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CARSTEN HOLLER

“MAYBE BECAUSE I CAN SWIM, I DECIDED

TO LEARN TO FLY.”!

Wolf-Giinter Thiel

N THE YEAR 386, St. Augustine wrote, in

his Contra Academicos, of Philokalie as
a love of beauty, and philosophy as a love
of wisdom, describing them as sister birds.
“Philokalie sits imprisoned in the cage of
the earthly, knowing not whence she
comes, while philosophy flies on free pin-
ions to the heavens, recognizes the impris-
oned bird as her sister, but is unable to free
her. In turn, however, philosophy can be
imagined as imprisoned, shut in a concep-
tual cage whose bars form a grid diagram
of the view outside, while Philokalie flies
off on the wings of her imagination and
free perception, having to leave philoso-
phy behind.”2 These thoughts of St. Au-
gustine’s aren’t being introduced so much
to illustrate the 1994 action Loverfinches3
— in which Héller taught a young finch to
sing love songs — as to escape a Pro
Katalepsis.#

While Richard Serra, talking about the
theme “process and work™ in 1981, de-
clared that so-called human values were
not at the center of his work, but rather re-
ferred to the political arena, Héller seems
to be somewhat different, in that human
values are at the center of his field of re-
search, or at least they would appear to be,
as suggested by the exhibition title
“Gliick” (Happiness).? The artifacts used
in the exhibition in Cologne were a series
of machines and objects. The catalogue
essay states: “Great happiness can, by its
nature, only be treated descriptively in an
exhibition without producing the state it-
self, except as a memory. The exhibition
‘Happiness’ isn’t about happiness, rather it
is happiness, because the quest for the
small happiness is made simpler in a way.
The feeling can arise as a consequence of
physical stimulation, and thus offer a real
context for discursive reflection upon it:
not ‘as if,” or in any kind of symbolic form,
but (in)directly.”® As I understand it, the
exhibition “Happiness™ is an “experimen-
tal arrangement” which appeals in the
most diverse ways to the various senses of
man, and thus offers a broad basis for fur-
ther analyses.

Apparatuses like the flying-machine
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that requires activity, alternate with ob-
jects like the massage chair, which corre-
sponds to relaxation. Héller is marking out
a journey whose individual stages evoke a
specific sensual experience. Experience
first of all implies impulses and all the
things that enter the human consciousness
in the course of a lifetime. In its extended
sense the concept refers to one’s experi-
ence of oneself, one’s predispositions and
abilities, virtues and vices, but also ideas
and information. Children constantly col-
lect information about their environment.
They do this with all their senses. Children
enjoy sliding down a light-igloo on a mat,
they’re interested in touching the simulat-
ed skin of a dolphin, riding on it or imag-
ining flying around the world on the back
of a bird. Looking at this exhibition, and
not only this one, reveals that the inclina-
tion to admit primary impulses declines
with age.? This saturation leads not to ex-
perience but to understanding. Storing in-
formation and cross-referencing it with ex-
isting information. Adults have accepted
the rules of a formalism “which allows
you, as on a vast and complex crystal-
shaped structure, to reach each segment
along the connections from any other sec-
tion. Syntax, arithmetics, the Aristotelian
principles, are such formalisms.”8 Heinz
von Forster puts it like this, “First you
think the problem of perception is a phys-
iological one, or a neurological or a neuro-
anatomical or a psychological problem;
but it is precisely the results of these sci-
ences which repeatedly show that percep-
tion is a logical, philosophical, socio-eco-
nomic, sometimes even a political prob-
lem.”® In philosophy, experience is the
basis for all non-conceptual knowledge of
reality. All science must derive from expe-
riences if it is to be sure of itself.

So any observer arguing from a scien-
tific viewpoint would be advised to use the
instruments offered by Héller, and to ob-
serve the users. Children and unschooled

Right: Gliick, 1996.
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Video still from “Jenny,” 1992. Courtesy Schipper & Krome, Cologne.

visitors do this intensely, and part of the
great resonance of the exhibition comes
from this. All the senses are addressed, and
all the senses experience new things. On
the other hand recognition should not stop
at mere experience. For scientific purpos-
es, experience must be organized by
thought, compared, connected, even cor-
rected, and complemented.

The sensual perceptions that come
from seeing or touching are limited. They
can be extended with the use of technology
(as they can with naturally or artificially
manufactured drugs and intoxicants). One
convincing testimony to the wish for an
expanded consciousness is the 1993 instal-
lation Pealove. This installation in a for-
mer bank safe consisted of a space where
you could have sex under the influence of
drugs without touching the floor.10 This
gives visual form to the semantic bipolari-
ty of the term “technology.” It subsumes
measures, processes and fittings, as well as
the rules and tricks of a particular activity.
Experience becomes a resource and the

Opposite: top: Gliick, 1996; bottom: Flof
(Raft), 1995.

starting-point of a private scientific en-
gagement with mimesis. Here Holler is re-
turning to a tradition begun by three Vien-
nese artist-architect-engineer-designers
Laurids, Zamp, and Pinter at the end of the
sixties. The group called themselves Haus
Rucker Co. According to their “Phy-Psy”
manifesto, “Art has been outstripped by a
technologized science that has absorbed
all the attributes of art: fantasy, dynamism,
immediacy, fascination. Reality has beaten
imagination.” Haus Rucker Co.’s aim was
to extend the human senses with the help
of technology, and complete the range of
their experience. The result of this effort
wasn’t the (only) thing that counted; what
was most important was the way it was
achieved, the attempt to complete the ex-
tension of human knowledge in a creative
sense as well. The total technocracy that
George Orwell predicted in his novel
1984, will only be avoided — in the de-
clared opinion of Haus Rucker Co. — if
the artist remains on the trail of “progress”
and repeatedly uses art to question the ef-
ficient new media. Here opinions are di-
vided between Hoéller and the group of
artists, in that he doesn’t, as they do in an
almost futurist way, devote himself to faith

in progress. It is Holler’s ambition to refer
experience to the source of all science, and
return it as a primary impulse to the mis-
educated viewer. This was particularly
clear in 1994, in the exhibition “Du You.”
Here the artist showed sixteen different
machines producing hallucinations in the
broadest sense.!!

In German, the term Parcours, or
“course” usually refers to the completion
of a kind of marked-off obstacle course. In
terms of the exhibition this means that
from the entrance to the exit a course is
marked out with artifacts, and the visitor is
intended to use each of the machines in
turn, Throughout history humans have
made machines, tools, vehicles and we-
apons. The artist, in Holler’s view, is a poet
of the machine. The machines are media,
machines that he uses either to make expe-
riences possible, or to intensify them. Me-
chos, mechané, and Macht (power) are all
related. The machines, the art works, con-
sist of parts which are made in reference to
their purpose for a whole, and are closely
linked and connected to form this whole.
It’s the connection of ars, artus, and arma.
Machines are not only tools and weapons,
but also vehicles and metaphors.!2 Gener-
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Untitled, 1996.
Courtesy Massimo De Carlo, Milan.

ally speaking, the artifacts, hitherto identi-
fied in their various different ways, are dis-
tinguished by three constituent features: 1.
the art lies in finding or inventing: 2. the
working of this invented or found object;
3. an effect that is a) expected by the artist
and b) partly surprising.

The individual artifacts each fulfill
their own specific tasks, and turn the view-
er into a user. So the visitor can modestly
remain a viewer and observe the users in
action with the machines, or be both of
these in turn. This produces a constantly
alternating perspective. Hdoller is con-
cerned with understanding the state of
being prone, the momentary loss of con-
trol, “amechania,” as a constitutive ele-
ment of the machine. From that point on-
wards it is a matter of learning “amechan-
ical” art, maneuvering a disintegrating
raft, using the impotence of action and pas-
sivity as a primary impulse. This image is
particularly pertinent in relation to the raft
that Holler built in 1995 for the Kwangju
Biennial in South Korea. It was a fast, un-
steerable raft. When he uses the art, the
user ties himself — for the spectator, obvi-
ously — to the machine. The mechanics of
art reproduces the “amechania” of that
which is not experienced, which it is sup-
posed to carry. In this respect the author as-
sumes that in art the symbol differs from
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the allegory in that it does not seek to visu-
alize something abstract, but rather to indi-
cate a deeper, more meaningful content or
meaning. Holler the allegorist finds ma-
chines. He doesn’t invent them, he confis-
cates them. Sometimes he reinterprets
them, or integrates them within a specific
course. For the user, as artifacts they are a
hardware aide-mémoire that enables the
viewer to be “informed” — to store infor-
mation, in this case experiences.

In terms of the course, it simulates a
sequence thematizing the object of artistic
interest. The exhibition becomes a closed
autopoietic system. Autopoiesis as under-
stood by Dirk Baecker who says “the in-
finity of reflection that is only reflection
because and by virtue of the fact that it
refers to earlier acts of reflection and later
acts of reflection follow on from it.”13 The
idea of the course describes a hierarchical
network. In it there is no pars pro toto.
The centers fixed by the artifacts are dis-
tributed around the whole network, estab-
lished by the given architectural situation.
Information is generated about the obser-
vation and analysis of behavior and com-
munication within these given obstacles.
In its diversity, progress through the
course changes the viewer and user, it
marks what the user experiences and what
the viewer takes cognizance of. The expe-
riences of difference are based on this,
and they are the basis of the reception of
the work. This in turn yields the experi-
ence of difference between system and
environment, “System differentiation is
nothing but the repetition of the difference
between system and environment within
systems. The overall system uses itself as
the environment for its own partial system
formations, and, on the level of partial
systems, achieves greater improbabilities
through intensified filter effects in the
face of a finally uncontrollable environ-
ment. According to this model, a differen-
tiated system no longer consists simply of
a certain number of parts and relation-
ships between them; rather it consists of a
greater or smaller number of operational-
ly usable differences between system and
environment, each of which reconstructs,
at various cross-sections, the overall sys-
tem as a unit of partial systems and envi-
ronments. Differentiation is thus treated
according to the general pattern of system
formation, and the question of which
forms and according to which complexity
system-differentiation is possible can be
connected back to the original difference
that constitutes the overall system.”14

And then I must just mention an old
joke: “Every time I press the red button,”
one laboratory rat said to the other, “the
guy in the white overalls comes and gives
me something to eat.”!>
(Translated from German by Shaun Whiteside)

Wolf-Giinter Thiel is a critic based in Cologne and
Berlin.

Notes:

1. Quoted from a statement by Gino de Dominicis in
reference to his action “Tentativo di volo.”

2. Hannes Bohringer, “Durch das Nachtmeer: Von
der Philosophie zur Kunst,” in Begrifsfelder: Von
der Philosophie zur Kunst, Berlin 1985, p. 91.

The catalogue of criteria for contemporary and cur-
rent artistic phenomena developed in the early
nineties was particularly generated within the para-
meters of contextual art. But the keen critics who
imagined they had understood the art of the nineties
once and for all, are now seeing themselves having
their intellectual concept maliciously swept away
from them by a flood of phenomena. This unusually
violent reaction reveals Holler's work as a significant
artistic phenomenon which divides opinion.

3. cf. the exhibition in the Galerie Ars Futura in
Zurich, 1994,

4. I am using the rhetorical figure of Pro Katalepsis
to mean an anticipation of possible objections.

5. cf. Richard Serra, “Statement,” in Laszlo Glozer,
Westkunst Zeitgendssische Kunst seit 1939, exhibi-
tion catalogue, Cologne 1981, p. 314.

6. II. Gliick/Skop, in Gliick, Carsten Holler,
Cologne, 1996, p. 36. On the occasion of the exhibi-
tion “Gliick™ in the Kunstverein Hamburg, in the
Cologne Kunstverein, and the Centraal Museum
Utrecht, as well as the exhibition “Skop™ in the Vi-
enna Secession.

7. In the “Gliick™ exhibitions in Hamburg and
Cologne many of the visitors were children who
were either there with their parents or on a school
outing. They saw the exhibitions primarily as adven-
ture playgrounds. Thanks to Udo Kittelmann, the di-
rector of the Cologne Kunstverein, for this observa-
tion.

8. Heinz von Forster, “Wahrnehmen,” in Ars Elek-
tronica, Philosophien der newen Technologie, Linz
Ed., Berlin 1989, p. 28.

9. ibid. p. 27.

10. ef. “Unfair,” Daniel Buchholz, Cologne 1993,
11. The exhibition took place in 1994 at Schipper &
Krome.

12. ¢f. Hannes Bihringer, “Das Holzerne Pferd,” in
Ars Elektronica, Philosophien der neuen Technolo-
gie, Linz Ed. Berlin 1989, p. 7.

13. Dirk Baecker, “Die Kunst der Unterscheidun-
gen,” in Ars Elektronica, Im Netz der Systeme, Linz
Ed. Berlin 1990, p. 23.

14. Niklas Luhmann, “Soziale Systeme. GrundriB
einer allgemeinen Theorie,” 5Aul., Frankfurt am
Main 1994, p. 22.

15. I1. Gliick/Skop, in “Carsten Holler,” p. 36.
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