mark on the 80s' and
who had made occasional appearances in major exhi-
bitions over the past few years, thanks to such careful
curators such as Kasper Konig and Jan Hoet. When
Denys Zacharopoulos and myself were co-opted by Jan
Hoet to direct documenta 9 in 1992, we invited all of
them, although some did not participate for various
reasons. At the very centre of the commercial and
media boom of the most trivial and aggressive forms
of Neo-Expressionism then raging throughout the
Western world, they represented the last generation of
the model of art which started in Europe between the
second half of the 12th and the beginning of the 14th
centuries, in conjunction with the rebirth of towns and
the development of large-scale trade and commerce
after the long and dark period of the Middle Ages. That
was an evolutionary and progressive model, as well as
an expansive one, which beginning in the mid-19th
century, alongside colonial imperialism, would spread
around the world and eclipse all other models, howev-
er illustrious. In its progressive evolutionary phases,
which allowed for no point of return, the main hall-

SPIKE 34 - 2M2  Franz West

1) Also
participating in
Sonsbeek 86,
besides Franz West,
were the following:
Marco Bagnoli,
Ettore Spallett,
Anish Kapoor,
Thomas Schiitte,
Reinhard Mucha,

Richard Deacon,

Jean Marc Busta-

mante (under the
name of the group
he had formed
with Bernard
Bazile:
Bazilebustamente),
Richard Deacon,
Lili Dujourie,
Fortuyn/CBrien,
Katharina Fritsch,
Shirazeh
Houshiary, Niek
Kemps, Harald
Klingelhiller, Jan
Vercrnysse, and
Heimo Zobernig.

I would also add
Remo Salvadon,
who during the
second half of the
70s was among the
first to demonstrate
a similar attitude,
and then also
Giinther Forg, Juan
Muiioz, Thierry de
Cordier, Thomas
Ruff, Cristina
Iglesias, Herbert
Brandl, Miroslaw
Balka, and, from
overseas, Rodney
Graham, Robert
Gober, Robert
Therrien, and

Joe Scanlan.
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Exhibition view/ Ausstellungsansicht
»Epiphanien«

Galerie Meyer Kainer, Wien 2011
Courtesy Galerie Meyer Kainer
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marks were the individual as the leading character of
his own story, the convergence between nature and cul-
ture, the discontinuous analogy between the space of
art and that of life, the confluence of ethics and aesthet-
ics into artistic practice, and the absolute capacity of
art to not only reveal and thus represent but also to
measure and therefore to control the world in all its
developments. According to such a model, art became
emancipated [rom any economic, political and spiritu-
al subordination and became rather an instrument of
knowledge and of relationships in regard to the world
and human life, equal to religion and science in this
regard and yet independent from them. This model
was substantiated from time to time by a resurgent
sense of striving towards a destiny of emancipation and
liberation from any of the boundaries and contradic-
tions affecting individual and collective existence.
This generation, to which West rightfully belonged,
was the last one to move forward in step with the par-
ticular model that, after its domination of the planet,
which was completed between World War II and the
end of the 1950s, and after another three decades of
absolute and positive improvement, plunged into cri-
sis. What followed over the course of the 90s were in
fact the last sparks of a long and glorious season which
had drawn to its inevitable conclusion: the liberating
emphasis of aesthetics was replaced by the extreme
exaltation of the sensational, the post-human condition
succeeded humanism, and the splendour of the sub-
lime gave way to the triviality of the spectacular. The
generation of Franz and his peers deserves credit for
restoring the central role of the artwork itself, which
had previously been marginalized by avant-garde
movements. However, this regained centrality implied
the existence of a void, which the artwork was to occu-
py and, in the process, give shape to. Inside this sub-
lime void, the work rested on the tightrope of desire —
»un désir sans nom« (a desire without a name - Jean-
Francois Lyotard) — which linked the solitude of the
Self with an acknowledgement of the legitimate exis-
tence of the Other, together with the aspiration of
returned acknowledgement and, foremost of all, of
being loved in the end. Throughout his work, the artist
has asserted his own sovereign singularity: far from
being a redeeming, elite hero, he is more of a sover-
eign who is clearly aware of belonging to history and
tradition, bearing its weight and responsibility. He is
no longer a master transmitting knowledge but is rather
Jrrimus inter pares (first among equals) in front of his own
work: he has posed more than created. He feels him-
self as a member of a minority that takes great care not
to become the majority, imbued with the sense of
humour possessed by all minorities while also being
pierced by the melancholy that accompanies any form
of awareness. In the practice of his art, he has made it

his intention to feel the world rather than impress his
mark upon it. This is essentially what Franz is about,
and it is not by chance that he chose West as his artist’s
name.

The son of a coal dealer and a Jewish dentist, who
worked from home, Franz grew up in the Karl Marx-
Holf, the large social housing community built at the
time of the interwar »Red Vienna«, between 1926 and
1930, which provided 1,382 apartments for a popula-
tion of over 5,000 people. This is also where he had his
first studio. A student of Bruno Gironcoli at the Acad-
emy of Fine Arts Vienna, in his formative years he con-
fronted two of the situations that dominated the city’s
art scene at the time: on one side, the Wiener Gruppe
of Gerhard Rithm and Oswald Wiener, who, nourished
by their reading of Ludwig Witigenstein and fascinal-
ed by the aesthetics and poetics of the Baroque, Dada,
and Surrealism, had developed a sort of critical scep-
ticism towards contemporary culture on all levels; and,
on the other, the intense, spectacular activity of Vien-
nese Actionism, as represented by Hermann Nitsch,
Otto Muehl, Giinter Brus, and Rudolf Schwarzkogler,
whose all-round research of a cathartic palingenesis of
the individual and society found expression in exireme
orgiastic rituals and practices. Surrounded by the pro-
letarian and petty-bourgeois communities at the Karl
Marx-Hof and exposed to the intellectual and behav-
ioural extremes of the most advanced urban culture at
that time, as well as to the philistinism of the main-
stream, Franz had his own Verwirrungen (confusions),
but he also managed to grasp the meaning ol that nes-
nesitelna lehkost byti (unbearable lightness of being) from
which his art and his will to be an artist (kunstwollen)
originated. After overcoming any sense of palingenet-
ic drift and constructive utopia thanks to the healthy
scepticism of his positive intelligence, he arrived at the
assertion of sovereign singularity that I described
above, much like other artists of his generation, while
still deriving inspiration {rom his own unique learning
environment. Unlike many of his peers, his striving was
so strong and well-nourished as to project him beyond
the limits of his initial decade, allowing him to pass
unspoilt through the decay of the primacy of Western
culture and finally full-steam ahead into a new millen-
nium, where, unexpectedly, he found himself gracious-
ly, blissfully, at ease. When the great Western river
finally flowed into the ocean of the world at large,
which it had previously been polluting, others were
scattered by the first tide, whereas Franz’s vessel con-
tinued on sailing towards the eternal horizon. A »sub-
lime success« — as the I-Ching, the ancient Chinese
book of changes, might describe it.

Translated from the ltalian by Lovetta Solaroli and Keith Jones
Deutsche Ubersetzung auf www.spikear.at

PIER LUIGI TAZZI is an art critic and curator based in Capalle, Tuscany, and Korat, Thailand.
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a. 1, 2009
Installation view / Installationansicht »Franz West, Double Squinte,
Almine Rech Gallery, Brussels 2010

Courtesy Almine Rech

belle Art

sallery and Gagosian Gallery

Photo:

2012 Franz West
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STEFAN RATIBOR

I first met Franz West over thirteen years ago in the stu-
dio that he had at the time in the Annagasse in Vien-
na. Shortly after we met, Franz asked me to accompa-
ny him on a trip to Columbia University in New York,
where we joined art studios and he gave a lecture. At
the beginning of the lecture, he asked me to sit with
him onstage and, after the introduction from the head
of the department, presented me as his translator, a task
for which I was totally unprepared. He spoke for twen-
ty minutes without a break and then joined the audi-
ence in watching me muddle through a poorly word-
ed translation; afterwards, he thanked me profusely.

Over the years, Franz also allowed me, among oth-
er things, to manage a conversation with Sarah Lucas
via text message, his preferred method of communica-
tion; to publish, in newspaper format, extracts from
books he was reading while working on a certain group
of sculptures; and to walk alongside him - for all of this
I shall forever remain grateful.

Franz West was one of the most original artists in
postwar Europe, a remarkable thinker and a deeply
kind human being. His influence on younger artists was
extraordinary, as were his friendships with them and
with his contemporaries. Both groups were intrinsic to
his studio practice, the many group shows he took part
in and the frequent collaborations he undertook. This
unique openness to and engagement with other artists’
visions is best understood by recalling a project he

organized at the time of the Venice Biennial in 2007,
The Hamster Wheel. It was not part of the actual Bienni-
al, for which he had contributed a major work in the
Arsenale, but it stood tantalizingly close — across the
water at the Fondamente Nuovissima. Franz had sim-
ply rented a building and invited artist friends to send
works there so as to take part in this uncurated and
purely artist-driven project.

The dialogues he enjoyed with others — from writ-
ers to philosophers, designers, musicians and dancers
- reflected his wider intellectual vision. These collab-
orations influenced his extraordinary sculptural work.
His collages, his furniture and his writings made him
the unusually all-around artist and true Renaissance
man that he was. Only Vienna could have produced
such an artist: an heir of the Wiener Werkstiitte and
Jugendstil, a student of Freud and Wittgenstein, a wit-
ness of Actionism and also the product of the many
political and social strands of the Central European
maelstrom of postwar Vienna. That being said, he was
never nostalgic or sentimental but always entirely mod-
ern and curious.

Franz was consistently humble and modest. I shall
miss his laughter and humour, his incomparable text
messages and jokes, his resolute kindness and his total
artistic integrity.

Vienna feels much less original, brilliant and fun

this summer. Deutsche Ubersetzung auf www.spikeart.at

STEFAN RATIBOR is Divector of Gagosian London.

SPIKE 33 - 2012 Franz West

Eléments de recherche : ALMINE RECH GALLERY ou GALERIE ALMINE RECH : galeries d'art & Paris 3éme et a Bruxelles (Belgique), toutes

citations



Crekrise, 2011
Installation view / Installationsansicht Art Basel Unlimited, 2012

Courtesy Galerie Meyer Kainer

Photo: Stefan Altenburger Photography Ziirich
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Ausstellungsansichten »Vom Nutzen (Das Niitzen)s«,
Galerie Biirbel Griisslin, Frankfurt a. M, 2010

© Galerie Biirbel Griisslin, Frankfurt . M.

Photos: Wolfgang Giinzel, Offenbach a.M.
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FLORIAN REITHER / GELATIN

"so what
vor 2 jahren

172)
w

you
moment waren wir nie auf die idee gekommen,
daf3 ' west ein ne vaterfigur wiire.
das war er auch nicht. er war und ist

weniger traurig cinfille und ideen. seine moglichkeiten, seine energie mit anderen teill

cinfille und energie von anderen auch annimmt, sich

lafst. was gar keine kleinigkeit ist, ideen auch

schenken

SC daraus ein gemeinsamer pool, in
welchen man einbringt und nehmen kann.
bei den bauern heif3t das glaube ich genossenschaft oder maschinenring od

bei franz west ist dieser pool dann so etwas wie ein kollektives
gehirn, e instinktiv agierender organismus. etwas das man initiiert und dann abgibt. ein unkontrolliertes
cltwas das irgendwann anfangt ein 1 ocnlchoen 2o (ohren, sich selbst zu flittern und - r

" mit philipp quehenberger
den er liber uns kennenlernte, gemeinsame ausstellungen, ideen fiir
tel, neue materialien, ungen, kontakte, addressen, parties, alles im
grofziigigen ausstausch. oder das hamsterrad in venedig 2007°.
eine ausstellung \on corbartiger energic und cleganz in mystischen dimen<ionen.
das hamsterrad war dieser instinktiv agierende oo ismns derdann
bt. di r moglichkeit

als ich fianz west vor ca. einem jahr im spital besuchte meinte er: "ich war schon soviel mit mir sc
rauch mich selber nicht mehr so".
hut ab
aber ich glaubeer  irgendetwas mit
nicht
S0
Wi
me
und

aufgehen im kollektiven orcanismus zu tun,

1} Blind Sculpture, Greene Naftali Gallery, New York, USA, 2010

with the helping eyes of: Salvatore Viviano, Schuyler Maehl, Jaiko Suzuki, Lucy Dodd Indiana, Cecily Brown, Amy Sillman, Christopher Lucas, Kika
Karadi, Francisca Benitez, Rey Akdogan, Tony Matelli, Paige Stevenson, Laura Kaplan, Jason Schmidt, Leilah Weinraub, David Lachapelle, Michael Smith,
Casey Spooner, Adam McEwen, Slava Mogutin, Jim Drain, Rob Pruitt, Karen Azoulay, Liam Gillick, Chris Rosa, Spencer Sweeney, Piotr Uklansky, Maria
Hassabi, Lucien Samaha, Sarah Mitchell, Rainer Ganahl, Cheryl Donegan, Rirta Ackermann, K8 Hardy, Bree Zucker, Andrew WK, Marina Rosenfeld,

Agathe Snow, Tom Sachs, Gedi Sibony and Jon Kessler

2)  The Hamsterwheel, 52th Biennale di Venezia, 2007
Jean Marc Bustamante, Urs Fischer, Olivier Garbay, Douglas Gordon, Rachel Harrison, Didi Kern, Sarah Lucas, Paola Pivi, Rudolf Polanszky, Philipp

Quehenberger, Ugo Rondinone, Tamuna Sirbiladze, Una Szeemann, Piotr Uklanski, Franz West, Toby Ziegler, Gelatin with Giinther Bernhart, Christoph
Meier, Christoph Harringer, Gabriel Loebell, Patrizio Telesio, Giinther Gerdes, Francesco Stocci, Sara Glaxia, Salvatore Viviano, Jochen Dehn, Schuyler
Maehl, Mundi, Frikki.

For the English translation, please visit www.spikeart.at
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Exhibition view / Ausstellungsansicht »The Hamsterwheel«, Venice / Venedig 2007
Photo: Elke Segers
Courtesy Galerie Meyer Kainer
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