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I am not interested in the idea of staging my work in a space specifically
conceived for it. | think that art should adapt to the architecture or fight with it.
Albert Oehlen

The Serpentine is delighted to announce a major exhibition by
Albert Oehlen, which opens on 2 October 2019.

Serpentine Gallery
Kensington Gardens
London W2 3XA

Serpentine Sackler Gallery

Albert Oehlen (b. 1954, Krefeld, Germany) is one of the most innovative and
significant artists working today. He has been a key figure in contemporary

art since the 1980s and the diversity of his painting is a testament to the West Carriage Drive
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bold new extremes. Oehlen studied at the Hochschule fir bildende Kiinste
Hamburg in Germany from 1978 to 1981 and quickly rose to prominence,
working with artists such as Martin Kippenberger, Georg Herold and Werner
Bulttner, who sought to create works that defied categorisation and
contradicted the existing artistic status quo. Straddling various debates
surrounding the nature of painting, Oehlen's work deconstructs the medium
to its essential elements: colour, gesture, motion, and time. This line of
investigation, which Oehlen has continued to pursue in the decades since,
has resulted in striking variations between works that combine abstract and
figurative styles using a range of techniques, from oil painting to spray
paint, digital printing and collage.

At the centre of the Serpentine Gallery is an installation that marks the
beginning of Oehlen’s process of interpreting the Rothko Chapel in Houston,
Texas. Four new paintings - the same scale and size as the four horizontal
canvases found in the Chapel - have been made specifically for this
exhibition. Alongside this central installation is a selection of paintings from
the last two decades. A newly-configured soundtrack by the Swiss ensemble,
Steamboat Switzerland, will play at intervals throughout the duration of the
exhibition. The presence of music will extend through a live concert with
performances by Steamboat Switzerland and experimental musician
Lorenzo Senni on Wednesday 2 October, 7pm.

A guide to the exhibition with texts by Dawn Adés and André Butzer, and a
new interview with Serpentine Artistic Director, Hans Ulrich Obrist is
available as well as a mobile tour supported by Bloomberg Philanthropies.

For press information please contact:

Rose Dempsey rosed@serpentinegalleries.org, +44 (0)20 7298 1520
Sam Talbot sam@sam-talbot.com +44 (0)7725 184630

Press images at serpentinegalleries.org/press

Serpentine Gallery, Kensington Gardens, London W2 3XA

Serpentine Sackler Gallery, West Carriage Drive, Kensington Gardens,
London W2 2AR

NOTES TO EDITORS:

Albert Oehlen (b. 1954, Krefeld, Germany) is a painter based in Switzerland.
He has exhibited internationally over the past four decades. Recent solo
exhibitions include: Cows by the Water: Albert Oehlen, Palazzo Grassi, Venice
(2018), Trance, Aishti Foundation, Beirut (2018), 0., Museo Nacional de Bellas
Artes, Havana (2017), Albert Oehlen: Woods near Oehle, The Cleveland Museum
of Art (2016), Albert Oehlen: Recent Works, Guggenheim Bilbao (2016), Albert
Oehlen: Home and Garden, The New Museum, New York, (2015), Museo di
Capodimonte, Naples (2009), Realite abstraite, Musée d' Art Moderne de la
Ville de Paris (2009) and / know whom you showed last summer, MOCA, Miami
(2005). His work has been included in numerous group exhibitions
worldwide, including at the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston (2018),
LACMA, Los Angeles (2014), Centre Pompidou, Paris (2013) and the 55th
Venice Biennale (2013).
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ALBERT
OEHLEN

Albert Ochlen (b. 1954, Krefeld, Germany)
has been a key figure in contemporary art
since the 1980s. By bringing together abstract,
figurative, collaged and computer-generated
elemencts on the canvas, he continues to explore
an inventive diversity of artistic approaches.
Through Expressionist brushwork, Surrealist
gestures and deliberate amateurism, Ochlen
engages with the history of painting, pushing
its essential components of colour, gesture,
motion and time to bold new extremes.

This exhibition at the Serpentine focuses on a
recurring thread in Ochlen’s practice through a
selection of works dating from the 1980s uncil
the present day, which are brought together
under the rubric of the John Graham Remix series.
Taking its title from the eponymous American
Modernist figurative painter, this body of work
appropriates elements of Graham'’s painting,
Tramonto Spaventoso (‘Terrifying Sunset))
(1940-49, which have then been interpreted,
remixed and reconfigured by Ochlen across
multiple compositions. Graham’s painting
becomes a singular starting point for the
artist’s experimentation, ‘a vehicle for endless
interpretation’ that he has continued to return
to throughout his career.

The unique architecture of the Serpentine
Gallery, in particular its domed cencral space, is
the site of a new installation that forms part of
Ochlen’s interpretation of the Rothko Chapel in
Houston, Texas, founded by John and Dominique
de Menil. A selection of new paintings based on
Graham’s painting, which match the scale and
size of the four horizontal paintings by American
painter Mark Rothko displayed in the original
chapel’s interior spaces, are exhibited at the
Serpentine for the first time. Permeating this
gallery is a newly configured soundtrack by the
hardcore, avant-garde trio ensemble, Steamboat
Switzerland, playing at intervals throughout

the day, which draws connections between the
movements, rhythms and systems of music and
the internal strategies of Ochlen’s paintings.

Ochlen’s site-specific response to the Serpentine
Gallery follows his interest in extending the
internal logics of his paintings to the sites in
which they are exhibited. It is this significance of
architecture that results in unique installations
that have a distinctly mutable relationship to
space. As the artist says: ‘I am not interested in
the idea of staging my work in a space specifically
conceived for it. I think that art should adapt to
the architecture or fight with it



3. Gear - It’s alright 1998

Oil on canvas

150 x 150 cm

Private Collection

Photo: Archive Galerie Max Hetzler, Berlin | Paris
© Albert Ochlen

BEGINNINGS

From 1978 to 1981, Albert Ochlen studied at the
Hochschule fiir bildende Kiinste Hamburg under
painter, Sigmar Polke. Following his graduation,
he quickly rose to prominence, moving between
different artist groups and scenes in Berlin and
Cologne. It was during this time in the 1980s that
these artists sought to create works that defied
categorisation and contradicted the existing
artistic status quo. In negotiating his relationship
to painting, a medium that had come under
attack for its conservative and limited relevance
to contemporary life, Ochlen became known as
part of a growing number of artists in Germany,
Switzerland and Austria called the Neue Wilde

or Junge Wilde (‘Wild New’ or ‘Wild Youth’).

By deconstructing the medium of painting, he
arrived at its essential elemencts, bringing together
abstract and figurative styles. Ochlen’s approach
within this context combines a certain flexibility
towards convention, with the introduction of
selfimposed, often absurd, parameters within
his working process. Since the 1980s, he has
continued to pursue this line of investigation

by using a range of techniques in his work,

from oil painting to spray paint, digital

printing and collage.



Tramonto Spaventoso 1940-49
Oil on canvas
Photo: courtesy Allan Stone Collection, New York

JOHN
GRAHAM

In 1990, Ochlen came across the work of the
Russian-born, American Modernist figurative
painter, John Graham, within a biography

of Jackson Pollock. Although Graham and
his work has somewhat faded into obscurity,
during his life he was an important influence
within the development of the New York
School of painters during the 1950s. For
Ochlen, the interest in Graham began after
reading about his mentorship of Pollock
during the early years of his carcer and the
questioning of the idea of genius that the
biography intimates. However, it was not until
a few years later, when he was looking through
a book by the art historian and critic, Dore
Ashton, that Ochlen came across an image
of the Graham painting that would become

a continuous influence and object of study
for many of his later works. Titled Tramonto
Spaventoso (‘Terrifying Sunset’) and made
around 1940, Ochlen was initially scruck by
how poorly the painting was executed, but
was interested in the tacit communication
that belied the work’s composite elements: a
self-portrait head of Graham with handlebar
moustache and monocle/goggles, the letter
‘H’, a mermaid, a series of suns and various
graphic lines and fragments of text.

As Ochlen says:

[The painting is] some kind of vehicle for
me. It's like a construction kit of motifs.
It's actually one motif, but with various
elements that are different in nature. It
goes from the graphic to the picturesque.
That means there are parts that prompt
you to paint more, to become more plastic.
Then there are others with a big letter and
smaller text and a wooden bar. There's

a head with a pilot hat and goggles.

But there could also be a third eye, rays
and lines going into the depths, like in
[Salvador] Dali, or the wooden planks that
we find in Jérg Immendorff paintings.

Graham's Tramonto Spaventoso became the
starting point for an extensive group of works
that Ochlen began in the 1990s called the John
Graham Remix series. As indicated by the title, this
body of work exemplifies Ochlen’s unrelenting
return to this one painting, with an approach
that reconfigures and reconstructs its elements
through remixed logics and warped pictorial
strategies. It is this series that constitutes
Ochlen’s exhibition at the Serpentine Galleries,
bringing together works made over the last four
decades with a selection of new paintings made
especially for this display.



terrible sunset, 2019

Charcoal on canvas

457.2x 266.7, 2 parts: each 228.6 x 266.7 cm
Courtesy the artist and Gagosian

Photo: Erika Ede © Albert Ochlen

THE ROTHKO
CHAPEL

In the domed, central space of the Serpentine
Gallery, Ochlen has created an installation

that forms part of his process of interpreting
the Rothko Chapel, a non-denominational
chapel in Houston, Texas, founded by John and
Dominique de Menil. The interior serves not
only as a chapel, but on its walls are displayed
fourteen large paintings by the American painter,
Mark Rothko. For the Serpentine exhibition,
Ochlen focuses on the presence of silence within
the original chapel and how he can invert

this sensation of being inside it, saying of his
experience: ‘back then, when I was there, you
had this feeling of twilight and these paintings
in which the eye could barely find anything to

hold onto.’ Through a series of new paintings
based on Graham'’s Tramonto Spaventoso with a
soundtrack produced by the ensemble Steamboat
Switzerland, Ochlen’s site-specific response to the
Gallery’s architecture creates a meditative space
combining the experience of looking and listening
within a hypnotic feedback loop. The installation
at the Serpentine is preceded by exhibitions
TRANCE art Aishti Foundation, Beirut (22
October 2018-30 September 2019) and Hyper! A
Journey into Art and Music ac Halle fiir Akeuelle
Kunst, Deichtorhallen, Hamburg (1 March-11
August 2019), where Ochlen also presented
interpretations of the Rothko Chapel.



Left to right:

never sleep again, 2019
Charcoal on canvas
3654 x182.6 cm

ar the steering wheel a man is a man, 2019
Acrylic on canvas
3654 x 259.1 cm

starter - turn me on, 2019
Acrylic on canvas
3654 x 182.6 cm

Courtesy the artist and Gagosian
Photos: Erika Ede © Albert Oehlen

SURREALISM
AND MUSIC

A connective thread running through much of
Ochlen’s work, and in particular the works of
the John Graham Remix series, is the influence of
Surrealism. Ochlen understands the strategies
of Surrealism as a kind of toolbox, which is
centred upon notions of absurdity, humour and
appropriation as opposed to dreams and the
unconscious. As he says: ‘I'm more interested in
that point when Dali comes up with something
funny and claims that it comes from the
subconscious. That’s what I admire. [ want to
approach that method.” Surrealism therefore
becomes a methodology or attitude to the world
and to painting, a logic of subversion that Ochlen
adopts in his ongoing remixing of Graham, a
figure who emerged from Surrealism. In her
text published to accompany this exhibition,

art historian Dawn Adés writes:

Surrealism is not a style, noris it a
technique. There was no veto, no
prescription, no aesthetic rule. When
Oehlen says he sees himself in the
tradition of Surrealism, it is not just
because of a history that he mines,
but because it questioned the nature
of the real, which must include more
than the immediate material world.
Painting has extensive means of
divesting reality of its verisimilitude.

In addition to the undercurrents of Surrealist
strategies that permeate Ochlen’s paintings,

his interest in and use of music within the
exhibition also connects to this movement. The
stochastic appearance and disappearance of
sounds by Steamboat Switzerland in the central
gallery connects to the experimental significance
of music within Surrealism, where jazz,
improvisation and alternative sonic structures all
played a part within contemporary compositions
made during this period. The combination of
free-form experimentation and premeditated
limitation that is inherent to these musical modes
is expressed through the paintings and sounds
encountered by the visitor to the Serpentine
exhibition. For Ochlen, Surrealism and music are
not only isolated reference points, but aesthetic
and sonic systems that resonate throughout

his work.



Cofftea/Kafftee
Palazzo Grassi, 8 April 2018 - 6 January 2019
Photo: courtesy Aqua Monaco

COFFTEA /
KAFFTEE

Produced in collaboration with Aqua Monaco,
Ochlen presents his project Cofftea/Kafftee in
the entrance space of the Serpentine Gallery.
Visitors to the exhibition can purchase a bottle
of this specially developed mixture of coffee and
tea, a drink that won't let you sleep ever again.
Ochlen’s ‘Coffrea/Kafftee’ project was previously
presented on the occasion of his exhibition, Cows
by the Water, at Palazzo Grassi, Venice (8 April
2018 - 6 January 2019) and at Kunstmuseum St.
Gallen (6 July - 10 November 2019).



An der Ampel 1998
Oil on wood

65 x 65 cm

Private Collection, Detroit, Michigan

Photo: Archive Galerie Max Hetzler, Berlin | Paris
© Albert Ocehlen

HIDDEN BEATS:

ALBERT OEHLEN AND SURREALISM

- DAWN ADES

Albert Ochlen doesn’t claim to be a musician,
but he’s used music - sound, anyway - to test
ideas which may not be restricted to that
medium alone. He recorded several tracks on
a disc electronically in which a couple of beats
of one tempo are placed on top of one another
and sound chaotic. But they are so placed that
some of them coincide with an organ melody
which is in a completely different tempo,
which they then reinforce. This is the hidden
beat. Related to remix in music and collage

in the visual arts, this odd - perhaps dead

end - experiment would appear to be at the
other end of the musical spectrum from jazz,
which is important to Ochlen. However, both
relate to his interest in the tensions between
free expression and constraint, improvisation
and order, reaching into an abstract realm of
natural / human versus mechanical processes.
His questioning often takes place in the
context of new technologies. He was fascinated
when Sun Ra, whom he much admires, started
experimenting with a synthesiser, an unusual
step for a jazz musician. This was a prompt for
Ochlen’s computer paintings, which explore
not the frontier of the high-tech possibilities
of the time but rather the problems they
might cause. He blended the handmade with
the print-out drawings: ‘As if the computer
still needs the human hand. It’s a heightened
technology, but it’s not good enough. It still
needs humans. Other forays into sound
include recordings of Ochlen scraping at a
violin, reminiscent of the scratch orchestras
of the early 70s, made up of people with

no experience of the instrument they were
playing; the results were hilarious as well as a
shocking attack on the very idea of skill and
decorum.

This might seem a strange place to begin
looking at Ochlen’s practices in relation to
surrealism. But aside from André Breton’s
notorious hostility, for many Surrealists music
was a potential field for expression, especially
jazz. As the Surrealist artist, poet and jazz
ctrumpeter Ted Joans wrote: ‘Jazz is my religion
and surrealism my point of view. Jazz is the most
democratic art form on the face of earth, it’s a
surreal music, a surreality. Surrealism like jazz
is not a style, it’s not a dogmatic approach to
the arts like cubism. Poetically I'm first of all
concerned with sound and rhythm. For Ochlen,
discovering that Surrealism was more than
the paintings of Max Ernst and Salvador Dali,
through reading Dali’s The Secrer Life of Salvador
Dali (1942) and Mark Polizzotti’s André Breton:
Revolution of the Mind (1995), was to recognise
an attitude - a point of view - in which he felc
more at home than among the neo-expressionist
painters. And although it was not least
Surrealism’s attitude to painting that attracted
him, it was also its open approach to experiment
in any field, including music. The musical act,
the Belgian surrealist Paul Nougé argued, was
more than a sound structure or an aesthetic
object - it was a human and social practice to
which the spectator / listener contributes.* There
are loose parallels between improvisation in jazz
and automatism, which was defined by Breton in
the firsc ‘Surrealist Manifesto’ (1924) as ‘the true
functioning of thought’ to be recorded in any
medium, outside the control of consciousness and
reason and free of aesthetic or moral concerns: an
action and a state of mind.” While not equated
with improvisation, aucomatism could be part
of it. Ochlen has said that his work has a lot to
do with improvisation, and he has had a go at
automartic writing: “This is where we start to play



what we have taught ourselves. Our brushes
make you dizzy. I can still control our computer.
Africa, Jazz in Norway, Underground, Sex

in Public, Freely Improvised Will, that’s the
privilege..*

Surrealism is not a style, nor is it a
technique. There is no veto, no prescription, no
aesthetic rule. When Ochlen says he sees himself
in the tradition of Surrealism, it is not just
because of a history that he mines, but because
it questioned the nature of the real, which must
include more than the immediate material
world. Painting has extensive means for divesting
reality of its verisimilitude. Surrealism has
championed painting but is often caricatured
as the opposite of the abstract / constructivist
tradition in 20th-century art. It is assumed that
Surrealism must be wedded to the figurative
given what are commonly taken to be its
primary interests: dreams and the irrational; the
odd or fantastic in the everyday. But Surrealism
had a far more complex and responsive attitude
to the visual arts in general and to painting in
particular than this crude binary allows, both in
terms of the critical ideas it engaged with and its
history. Far from maintaining a counter position
to abstraction, Surrealism - both the artists
themselves and the writer-critics, in particular
André Breton - increasingly questioned the
distinction. ‘I can see no advantage, within the
framework of surrealism, in trying to choose
between these two tendencies, however openly
antagonistic they may have become.” The ‘great
discoverers’ of the 20th century, for Breton,
were Marcel Duchamp, Piet Mondrian and
Wassily Kandinsky. Painting in particular is not
and never can be the straight representation of
what is commonly understood to be reality. As
Mondrian wrote: ‘Not everyone realises that in

all plastic art, even in the most naturalistic work,
the natural form and colour are always, to some
extent, transformed.® Ochlen himself puts

it bluntly:

In painting you really have a completely
absurd way of going about things.

You've got something three-dimensional
reduced to two dimensions, and that's
abstraction. .. The work you do, the
reshaping of reality into the picture, is
such a remarkable transformation that

it really doesn't matter much whether an
apple is still recognisable as such or not.
.. If you understand the accomplishments
of abstract painting, then you don't have
to paint abstract at all any more. With
hindsight, the difference is not that great.”

Painting, widely regarded as finished, seemed
to Oehlen to have limitless resources still. Famous
for ‘ugly’ painting, his exuberance and delight
in the activity, on occasions as perverse as his
punk music, is overwhelming. As well as the
‘abstract’ paintings, Ochlen revels in exposing the
lies or half-truths of figuration: the ambiguities,
cryptic clues, codes, hints and false trails. He
has, he says, a nasty attitude cowards the idea
of representation, and dislikes meaning and the
search for meaning which is endemic among
viewers of pictures. No doubt it's because it is
so baffling and resistant to interpretation that
John Graham’s Tramonto Spaventoso (terrible,
scary sunset) (1940 - 1949) has retained Ochlen’s
interest for over twenty years.

Graham’s picture was reproduced in Dore
Ashron’s book The New York School (1972)
where it stood out weirdly among the Abstract
Expressionist artists and immcdiately attracted

him: ‘I found it ugly and at the same time a
vehicle for endless interpretation.® Graham's
enigmatic, probably autobiographical, picture
prominently features a self-portrait, with
flamboyant moustache, spectacles obscuring one
eye, the other masked by the blank lens of goggles,
and a white hood (racing driver? airman?) with
inflated earpiece; the background is divided into
four like a poster or comic strip with inscriptions
and heavily coded symbols. There are lion-faced
suns, one of which has developed three legs like
the Isle of Man flag, in which some have seen
an incipient swastika, and a mermaid / ship
figurehead with a Christlike bleeding cut in the
side - Graham’s famous studies of women’s heads
often have a wound in the neck. Graham never
joined the Surrealist movement, which he wrongly
regarded as primarily literary, but was close to
Arshile Gorky and Jackson Pollock, interested in
the unconscious and admired Giorgio de Chirico,
from whom he derived the idea of ‘enigma’ in art.
‘What is the value of the strange, enigmatic and
absurd in art? The value of the strange and absurd
lies in their suggestion of a possible unknown,
supernatural, life eternal.”® The fragment of deep
perspective in the upper right corner, framed by
a columnar letter H, recalls de Chirico’s spaces
as well as Dalf’s early Surrealist paintings, and
the self-dramatisation of the bust also points to
familiarity with the disembodied heads in Dali’s
Honey is sweeter than blood (1927). None of these
references is lost on Ochlen, though in the variety
of transformations to which he subjects Graham’s
motifs - not least in the most recent cycle of very
large canvases - they open up into completely new
and unexpected directions.

Ochlen first exhibited a work related to
Tramonto Spaventoso in 1997; many subsequent
paintings drag the Graham violently into his

pictorial world. Graham’s elusive iconography is
unravelled and remade, takes on other allusions,
dissolves into abstract marks. The obsessional
reworking of the limited number of motifs is
stunning, like improvisation in jazz.

At the heart of the Serpentine exhibition are
four monumental works: three triptychs and a
single diptych turned to the vertical. Using both
charcoal and paint, they ruthlessly lay bare the
bones of Graham’s picture, totally transforming
it at the same time. Little is what it seems at first
sight. The endless possibilities of line to create
and undo form, to tease, suggest and play are
absorbing, drawing the viewers close and then
thrusting them back again. In the charcoal works
the handlebar moustache of Graham’s self-
portrait - already indelibly Dali-stamped - shoots
out, twirls round or curves up like a monocle,
dominating and macho. In the east triptych, ar the
roundabout; she’s always driving - it’s hypnotising; and
eastbound and down (2019), which is all charcoal,
the larynx in the mouth is testicular, while the
ghostly skull-eyes above the steering wheel are
also a self-referential umlaut (Ohlen).

Ochlen was inspired to work in charcoal by
his friend and colleague Konrad Klapheck, who
makes a complete sketch in charcoal of the chosen
object / machine, which he then reproduces in
oil. Breton’s last essay on an artist was devoted
to Klapheck, whose work recalled for him the
long list of those admired by the Surrealists
who explored the relationship between man and
machine, including the Comte de Lautréamont,
Alfred Jarry and his 1902 novel Supermale and
Duchamp, especially his The Bride Stripped Bare by
Her Bachelors, Even (1915-23). Among Klapheck’s
favourite objects is the sewing machine, iconic for
the Surrealists of the erotic encounter described
by Lautréamont ('...beautiful as the chance



encounter between a sewing machine and an
umbrella on a dissecting table’). ‘It is, Breton
wrote, ‘the collision with sharp edges alternating
with the caress of beautiful curves, graced by a
light deriving its source from the inner life,
which enables Klapheck to raise himself, by
means of correspondences, to a new level at
which he has a sure hold on the psychological
and the sociological '’

Ochlen has his own sets of correspondences
between man, woman and machine, which
emerge rather than impose themselves on the
mutating forms. In the north (Obstruct Redlicy;
Obstruct Realicy; Stop Sign, 2019) and east criprychs
the diagonal lines that divided Graham’s picture
have been magnified into sightlines, devouring
dynamic gazes; their directional force underlines
the references to driving and the woman now
occupying the centre in the east triptych is at
the wheel. The titles subsequently added to the
triptych reinforce this idea: ‘at the roundabout,
‘she’s always driving / it's hypnotising, ‘eastbound
and down’ (references to pop songs, baseball,
advertisements et cetera). In the west triptych
(never sleep again; ar the steering wheel a man is a
man; starter - turn me on, 2019) she has her finger
on a button (‘starter: turn me on’). In the north
triptych, Ochlen added an outstretched arm from
the female figure, outlined in a strong purple,
thrusting a placard reading ‘NO!,’ #McToo style,
at the head with a revolving eye that occupies
two panels. On the one hand gender identity is
a cliché, male with predator-gaze, female with
exaggerated curves; on the other hand there are
gender ambiguities and misplacements, motifs or
stylistic hints, that sow confusion.

For Ochlen, working in charcoal has a
sculptural feel. Drawing has a natural affinicy

with volume and space. The burnt black wood is
very flexible, creating dense outlines, with dark as
well as lightly dusted shadows, splatters and drips
when sprayed with water, and may be worked
over in several layers. Though the forms in the
east triptych, all of whose panels are in charcoal,
have a direct, crude look, apparently simplified,
even caricatural, there are also extraordinarily
delicate passages, material mysteries. In the
right-hand panel, the head, with its cartoon-
scream mouth, is framed along its right side with
an even scattering of lightly drawn decorative
marks, carefully contained within the outline of
the head, which they never overlap. The pattern,
resembling printed fabric or wallpaper, on the
body of the central figure, is like a close-up of this
decorative passage, which turns out to be made
with a rubber roller. The repeated outlines of

the central motif are like tree rings, or perhaps

a perverse way of registering her movement,
speeding off at the wheel, eyes closed. Her racher
horrible, rudimentary features conceal a phallic
nose, exaggerated in the central panel of the west
triptych, where the very identity of the form-as-
head becomes alarmingly questionable.

In the west triptych, a very watery acrylic
paint in blue, yellow and pink is applied lightly
over the huge surface of the central panel (At the
steering wheel a man is a man’) in loose patches,
streaks and streaming folds; in the right panel
the colours are stronger and harsher, roughly
outlining the shapes that seem to be positioned
in a flood of light, backed by a ghostly memory of
Constantin Brancusi’s The Endless Column (1918),
supporting a large beam. The motifs in each panel
on the whole do not extend beyond their borders;
abrupt curtailments and interruptions interfere
with any narrative.

The work on the south wall (cerrible sunser,
2019) is again charcoal, and picks up from a
small 2007 charcoal drawing, a version of the
encounter, in which the moustachioed head
sprouts a pig nose. Now placed vertically, with
the head at the top, the diptych takes on the
proportions and format of Duchamp’s Large
Glass, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even,
whose study of the mechanics of desire and the
ambiguities of gender has echoed through the
sequence.

Identifiable only by the scale and the
distinctive format is a furcher reference: to
the Rothko Chapel, next door to the Menil
Collection in Houston. This is the second time
Ochlen has played with the chapel as reference,
previously an exhibition in Beirut in 2015 where
motifs from paintings by Dali, including the
long spoon from the Agnostic Symbol (1932),
are entwined in huge blow ups from collaged
advertisements. In the new triptychs, Graham’s
Tramonto Spaventoso is the focus. As with
Rothko’s huge dark canvases, the central panel
of each triptych is raised on a low plinth, which
emphasises parallels with an altarpiece, though
the meditation the chapel invites is strictly
non-denominational. Some find the chapel a
quiet source of spiritual reflection, others find
the paintings terrifying images of the void. What
kind of revenge against the spiritual claims of
abstract painting is this? Or is it a lifting of the
black curtains to reveal another reality, both
comic and threatening, but full of paradoxical

life?

My thanks ro Albert for his great generosity with time,
insights and information during the prepararion of this
essay.
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Dear Ladies and Gentlemen,

The John Graham picture, which Albert

Ochlen has now already been dealing with for

so long and so tenaciously, and from which he

is apparently somehow no longer truly able

to detach himself (as he should not and also
cannot do), is arguably an allegory for painting,
pictures, art and truth. In this allegorical picture,
a magical field of coordinates is spanned, which
assigns the important positions of the signifiers
(man, woman, sun) that inhabit the picture on
the one hand by measuring the surface, on the
other, in turn, in a purely symbolising way, and as
a whole thus produces meaning and a symbolic
relationship that generates infinite (non-)sense.
To Ocehlen the artist, who is indeed also and
above all a real dreamer, just as all ‘real’ artists
are, this picture must have seemed so familiar
and ‘innate’ when he saw it, or racher saw a
reproduction of it, I believe. He was then able

to really make it into his own picture so as to
understand what his art, or art in general, should
be in a quite nonverbal, but very intelligible way.
What interests him is thus naturally not any
private mythology. The familiar accusation of

a private mythology is a contradiction in itself,
since a myth does not exist solely for itself. We
constantly encounter the myth that Ochlen
dreams here in a continuation of (or preparation
for) John Graham, indeed experiences anew and,
concurrently, virtually ‘dies’ from (more on this
shortly), at such artistic pinnacle situations where
the truth, indeed the origin of creation and all
imagination, lurks like a vine creeping over a tree
line, like a joyfully gushing spring, which becomes
ariver in the valley, ac which people then fetch
their water and thus settle there to live, that is,
to simultaneously die there. To me personally,

the Graham picture was also more than familiar
when Oehlen showed it to me for the first time on
the Canary Islands in 1997, when I was 23 years
old. I had to comprehend it as the same truth
that numerous art books (Matisse, Mondrian,
Cézanne, Rembrandt and so forth) had already
imparted to me, and even more importantly,
which communicated to me a very similar
mythology with the name NASAHEIM, to which
[ had already given this title and named back

then and which has remained a guiding image for
me until today. Ochlen says that I am my ‘own
Graham’, which would mean that NASAHEIM is
my own personal Graham.

The new pictures that Ochlen has created for his
exhibition at the Serpentine Galleries in London
and that I had the opportunity to examine
personally in Los Angeles and declare to be very
good, are surely the best that he has ever been able
to make. Also because he saw himself doubled

in a way never seen before as both a figure and
tragic actor in Graham’s schema, and, among
other things, was able to identify himself and

his dependency artistically with charcoal on
canvas. This realisation is a heavy burden, but his
understanding of his blindness, of his absolute
inability to create alone is a great and huge asset.
Just as Ochlen’s ‘colour’ has always been extremely
abstract, a separated inversion, a flipside seen from
the inside of withheld shades, colours turning
away, the meditation space created for London is
now an enhanced self-awareness, as that empty
form that only becomes completeness, potential
fullness and its perfect fit in constellation with
the main figure in Graham’s motif respectively,
namely the woman. It is his gaze, because the
seeing eye is also blind, that the woman in the
picture first generates as such, i.c. it is she who

projects his gaze outward from within himself,
since she is the one that first of all directs it
outward from within herself, strictly speaking
based on her clear sexuality, the nourishing organ
of the world, towards him, so as to first make

him see, but only very conditionally. She would
merely like to make him see, to call his attention
to her own place, her seating position in very close
proximity to the threshold, to the oscillating
location of truth. Why? Because she bears and
holds colour, and because she, as Graham shows,
first gives her absolute lucidity and her general
genetic knowledge to the blind man so as to make
him creative, since she is connected with water
and originates from it by nature of her essence.
Myth is above all a topos of standstill. This is
what Graham’s system of coordinates proposes

or directly effects and brings about. It results

in a suspension of chronology, of sequence, and
makes what seems mundanely explainable as

the origin of the secing picture inscrutable. It is
de facto a seeing picture (it represents sccing),
but its fully seeing and foresighted moment is a
standstill, a knockout. Ochlen has always sensed
this standstill and had to perceive it so profoundly
(‘in dying)), so that he, so to say, in recrospect,

in a revelatory look back through Graham’s
picture, would experience and recognise why he
must serve the great annihilation as a supremely
beautiful principle throughout his life. And why
his pictures, at least until he saw the picture (and
possibly also beyond it), can be reduced to such
an annihilating, but simultancously glorifying
place. Ochlen’s great signature is the blurred spot,
which concludes the picture (and thus makes it
primary), disguises it as powerless and forfeits

it. Ochlen’s colour atmosphere is an echo-like
potency of brown that collapses before it might
also just incarnate or might prepare for birth,

for what the picture has still got coming. This is
why he dwells inside a colour scale whose cavity
he illuminates, whose vibrations he imbues with
colour, but withholds like a mystery or a memory
that he would preferably like to and must retain
for himself. Everything stands still there; Ochlen’s
dream of beauty is a quiescent state and stands
still, remains and sediments there. His picture
dies; he dies while painting the dying picture. He
has tried to take the final power from the picture;
he was the one who picked the initially final
flower on the entire large field that the sacred
surface is. What is the sacred surface? Myth

also has an answer for this. The powerlessness of
the figure of the man in Graham’s picture and

his context vis-a-vis the truth of the threshold
seems to be the key to this. This threshold - the
location of truth that the woman permanently
bears witness to merely as a result of her sheer
presence — is not the surface itself, bu its intrinsic
and very exclusive reference, since the vibrations
that the surface pictorially radiates as a message
of death and life are themselves threshold-like,

i.e. they are messages of coming and going. The
surface comes and goes (like the wind or like a bell
chime), because its transmission, its message of
seeing and making seen is a frequency that comes
and goes, like an irrational signal, that only she
can emanate, as a very divine tone.

Now, the history of painting after Cézanne,
namely not in line with Cézanne, but instead

in renunciation of him, has largely worked on
turning off this tone once and for all, and has
done so above all with the aid of ready-mades
(and the so-called right angle). Indeed, Ochlen
also tried or was engaged in his time in skilfully
painting over this tone, but he also left this tone
an optimal possibility (even though he perhaps



did not want this at all) to return eternally. His
system becomes self-indulgent, is damned to
comprchcnsivc reorganisation. His picture is a
possible basis for organisations to come, a hidden
foundation. His picture must perish so as to

give rise to a new world, to create a transition

to the new like a bridge. Decline is emergence.

It is his presentiment of a whole and of a future
equalisation of pictorial forces. Dissolution and
infinity intertwine themselves. Ochlen’s zero-
action becomes a sign of and produced reference
to the hidden foundation. Graham opens up an
ideal perspective on this relationship for Ochlen,
in the form of a point of view having become
total. Ochlen’s gesture of annihilation and decline
is first given its legitimation wicth Graham’s
picture, but also its rebuke, its position in the
creative scenario, which, namely, runs to meet the

Translated from the German by
Amy Klement

setting sun nevertheless within the framework of
a quite monstrous affirmation of the very horror
to which we are exposed. While doing civil service
at a hospital in Hamburg in 1993, I read Ochlen’s
book of interviews in which he proclaims himself
to be a ‘designer of hope’. I have taken this very
seriously until today and have also coupled my
artistic existence to such a statement. His path
of hope not only received a companion with
Graham’s picture, it is also probably Ochlen’s
personal golden admission ticket to the land of
hope. His concealing and regaining is, however,
the true merit. Oehlen affords us the fortunate
potency to have hope to live a higher life. It is up
to us to fulfil it so as to then live in a new day.

A. Butzer
(18 June 2019)

Ohne Titel / Unritled 2002

Pencil, watercolour on paper

190 x 150 cm

Courtesy the artist

Photo: Lothar Schnepf © Albert Ochlen



HANS ULRICH OBRIST

IN CONVERSATION

WITH ALBERT OEHLEN

HANS ULRICH OBRIST (HUQ)

Let’s start by talking about Spain. You have your
place here in the Basque Country. How did this
come about?

ALBERT OEHLEN (AO)

I went to Andalusia at the end of 1987 with
Martin Kippenberger and moved into a house
there, where I worked for a year. Then I stayed in
Madrid for a few years. Since then, I've always had
one foot in Spain - I always had a place here and
another somewhere else.

HUO You once told me that your transition
to abstraction happened in Spain, in that year.
Is that right?

AOQ Yes, in Seville. It was just like that. I had the
intention of becoming an abstract painter, but
no idea how to do it. In Carmona, I made various
attempts to go in that direction, and at some

point it happened.

HUO What was the first abstract painting
you made?

AO Well, I started by naming the work wich

the big mouth, the lips with the teeth inside

and the uvula, Abstract Painting Number One
(1988), with the idea that you can call something
abstract if you no longer believe in the function
of presentation or visualisation. Another was a
mash-up of an American flag. I didn’t mean to
refer to the flag itself, but to Pop paintings. I tried
out various approaches towards abstraction, like
painting something figurative or recognisable, but
not believing in it; that was one method.

HUO Painting something, but not believing in
it. To turn to your show at the Serpentine: you
made a Rothko Chapel in Beirut for TRANCE
(22 October 2018 - September 2019) at Aishti
Foundation, and for the Hamburg exhibition
Hyper! A Journey into Art and Music (1 March - 11
August 2019) at Halle fiir Akeuelle Kunst,
Deichtorhallen. But your interpretation of the
Rothko Chapel for your upcoming Serpentine
exhibition is the opposite to the chapel in
Houston but follows a similar idea.

AO Yes, 'm approaching it from another side.
It’s simply about the silence in the original
Rothko Chapel in Houston. Back then, when I
was there, you had this feeling of twilight and
these paintings in which the eye could barely
find anything to hold onto. If any spiritual effect
were to be achieved, my question would be how
much auto-suggestion would be necessary?
Because you often hear trivial music in the
context of reflection. I wondered if one couldn’t
also reach a meditative state while listening to
violent music.

HUQ By violenr music, do you mean noise?

AO It could be noise. I conducted some
experiments on myself where I tried to create

a lulling effect with different kinds of music.

I thought about what it takes to achieve
meditative states — with which music it’s possible
and which not. With speed metal, and also with
Electric Miles Davis, 1 experienced meditative
states a lot. These results are of course only valid
for myself. I came up with the idea of making

a sort of violent chapel, without giving up on
the desire for it to be about meditation. But I
am not only referring to sound. The paintings

should not fit into the cliché of having any
calming features.

HUO You have this idea for very specific music
where fragments will almost stochastically appear
in phases and then disappear. Some visitors might
experience the soundtrack and others not. Can
you say something about this?

AO I'm working with the Swiss band, Steamboat
Switzerland, a trio: bass guitar, drums and
Hammond organ. I know them via Michael
Wertmiiller, who for me is a genius contemporary
musician, perfectly at home in the area between
contemporary music composition, speed metal
and free improvisation. Time has passed since
these things were invented, but for a while there
seemed to be an antagonism between them.
Today, you can connect or switch between these
musical forms. It’s not a gag anymore. Steamboat
Switzerland works in that area. I like them.

HUO They'll contribute sound elements to the
exhibition, which aren’t always audible.

AO Yes, in varying lengths.
HUO How did the Rothko Chapel works start?

AO In that first project in Beiru, there are cut-
out and glued paintings made from advertising
materials. Everything is held together in the
trashiest way possible. They have two levels. One
is the advertising material with the slogans on it
- like ‘Everything Must Go’, or washing-machine
commercials. That’s the level on which you can
read the pictures and slogans. The other level is
how it’s cut. Basically, you have these outlines
taken from rioty Dali paintings.

You can recognise these figures when you focus
on the cut outlines. You can basically see these
two levels: the outlined Dali pictures, and

the motifs from the advertising material. It’s
cut out and collaged. There’s a double layer of
information, which is very colourful, and also
very alarming through the Dali motif.

HUO What is the reference to Dali?

AO When you start getting into painting and
you're 11 or 14 or so years old, you have to like
Dali. That’s obvious. In my generation, hippies
and druggy people would have Dali posters on
their walls - he was their hero. There was a phase
when this became too much and all humankind
took a step back from Dali because he was
discredited as a showman. Many people who
think they have good taste continue to reject Dali
because they think that the showman, money
and success stand in opposition to quality. How
do you get out of that? You can overcome this by
thinking about it, the easiest way being to read
his autobiography The Secrer Life of Salvador Dali
(1942). I believe that if you're not convinced by
then, you've missed the point. Have you read it?

HUO Yes, I love that book.

AO It’s really big. I think if you can revise your
own judgement, it’s the most beautiful thing
that can happen to you.

HUO How does the chapel for your solo show in
Beirut - the exhibition and music - relate to the
mini chapel for the group show in Hamburg?

AO They are done the same way. In the one
in Beirut, the panels have the same size as the



original Rothko Chapel. Before I made these, I
made some 250cm x 250cm test-pictures firstly
as a technical test to see how the frames should
be made, how stuff could be glued and how it
appeared. There were six of them and now [
presented these paintings in a box-like space.

HUO There’s a soundtrack to these six paintings.
You sit inside this box on a chair and listen to a
Holger Hiller soundtrack.

AQ Yes, that’s correct. I've been involved with
Holger for a long time now. Around the time
when I was studying art, we were neighbours.

I believe he was at the arts college as well, in a
similar environment. I'm not sure if he was also
a student of Sigmar Polke, but I have a lot in
common with Holger and some time ago we did
something together." He produced ten musical
pieces, and I made ten graphics as an edition.
The original project was on vinyl, but he burned
them onto a CD which we use for this project. He
made a very precise counterpart to these collage
paintings. For that project, and in general, he
likes to work with samples. His views on the use
of material pretty much echo what I did. He also
processed music and sound that was generally
present and he was unafraid of trash. In this box,
you wear headphones and are buckled up on that
revolving chair, and it becomes very narrow; it's
supposed to be a claustrophobic version of the

chapel, like some kind of psycho tank.

HUO For one person - you can only be inside
alone. The chapel for the Serpentine is completely
different, in that it will comprise paintings

made here in Ispaster in the Basque Country.

You told me in our last conversation that their
origin was this John Graham painting (Tramonto

Spaventoso, 1940 - 1949). Graham (1886-1961)
was a modernist painter born in Russia, who
has somehow been forgotten. There’s a strange
amnesia about him. In your catalogue published
by Taschen, John Corbett writes that you first
read about him in a biography about Jackson
Pollock. Can you talk about Graham? How
did you come to that painting and how did

it trigger not only these new paintings, but
also a whole line of older paintings that we're
including in the exhibition?

AO The fascination with Graham came from
a strange statement in this Pollock biography
Jackson Pollock: An American Saga (1989) by Steven
Naifeh and Gregory White Smith. These are
the people who also wrote this super-boring
Van Gogh biography, Van Gogh: The Life (2011).
But the Pollock book isn’t boring at all; it’s
extremely good. What I liked so much about
this book was that they absolutely leave it open
to interpretation whether they consider Pollock
to be a bit of an idiot. They describe very nicely
how the meaning of Pollock lies in the entire
picture - so not as the single accomplishment
of a genius, but also in relation to luck and the
fortuitous influence of Clement Greenberg and
others. And it’s all of these elements combined
that results in the importance of Pollock;

it’s not just the result of the huge efforts of a
genius. Related to that, Graham played the

role of mentor to Pollock, as an opposing and
interesting figure. I find it so interesting that
with Pollock’s work, something of enormous
importance emerges as an objective final

result, as something that’s there, no matter
how it came about, which simply has an
enormous meaning.

HUO It’s only a short phase, a sort of flare.

AO Yes. It’s basically an appearance flashing up,
mainly in the big, classical paintings that hang in
museums, like the ones in the Kunstsammlung
Nordrhein-Westfalen in Diisseldorf and the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.

In contrast, Graham as a person was very smart

and good at expressing what he’d learned in Paris.

HUO Surrealism.

AO Yes. First, he was a rather clunky Picasso
imitator. Later he made a couple of fascinating
and disturbing women portraits. Not only
because they are cross-eyed.

HUO You bought one painting, which is the
trigger for this whole exhibition - for the new
work, but also for many of the older paintings
that will be included. Even so, we're not sure if we
want to hang this painting in the exhibition.

AO Yes. The trigger wasn't my interest in
Graham himself, but the painting. I'd found a
black-and-white image of it in the Dore Ashton’s
book The New York School (1972). My first thought
was that it was a really shitty painting. I found it
spectacularly bad. It’s chunkily painted, possibly
unfinished. The content triggers a certain

depth, but without resolving anything. I am

not interested in meaning. I am unable to read
paintings and understand the meaning. It is alien
to me. It has the appearance of wanting to tell
you something extremely important.

HUO Whact is the message?

AO I don’t know, but something is supposed

to come across with this painting. There are
connection lines and suns and triangular
swastikas - three-armed ones. I don’t know
what they're supposed to be. They could also be
running suns. They have the beards and glasses
of very wise historical figures. I don’t know what
to associate them with. I found it quite funny
that I wasn't able to make sense of it at all. I also
didn’t want to. I thought it would be interesting
to research what it could be through my own
experiments.

HUO And that’s how the paintings emerged

over the years?

AO Yes. It’s some kind of vehicle for me. It’s
like a construction kit of motifs. It’s actually
one motif, but with various elements that are
different in nature. It goes from the graphic to
the picturesque. That means there are parts
that prompt you to paint more, to become more
plastic. Then there are others with a big letter
and smaller text and a wooden bar. There’s a head
with a pilot hat and goggles. But there could
also be a third eye, rays and lines going into the
depths, like in Dali, or the wooden planks that
we find in Jorg Immendorff paintings.

HUO This movement from the graphic to the
picturesque is interesting. Your triptychs emerge
from this. You always made big drawings - your
show at Palazzo Grassi (8 April 2018 - 6 January
2019) included large-scale black-and-white
etchings. But here for the first time the graphic
becomes picturesque - big drawings become
paintings. There’s even a triptych that’s purely
graphic; in another there’s a big drawing.

Can you say something about this?



AO The big drawings or things on paper I've
made are inspired by Konrad Klapheck’s studies,
which he always makes for his paintings. But
Klapheck did them on canvas, which I haven't
seen before. Within this, I found a prompt: what
if I made a charcoal drawing in which every
crumb is controlled and goes exactly where I
want it to go? That’s very different from the
association you have with the charcoal drawing,
where you imagine the wine-drinking, bearded,
shaggy artist giving his inspiration free rein
with abrupt movements. You always imagine
charcoal drawings as dirty - at least from the
last 100 years.

HUO But here they're the opposite of dirty.

It’s all so organised. I made a book with Klapheck
in 2006 (The Conversation Series, Volume 3). It’s a
very controlled order with him.

AO Yes. There’s no impulsiveness with him.
HUO With you, it’s controlled as well.

AO Yes. At least in the drawings. I bring the
charcoal to the paper or canvas in a clean way.
So it looks different from the usual charcoal
drawing, because it becomes like painting. I
clean while doing it. I manipulate. I erase. I edit
it so that it's completely controlled. Klapheck
didn’t do that. When he corrects something, you
can see that there’s a correction. That’s the idea,
an aesthetic idea: to make a piece of art where
the charcoal sits exactly there and frays or not as
you want.

HUO That's one part of the exhibition - these
incredible charcoal drawings. However, there are
also paintings. They're triptychs as well. Can you

say something about the genesis of this chapel
for London?

AO These big charcoal pictures are combined or
fit rogether with large watercolours on canvas.
Watercolours are also normally small, but here
they're made big. It’s nothing - I don’t have to
praise myself for doing this. It was just fun for
me to do it.

HUO But it normally happens on paper; here,

it happens on the canvas. The reference to
Surrealism is interesting, too. Glenn O’Brien
wrote that: ‘There’s no reason Surrealism should
be finished any more than realism should be,

or romanticism or bagism or fagism. Albert
Ochlen is a Surrealist, practising very much in
the Paranoiac-critical method as developed by
Dali, with post-cubist spatial displacement.” And
Surrealism also plays a role with Graham. He
emerges from Surrealism. Surrealism also plays a
role with Pollock. I knew Roberto Matta at the
end of his life. I did long interviews with him.
And Marra influenced them all. Matta influenced
Graham, Matta influenced Gorky.

AO Exactly.

HUQO What does this exhibition have to do

with Surrealism?

AO Surrealism, for me, is the most interesting
art style of the past century. I'm interested

in that moment of Surrealism when artists,
writers or whomever, approach this tool box.

I don’t care about the frottage of Max Ernst

or the importance of dreams, fantasy and the
unconscious. I'm more interested in that point
when Dali comes up with something funny and

claims that it comes from the subconscious.
That’s what I admire. I want to approach that
method. From what I've read about Surrealism,
the most important books are Revolution of the
Mind: The Life of André Breron (1995) by Mark
Polizzotti and Dalf’s The Secret Life. T keep realising
that this is also the origin of Conceptual art, and
the most important forge of ideas.

HUO Surrealism as forge of ideas?

AO Yes.

HUO Can you say something about this new
triptych, with these watercolours? There’s only
one drawing. How did these motifs come to life?

AO They all derived from this Graham painting.
HUO Including the figures?

AO Yes. Well, they look completely different now.
HUO And those heads are from Graham, too?

AO Yes. I found out after 20 years of research
that the name of this painting is Tramonto
Spaventoso (‘Terrifying Sunset’). The sun sets

in a sort of zigzag, not in an arch, with abrupt,
criss-cross movements. On the right side of the
painting there’s a mermaid. The pilotlike man is
staring at her breasts.

HUO Can we discuss the decades of works
connected to this Graham painting? Which
works are most important to you?

AO I can't really say much about that. What's
nice for me about getting these pictures together

is that they're from different times and were
always an opportunity for me to relax. I risked
quite a lot in these paintings. I think that if you're
willing to look at my things, there’s a

high entertainment value.

HUO Paradoxically, because of the restriction in
this one painting, there’s a lot of freedom.

AO I think it’s become an entertaining story.
HUO There are always figurative elements.

AO It’s always the same repertoire, which is being
overstretched in all directions.

HUO Yes, in that sense it’s infinite.

AO Theoretically, yes.

HUO I saw this exhibition of your grey paintings
in 2017 (Nahmad Contemporary) in New York.
It was interesting to see these grey paintings,
made from 1997 to 2008, all together for once.
The works that come from the Graham painting

is not such a clear group like the grey paintings.

AO It’s connected more content-wise, not via
the motif and the way it’s painted.

HUO In that way it’s different from the grey

paintings.

AO Exactly. Here you have the only morif that’s
continuously present in a larger group.

HUO And the grey paintings are completed?

AO You never know. But let’s say yes.



HUO With the Graham paintings, the
restriction to one painting gave you freedom.
With the grey paintings, it’s a restriction to
one colour. How did that come about?

AO It was super simple. I was thinking about
Gerhard Richter, and about his blurring of black-
and-white paintings. I simply wondered how it
would be if you blurred in all directions. What
happens then? I mean, Richter did that as well,
alcthough he’s a bit more systematic. With me it’s
different. When I have a conceptual idea, I don’
realise it immediately. I look where I can gain
something. And that’s the difference

from Richer.

HUO So, you don’t work systematically?

AO I also don't stick to the requirements. I'm
happy about the requirements, but I don't have to
stick to them if I don't feel like it anymore. Now
I'm telling all my secrets!

HUQ That's good. But you've also said that with
the grey paintings, you self-prescribed, like a
medical prescription, these grey colours as therapy
to increase the longing for colour.

AO Yes, that’s right. That’s a side effect.

HUO Back then in New York, when I saw this
exhibition, I asked myself, how did it come to an
end, in 2008, this apparently infinite series?
AO Ididn't feel like it anymore.

HUO It just ends?

AO You do something different.

HUO But with this John Graham painting,
it keeps giving you desire.

AO That also went quiet for a certain number
of years.

HUO How did it return? Did it happen suddenly?

AO That was in Los Angeles. I've no idea how it
happened. I didn’t know what to start, and then I
thought, ‘Ah that! I'll try it ou. It’s certainly easy’

HUO What made you switch from oils to
watercolour and charcoal in these works?

AO In comparison to my colleagues, I have a
relatively small studio. Which I like, but over a
longer period, I've started to paint more and more
fluencly. Fluency with oil painting means more
turpentine and more smell. At some point I got
really mad. I didn't want to smell it anymore. I
also looked at oil paint suspiciously. Even worse, [
developed a real reluctance. That's why I did this
charcoal and watercolour thing, because I didn’t
want to smell that anymore.

HUO Not Serpentine, but turpentine!

AO Exactly. I was in the middle of some large-
formar abstract oil painting. Suddenly I stopped,
because I couldn’t bear to smell it anymore. I like
having a reason for something. It’s nice. Because
then you don't need inspiration. You simply have
a reason.

HUO Something we haven't covered is the role
of collecting. When I visited you for the first time
in Gais, Switzerland, I realised that there’s a lot of
art in your studio by students, colleagues, older

artists, including a de Kooning painting. Can you
say something about this idea of collecting and
art made from art?

AO Yes. Art is made from art. I feel that way. It’s
nicer to own a piece of art than a share. Therefore
I bought some when I had money. It began by
trading with Kippenberger, and Werner Biittner.
Kippenberger was a role model because he was

so greedy.

HUO He was greedy for other art?

AO He was greedy in every way. I understood
how this supposed deadly sin could actually be

a good thing. Somehow I realised that it’s fun.
Then I began to acquire art pieces. It’s a gesture of
trust towards the person you're buying from. If it’s
a young person, it’s nice, they're happy. You can
consider yourself smart and say they're going to
be really huge one day. It has many nice aspects.
You can hang it on the wall and be pleased with
it. Basically this happens when you see something
of meaning for yourself. You consider yourself
smarter than other people and ask yourself, ‘Why
don't they see it?’ It’s all lots of fun.

HUO In your studio in Gais, there was also an
André Butzer painting. He's a younger artist
you're supporting.

AO You can't call it ‘support’ because he’s an
established artist but I got to know him very
early on.

HUO And here in the Basque Country, there

are also works of younger artists in your studio.
While chis cycle for the Serpentine is being
created, young artists are painting in your studio.

You say that you're often surrounded by artists.
The studio isn't very big. You don’t have many
assistants. It’s not a factory. It’s an exchange of
energy with artists. Can you say something more
about that, because it’s quite uncommon?

AO Well, yes. I like being alone in the studio. I
always work alone basically. But every now and
then I have people around who help me. I can
put the paintings up myself. It’s no problem for
me at all. I can carry them by myself. I can do
everything. But sometimes I get mad and like to
have people around to talk to. From their facial
expressions, I can tell how they're reacting to
what I'm doing. I like that. It’s even better when
they do something themselves. Then it’s not a
situation where you pay someone to give you
answers. It’s mutual. That’s especially nice. I hope
it’s beneficial to them as well.

HUO Now that the chapel has been built, do you

have any other unrealised projects?

AO No. I'm glad to have anything at all. One

or two years ago, I thought, everybody has
something they dream about, where they say: ‘1
want to make the largest whatever, I need that
museum or just | want more money. But I don't
have anything. There was a total emptiness. I
thought, I don't want anything, or need anything.
I just want to paint the next painting. I don't even
have a series or a project in mind. Now, I'm happy
to at least have the chapel.

. See Untitled (Fondation Beyeler, LP by Wendy Gondeln and
Holger Hiller with etching by Albert Ochlen. etching, 2016),
heeps://shop.fondationbeyeler.ch/en/artikel/albert-ochlen-
holger-hiller-wendy-gondelnuntitled-2016-25529.

2. Glenn O'Brien, 'Indulgences: 95 Theses or Bottles of
Beer on the Wall', Parkert, May 2007, p 32.
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artworks and use the digital guide to explore
the exhibition further.
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LIST OF WORKS

SOUTH GALLERY

Grinaug - Dunkelaug 1997
Oil on canvas

200 x 240 cm

Courtesy the artist

Untitled 2002

Charcoal, watercolour, graphite on paper
200 x 146 cm

Courtesy the artist

SMALL EAST GALLERY

Abgaskopf 1998 / 1984

Oil on canvas

192 x 192.6 cm

The Albertina Museum, Vienna. The Essl Collection




EAST GALLERY

Untitled 2019

Collage and mixed media on paper
265x30cm

Courtesy the artist

Untitled 2019

Collage and mixed media on paper
29 x21cm

Courtesy the artist

Sohn von Hundescheisse 1999
Oil on canvas

278 x 359 cm

Private Collection

Untitled 2002

Pencil, watercolour on paper
190 x 150 cm

Courtesy the artist



Untitled 2002

Charcoal, watercolour on paper
253 x 146 cm

Courtesy the artist

An der Ampel 1998

Oil on wood

65 x 65 cm

Private Collection, Detroit, Michigan

NORTH GALLERY

Steamboat Switzerland (Dominik Blum, hammond organ/piano/KORG MS20; Marino Pliakas,
ebass/guitar; Lucas Niggli, drums)

The Oe Tracks 2019

95 sound files of 15 minutes each with silence and music composed by Steamboat Switzerland,
Michael Wertmiiller, Stephan Wittwer, Felix Profos, Hermann Meier (all music published by
Steamboat Switzerland on CD/Vinyl 1998-2013)

Copyright Steamboat Switzerland



Obstruct Reality 2019

Charcoal on canvas

4572 x 243.8 cm, 2 parts: each 228.6 x 243.8 cm
Courtesy the artist and Gagosian

Obstruct Reality 2019

Charcoal on canvas

457.2 x 243.8 cm, 2 parts: each 228.6 x 243.8 cm
Courtesy the artist and Gagosian

Stop Sign 2019

Acrylic on canvas

457.2 x 267.3 cm, 2 parts: each 228.6 x 267.3 cm
Courtesy the artist and Gagosian

at the roundabout 2019

Charcoal on canvas

3426 x 1826 cm

Courtesy the artist and Gagosian



she's always driving - It's hypnotising 2019
Charcoal on canvas

3426 x 2591 cm

Courtesy the artist and Gagosian

eastbound and down 2019
Charcoal on canvas

3426 x182.6 cm

Courtesy the artist and Gagosian

terrible sunset 2019

Charcoal on canvas

4572 x 266.7, 2 parts: each 228.6 x 266.7 cm
Courtesy the artist and Gagosian

never sleep again 2019

Charcoal on canvas

365.4 x 1826 cm

Courtesy the artist and Gagosian




WEST GALLERY

at the steering wheel a man is a man 2019
Acrylic on canvas
3654 x 2591 cm

Courtesy the artist and Gagosian

starter - turn me on 2019

Acrylic on canvas

365.4 x182.6 cm

Courtesy the artist and Gagosian

2. Gear - It's alright 1998 / 1982
Mixed media on canvas

62 x 17 cm

Courtesy the artist

Vorfahrt fiir immmer 1998
Mixed media on canvas

196 x 196 cm

Private Collection, Diisseldorf



3. Gear - It's alright 1998
Oil on canvas

150 x 150 cm

Private Collection

Das Privileg / ZAT 1999
Oil on canvas

279 x 479 cm

Private Collection

Im Riickspiegel 1998 / 1982
Oil on canvas

100 x 110 cm

Private Collection, Switzerland

120 kmh 1998

Oil on canvas

50x 90 cm

Private Collection, Detroit, Michigan
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Albert Oehlen (2 October 2019 - 2 February 2020)

Luchita Hurtado: | Live | Die | Will Be Reborn (until 20 October 2019)
Patrick Staff (8 November 2019 - 9 February 2020)

Cao Fei (4 March -17 May 2020)

Studio Formafantasma (4 March -17 May 2020)

ARCHITECTURE

Serpentine Pavilion 2019 Designed by Junya Ishigami (Until 6 October
2019)

LIVE PROGRAMMES

DIGITAL COMMISSIONS

COS x Serpentine Park Nights 2019 (Selected Fridays, 8pm, Pavilion)
Precious Okoyomon, Jakob Kudsk Steensen, Shawanda Corbett, Kiko
Kostadinov /vanillajellaba

Klein, (6 September)

1010 Benja SL (20 September)

Cecilia Vicuha (27 September)

Carrie Mae Weems (4 October)

General Ecology Programme

Listening Session: The Flourishing Diversity Series (8 September, 8pm)
Alex Cecchetti: Walking Backwards (14 & 15 September 2019)

The Shape of a Circle in the Mind of a Fish Might Be (December 2019)
Time Time Time: An Opera by Jennifer Walshe and Timothy Morton

(14 December)

Albert Oehlen Invites: Steamboat Switzerland and Lorenzo Senni (2 October)
Suzanne Treister Talk, Book and Web App launch (19 September)

Christodoulos Panayiotou: Dying on Stage (7 December 2019) Serpentine Gallery

Kensington Gardens
London W2 3XA

Serpentine Sackler Gallery

Serpentine Augmented Architecture: Jakob Kudsk Steensen The Wesk Barciage Dice
Dee,Q Listener Kensington Gardens
Suzanne Treister: From Survivor (F) To The Escapist Bhst (Black Hole London W2 ZAR

T +44 (0)20 7402 6075

Sgacet/me) W serpentinegalleries.org

Jenna Sutela: /| Magma




ALBERT OEHLEN
2 October 2019 - 2 February 2020

Albert Oehlen (b. 1954, Krefeld, Germany) is one of the most innovative and
significant artists working today. He has been a key figure in contemporary art
since the 1980s and the diversity of his painting is a testament to the intrinsic
freedom that remains at the heart of the medium. Through expressionist
brushwork, surrealist gestures and deliberate amateurism, he engages with the
history of painting, pushing its essential components to bold new extremes.

At the centre of the Serpentine Gallery will be an installation that marks the
beginning of Oehlen's process of interpreting the Rothko Chapel in Houston,
Texas. Four new paintings - the same scale and size as the four horizontal
canvases found in the Chapel - have been made specifically for this exhibition.
Alongside this central installation will be a selection of paintings from the last
two decades. A newly-configured soundtrack by the Swiss ensemble, Steamboat
Switzerland, will play at intervals throughout the duration of the exhibition. The
presence of music will extend through two live concerts taking place during the
exhibition's opening week, with performances by Steamboat Switzerland and
experimental musician, Lorenzo Senni.

EXECUTED

PATRICK STAFF
ON VENUS
8 November 2019 - 9 February 2020

Through a varied and interdisciplinary body of work, Patrick Staff interrogates notions of
discipline, dissent, labour and the queer identity. Drawing from a wide range of sources,
Staff's work cites the ways in which history, technology, capitalism and the law have
fundamentally transformed the social constitution of our bodies today, with a particular



focus on gender, debility and biopolitics. For their newly commissioned exhibition at the
Serpentine Galleries, Patrick Staff: On Venus presents their most ambitious work to date: a
site-specific installation exploring structural violence, registers of harm and the corrosive
effects of acid, blood and hormones through architectural intervention, video and print.
Their work has been presented internationally, including solo shows at MOCA, Los Angeles
(2017); Spike Island, Bristol, UK (2016); and Chisenhale Gallery, London, UK (2015). Recent
group exhibitions have included The Body Electric, Walker Art Center, Minneapolis

(2019); Made in LA, Hammer Museum, Los Angeles (2018); Trigger, New Museum, New York
(2015).

YIOLET
DATA
DAWN

SUZANNE TREISTER

FROM SURVIVOR (F) TO THE ESCAPIST BHST (BLACK HOLE SPACETIME)
Launching 19 September 2019

Treister's large body of work engages eccentric narratives, unconventional bodies of
research and fictional worlds to reveal hidden structures that bind power, identity and
knowledge. As part of the Serpentine’s digital commission programme, Treister will present
an artist publication that draws on recent research in artificial intelligence and
astrophysics to create a hallucinogenic imagining of spaces of human and non-human
understanding within and beyond those of contemporary science and technology. The
Escapist BHST (Black Hole Spacetime) will be simultaneously accessible through sky-based
portals in augmented reality via a web AR application. By pointing their mobile device's
camera into the sky, users will encounter a series of interactive portal drawings, where
further works can be viewed and downloads can be kept and used as wallpapers or
backgrounds.

JENNA SUTELA
| MAGMA
| Magma App available everywhere for i0OS and Android from 2 October 2019



| Magma exhibited as part of Mud Muses: A Rant About Technology, Moderna Museet,
Stockholm, 12 October 2019 - 12 January 2020

Jenna Sutela is a Finnish-born, Berlin-based artist who works with words, sounds and other
living materials to create experimental installations and performances that bring together
biology, technology and cosmology. Her new work, | Magma, exists in two related parts: an
app for mobile devices developed with the Serpentine in collaboration with Memo Akten
and Allison Parrish and an installation exhibited at Moderna Museet, Stockholm. The
installation features a series of custom made head-shaped lava lamps whose movements
act as a 'seed' in generating the app's visuals and language. Using live camera footage of
the lava flow in combination with the routes of app users, it allows the users to receive
divinatory readings based on collectively formed shapes. The commission expands Sutela's
research into alternative forms of intelligence by applying chemical and digital processes
in the creation of an oracle. This project is part of an ongoing relationship between the
Serpentine and Sutela that began during the GUEST, GHOST, HOST: MACHINE! Marathon in
2017.

CAO FEI
BLUEPRINTS
4 March - 17 May 2020

Cao Fei is a multi-media artist and filmmaker based in Beijing. Video, digital media,
photography and objects all play a role in the artist's engagement with an age of rapid
technological development. Cao Fei's work is underpinned by an ongoing exploration of
virtuality, how it has radically altered our perception of self and changed the way

we understand reality. This slippage between the physical and the virtual is always present
in her work; from the utopic and dystopic potentials of our modern-day cities, the escapism
of users via the virtual platform, Second Life, to the alienating effects of mechanised labour
in China, Cao Fei often addresses these far-reaching topics through deadpan humour and
the creation of surreal encounters. Although each of Cao Fei's worlds appear to teeter on
the edge of apocalyptic uncertainty, her characters navigate these complex and chaotic
realities with vigour and agency, harnessing the unique possibilities of technology in order
to shape a collective future. The Serpentine Galleries exhibition will bring together new and
existing works in an immersive, site-specific installation, expanding the themes of
automation, virtuality and technology that Cao Fei continuously draws upon.



STUDIO FORMAFANTASMA
4 March -17 May 2020

Studio Formafantasma are an Italian design duo based in Amsterdam. Their work looks at
design'’s ecological and political responsibilities, while probing the global industries that
consume natural resources. This project opens a new chapter in the Serpentine's
programme, embracing radical approaches to design and developing a platform for
practitioners who operate between the traditional disciplines of design, contemporary art,
and research. Formafantasma's project for the Serpentine puts into question the role that
design can play in translating emerging environmental awareness into informed,
collaborative responses. Specifically, it will focus on forestry practices and production
strategies surrounding wood and wood products. The industry’'s tentacular supply chain
has grown out of the bioprospecting that took place throughout colonial territories during
the nineteenth century, and has affected the entire biosphere. Formafantasma's practice is
characterised by experimental material investigations and detailed explorations of the
history, context and implications of the transformation of natural resources into
commodities. This project seeks connections with science, conservation, engineering and
policymaking, adopting a pioneering multidisciplinary approach to contemporary design.

Mushrooms Make a Forest, the Serpentine’s General Ecology project responds to Studio
Formafantasma's exhibition with a series of programmes during the Spring season.

GENERAL ECOLOGY PROGRAMME

General Ecology is the Serpentine’s long-term project researching complexity,
posthumanism, the environment and climate change. Responding to the most urgent crises
of the Anthropocene, such as mass species extinction and deforestation, General Ecology
manifests through publications, exhibitions, study programmes, radio, symposia and live
events bringing together practitioners from the fields of art, activism, design, science,
literature and anthropology among others.

PARK NIGHTS PROGRAMME

Park Nights is the Serpentine's experimental, interdisciplinary live platform, sited within the
annual architectural commission, the Serpentine Pavilion. The 2019 programme includes
Precious Okoyomon, Jakob Kudsk Steensen, Shawanda Corbett, Kiko Kostadinov
/vanillajellaba, Klein, 1010 Benja SL, Cecilia Vicufia and Carrie Mae Weems.




Since 2002, Park Nights has presented new work across the spectrum of art, music, film,
theatre, dance, literature, philosophy, fashion and technology; work made specially for the
Pavilion, offering audiences unique ways of experiencing architecture and performance.
The programme has supported many artists in the early stages of their careers as well as
pioneering writers and thinkers from around the world. Participants have included Arthur
Jafa, Sondra Perry, Eleanor Antin, Dorothy lannone, Etel Adnan, Dominique Gonzalez-
Foerster, Keren Cytter, Ai Weiwei, Michelangelo Pistoletto, Wolfgang Tillmans, Pedro Reyes,
Alexander Kluge, Helen Marten, Joseph Grigely, Kamasi Washington, TELFAR, Marianna
Simnett, Tamara Henderson, Leslie Thornton, James Richards, Meriem Bennani and Eileen
Myles, among many others.

SERPENTINE DIGITAL COMMISSIONS

This artist-led programme proposes critical and interdisciplinary perspectives on the role
of emerging technologies. Challenging and reshaping the role that technology can play in
our culture and society as part of the Serpentine's ongoing commitment to supporting new
experiments in art and technology. The programme develops contemporary artworks with
artists that focuses our attention on emerging technologies as a medium, a tool or a topic
that can operate beyond the gallery walls. This ongoing exploration and experimentation
has led to the creation of an mixed reality ecological expedition of the park (Jakob Kudsk
Steensen, 2019), the development of complex artificial life (lan Cheng, 2018), an open source
augmented reality tool for data visualisation and personal testimony (Hito Steyerl, 2019),
thoughts and feelings rendered from the human brain with the help of Al (Pierre Huyghe
2018), a weather prediction model that correlates historic weather data with polling data
from major political events such as Brexit (James Bridle, 2015), a mindfulness app that
reflects on the human mind's mercurial states of focus, distraction, discipline and the inner
impulsive to autopilot (lan Cheng, 2016), and an Al spam bot living inside the Serpentine's
website (Cecile B Evans, 2014). The foundations of the programme are located in a
sophisticated R&D platform that explores, interrogates and experiments with the most
advanced technologies of our day, from artificial intelligence to blockchain - together with
artists the Serpentine seeks to chart a course that tells an alternative story of the role of
technologies in our collective future on earth and beyond.

SERPENTINE GALLERIES 50™ ANNIVERSARY - 2020
Details of the Serpentine's 50 anniversary plans will be released later this autumn.

For more information contact:

Rose Dempsey, rosed@serpentinegalleries.org +44 (0)20 7298 1520
Sam Talbot sam@sam-talbot.com

Press images at serpentinegalleries.org/press
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