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In her first years as an artist, she used to produce
paintings, mostly of birds in flight. Then, in 1997,
she found a space in Karlsruhe to show her work. It was
a former officers’ mess on an abandoned US military
base and it led her to start thinking about objects and their
sites. The rooms’ former glory was apparent in the splen-
did wood panclling and stencilled wallpaper, but the
building was falling into disrepair and the bare walls were
beginning to show through. Order was giving way to
entropy, artifice to nature, These are quintessential Smith-
sonian themes and Strunz responded by re-creating
Smithson’s sharp crystalline structures in wood ~ Untitied
from 19641965, Her reconstruction lacked the mirror
that Smithson had put into the metal frames in order to
produce a reflection of the spectator within the objects —

a crucial difference. [n Strunz’s version, the two pointed
triangular halves join in the middle in a way that reminds
one of a Venetian carnival mask with hollow eyeholes.
Where Smithson had played off organic structures against
inorganic materials, Strunz’s sculpture turns on the tension
between past memories and present perception. The
allusions of her work are altogether more metaphorical
than Smithson’s. Masks, bats, costumes — the associations
well up in the mind of the spectator like haunting and
uncertain memories,

A few years later Strunz produced a beautiful print,
made with an exquisite old-fashioned letterpress, that
somehow summarises her enterprise. It contains joined
vertical and hotizontal lines that might have been axes for
plotting mathematical points in time and space. But in-
stead of points the German word Zeiteraum is written on
the inside. Had it not been for the second “t”, the word
would mean space-time (Zeir-Raum). The second “t”, how-
ever, brings a third association into play: the German
word for dream — Traum. Space, time and dreams are cen-
tral and recurring themes in Katja Strunz’s work. Like
her angular neo-Constructivist wall sculptures, they return
one to that generation of early twentieth-century avant-
garde artists that pinned its hopes on the promises of the
Russian Revolution, When Kasimir Malevich showed
his famous black square in 1915 he intended it to be a rabu-
la rasa: to signal the demise of the old forms and to herald
the beginning of a new kind of experience of space and
time. In the 19205 El Lissitzky carried the programme for-
ward, hoping to develop an artistic language to correspond
to Einstein's new relativistic conception of space-time,
one that would encourage revolutionary social forms, Both
Malevich and Lissitzky are cited directly in Strunz’s work.
A set of off-cuts, collected haphazardly in a plastic bag,
recalls one of the so-called Proun paintings by Lissitzky
from the early 1920s. Yet photocopied and framed as it is
in Untitled (1998), the final work is little more than a
ghostly illusion, an anaemic reminder of past hopes and
dreams, In another work, titled Black Angry Wall, exhibited
at Gavin Brown's Enterprise in New York in 2006,
Malevich’s original black square now appears in different

sizes and decentred on four letterpress prints, set below

a cascade of black metal cubes, Where Malevich's work was
meant to point symbolically forwards and upwards into

a better future, the direction here is downwards and back-
wards, Almost invisibly, black on black, the paper works
carry imprints of the title and dates from the past:
19561968, 19581970, 1969 -1970. The top row still shows
a kind of precarious order. After that it is as if the cubes
were tumbling into space and time. Where there was once
order, chaos sets in. Entropy takes hold.

The ruins of the past are apparent in the physical
character of many of Strunz’s works. The metal cubes are
worn and rusty, the paper is faded and found objects -
fragments of wheels, scrap metal and discarded timber -
are inserted into various wall sculptures. Relocated into the
future-orientated forms of the 19205 Russian avant-garde,
they are unable to live up to expectations. But although
they lack the youthful energy to speak of better, brighter
things to corne, they do not mourn the passage of time or
the failure of hopes. As we look at one of her more recent
wall structures of assembled metal forms, the artist points
to a curling piece of scrap metal. “Like a ribbon for a
present,” she says with a twinkle in her eyes. Standing with
one’s back to utopian ideals is not a comfortable position
to maintain, and it is touches like this that give the work a
lightness and brightness far different from the solemn
funeral laments for modernity and its aspirations that are
COMMON CUrrency among S0 Many CoONtEmMporary artists,
An example of this is Eindadung zar Angss (Inviasion
0 Fear) from 2004, an installation consisting of found ob-
jects, including cymbals, hotel reception bells, candelabra,
metal bowls, ashtrays and shapes that resemble parasols,
arranged to look like an alternative brass band which
appears as if it had marched into the gallery space to poke
fun at the seriousness of the rest of her objects.

Mario Testino photographed Keira Knightley in front
of one of them in Strunz's studio for the September issue
of American Vague. There is nothing new in fashion
following where artists lead — in this case into the post-
industrial grunge of Berlin's backyards. Fashion lives in
the alluring but unrealistic world of desires. Strunz’s art,
on the other hand, is working to bring us home to an
impossible, but real, mode of being: the intolerable recog-
nition that we inhabit a world of failed promises. Her
work is more than a picturesque backdrop for a fashion
plate — it is almost an immanent critique of it, As |
walk down the stairs from the studio, [ wonder if anyone
noticed this during the shoot,

Zeittraum no. 7 is on view at the Bores Collection, Berfin.
‘Constructivismes, Almine Rech Gallery, Brussels, from 22 January.

Charloste Klank is chair of the history of art depariment at the
Humbolde-University of Berlin. Her latest book, Spaces of
Experience: Art Gallery Interiors from 1800 - 2000, will be
publiched by Yale University Press this spring.
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