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David Kordansky Gallery is pleased to present Grids, Vases, and Plant Beds, an exhibition 
of new work by Andrea Büttner, on view July 17 through August 28. The exhibition features 
several new bodies of work, including a group of hand-blown glass vases based on floral 
bulb forms; a series of photographs of former plant beds at the Dachau Concentration 
Camp Memorial Site; a monumental painting installation housed in an aluminum structure; 
reverse glass paintings; and Karmel Dachau, a video about a convent of Carmelite nuns 
established on land that abuts the Dachau memorial. 
 
Andrea Büttner uses different mediums, materials, and conceptual approaches to explore a 
range of inter-related themes. Her exhibitions are places where emotions and intellect are 
synthesized in highly visual, often tactile, works that are notable for their rich colors and 
formal directness. Projects born of historical research exist alongside those in which the 
presence of the artist’s hand is the most prominent element. 
 
In the exhibition, nine new glass vases combine several of these tendencies and are a 
notable addition to Büttner’s overall project. Their forms recall Delftware and other vases 
designed to hold flowers grown from bulbs, such as tulips. They also respond to the organic 
shapes of flowers. Many feature globular protrusions; on three of the works, the protrusions 
function as feet. These elements are in turn reflective of Büttner’s own watercolor sketches, 
as well as her long-standing interest in humble, natural things like potatoes, stones, and 
moss. The vessels rest in groups on wooden tables that further emphasize their connection 
to craft and interior design. 
 
The glass works are also driven by Büttner’s research into what has been called the “brown 
roots of the green movement”: in Germany and elsewhere, the modern development of 
organic planting methods and back-to-the-land tendencies is inextricably linked with fascist 
political movements like Nazism, whose anti-Modernism was part of an overall vision of 
“traditional” life, nationalism, and racial purity. At the Dachau Concentration Camp, 
experiments were conducted in organic agriculture with the aim of establishing reliable 
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German sources of various crops and their derivatives. Prisoners were tasked with 
cultivating these plants; among them were Gladiolus bulbs, regarded as potential sources of 
vitamin C.  
 
The large-scale photographs entitled Former plant beds from the plantation and “herb 
gardens,” used by the Nazis for biodynamic agricultural research, at the Dachau 
Concentration Camp provide visual documentation of the remnants of these practices. 
Aside from their historical import, Büttner’s images are abstract compositions in which grid-
like forms (the decaying plant bed structures) rest on quasi-monochromatic backgrounds of 
grass and earth. Reflection upon the role played by grids as organizing structures, 
especially in modernist aesthetics, is another prevailing theme in this exhibition. 
 
“Grids,” a 1979 essay by Rosalind Krauss, explores the compensatory use of the grid in 
modernist art. Krauss observes that “now we find it indescribably embarrassing to mention 
art and spirit in the same sentence. The peculiar power of the grid… arises from its power to 
preside over this shame: to mask and to reveal it at the same time.” In a related fashion, 
Büttner takes up the grid as a form in which the problems and potential of modernism are 
constellated, and through which abstract art enables the willful forgetting of criminal acts. 
She juxtaposes the ad hoc grids of the Dachau plantation with an installation-based work in 
which nine oil paintings on canvas—each of which features an open rectangle painted in a 
single color, flush to its edges—have been set into an aluminum frame constructed in front 
of one of the gallery’s walls. Behind it, covering the wall itself, is a large painted grid. 
The architectural scale of this work is derived in part from Büttner’s ongoing engagement 
with the history of painting ceilings, frescoes, and other room-wrapping interventions, and 
represents the latest example of her interest in altering white-box spaces through the 
introduction of color and pattern. In this case, the installation recalls a contemporary 
cassette ceiling turned on its side. The canvases it holds, meanwhile, evoke twentieth-
century experiments in color and geometry produced by modernist artists like Joseph 
Albers. Seen alongside the reverse glass paintings that also appear in the show, as well as 
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the plant bed photographs, the installation works to reverse the tendency of abstract art to 
obscure historical narrative. Büttner allows the grid to mirror the layout of the Dachau 
plantation; in so doing, she also calls attention to the questionable politics and supposed 
moral superiority of an organic “lifestyle” that often goes unquestioned in contemporary life.  
 
Karmel Dachau, a video first produced for the Documentation Center for the History of 
National Socialism in Munich—and the most recent in a series of videos about nuns Büttner 
has made since 2007—documents a Carmelite convent established on land that abuts the 
Dachau Concentration Camp Memorial. While carefully, and even lovingly, showing the 
midcentury modernist buildings and pastoral grounds that the nuns inhabit, Büttner records 
their stories of joining the order, relating to the horrors of the Holocaust, and living their 
religious calling. Granted a high degree of access to the intimate spaces and thoughts of 
the nuns, and allowing the nuns themselves to film those spaces where access is restricted, 
Büttner creates a group portrait in which devotion, suffering, cultural appropriation, and the 
tragic sublime reveal individual as well as collective effects.  
 
Andrea Büttner (b. 1972, Stuttgart, Germany) was shortlisted for the Turner Prize in 2017. 
She has been the subject of numerous solo exhibitions at institutions worldwide, including 
Bergen Kunsthall, Norway (2018); Hammer Museum, Los Angeles (2017); Kunst Halle 
Sankt Gallen, Switzerland (2017); Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna (2016); Walker Art Center, 
Minneapolis (2015); Museum Ludwig, Cologne, Germany (2014); Tate Britain, London 
(2014); Walter Phillips Gallery, Banff Centre, Canada (2014); National Museum Cardiff, 
Wales (2014); Douglas Hyde Gallery, Dublin (2014); and MMK Museum für Moderne Kunst, 
Frankfurt, Germany (2013). Group exhibitions include Affective Affinities, 33rd Bienal de 
São Paulo (2019); dOCUMENTA (13), Kassel, Germany and Kabul, Afghanistan (2012); 
and 29th Bienal de São Paulo (2010). Her work is in the permanent collections of museums 
including the Museum of Modern Art, New York; Reina Sofia, Madrid; and Tate, London. 
Büttner is also the author of several books, including the recently released Shame (König 
Books, 2020). Büttner lives and works in Berlin. 
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Andrea Büttner
Vase (Bubble), 2021
hand-blown glass
16 1/4 x 9 x 10 inches
(41.3 x 22.9 x 25.4 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.017)

South Gallery

Andrea Büttner
Vase (Bubble), 2021
hand-blown glass
14 1/2 x 15 3/4 x 9 1/2 inches
(36.8 x 40 x 24.1 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.018)

Andrea Büttner
Vase (Green), 2021
hand-blown glass
10 3/4 x 6 x 6 inches
(27.3 x 15.2 x 15.2 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.020)

Andrea Büttner
Vase (Painted), 2021
hand-blown glass
12 5/8 x 10 5/8 x 9 inches
(32.1 x 27 x 22.9 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.022)



Andrea Büttner
Vase (Taped), 2021
hand-blown glass
13 1/4 x 12 1/2 x 12 1/2 inches
(33.7 x 31.8 x 31.8 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.025)

Andrea Büttner
Vase (Blue and White), 2021
hand-blown glass
8 1/2 x 5 1/2 x 5 1/2 inches
(21.6 x 14 x 14 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.021)

Andrea Büttner
Vase (Bubble), 2021
hand-blown glass
12 3/4 x 10 x 9 1/2 inches
(32.4 x 25.4 x 24.1 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.019)

Andrea Büttner
Vase (Green and Red), 2021
hand-blown glass
25 1/8 x 10 1/2 x 13 1/4 inches
(63.8 x 26.7 x 33.7 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.024)

Andrea Büttner
Vase (Painted), 2021
hand-blown glass
12 1/8 x 9 1/4 x 9 1/4 inches
(30.8 x 23.5 x 23.5 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.023)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
wood
29 3/4 x 86 5/8 x 27 5/8 inches
(75.6 x 220 x 70.2 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.012)



Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
wood
29 3/4 x 86 5/8 x 27 5/8 inches
(75.6 x 220 x 70.2 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.011)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.010)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.009)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.015)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.008)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.014)



Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.006)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.017)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.018)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2020
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.019)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.007)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.012)



Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.011)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.016)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled, 2021
reverse glass painting
19 5/8 x 15 3/4 x 1/4 inches
(50 x 40 x .6 cm)
(Inv# ABU 20.013)

Andrea Büttner
Grid, 2007
woodcut
45 x 70 1/2 inches
(114.3 x 179.1 cm)
framed:
46 1/2 x 72 1/2 x 1 3/4 inches
(118.1 x 184.2 x 4.4 cm)
Edition 3 of 10, with 4 AP
(Inv# ABU 13.041.3)

Andrea Büttner
Untitled (Painted Ceiling), 2020
oil on canvas, aluminum
overall dimensions:
118 7/8 x 154 1/4 x 1 1/8 inches
(301.9 x 391.8 x 2.9 cm)
framed:
119 x 154 3/8 x 18 1/4 inches
(302.3 x 392.1 x 46.4 cm)
(Inv# ABU 21.009)



Andrea Büttner
Dancing Nuns, 2007
woodcut
two parts, each:
70 1/2 x 45 inches
(179.1 x 114.3 cm)
framed:
72 1/4 x 89 3/4 x 1 3/4 inches
(183.5 x 228 x 4.4 cm)
Edition 8 of 10, with 2 AP
(Inv# ABU 13.075.8)

Andrea Büttner
Four corners, 2017
woodcut
46 1/4 x 72 inches
(117.5 x 182.9 cm)
framed:
47 3/4 x 73 1/2 x 1 3/4 inches
(121.3 x 186.7 x 4.4 cm)
Edition 1 of 10, with 1AP
(Inv# ABU 17.027.1)

Andrea Büttner
Former plant beds from the plantation
and "herb gardens," used by the
Nazis for biodynamic agricultural
research, at the Dachau
Concentration Camp, 2019 - 2020
chromogenic print
67 x 100 1/2 inches
(170 x 255 cm)
Edition 1 of 3, with 1AP
(Inv# ABU 21.006.1)

Andrea Büttner
Former plant beds from the plantation
and "herb gardens," used by the
Nazis for biodynamic agricultural
research, at the Dachau
Concentration Camp, 2019 - 2020
chromogenic print
67 x 100 1/2 inches
(170 x 255 cm)
Edition 1 of 3, with 1AP
(Inv# ABU 21.007.1)



Andrea Büttner
Former plant beds from the plantation
and "herb gardens," used by the
Nazis for biodynamic agricultural
research, at the Dachau
Concentration Camp, 2019 - 2020
chromogenic print
67 x 100 1/2 inches
(170 x 255 cm)
Edition 1 of 3, with 1AP
(Inv# ABU 21.008.1)

Andrea Büttner
Grid, 2021
interior emulsion paint
dimensions variable
unique
(Inv# ABU 21.010)

Andrea Büttner
Karmel Dachau, 2019
video, 32:25
Edition 1 of 6, with 1AP
(Inv# ABU 20.001.1)

Viewing Room
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ANDREA BÜTTNER 
 
 

born 1972, Stuttgart, Germany 
lives and works in London, England and Frankfurt, Germany 
 
 
EDUCATION 
 
2005-2009 
PhD, Royal College of Art, London, England 
 
2003 
MA, Art History and Philosophy, Humboldt University, Berlin, Germany 
 
2000 
MA, Fine Art, University of the Arts, Berlin, Germany 
 
 
SELECTED SOLO / TWO PERSON EXHIBITIONS 
(* indicates a publication) 
 
2021 Grids, Vases, and Plant Beds, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, 

CA 
TRIEBE, Galerie Tschudi, Zuoz, Switzerland 
K21, Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf, Germany 

  
2019 Steine, Moose und Zelte, Galerie Tschudi, Zuoz, Switzerland  

The Heart of Relations, Hollybush Gardens, London, England 
Andrea Büttner, in conjunction with the KW Production Series 2019 at 
the KW Institute for Contemporary Art in Berlin, Kunstverein München 
e.V., Munich, Germany	

  
2018 Jan Mot, Brussels, Belgium  

Hollybush Gardens, London, England 
Shepherds and Kings, Bergen Kunstall, Bergen, Norway 

  
2017 Gesamtzusammenhang, Kunst Halle Sankt Gallen, Gallen, Switzerland 

Hammer Projects: Andrea Büttner, organized by Aram Moshayedi with 
Ikechukwu Onyewuenyi, Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, CA 
Galerie Tschudi, Zuoz, Switzerland 
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2016 Andrea Büttner, curated by Céline Kopp, Musée régional d’art 

contemporain Languedoc-Roussillon Midi Pyrénées, Sérignan, France 
David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA 
Looking at..., Staatsgalerie, Stuutgart, Germany 
Beggars and iPhones, organized by Lucas Gehrmann, Kunsthalle Wien, 
Vienna, Austria 
 

2015 
 

Andrea Büttner, organized by Fionn Meade, Walker Art Center, 
Minneapolis, MN 
Moos / Moss: Andrea Büttner, Kestle Barton, Cornwall, England 
Andrea Büttner and Brit Meyer, Piper Keys, London, England 

  
2014 Andrea Büttner, Hollybush Gardens, London, England 

2, curated by Julia Friedrich, Museum Ludwig, Cologne, Germany  
BP Spotlight: Andrea Büttner, Tate Britain, London, England 
Piano Destructions, Walter Phillips Gallery, The Banff Centre, Banff, 
Canada, Goethe-Institut, Ireland, Dublin, Ireland 
*Andrea Büttner: Hidden Marriage, National Museum Cardiff, Wales 
*Andrea Büttner, Douglas Hyde Gallery, Dublin, Ireland 

  
2013 Andrea Büttner, Barbara Gross Galerie, Munich, Germany 

Little Sisters: Lunapark Ostia, Tramway, Glasgow, Scotland  
*Andrea Büttner, MMK Museum für Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt, Germany 
*Andrea Büttner, MK Gallery, Milton Keynes, England 

  
2012 Moos/Moss, Hollybush Gardens, London, England 

Andrea Büttner, International Project Space, Birmingham, England 
  
2011 *The Poverty of Riches, Whitechapel Gallery, London, England; The 

Maramotti Collection, Reggio Emilia, Italy  
Three New Works, Artpace, San Antonio, TX 

  
2009 Andrea Büttner, Croy Nielsen, Berlin, Germany 

Vertiefen und nicht Erweitern, SE8, London, England 
  
2008 *Nought to Sixty, Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, England 

It’s so wonderful to be a woman and an artists in the 21st century, Crystal 
Palace, Stockholm, Sweden  
Andrea Büttner, Hollybush Gardens, London, England 
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2007 On the spot #1, Badischer Kunstverein, Karlsruhe, Germany  
 

 
 
SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS  
(* indicates a publication) 
 
2021 The Roaring Twenties, Guggenheim Bilbao, Bilbao, Spain 

The Displacement Effect, Capitain Petzel, Berlin, Germany  
Studio Berlin, Berlin, Germany 

  
2020 Smoke and mirrors. The Roaring Twenties, Kunsthaus Zurich, Zurich, 

Switzerland  
What Is so Terrible about Craft?, Jan Mot, Brussels, Belgium 
The Botanical Mind: Art, Mysticism and the Cosmic Tree, Camden Arts 
Centre, London, England 
Parliament of Plants, Kunstmuseum Liechtenstein, Vaduz, Liechtenstein 
The Botanical Mind: Art, Mysticism and The Cosmic Tree, curated by 
Gina Buenfeld and Martin Clark, Camden Arts Centre, London, England 
Collection of Contemporary Art: John Dewey and the New Presentation 
of the Collection of Contemporary Art at the Museum Ludwig, curated 
by Dr. Barbara Engelbach and Janice Mitchell, Museum Ludwig, 
Cologne, Germany 
Allan Kaprow at Jupiter Artland, Jupiter Artland, Edinburgh, Scotland 
Am Ende diede Arbeit, curated by Julia Schäfer, Nam Nguyen and 
Franciska Zólyom, Galerie für Zeitgenössische Kunst, Leipzig, Germany 

  
2019 On Vulnerability and Doubt, curated by Max Delany, Australian Centre 

for Contemporary Art (ACCA), Melbourne, Australia  
Tell me about yesterday tomorrow, NS Dokumentationszentrum Munich, 
Munich, Germany 
ART. 132-75, conceived by Gallien Déjean, Emmanuel Guy, Juliette 
Pollet and Fanny Schulmann, with Reynaldo Gomez and Sif Lindblad, 
Kunstverein Langenhagen, Langenhagen, Germany 
Curves to the Apple: Eija-Liisa Ahtila, Andrea Büttner 
Dorothy Iannone, Reto Pulfer, Dieter Roth, Hollybush Gardens, 
London, England 
sentido/comum (common/sense), curated by Antonio Ballester Moreno, 
as part of Affective Affinities, the 33rd Bienal de São Paulo, Palácio das 
Artes, Belo Horizonte, Brazil; Museu de Arte Murilo Mendes, Juiz de 
Fora, Brazil; Fundação Iberê Camargo, Porto Alegre, Brazil 
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Aos Nossos Pais (To Our Parents), curated by Alejandro Cesarco, as 
part of Affective Affinities, the 33rd Bienal de São Paulo, Palácio das 
Artes, Belo Horizonte, Brazil; Museu de Arte Murilo Mendes, Juiz de 
Fora, Brazil; Fundação Iberê Camargo, Porto Alegre, Brazil 
Faena Festival: The Last Supper, curated by Zoe Lukov, Faena Forum, 
Miami, FL 
Absolutely Tschudi, Galerie Tschudi, Zuoz, Switzerland	

  
2018 CHANCE ENCOUNTERS IV, LOEWE Foundation, Miami, FL 

REFLECTION about - about REFLECTION, Galerie Tschudi, Zuoz, 
Switzerland  
TOUCH (AT), nGbK, Berlin, Germany 
New Materialism, Bonniers Konsthall, Stockholm, Sweden 
Cloudbusters: Intensity vs. Intention, 17th Tallinn Print Triennial, EKKM / 
Contemporary Art Museum of Estonia, Tallinn, Estonia  
sentido/comum (common/sense), curated by Antonio Ballester Moreno, 
as part of Affective Affinities, the 33rd Bienal de São Paulo, the Pavilhão 
Ciccillo Matarazzo, at Ibirapuera Park, São Paulo, Brazil 
Aos Nossos Pais (To Our Parents), curated by Alejandro Cesarco, as 
part of Affective Affinities, the 33rd Bienal de São Paulo, the Pavilhão 
Ciccillo Matarazzo, at Ibirapuera Park, São Paulo, Brazil 
Don Quixote, Galerie Barbara Weiss, Berlin, Germany  
Fillette, curated by Mai-Thu Perret and Fabrice Stroun, Galerie 
Francesca Pia, Zurich, Switzerland 
*Stories of Almost Everyone, organized by Aram Moshayedi with 
Ikechukwu Onyewuenyi, Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, CA 

  
2017 Resonanzen. 40 Jahre Kunststiftung Baden-Württemberg, ZKM | Center 

for Art and Media, Karlsruhe, Germany 
KölnSkulptur #9, curated by Chus Martínez, Stiftung Skulpturenpark 
Köln, Cologne, Germany 
*La Vie simple - Simplement la vie / Songs of Alienation, curated by Bice 
Curiger in collaboration with Julia Marchand, Fondation Vincent van 
Gogh Arles, Arles, France 
Indexmaker, Le 19 Centre Régional d’Art Contemporain, Montéliard, 
France 
Turner Prize 2017, Ferens Art Gallery, Hull, England 
Please fasten your seat belt as we are experiencing some turbulence, 
Leo Xu Projects, Shanghai, China 
*An Inventory of Shimmers: Objects of Intimacy in Contemporary Art, 
curated by Henriette Huldisch, MIT List Visual Arts Center, Cambridge, 
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Massachusetts 
 Four Saints in Three Acts, DePaul Art Museum, DePaul University, 
Chicago, IL 
WAGSTAFF'S, curated by Richard Cynan Jones, Jane Matthews, and 
Adam Carr, MOSTYN, Wales, England 

  
2016 Andrea Büttner, Alejandro Cessarco, Jason Dodge, Van Hanos, Tanya 

Leighton Gallery, New York, NY 
Le Mérite. 2014-2016, Treize, Paris, France 
Going Public: The Napoleone Collection, Graves Gallery, Sheffield, 
England 
Broken White, curated by Mathieu Meijers, Jurgen Bey, Bas van Tol, and 
Thomas Widdershoven, Design Academy Eindhoven and Van 
Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, The Netherlands 
Répétition, curated by Nicola Lees and Asad Raza, Boghossian 
Foundation, Brussels, Belgium 
Life of Forms, organized by Piper Marshall, Mary Boone Gallery, New 
York, NY 
Piano Destructions, Walker Art Center, Medtronic Gallery, Minneapolis, 
MN 
The Practice of Theories, Wysing Arts Centre, Bourn, England 
FOOD - Ecologies of the Everyday, curated by Susanne Gaensheimer, 
13th Fellbach Triennial of Small Scale Sculpture, Fellbach, Germany 
*British Art Show 8, curated by Anna Colin and Lydia Yee, Southampton 
City Art Gallery, Southampton, England 

 
2015 Prosu(u)mmer, Contemporary Art Museum, Tallinn, Estonia 

THE PROBLEM OF GOD, Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Wesfalen, K21, 
Dusseldorf, Germany 
Such a Thing I Also Must Have: Contemporary Art from the Lenbachhus 
and Kico Foundation, curated by Eva Huttenlauch, Lenbachhaus, 
Munich 
Over You / You: 31st Ljubljana Biennial of Graphic Arts, curated by 
Nicola Lees, Ljubljana, Slovenia 
Contour 7: A Moving Image Biennale, Mechelen, Belgium 
*British Art Show 8, curated by Anna Colin and Lydia Yee, Leeds Art 
Gallery, Leeds, England; Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, 
Edinburgh, Scotland; Norwich University of the Arts and Norwich Castle 
Museum and Art Gallery, Norwich, England; John Hansard Gallery \ 
Individual Stories: Collecting as Portrait and Methodology, curated by 
Luca Lo Pinto, Nicolaus Schafhausen, and Annie-Claire Schmitz, 
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Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna, Austria 
Second Chances, Aspen Art Museum, Aspen, CO 

  
2014 Boom She Boom. Works from the MMK Collection, MMK 2, Frankfurt, 

Germany 
*The Story Behind, NoguerasBlanchard, Barcelona, Spain 
New Habits, curated by Binna Choi, Casco, Utrecht, The Netherlands 
Glass Puzzle, curated by Mary Simpson, Simone Subal Gallery, New 
York, NY 
Before Normal: Concept after Concept, curated by Lars Bang Larsen, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Roskilde, Denmark 
New Habits, Casco Office for Art, Design and Theory, Utrecht, The 
Netherlands 
You Don’t Need a Weather Man to Know Which Way the Wind Blows, 
Hollybush Gardens, London, England 

  
2013 No fear, No shame, No confusion, Triangle France, Marseille, France 

Die Form ist uns Geheimnnis, Städtische Galerie Nordhorn, Germany 
Several Species of Small Furry Animals Gathered Together in a Cave 
and Grooving with a Pict, VW (VeneKlasen/Werner), Berlin, Germany 
Etwas Eigenes, Barbara Gross Galerie, Munich, Germany 
Vergüenza (Shame), La Casa Encendida, Madrid, Spain 
Andrea Büttner / Joëlle de la Casinière / Gareth Moore, Catriona Jeffries, 
Vancouver, Canada 
*The Assistants, curated by Fionn Meade, David Kordansky Gallery, Los 
Angeles, CA 

  
2012 Brot und Salz, Sommer & Kohl, Berlin, Germany 

Documenta 13, Kassel, Germany; Kabul, Afghanistan 
Soundworks, Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, England 
*Brannon, Büttner, Kierulf, Kierulf, Kilpper, Bergen Kunsthall, Bergen, 
Norway 
Reversibility, curated by Pierre Bal-Blanc, Peep-Hole, Milan, Italy 
 

2011 When is a Human Being a Woman?, Hollybush Gardens, London, 
England 
Independent Curators International presents FAX and Project 35, South 
London Gallery, London, England 
*Heimatkunde: 30 Künstler blicken auf Deutschland, Jewish Museum 
Berlin, Berlin, Germany 
If It’s Part Broke, Half Fix It, Contemporary Art Centre (CAC), Vilnius, 
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Lithuania 
Qui admirez-vous?, La Box, Bourges, France 
 

2010 An Affirmative Attitude, Hollybush Gardens, London, England 
*Há sempre um copo de mar para um homem navegar (There is always 
a cup of sea to sail in), 29th São Paulo Biennial, São Paulo, Brazil 
Unto This Last, Raven Row, London, England 
Les compétences invisible, Maison Populaire, Centre d’art Mira 
Phalaina, Montreuil, France 
Love Boat, Kunsthaus Essen, Essen, Germany  
Andrea Büttner/Martin Pfeifle, Haus der Kunststiftung Baden-
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‘The Botanical Mind’
By Martha Barratt | April 2021

A detail from Andrea Büttner’s stereoscopic slideshow (2014).

At the start  of the First World War, 12-year-old Tom Harris moved with his family to a semi-derelict 
mansion on the outskirts of Leicester. Struggling at school and with few friends, he built a world 
for himself from its garden, a museum of pressed plants and tree samples. He established a fernery 
– complete with grotto – and spent evenings ‘skeletonising’ dead animals, which he kept in buckets 
on the roof. This industrious boy became a distinguished paleobotanist, whose investigations into the 
structure of living matter enabled him to describe lost landscapes and species. After he died, his name 
was given to the botanical garden at the University of Reading, the site of my earliest childhood mem-
ories. A huge Turkey Oak stretches out over the lawn like a great candelabra. Beneath it are spiralling 
ferns and mossy ledges, furrowed barks and conkers. This world of pattern and texture, which Harris 
spent his career tracing, is as natural to humans as it is to plants. We can find it by rubbing our eyes, 
in the phosphenes flashing against our eyelids, and in the fractal patterns of our fingerprints. We can 
see it more easily by using microscopes, or ingesting plants with entheogenic or mind-manifesting 
properties – as in the crystalline visions induced by ayahuasca. The shapes of nature, what used to be 
called ‘sacred geometries’, are the closest thing we have to a global aesthetics.

The Botanical Mind at Camden Arts Centre (currently closed, viewable online) brings together art-
works from different centuries, continents and belief systems that consider our relationship with the 
plant world. Jung’s illustrations for his Red Book introduce the cosmic tree – a link between earthly 
and celestial realms – and the mandala. His Tree of Life combines the two in a heavily worked water-
colour. At the bottom of the page, the red earth and its creatures form an intricate grid, tangled with 
roots. Above, the tree’s crown swirls out like flame, from a white flash in the centre to a deep blue 
edge. The careful shading suggests activity and immersion – the mandala as meditation device – but 
it also functions as a symbolic representation to be decoded or analysed.

Jung’s illustrations appear stiff in comparison to two small pictures by the American artist and fish-
erman Forrest Bess. Bess used a limited palette, just three or four colours per image, without any of 
the surface pattern associated with cosmic diagrams and none of the overt symbolism. Instead of a 

tree, he paints a pale stick figure reaching up from a dark world towards the rising sun. The paintings have an intense energy. Bess’s simple mandala suggests better than 
Jung’s ‘a psychic centre of the personality not to be associated with the ego’, its viscous paint and wobbly symmetry giving form to the effort of prolonged introspection.

Variations on the tree and mandala, the snake and the axis mundi, multiply in the tantric, Surrealist and Christian examples on show. There is the Rosicrucian symbolism 
of Charles Filiger, the sweetly humanoid mandrakes of the 15th-century manuscript Ortus Sanitatis, mediumistic drawings by Hilma af Klint and Emma Kunz, and woven 
textiles by the Shipibo-Conibo people of Amazonian Peru, the patterns (kené) of which echo the songs sung in ayahuasca-guided healing ceremonies. In the exhibition, 
connections are made lightly, simply by the presentation of repeated shapes and overlapping iconographies, with greater context given in the catalogue (presumably to allow 
the mind to create its own patterns).

For many of the works, this feeling-thinking approach reflects the way they were made. Wolfgang Paalen’s fumage pictures from the 1930s, for instance, are repeated shapes 
left on paper by candle smoke, an exercise, we are told, in unconscious communion. He saw painting as an opportunity for ‘affective identification’ between viewers and 
‘painting-beings’, a stance that left its impact on a generation of American painters. Abstract Expressionists, especially Rothko, made mainstream the idea of the aura as 
both spiritual emanation and emotional interaction.

There have been limited opportunities for this kind of communion at Camden Arts Centre, which was closed for most of 2020, and the exhibition looks unlikely to reopen 
in 2021. Throughout its interrupted run, however, the show has existed as a website, bolstered by new commissions and supplementary reading. The sprawling nature of 
the project is reflected in its online presentation: you can enter in roundabout ways, veer off to read a dense essay on the theology behind Hildegard of Bingen’s botanical 
writing or watch the ethnobotanist Terence McKenna delivering a practical course on using psychoactive plants to achieve ‘the dissolving boundaries of the vegetable mind’.

An accompanying podcast series covers plant intelligence, the Amazon pharmacopeia and ecologist Stephen Harding’s concept of ‘Gaia alchemy’, which seeks to access the 
intelligence of the earth through meditation and shamanic ritual. To address the climate disaster, Harding urges, we first have to heal the split between science and rational-
ity. One of the new commissions is a guided meditation by the artist Joachim Koester: you begin as a mantis, grow into a plant and by the end you are floating without a 
body at all. It is best experienced, the voiceover suggests, close to the brink of consciousness – a state that would be tricky to reach in the Camden Arts Centre.

One of the central images on the website is an illustration known as Cultivating the Cosmic Tree from Hildegard’s 12th-century book of visions, Scivias. It shows a world with 
the tree at its centre, an embodiment of the divine ‘greening’ energy she calls ‘viriditas’, from which both soul and mind emerge. ‘Know that you are a plant,’ she counsels, 
‘and know, furthermore, that your knowledge, hued with a fading green, is the afterglow of vegetal growth.’ In recent years the belief in a conscious, interconnected plant 
world has been taken up by writers, for whom, as the poet Rebecca Tamás argues, ‘the basis of new thoughts must be equality, not only between humans but of every being 
on earth.’ Hildegard’s concept of a world in which self emerges through plants provides a prototype for this. In a reversal of gender stereotypes, she figures the Virgin Mary 
as ‘the greenest branch’, a symbol of virility and wisdom, while Jesus is the flower. This vision shares much with Yggdrasil, the unisex cosmic tree that connects the nine 
worlds of Norse mythology, and to which af Klint returned repeatedly.

A series of works by Andrea Büttner looks to plants for accounts of human sexuality. Her photographic slides flick between images of moss enthusiasts pressed to the 
hillside, their faces close to the ground and their bums in the air. The accompanying text, influenced by Linnaeus’s description of cryptogam reproduction as ‘clandestine 
marriage’, relates lichens and moss to queerness, hidden sexuality, smallness and shame. It also recalls the anthropomorphising language of Maeterlinck, who couldn’t help 
but marvel in The Intelligence of Flowers at the ejaculation of a balsam apple: ‘As if we succeeded, relatively speaking, in emptying ourselves in one spasmodic movement and 
had shot all our organs, innards and blood half a kilometre from our skin and skeleton.’ Sometimes the project goes too far, as with the assertion in the podcast that ‘it is 
actually a fact that nature is queer.’ But it does present a wide-eyed challenge to our preconceptions. It also provides the bearings for a new story, what Donna Haraway calls 
the ‘big-enough story’. The oldest known plants, a clonal colony of aspens in Utah, date from more than seven thousand years ago, almost a millennium before the earliest 
fossils indicate the impact of humanoids on the planet. In plant time, at least, we are relatively young.
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INTERVIEWS

ANDREA BÜTTNER
German artist Andrea Büttner has a long-
standing practice of using appropriated 
imagery as a historical and philosophical 
tool. For the first time, three of Büttner’s 
slide projections are being shown together 
as large-scale, standalone installations. 
“Shepherds and Kings,” a solo exhibi-
tion of Büttner’s work, is on view at Ber-
gen Kunsthall in Norway until October 28, 
2018. She is also participating in the São 
Paulo Bienal, on view through December 
9, 2018.

I’VE LONG BEEN INTERESTED IN 
depictions of poverty. Considering how 
much we know about representations of 
wealth and power across centuries, there 
is astonishingly little research on poverty 
within art. We have no art history of poor-

Andrea Büttner, The Archive of the Lives of the Little Sisters of Jesus with Circuses and Fun Fairs, Tre Fontane, 
Rome (detail), 2012, 35-mm slide show.

ness. For one of the slide projections in Bergen—titled Shepherds and Kings, from 2017—I compiled 35-mm slides of nativity scenes 
and juxtaposed portrayals of shepherds next to portrayals of kings. By studying the figure of the shepherd, I wanted to present an implicit 
iconography of poverty, and examine its connotations throughout history, both positive and negative. I placed these images side-by-side, 
working by comparison, whichis a traditional art-historical approach that art historians would always use. So I emulated their methodol-
ogy as a way to emphasize that I am, ultimately, assembling these images and making this work in order to fill an art-historical gap. I’ve 
just edited a book titled “Beggars.”

My research into poverty comes from my extended study of shame within art and aesthetics. Shame is a free radical—it can be attached 
to anything. Poverty is certainly a source of shame, although this is historically contingent. In the nineteenth century, the poverty of 
workers wasn’t so much a source of shame, but of rage—revolutionary movements couldn’t have been drawn up otherwise. Any experi-
ence of shame with regard to class implies a belief in self-reliance and being the sole agent of one’s own luck. 

Monastic communities are a useful example of voluntary poverty carrying positive social connotations. This is, in part, what drew me 
to the Little Sisters of Jesus, a Roman Catholic community of nuns founded in 1939. The second slide projection, The Archive of the 
Lives of the Little Sisters of Jesus with Circuses and Fun Fairs, Tre Fontane, Rome, from 2012, displays photographs that the nuns 
took while working at these fun fairs and circusses around the world. I first showed this slideshow as a very small projection as part of 
my installation at Documenta 13, but here it really fills the space. The way these nuns devote their lives to contemplation and poverty 
within a context of spectacle, rather than missionary work, somehow resonates with twentieth-century artistic movements that embraced 
voluntary poverty—like Arte Povera in Italy, and poor theater in Poland. In these instances, it becomes laudable, even political, rather 
than shameful.

The third slide projection in this exhibition, Stereoscopic slide show from the Whitehouse collection (mosses and field trips), from 2014, 
features images of moss and people examining moss. There are also stones growing live moss in the middle of the room. Historically, 
moss has been classified as a “lower,” primitive plant, and contemporary biology classifies it as “cryptogamous,” because it is so little, 
and because its sexuality is “hidden”; it procreates with spores instead of flowers. In a way, this hidden sexuality relates moss to my work 
with nuns. And while flowers are so relevant, art-historically, moss has not been given any aesthetic or cultural significance. As with 
poverty, I’m interested in this very contingent social judgment that takes place, even in biology. During the exhibition, the curators have 
to keep this live moss, this little lowly plant, alive and moist. It’s a task that is officially beneath them, but that requires them to become 
what curators truly are, which is caretakers.

— As told to Juliana Halpert
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Babi Badalov, WWW.WORLDWORDWAR III, 2018, fabrics and acrylic, dimensions variable.

TALLINN

“Cloudbusters: Intensity vs. Intention”
CONTEMPORARY ART MUSEUM OF ESTONIA (EKKM) 
Põhja puiestee 35
June 2 - July 15

The main exhibition of the Seventeenth 
Tallinn Print Triennial takes Wilhelm 
Reich’s pseudoscientific invention 
from the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury as its starting point. Upon enter-
ing the building (which was an aban-
doned heating plant until 2006 and is 
now redesigned for each triennial), the 
viewer first sees photo documentation 
of Christoph Keller’s ongoing project 
of creating his own “cloudbuster,” in 
which he reenacts Reich’s experi-
ments with the goal of influencing the 
atmosphere and inducing rain. Featur-
ing more than twenty artists, the show, 
curated by Margit Säde, conjures vari-
ous notions of the word cloud, from 
the ephemeral matter in the sky to the 
digital operating cloud to the nuclear 
mushroom.

—Alex Garner

The first floor includes “visual poems” by Babi Badalov and prints and books by Corita Kent, which 
are housed in lime-green vitrines. Badalov’s linguistic pieces tackle ideas of mixed cultures, money, 
and media, his words painted directly onto the museum walls and bright, slouching banners. Mirroring 
Badalov’s pieces, Kent’s silk screens with ominous slogans—“Hope is the remembrance of the future”—
point to a metaphorical looming black cloud that is more constant than transient. On the second level, 
Andrea Büttner’s Phone Etchings, 2015, presents four large prints that bind the idea of the technological 
cloud, the personalized username, and the iPhone with the most intimate, individual form of identifica-
tion: the oils and prints on the pads of our fingers. The exhibition ties together different interpretations 
of an extremely elusive concept, beginning and ending with the fact that “cloudbuster” was originally a 
metaphor for people’s indestructible optimism and willpower.
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‘Stories of Almost Everyone’: Aram Moshayedi’s Museological Mediations
At the Hammer Museum, LA, the curator casts a witty, critical eye on the vexed role of institutions contextualizing 
the art they display
By Jonathan Griffin 

In 1997, artist and scholar Rhonda Roland Shearer pub-
lished a paper alleging that each and every one of Marcel 
Duchamp’s readymades was in fact meticulously handmade: 
in other words, a fake. Though the idea of Duchamp perpe-
trating such an elaborate (and quintessentially Duchampian) 
hoax is an appealing one, Shearer’s theory gained little trac-
tion within the academic community. (‘If she’s right,’ said 
Arthur Danto haughtily, ‘I have no interest in Duchamp.’) 
It came to my mind, again, in ‘Stories of Almost Everyone’, 
organized by Hammer Museum curator Aram Moshayedi, 
which elaborates not so much on the subject of craft but of 
craftiness, and on the integral untrustworthiness of the ready-
made as an artistic form.

Moshayedi began by considering contemporary concep-
tual art’s reliance on narrative. Once he started tugging that 
thread, it kept on coming. It led him to the grand theme of 
faith versus scepticism in art; then naturally to illusion and 
deception; then to the vexed role of institutions in interpreting 
and contextualizing such works (the curator as storyteller), as 
well as storing and conserving collections of them, when they 
resemble bric-a-brac without their supporting texts. There is 
enough here to keep someone busy for an entire career; if 
there is a weakness in Moshayedi’s thoughtful and often en-
tertaining exhibition it is that, in attempting to bind so much 

Andrea Büttner, HAP Grieshaber / Franz Fühmann: Engel der Geschichte 25: Engel der 
Behinderten, Claassen Verlag Düsseldorf 1982 (HAP Grieshaber / Franz Fühmann: Angel of 
History 25: Angel of the Disabled, Claassen Verlag Düsseldorf 1982), 2010, Xerox and clip 
frames, set of 9, each: 42 x 59 cm. Courtesy: the artist, Hollybush Gardens, London and David 
Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles. © Andrea Büttner / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2016

into a single package, it risks losing focus. Is the show primarily about belief, narrative or museology? For me, its egalitarian title – borrowed 
from Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano – is one extrapolation too many.

The presentation itself is refreshingly un-showy, sardonically allusive of the pragmatic efficiencies of art storage rather than gallery display. 
Dividing walls removed, the open galleries contain objects, evenly spaced and mostly placed directly on the floor, all accompanied by chunky 
rectangles of wall text. Given that these texts are as much the subject of the show as the objects themselves, it is interesting that Moshayedi has 
not been tempted to mess with the neutral, impersonal tone that is ubiquitous in museum didactics. Instead, an audio guide written by Kanishk 
Tharoor is available, taking the form of a short story about a mother and her son. Stitching into its fabric oblique references to objects in the 
show, the story is charming but no serious challenge to the powerful official narratives presented by the museum.

Without burning through my word allocation retelling these narratives here, some examples: two piles of notebooks and art magazines (Ryan 
Gander’s Alchemy Box, 2009), accompanied by lists of the ‘boxes’’ hidden contents; a yellow pillow (The Mayor Is Sleeping, an undated work 
by Jason Dodge) that has reportedly been slept on by the mayor of Nuremburg; a large globe (Danh Vo’s Lot 34. Replogle Thirty-two-inch 
Library Globe, 2013) that Lyndon B. Johnson gifted to Robert McNamara. Any of these origin stories, of course, could be lies.

Some of the more pleasing works in the show actively interfere with the systems of conservation and museology on which their existence 
depends. A padlocked and keyless suitcase (Lara Favaretto’s Lost and Found, 1997) is a time-capsule, buried in an art collection. For Mail 
(2013/18), Mungo Thomson asks that the museum allow all its post to pile up, unopened, in the gallery. Others may not be artworks at all; 
Carol Bove has contributed a hunk of petrified rock, an artefact from her studio and an unfinished sculpture, all (as yet) unfixed by either title 
or date.

Do you want to go to an art gallery and spend half your time reading? I don’t, particularly – although it’s often an inevitable activity these 
days. ‘Stories of Almost Everyone’ may not change that, but it demonstrates how museological mediation can be witty and self-critical, be-
mused by its own contradictions, and happy to let us in on the joke.

‘Stories of Almost Everyone’ runs at the Hammer Museum, LA, until 6 May, 2018.
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Turner Prize 2017
J.J. Charlesworth argues that the annual prize is showing its age

female British prime minister being courted by an American president? It may be the most abrasive, 
political work in this year’s Turner Prize exhibition – which for the fifth time in its 33-year history 
is being presented outside London, at Hull’s elegant Ferens Art Gallery – but Lubaina Himid’s A 
Fashionable Marriage, from 1987, is also the oldest work here, alongside work by fellow nominees 
Hurvin Anderson, Rosalind Nashashibi and Andrea Büttner. A stage-set of crudely comedic cutout 
figures painted and collaged on chipboard, it’s inspired by Hogarth’s Marriage A la Mode (1743–45).

A
No Theresa May or Donald Trump to be seen – the protagonists in this work are a haughty courtesan, her face 
made up of newspaper clippings of Margaret Thatcher, being wooed by a swooning Ronald Reagan dressed as 
a nuke-laden Superman.

Himid’s A Fashionable Marriage is about a lot else – mixing race politics and feminism in which the artworld is 
itself indicted as incorrigibly white and male. It’s a raucous, angry and complex piece, immersed in the politics 
and polemics of its moment. That it should be here at all was only possible because of the prize’s decision, 
this year, to abolish the age rule that had previously limited nominees to those artists under fifty. Himid is sixty-
three, fellow nominee Hurvin Anderson is fifty-three. The prize’s Tate organisers have made much of this, sug-
gesting that the under-fifty rule was no longer so relevant – apparently the idea of youthful energy and young 
emerging art is less important these days.
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That’s all good, but it means that work that was made three decades ago is presented in the same context as 
work made in the last couple of years, and that has a big impact on the experience of the show. Shouldn’t the 
Turner Prize be attending to artists who are contributing to the development of art now? To, as its blurb explains, 
‘promote public debate around new developments in contemporary British art’? Since the other element of its 
remit – that it’s awarded ‘to a British artist for an outstanding exhibition of their work’ – is now missing the ‘under 
fifty’ bit, it begs the question of how we might understand what counts as ‘new developments’.

There are plenty of new developments here, nevertheless. Hurvin Anderson presents some of the newest work 
here, with paintings straight from the studio (some of which, according to the exhibition’s curators, are barely 
dry). These paintings are mostly of the outdoors, of woodland scenes or particular clusters of trees. Anderson’s 
technique balances the looseness of his fluid medium with the highly ordered process of marking up the can-
vas in grid squares. They’re dense and opulent surfaces, yet artificial and constructed, focusing in and out, as 
it were, between something recognisable and nothing. Anderson’s paintings are all about place and memory, 
of sites the painter recollects or invents as a substitute to recollection; they’re about multiple places coming 
together (the son of Jamaican parents, Anderson was born in Birmingham and lives in London). Another group 
of paintings are set in what might be a barbershop: a man sits in the barber’s chair, a long, brightly striped gown 
over him. His features are indistinct and he’s surrounded by a room of even more indistinct objects. There’s a 
sense of nostalgia, and Anderson harnesses the visual typology of abstraction – simple shapes and surfaces – 
to another agenda: that of remembering and forgetting –things become indistinct, things fall away, and the image 
of what we have lived, of what we were, is hard to hold on to.

There’s a hint of a political world outside the barbershop in Anderson’s Is it OK to be Black? (2016), a seemingly 
anodyne composition presenting the wall above a shelf of hairdresser’s products – bottles of shampoos, condi-
tioners and suchlike. The scattered collection of squares seen there might be an arrangement of photographic 
prints a barber would pin around his shop to remind him of what is dear to him – sporting heroes, film stars, his 
family. Here these are indistinct, ghostly white smudges on black. The ones that stand out are particular – one 
of Martin Luther King Jr, the other of Malcolm X. Another, less recognisable, is of the interwar Pan-Africanist 
campaigner and industrialist Marcus Garvey.

IF THERE’S AN OVERARCH-
ING SENSE TO THIS YEAR’S 
SHOW, IT’S THE MUTED 
PRESENCE OF SOCIAL AND 
POLITICAL LIFE

This one interjection of a bigger political world into Anderson’s 
otherwise intimate worldview carries a pathos of past heroes and 
conflicts. Against Himid’s historical work, it produces an odd sensa-
tion of a long history and politically tinged melancholia. Himid’s other 
works are similarly about the history of black experience in Britain. 
Alongside A Fashionable Marriage, there’s her suite of doctored 
porcelain tableware Swallow Hard: The Lancaster Dinner Service 
(2007); typically English chintz onto which Himid has painted satirical 
cartoonsharking back to campaigns for the abolition of slavery in

The Guardian Archive, 2017–2015), all of which carry a photograph whose subject is black – university students, 
a fashion model, footballers, a woman shot dead for looting in earthquake-hit Haiti, a team of African midwives. 
Around these photos Himid paints over stories that aren’t important, while creating patterns or boldly stylised 
images that comment on those she thinks are. This highlighting makes stories out of the news, prodding at the 
types of representation of black people that appear in the press; the implication is that, even in the supposedly 
liberal Guardian, there’s a ‘white gaze’ at work in how black people get to be seen.

Britain. Opposite these is a series of amended news paper pages from The Guardian (Negative Positives: 
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There’s politics of a slightly different sort in Rosalind Nashashibi’s films. Electric Gaza (2015), though set in 
the Gaza Strip, barely touches on the oppressive security situation. Rather, the subject is everyday life seen 
from the window of a taxi or in an apartment where three friends gather. They chat, share a song, make a 
falafel wrap. Out on the seafront, boys lead their horses into the water for a bath. Every so often, the camera 
shot is transformed into an idyllic cartoon version of the scene. Nashashibi’s film is about conviviality, socia-
bility and care, even in straitened circumstances. As such, it partners her other work here, Vivian’s Garden 
(2017), a quite opposite space of domesticity. Vivian Suter and her mother, Elisabeth Wild, are both artists, 
European émigrés living in a small town in Guatemala. Why they live in their rustic compound, with their cook 
and caretaker, we never find out. Wild makes abstract collage, Suter more expressionistic canvases, mixing 
strange paints from natural ingredients. They discuss Vivian’s upcoming trip to a big exhibition of her work 
(it could be this year’s Documenta 14), and what clothes she should pack. They talk of their past, of Vivian’s 
ex-husband, hinting at his violent departure from their otherwise idyllic, if claustrophobic, little world. Rain falls 
on the garden outside and contented dogs snooze on sofas.

Nashashibi’s sophisticated take on personal life and its connections to the world beyond takes in the art-
world in Vivian’s Garden; however modest her career in the Western artworld, it somehow affords Vivian 
and her mother a life here in rural Guatemala, and the domestic help that makes their lives possible. It’s a 
subtle and layered reflection on interdependence and necessity.

A kind of ethical concern seems to animate Andrea Büttner’s presentation also, though her work is a good 
deal more cryptic in its intent. Büttner’s works are primarily woodcut prints, lowly images made in a humble 
technique. Three large prints scale up the fingerprint smudges and greasy swipe marks from an iPhone 
screen (Phone Etching 2015–17); another series of prints vary a motif of a hooded figure begging, two 
hands outstretched. One of Büttner’s Benches (2012), made of plastic crates, a wooden plank and a hand-
woven fabric backrest, proposes contradictions between investment, value and use, and a complicated rela-
tionship of humility and indifference between maker and user. But half of Büttner’s space is given over to a 
standing display of photography and quotes by the Nazi-era leftwing activist Simone Weil, a display loaned 
from the Anti-War Museum of the Evangelical Church of Berlin. These rickety wooden frames juxtapose ex-
tracts from Weil’s writings with images by midcentury modernist photographers such as André Kertesz and 
August Sander. Weil’s writings are an odd mix of socialism and a quasi-religious moral fervour about how 
to shape society to give people ‘rootedness’ and inculcate in them a sense of good and evil. Some of the 
extracts have odd resonance with today. One reads: ‘The need for truth calls for protection against error and 
lies… every avoidable material falsehood publicly asserted becomes a punishable offence.’ In the contro-
versy over ‘post-truth’, it sounds strangely contemporary.

If there’s an overarching sense to this year’s show, however, it’s this peculiarly muted and restrained sense 
of the presence of social and political life. These are mostly contemplative works, despite themselves, and 
Himid’s appears noisy and rebarbative in their midst. The looking-inward in Nashashibi’s films revel in hu-
man fellowship, while there’s a solemn, somewhat proscriptive feeling to Büttner’s ascetic ethical rumina-
tions.

THERE IS A DISTINCT LACK 
OF THE CAUSTIC AND THE 
PROVOCATIVE, THE OUT-
RAGEOUS OR THE FIERCE-
LY CRITICAL

There is, in other words, a distinct lack of the caustic and the provoca-
tive, the outrageous or the fiercely critical. Where is the younger equiv-
alent of Himid, declaiming the crises of the present? With the Turner 
Prize staged this year in Hull, you have to wonder. Once an industrial 
centre for steel and shipbuilding, but, like much of the north of Eng-
land, now marked by the long effects of deindustrialisation. The Brexit 
campaign got 69 percent of the vote in this city, and walking around its 
centre, you get a strong sense of the economic problems that beset it,
 it, evident in the vacant shops and deserted shopping malls. The prize
itself seems timid in comparison to its moment; extending its remit further into older artistic careers and 
further into the past may allow it to laud previously unsung artists such as Himid, but the cost of this is its 
increasing distance from the cultural controversies and artistic innovations of the present.
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Opening at the Ferens Art Gallery in Hull, the 2017 Turn-
er prize is an uneven and at times frustrating exhibition. 
Relaxing the upper age limit for nominated artists is a 
good thing. Some artists don’t hit their stride until rela-
tively late or are, for various reasons, overlooked. For a 
long time Lubaina Himid, born in Zanzibar in 1954, was 
just such a case. In the last couple of years, major solo 
shows in Oxford and Bristol, and her inclusion in a sur-
vey of 1980s black art, have brought her a new audience 
and increased visibility. Her 1987 tableau, A Fashionable 
Marriage, is a take on William Hogarth’s Marriage a la 
Mode, restaged as a series of cut-out fi gures. It remains 
the best thing in Himid’s Turner prize exhibition, which 

Turner prize 2017 exhibition review: a snake-infested garden and fat cats on horseback
September 25 2017| by Adrian Searle

Yes, I believe, every word you say, 2007, by Andrea Büttner. Photograph: David 
Levene for the Guardian

is a pity.  Her 2007 paintings on butter dishes, jugs, plates and tureens overlay the glazed crockery with fat-cat country squires 
lumbering about on horses, black servants and slaves, querulous ladies pondering the abolition of slavery, in a motley proces-
sion of 18th and 19th-century types. Riffi  ng on the satirical prints of Gilray and Rowlandson, Himid shows what an accom-
plished graphic artist she is. In another series, she works over pages and spreads from the Guardian, between 2007-2015. There 
are knives, guns, teeth and abstract, optical patterning, all relating more or less directly to stories about black sportsmen and 
women, police killings in the US, street gangs in London, and a host of other stories. Himid’s adumbrations are well done but 
minor. Her one, recent painting is a still and stilted thing. Were it not for her earlier work, would she be in the Turner prize now?  

Too many paintings by Hurvin Anderson fi ll another gallery, in a survey of works from the last decade. I have always liked his 
barbershop paintings, and the way he uses the paraphernalia of bottles and products, the mirrors and posters and illustrations 
of haircuts on the walls as a kind of abstraction – they make you think of abstract expressionist Hans Hofman’s push-and-pull 
rectangles of dancing colour, and also at times of Dutch painter René Daniëls’ plays between fi guration and abstraction. In some 
of Anderson’s work, this game becomes a more awkward play between quotation and derivation. It is almost impossible to paint 
without quotation. I’m less interested in Anderson’s paintings of trees and foliage. Sam Francis is in there, along with Peter Doig 
and George Shaw. One recent painting, commissioned for the Arts Council Collection, presents a series of barbershop portraits 
hovering over a small shelf-bound Manhattan of hair products. Many of the portraits are like photographic negatives, white on 
black. Only Malcolm X and Martin Luther King appear in full focus and full colour. Is it OK to be Black?, the title asks. But again, 
I kept thinking of other painters, and in particular of Luc Tuymans.

Andrea Büttner and Rosalind Nashashibi’s shows are the best in this year’s prize. Büttner’s show is complicated, not least by a 
large display, called Simone Weil: The Most Dangerous Disease, borrowed from the Peace Library and Anti War Museum of the 
Evangelical Church of Berlin, which frequently lends it out. Mixing texts by the French thinker and activist Simone Weil, and 
large numbers of photographs, including harrowing Vietnam war images, American landscapes by Ansel Adams, August Sand-
er’s portraits of national socialists, and much besides, the display is intended as an introduction to Weil’s times and thoughts. 
There’s a lot to read and look at before we even get to Büttner’s large woodcuts – a bare black silhouette of a hill, jaunty potatoes 
fl oating in a fi eld of colour, a number of simplifi ed images of a beggar, a body humped over, arms extended in supplication. An 
entire wall is covered in hi-vis yellow fabric, on which hangs a number of large-scale etchings derived from the fi ngerprints and 
smears on her smartphone screen. As well as erudition and gravity, there is a kind of musicality to Büttner’s exhibition. I don’t 
know what all this adds up to, or where Büttner’s identifi cation with the ascetic, socialist, religious Weil is meant to take us.

In her new fi lm, Vivian’s Garden, Rosalind Nashashibi gives us a portrait of the relationship between a mother and daughter, 
Vivian Suter and Elisabeth Wild, in their rambling, ramshackle home and overgrown, snake-infested garden in Guatemala. 
We glimpse the daily comings and goings, their staff  and numerous dogs, life behind a hefty gated entrance. Suter drags large 
canvases through the foliage. Her mother, in her wheelchair, glues together a collage by lamplight. The fi lm is full of fractured 
glimpses, incomplete conversations, talk of departure and some violence in the past. Things hover that we can’t grasp. Na-
shashibi’s fi lms are often extremely beautiful to look at, their slowness never a burden. For Vivian’s Garden alone, Nashashibi 
deserves to win. A second fi lm, shot in Gaza in 2014, slides down alleys, cruises the streets in a car, watches a Hamas march and 
witnesses the queues and anxieties at the border crossing into Egypt. Sometimes the scene – young men talking and singing in 
a room, a view over the city, the awful architecture at the border – fl ips into animation. Towards the end of these weary scenes 
from ordinary, but extraordinarily diffi  cult everyday life, a black dot grows to almost fi ll the screen, a strange and startling ir-
ruption.
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ood news from the north. Lifting the age bar has had dramatic effects on the Turner prize. Now that it’s no longer 
restricted to the under-50s, with all the usual star-making and specious controversy of the last two decades, the 
shortlist is far more varied and mature. Painting, sculpture, installation, collage, film and print are all on display in G

Birmingham, 1965) looks both backwards and forwards with a sequence of metaphysical post-pop paintings of his father’s 
barber’s shop in the Midlands and lush landscapes of their ancestral Jamaica as it exists in his imagination.

Here’s a customer in a not-quite shop, where the floor falls away and the ceiling opens skywards, in a cape that might be made 
of African fabric. Is he dreaming of Jamaica? Is he actually black? The image deflects all answers in its strange conflation 
of contradictory visual layers. Another painting in the series shows black and white photographs pinned to the mirror above 
a miniature skyline of hairdresser’s bottles. Probably Muhammad Ali, possibly Martin Luther King: you deduce the identity 
from the form or pose, until both fade into uncertainty and you can’t even recognise these black heroes. Is it OK to Be Black? 
asks the title. Anderson alludes to art as well as politics – Morandi bottles and Mondrian abstractions in the rectilinear photos 
and mirrors; colour field painting and Peter Doig in his dripping Caribbean landscapes. His art swithers between figuration 
and abstraction. And always there is the sense of something hidden, something behind what you see: another life, another 
place. This is less compelling in the landscapes, overlaid with gigantic palm fronds and the mesh fences through which an 
outsider might view them. But it’s languidly pervasive in the shop scenes, where figures (and the artist himself, one senses) 
truly seem to exist in a floating world. What is it to be a black painter?

Lubaina Himid (born Zanzibar, 1954) is showing works from her Oxford and Nottingham shows earlier this year. They are, 
I fear, the wrong ones. Her partial redactions of old Guardian covers, so that they show up what she regards as black stereo-

an absorbing and graciously presented show at the Ferens Art Gallery in Hull. This is immediately more representative of the 
art scene in Britain today. And more than that, the work feels out-turned, rather than wilfully inaccessible or self-involved; all 
four artists are alive to the ebb of flow of other people’s lives and to the tide of international history. Hurvin Anderson (born 

‘Yes I Believe Every Word You Say (2007) by Andrea Büttner Photograph: David Levene

Bang a drum for the Turner’s coming of age
Ferens Art Gallery, Hull 
Works inspired by slavery and the strange beauty of life in Gaza feature in this outward-looking 2017 Turner 
prize show – the first to include artists over 50

Laura Cumming
October 1, 2017
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typing, are like an agitprop slide show. Her 18th-century bone china service, overpainted with scenes of slavery and the sup-
posed perils of abolition, is an apt period piece, but it is overdone and its piquancy thus short-lived. Indeed the strongest work 
here, other than the recent and marvellously dreamlike painting of an encounter between four black men and a mythological 
bird-woman in a curious seaborne chamber, which touches on the tragic journey of a slave ship, is the huge installation A 
Fashionable Marriage. Life-sized figures cut out of plywood preen, gawp and guffaw across a raised stage: a Georgian toff 
with a ruff of filthy rubber gloves, in memory of Hogarth (whose Marriage à la Mode is reprised and updated here); Margaret 
Thatcher and Ronald Reagan as the fated lovers; and looking on, as one of the two black servants in Hogarth’s original, 
Himid’s alter ego in modern dress. It is an uproarious send-up of 80s politics and art through the theatrical medium she has 
made her own. Indeed it was created in 1986.

At least this exhilarating parade is the artist’s own work, however dated. Andrea Büttner (born Stuttgart, 1972) has simply 
borrowed an enormous photo display from the Peace Library in Berlin and let it run through more than one gallery. Presented 
rather crudely, like a series of parish noticeboards, this is nonetheless a riveting examination of the French philosopher 
Simone Weil’s ideas on rootedness, belonging and the human heart, accompanied – one might say illustrated, except the 
relationship is far deeper – by the photographs of August Sander, André Kertész and others. What we might not be able to 
imagine – the soul, the Holocaust, the universe – is carried here in these magnificent images. Weil’s concern for the poor is, 
I suppose, Büttner’s own theme. It is in the photographs of old master paintings of beggars displayed on tables so low you 
are required – ostentatious tactic – to bend down to see this priceless high art. It is in the large and heavy-handed woodcuts 
she has derived from Ernst Barlach’s 1919 statue Cloaked Beggarwoman, embodying German shame and defeatism after the 
first world war. Coarsest of all, it is in the greasy finger swipes made on a mobile phone that the artist has had painstakingly 
transformed into enormous etchings that resemble ab-ex brushstrokes; a counterproductive waste of human labour, never 
mind money. Büttner’s 2007 film about Carmelite nuns was a much stronger candidate for the prize, which will be awarded 
in a live TV ceremony on 5 December. Indeed one concern about the new age rules is that the prize may start to look back-
wards, as in Himid’s case, to work from the long ago past. But the judges base their shortlist strictly on the exhibitions they 
have seen in the previous year; in this respect, nothing has changed. And rather like the Man Booker, often thought to reward 
the wrong novel in a writer’s output, so the Turner prize sometimes alights on the wrong phase or works in an artist’s career. 
And so it seems for Rosalind Nashashibi, whose spellbinding films I always seek out, and who has long been one of Britain’s 
best artists.

Nashashibi (born Croydon, 1973) is showing two films. Electrical Gaza employs many characteristic methods, fusing nar-
rative techniques with documentary footage, staging occasional scenes, interrupting vérité with fragments of animation. 
Here, she captures the self-contained life of Gaza, removed from the world yet somehow enchanted: shops selling sweets 
and wedding dresses; cars stopping so that friends can leap out and hug one another; streets that end in sparkling blue sea, 
where – unforgettable image – horses are bathed in the waves. It could be a seaside idyll were it not for the fearful crowds 
queuing at the Rafah border as the gates clang shut, or the Hamas youth march cutting straight across the scene. Alleys end in 
roadblocks, cars are forced to reverse down streets and as the camera rises high to look down on the blasted landscape, reveal-
ing traces of unexplained violence, Benjamin Britten’s Fanfare from Les Illuminations surges on the soundtrack, Rimbaud’s 
ironic phrase “Only I have the key to this savage parade” ringing out as if describing the ultimate mystery of Gaza. The film 
is incomplete. Nashashibi was forced to leave by Israeli incursions and my sense is that the piece might have been as good 
as her best work given more time. But as it is, she is showing another film about a secluded enclave, this time a compound in 
Guatemala where two artists live together, an elderly mother and her daughter. Whose work is whose? Are we inside or out? 
The women speak of being imprisoned here, once, and it feels as if they still are, only now by choice. Glowing red interiors 
give way to dense green gardens, threatened by snakes and the jungle beyond. Villagers arrive with food, make lunch, keep 
the artists afloat. How would the women survive without them – or without each other? What will the mother do when the 
daughter leaves on holiday? What will the daughter do when the mother dies? Nahashibi takes us into this slow, mesmerising 
existence in a film without narration, or even much dialogue, yet profound as any tragedy. It’s only half of her show, but this 
work alone deserves the Turner prize.
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A quiet but powerful Turner Prize
Laura Alsopp 28 September 2017

This year’s Turner Prize exhibition, which is taking place in Hull’s Ferens Art Gallery, is a quieter affair than the 
showcase at Tate Britain in 2016. There are no headline-grabbing images to match Anthea Hamilton’s giant buttocks 
or Michael Dean’s sea of coins from last year. Instead, ideas about rootlessness and belonging, states of limbo and 
states of grace, pervade the array of paintings, prints, sculptures, films and installations by the four shortlisted artists: 
Hurvin Anderson, Andrea Büttner, Lubaina Himid and Rosalind Nashashibi.

Lubaina Himid’s exhibition functions as a kind of mini-retrospective for the 63-year-old artist, who along with 
Hurvin Anderson qualifies for the 2017 prize following a decision to scrap the upper age limit of 50 years. A succes-
sion of mostly unnamed black figures – individuals lost to history – populates her work. In one piece they are painted 
onto a traditional dinner service, to commemorate the abolition of the slave trade; in another, a black woman features 
in a theatrical arrangement of rough cut-outs that restage a scene from Hogarth’s Marriage à-la-mode (1743) for the 
Thatcher age. Mirroring this large-scale installation (which dates from 1987) is a more recent painting, Le Rodeur: 
Exchange (2016), depicting five people in an elegant tableau. The work’s source – a horrific episode in the history 
of the slave trade, in which an infection caused the passengers of a slave ship to suddenly go blind – is obliquely 
referenced with a view of the ocean and a tiny eye standing in for a button on a coat. Strangely dreamlike, not least 
because one of the characters has a bird’s head, the painting is charged with a sense of magical suspension. Himid’s 
noble figures appear on the one hand trapped by history, and yet poised on the brink of flight.

Like Himid, German artist Andrea Büttner reconsiders and elevates forgotten people in her work. In her display, 
images of beggars from art history are exhibited on a low table, quite literally begging a closer look, while a series 
of nine woodblock prints, based on Ernst Barlach’s 1919 sculpture of a cloaked mendicant, initially seem childlike 
in terms of their composition, but prove deeply affecting. Elsewhere, overlooked forms of labour are alluded to via 
simple statements of colour: a wall covered in yellow Hi-Vis fabric underscores the efforts of emergency service 
workers; a piece of blue fabric laid across a table turns out to be a fine silk made by nuns. Musings from Simone 
Weil’s L’Enracinement (The Need for Roots), which was published posthumously in 1949, also feature. They have 
been loaned from the Peace Library and Antiwar Museum of the Evangelical Church in Berlin as a complete display, 
pinned to easily transportable frames – the kind you see in schools or libraries. There’s a charming didacticism to 
Büttner’s showcase overall.

Beggar series (2016), Andrea Büttner. Loaned from Hollybush Gardens
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Weil’s thoughts on displacement link, indirectly, to Hurvin Anderson’s beguiling paintings. These are the highlight of 
the prize, some of which deal literally and metaphorically with roots. His lush landscapes, often painted on large-scale 
grids, fuse different memories and sources, notably the trees of the UK and Jamaica, where the artist’s parents were 
born. Two large-scale paintings depict a figure almost completely obscured by foliage, which gives the impression of 
something glimpsed in a dream or recreated from a lost source. In a video on display in another room, Anderson talks 
about people ‘forgetting’ where they are from, and there’s something liberating about the possibility of misremem-
bering or remixing one’s past and place in the world. Paintings alluding to race – Is it OK to be Black? (2016), for 
example, from a series of works set in barbershops – are undoubtedly political yet at the same time evoke spaces of 
introspection.

There’s a hermetic feel to the two films by Rosalind Nashashibi, one shot in the Gaza Strip in 2014 and another more 
recently in the Guatemalan home of mother and daughter artists, Elisabeth Wild and Vivian Suter. Electrical Gaza 
(2015) combines claustrophobic footage of narrow alleyways and the Rafah Crossing with moments of animation 
which seem to breathe air into the scenes. The threat of violence, however, is ever-present and finally communicated 
via an ominous black circle overlaid onto a street scene. Vivian’s Garden (2017 follows mother and daughter as they 
go about vvtheir apparently cloistered lives. Comparisons to the 1975 documentary Grey Gardens are inevitable, 
especially in the couple’s oddly infantile relations. But here, too, there are moments of unexpected transcendence and 
pathos, whether in the protagonists’ tender exchanges, or in the footage of a painting bobbing through the trees as it’s 
carried through a forest.

Le Rodeur: The Exchange (2016), Lubaina Himid. Loaned from Holly-
bush Gardens

Electrical Gaza (2015), Rosalind Nashashibi. Photography by Emma 
Dalesman, animation by Visitor Studio, produced by Kate Parker. 
Loaned from Rosalind Nashashibi

Across the Tracks (2013) and Northern Range (2010), Hurvin Anderson. 
Loaned from the Halamish Collection / Loaned from a private collec-
tion, courtesy Michael Werner Gallery

Swallow Hard: The Lancaster Dinner Service (2007), Lubaina Himid. 
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This Year’s Turner Prize Show Is a Remarkably Satisfying Exhibition, Thanks to More Mature Artists
In an edition which boasts a strong, politically engaged line-up, Lubaina Himid stands out as a favourite.
Hettie Judah | September 26, 2017

Lubaina Himid, A Fashionable Marriage (1987) at the Turn-
er Prize 2017 exhibition, Ferens Art Gallery Hull. Loaned from 
Hollybush Gardens. Photo David Levene.

The politics of representation emerges as the dominant theme of a Turner Prize 
show in which four artists’ works coalesce into a remarkably satisfying exhibition.

This year’s shortlist—Andrea Büttner, Rosalind Nashashibi, Hurvin Anderson, 
and Lubaina Himid—provoked comment at its announcement: for the lifting of the 
prize’s age limit, for the diversity of the nominees, and for the artists’ engagement 
with traditional media, including painting and printmaking.

An unexpected side effect of embracing works by more mature artists is Lubaina 
Himid’s decision to show A Fashionable Marriage, made in 1986. Displayed 
alongside two more recent series—the recontextualised crockery of Swallow 
Hard: The Lancaster Dinner Service (2007) and graphic newspaper interven-
tions of Negative Positives: The Guardian Archive (2007–15)—it emphasized the 
artist’s consistency of voice and vision, as well as the enduring timeliness of her 
themes.

Lubaina Himid, Le Rodeur: The Exchange (2016) at the Turn-
er Prize 2017 exhibition, Ferens Art Gallery Hull. Loaned from 
Hollybush Gardens. Photo David Levene.

Shown earlier this year as part of the historical survey “The Place Is Here” at Nottingham Contemporary, A Fashionable Marriage re-
casts Hogarth’s Marriage à la Mode (1743). The figures of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan here occupy the roles of the Coun-
tess and amorozus lawyer Silvertongue. The marginal figures of the African servants are recast as Black women embodying virtues of 
wisdom and grace. Presented as a series of life-sized cutouts, decorated with collage relating to current events, the work also suggests 
Himid’s identification with female artists of the time: two plates tumbling from the dresser are decorated with stylised labia that recall 
Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party (1974–79).

Himid’s display is remarkably strong, and one might put the smart money on her 
as the eventual laureate. Were it to go her way, the prize would also be an ac-
knowledgement of her important role as a curator and archivist.

Andrea Büttner, an artist who has historically explored issues of authorship, has 
also chosen to extend herself into a quasi-curatorial role by hosting a display on 
the ideas of Simone Weil, on loan from the Peace Library and Antiwar Museum of 
the Evangelical Church of Berlin. While there were strong works and series within 
her exhibition, Büttner’s work overall sat a little uncomfortably.

A series of large etchings made of fingerprint smears left on smartphone 
screens—a physically demanding and highly skilled response to involuntary 
mark making—were a highlight. Büttner’s ongoing interest in condescension and 
oversight was represented here in woodcuts showing hooded beggars seen from 
above, their forms reduced to anonymity that bordered on abstraction. A series 

Installation view of Andrea Büttner’s work at the Turner Prize 
2017 exhibition, Ferens Art Gallery Hull. Photo David Levene.

of prints of historic etchings of begging figures are shown at a low table, forcing 
one to look down.

While one can appreciate the humility of the gesture, the inclusion of the Simone 
Weil display upsets the balance of Büttner’s own work, its text demanding our 
time and attention. The suggestion of timeliness implicit in Weil’s writing—on the 
rise of fascist powers and the danger of uprootedness caused by conflict and 
economic forces—feels reductive.

Works by Rosalind Nashashibi and Hurvin Anderson introduce a quality not often 
associated with the Turner Prize: beauty. It is a quality Nashashibi seeks out—
and finds—in Electrical Gaza (2015) an alternative representation of a location 
commonly pictured in the context of crisis and conflict. Nashashibi brings it an al-
most magical realist quality: we see boys cooling off with festively adorned hors-
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es in the sea; soft, almost sensual conversation and song shared by a group 
of young men; and a pavement fish market that recalls a Joachim Beuckelaer 
painting on display in a neighbouring gallery. Portions of the film that the artist 
was unable to finish shooting because of mounting threat are rendered in ani-
mation, and a sense of non-specific tension flashes unexpectedly into the work 
as it ends.

A second film by Nashashibi, Vivian’s Garden (2017) is set in the Guatemalan 
home of artists Vivian Suter and her mother Elisabeth Wild. Themes of care-
giving and making emerge as the camera roves between mother and daugh-
ter, the servants that tend them and a group of dogs with which they share 
the complex. At the heart is the titular garden, a wild and tropical presence 
that provides Suter with the site, subject and often material for her work. The 
dark green of monstera leaves, terracotta walls and eau de Nil drapes set off Installation view of Rosalind Nashashibi’s work at the Turner 

Installation view of Hurvin Anderson’s work at the Turner Prize 
2017 exhibition, Ferens Art Gallery Hull. Photo David Levene.

That sensitivity to colour is extended in Hurvin Anderson’s lusciously verdant 
arboreal paintings, one of two bodies of works by the artist that are likely candi-
dates for the popular vote. Anderson’s paint handling is delectable, with images 
that build in structural drama through impasto, strong colour, and crisp line be-
fore dissolving into washy stain at the edges. In Greensleeves (2017) patches 
of a figure appear through the tree branches toward the upper left of the canvas, 
but as we move away from this focal point Anderson fragments the image so far 
that we can see the grid points with which he plotted the composition.

Four earlier works set in barbershops explore problematics of portraiture. Two, 
from the series Peter’s Sitters (2009) offer faceless men, sitting not for the artist 
but for the barber, who will in his own way create a fresh portrait of them: a new 
self with a new haircut. Anderson takes this question of projected self-image a 
step further in Is It OK to Be Black? (2016), in which the haircut display board 
has been repopulated by images of Malcolm X, Nelson Mandela, and Martin 
Luther King.

This is likely to be a popular year for the Turner Prize. In shifting the focus to artists at a more mature stage in their careers, some 
of whom have pointedly engaged with audiences beyond the artworld elite, this year’s shortlist has a clarity of vision and voice that 
makes their works particularly engaging.

The Turner Prize 2017 exhibition is on show at the Ferens Art Gallery, Hull, September 26, 2017–January 7, 2018. The winner will 
be announced on December 5 at an award ceremony in Hull, broadcast live on the BBC.

Suter’s flame-red hair as she makes her way through this painterly and gorgeously coloured piece of filmmaking.
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The Turner Prize 2017 Shortlist Is Here, 
and It’s More Diverse (and Older) Than Ever

This morning, Tate Britain revealed that the four nominated artists for the 2017 Turner Prize are Hurvin Anderson, 
Andrea Büttner, Lubaina Himid, and Rosalind Nashashibi.

The jury is formed by Dan Fox, co-editor of Frieze Magazine; the art critic Martin Herbert; LUX director Mason 
Leaver-Yap; and Emily Pethick, director of the Showroom, London.

Like in recent years, the resulting shortlist features three women and just one man. What’s remarkable this year is that all 
nominees are over 40—the organizers of the prize recently scrapped the under-50 age rule—and how racially diverse the 
list is in terms of the artists’ heritage.

Damian Loeb’s “Scutum” from 2017 sold at 
Acquavella, where the asking price was $185,000
(courtesy Acquavella Galleries)

Two of the nominees are over 50, a novelty for the prestigious prize.

From left to right, Hurvin Anderson, Andrea Büttner, Lubaina Himid, and Rosalind Nashashibi. Photos by 
Vanley Buke, Andrea Büttner, Edmund Blok, and GAJ, respectively.

Andrea Büttner

Born in 1972 in Stuttgart, Büttner has 
been nominated for her exhibitions 
“Gesamtzusammenhang” at Kunsthalle 
Sankt Gallen and her solo show at 
David Kordansky in Los Angeles.

Büttner’s work explores religion, 
morality and ethics through a variety 
of media, including woodcuts, reverse 
glass paintings, sculpture, video, and 
performance. The German artist, who 
is based in London and Frankfurt, is 
interested in the role of the amateur in 
the production of culture.

Installation view of Andrea Büttner’s “Gesamtzusammenhang” exhibition at Kunsthalle Sankt 
Gallen. Photo Gunna Meier, courtesy Kunsthalle Sankt Gallen.
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Lubaina Himid

Himid has been nominated for her widely-acclaimed trio of 
shows, the solo exhibitions “Invisible Strategies” at Modern 
Art Oxford and “Navigation Charts” at Spike Island in 
Bristol, and her participation in the group exhibition “The 
Place is Here” at Nottingham Contemporary.

Currently based in Preston, Himid was born in 1954 in 
Zanzibar, Tanzania, and was raised in the UK. She is a key 
figure of the Black Arts Movement and, throughout the last 
four decades, her work has teased out questions of personal 
and political identity through vivid installations, paintings, 
and prints.

Rosalind Nashashibi

Born in Croydon, London, in 1973, Nashashibi has been 
nominated for her solo exhibition “On This Island” at 
The University Art Galleries at UC Irvine’s Claire Trevor 
School of the Arts in California, and for her participation 
in Documenta 14.

The Palestinian-English artist, who is currently based in 
Liverpool, works mainly in the field of moving image. In 
her films, she explores sites of human occupation—be it 
a family home or the Gaza Strip—and the coded 
relationships that unfold within them, showing how 
intimate gestures take place in controlled environments.

Lubaina Himid, Naming the Money (2004) at “Navigation Charts”, Spike 
Island. Photo Stuart Whipps, courtesy the artists, Hollybush Gardens, and 
National Museums, Liverpool.

This year, the exhibition of work by the four shortlisted artists will be staged at Ferens Art Gallery in Hull, as part of the 
UK City of Culture celebrations. It is slated to open on September 26.

The winner of the Turner Prize 2017 will be announced on December 5 at an award ceremony that will be broadcast on 
the BBC.

Rosalind Nashashibi, film still from Vivian’s Garden (2017). Courtesy the 
artist.

Hurvin Anderson, Is it OK to be black? 
(2016). Courtesy the artist.

Hurvin Anderson

Born in Birmingham in 1965 and based in London, Anderson has been 
nominated for his shows “Dub Versions” at New Art Exchange in Nottingham and 
“Backdrop” at the Art Gallery of Ontario in Canada.

Anderson’s work addresses urgent political questions to do with identity and 
belonging. Influenced by art history and his Caribbean heritage, the artist 
combines figuration and abstraction to craft eerie, dense paintings that span 
portraiture, landscape, and still-life.
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Today’s show: “Andrea Büttner: Gesamtzusammenhang” is on view at Kunst Halle Sankt 
Gallen in St. Gallen, Switzerland through Sunday, May 7. Then solo exhibition, the title of 
which translates to “Bigger Picture,” also includes “an exhibition about Simone Weil borrowed 
from the Friedensbibliothek/Antikriegsmuseum Berlin (Peace Library/Anti-War Museum) and 
a film from fellow artist David Raymond Conroy, (You (People) Are All The Same),” according 
to the show’s press release.

Andrea Büttner at Kunst Halle Sankt Gallen, 
St. Gallen, Switzerland

Installation view of “Andrea Büttner: Gesamtzusammenhang,” 2017, at Kunst Halle Sankt Gallen, St. Gallen, 
Switzerland.
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There Are Many Ways to Destroy a Piano
Gender, Class, and Andrea Büttner’s Piano Destruction (2014)
BY FIONN MEADE
March 2, 2016

“There are many different ways to destroy a piano,” says Andrea Büttner. Burning, toppling, jackhammering, sawing, painting, drenching in milk, 
and pounding (with axes, sledgehammers, and pickaxes), to name but a few—all of which Büttner documents in Piano Destructions (2014), an 
immersive video installation that presents, silently on four screens, interventions by (predominantly male) artists, including Raphael Ortiz, George 
Maciunas, Nam June Paik, and Ben Vautier. A fifth screen offers a powerful counterpoint—and a soundtrack: nine women pianists, orchestrated by 
Büttner, perform works by Chopin, Schumann, and Monteverdi in tandem. A meditation on art history and gender, the work counterbalances versions 
of a seemingly heroic gesture of male aggression with seemingly fastidious acts of female beauty, complicating the notion of the male individual as 
the presumed artistic iconoclast, while demonstrating the destruction of an instrument traditionally associated in part with the strictures of bourgeois 
education for women.

Presented as part of Andrea Büttner, the artist’s first US solo exhibition, Piano Destructions is on view in the Walker’s Medtronic Gallery. In a recent 
conversation, exhibition curator Fionn Meade discussed the work with Büttner.

Fionn Meade
Can you give us a brief introduction to this layered work?

Andrea Büttner
I sourced all the filmic documentation of historic piano destructions within the arts that I could find, beginning with the famous Fluxus Festival in 
Wiesbaden in the early 1960s. I combined these historic piano destructions, which you see on four screens, with a concert that I organized at the 
Banff Centre in Canada. During this concert, nine female pianists play a concert in one voice in so far as they are playing in tandem. They play a 
romantic piano concert, and they play Monteverdi—a composition that was composed for two choirs by Monteverdi, so it has nine voices. It has four 
voices for each choir, plus basso continuo. In this section of the concert, each pianist plays their own voice. So in this installation, mostly male artists 
destroying pianos is juxtaposed with nine female pianists performing a piano concert. One interesting aspect is the aspect of repetition. Because 
obviously with each piano destruction, the piano is destroyed, bourgeois culture is supposedly put to its end. And this gesture that puts an end to 
something—to a specific cultural history—has been repeated by several artists over decades. This repetition changes the perception of the piano 
destruction. And the repetition also speaks to another kind of repetition that’s necessary when you want to learn an instrument—the repetition of 
practicing an instrument.

Meade
In the film footage we see gestural acts from Nam June Paik, Joseph Beuys, George Maciunas, Benjamin Patterson, Emmett Williams, Philip 
Corner—artists associated with Fluxus and a branching off from Fluxus into other kinds of artistic practices in the ’50s, ’60s and ’70s. Can you 
talk about the critique embedded within your framing of the piano destructions, in terms of it as an anti-artwork performance or anti-object—going 
against the idea of the artwork, or in this case, the piano—as a representative object of the bourgeoisie? Why do you seem to critique here the artistic 
gesture of upending bourgeoisie culture? Why reverse the critique?

Büttner
I’m gathering this kind of art history of the piano destruction as a trope. And it becomes very visible that it is a kind of a trope, which strangely 
contrasts the act of violence—the whole choreography of it. But I’m not critiquing it. I’m gathering it, and I really enjoy watching it. There are many 
different ways to destroy a piano. And you see a whole variety of possibilities of piano destruction. I think one aspect that becomes apparent when 
you see this gathering of piano destructions is the sheer masculinity of the history of piano destruction within art—a masculinity that’s very, well, 
straightforward. I answer with a very straightforward femininity that has to do with also a repressive history of the education of females. It’s not that I 
celebrate feminine pianists. I just show how female education was also conceptualized.



Meade, Fionn, “There Are Many Ways to Destroy a Piano,” WalkerArt.org, March 2, 2016

Meade
The Nam June Paik performance is particularly unforgettable. He asks his attendants to pick the piano up and drop it, and pick it up and drop it, 
and pick it up and drop it, until it breaks apart. In doing so, he holds the gestural position of the conductor; he doesn’t touch it himself. And there’s 
something powerful about his version of a piano destruction that speaks to what you were saying about learning an instrument, and the discipline of 
practicing scales, how the instrument becomes an extension of the expressive or coerced body.

Büttner
I also think at this moment in time, with iconoclasm being an important political tool again, we see the destruction of culture totally differently than 
we did back then in the 1960s. This is also something that’s very interesting.
Nam June Paik was elderly and ill, and he needed in his late age he needed assistance to destroy the piano. He smashes the piano onto eggs he lays on 
the floor. And this was particularly distressing to the pianists who performed the concert in Banff. The eggs being destroyed, and the milk being used 
to destroy a piano by Wolf Vostell in one of his performances, they really both speak about the female body. And this is something about this instru-
ment that is also speaking about the female body, perhaps.

Meade
How did you choose the music that you excerpted?

Büttner
One reason I became interested in this project was a certain envy of pianists. Think of Glenn Gould: he was free to choose to only play Bach, and 
didn’t have to compose his own music. He could just lean into this kind of beauty that was created for him centuries before he even came to this 
earth. And this is something we visual artists are not allowed to do. We can’t choose Bach to be our language, and try to play it better and better and 
better. There’s such a demand for invention within visual art, as opposed to what musicians do. So it was quite natural to choose pieces that I like, 
because it was really about this kind of choice that musicians can make: loving other artists, basically. But we also chose pieces that are easy to play 
as a choir, that aren’t so demanding. In a way the romantic piano concert speaks about a very skilled artist and demands the genius of a pianist, but, 
on the other hand, these pieces we chose are also for youth—pieces that are easier to play—so the choir could stay together.

Meade
Stay in concert?

Büttner
Yeah, stay in tune. I chose Monteverdi because in Jonas Mekas’s film on the life of George Maciunas, Zefiro Torna, or Scenes From the Life of 
George Maciunas (1992), the end shows the funeral of George Maciunas, and we learn that Monteverdi was his favorite composer. I think there’s 
also some Monteverdi being played at his funeral in the film, and George Maciunas being the founding father of Fluxus, loving a composer—and I 
share this love—who composed before the invention of the piano. It’s just an interesting angle.
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Sedgwick, “beside comprises a wide range of desiring, 
identifying, representing, repelling, paralleling, dif-
ferentiating, rivaling, leaning, twisting, mimicking, 
withdrawing, attacking, aggressing, warping, and 
other relations.” 

In Sedgwick’s account, “beside” is a distinctly 
queer, rather than religious, methodology, but 
Büttner’s work brings the two together by probing 
the queer implications of Catholicism. Nuns and 
their single-gender havens figure prominently in 
queer histories and fantasies, and religious commu-
nities, especially in their secluded formations that re-
ject the heterosexual family as a core organizing unit, 
might arguably be viewed as culturally, if not sexu-
ally, queer.2) The convents and sisterhoods that in-
trigue Büttner are sanctuaries for, and  embodiments 

“What does it mean to be little?,” asks Andrea 
Büttner, directing her question to a pair of nuns in 
her video LITTLE SISTERS: LUNAPARK OSTIA (2012). 
Commissioned by Documenta 13, the forty-two-min-
ute piece captures Büttner’s conversations with two 
members of the Little Sisterhood of Jesus who run a 
game booth at an amusement park near Rome. They 
discuss their views on beauty, spirituality, and specta-
cle, articulating a far-ranging and expansive theoriza-
tion of littleness, which they describe as a relational 
condition that emphasizes humility in the face of the 
other, in particular, a humbleness before God. Little-
ness is, in other words, a kind of modesty, not only 
in its embrace of simplicity but also as an affective 
orientation of harmony and equanimity. 

Yet while modesty has gendered connotations, 
suggesting a womanly sense of decency and proper 
female comportment, littleness proposes a radical 
leveling of the self, a recognition of equivalent valu-
ation. In Büttner’s work, this littleness, I think, also 
manifests itself as a queer quality, not necessarily in 
the literal sense of expressing same-sex desire but as 
a model of interacting in which one exists, as one 
sister puts it in the video interview, “alongside the 
other … alongside another person on equal terms.” 
With this evocative formulation of proximity and 
balance, the nun articulates a theorization similar to 
Eve Sedgwick’s understanding of the “beside,” which 
moves away from binary argumentation (in the vein 
of this versus that) in favor of embracing how “a num-
ber of elements may lie alongside each other.”1) For 

J U L I A  B R Y A N - W I L S O N Andrea 
Büttner’s 

J U L I A  B R Y A N - W I L S O N  is associate professor of modern 

and contemporary art at the University of California, Berkeley. 

Lit t l e ,
Queer 
Things

ANDREA BÜTTNER, LITTLE SISTERS: 

LUNAPARK OSTIA, 2012, HD video, 42 min. / 

KLEINE SCHWESTERN: LUNAPARK OSTIA, HD-Video.

Below / unten: ANDREA BÜTTNER, LITTLE SISTERS: 

LUNAPARK OSTIA, 2012, production photograph / 

KLEINE SCHWESTERN: LUNAPARK OSTIA, 

Produktions-Photographie.
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Throughout her practice, the artist probes “tricky” 
thresholds not often explicitly explored in contempo-
rary art—the blurry line between amateur making and 
fine art production, for instance, or the unexpected 
relationship between marginal religious experiences 
and philosophies of modernist contemplation. Her 
interest in inverting or dissolving boundaries—that 
is, queering them—is felt most palpably when she 
drags the abject into the art space, as when she dis-
played her work against a messy backdrop of brown 
paint (whose brushstrokes did not quite reach the 
top of the walls because she painted only as far as 
she could reach) to create a “shit space” that be-
smirches the pristine expectations of the white cube. 
In her photograph ATM (2011), the keypad of a cash 
machine is smeared with what looks like fecal mat-
ter—a reference perhaps, as Lars Bang Larsen has 
noted, to Freud’s analysis of dreams, where excre-
ment symbolizes money.5) The analogy also appeared 
in Büttner’s 2011 exhibition “Our Colours Are the 

a quasi-spiritual significance. For Marx, of course, 
the “leveling” wreaked by capitalism is anything but 
positive, and the only “equivalent valuation” is in the 
exchange of commodities for money—the “universal 
equivalent.” 

Büttner’s art, on the other hand, often seeks to 
disrupt the coherence of the commodity. Indeed, as 
she moves across and between many media—includ-
ing paintings on glass, ceramics, fabric “paintings” 
(stretched pieces of colored material from work 
uniforms), installations composed of found objects, 
videos, appropriated images, photographs, moss, 
instruction-based events, sound pieces in which she 
reads the writings of other artists (including Dieter 
Roth and Sister Corita Kent), and woodcuts—not all 
of her work is easily understood within the logic of the 
concrete thing or discrete art object. Her exhibitions 
sometimes take the shape not of the presentation of 
individual works but as whole-gallery gestures, often 
incorporating pieces made by family and friends. 

the commercial art market of high-value exchange. 
Although there is some overlap in their shared dis-
courses of a creative “gift,” the sisters’ pointed ac-
ceptance of their unassuming littleness counters the 
rhetoric of self-aggrandizing artistic “greatness”—a 
term that still has traction in the contemporary art 
world, perpetually awash in pronouncements about 
great works and great artists (not to mention great-
ness of scale and auction-house results). 

The commodity itself, Karl Marx wrote, “is a very 
queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties 
and theological niceties.”3) This much-quoted En-
glish translation dates from 1957 and was rephrased, 
in later editions, as “a very strange thing”; the origi-
nal German reads “ein sehr vertracktes Ding”—the com-
modity as baffling, messy, complicated, confound-
ing, tricky.4) The original German adjective has no 
straightforward associations with sexuality, but the 
early English wording (or mistranslation) might hit 
on something by conjoining queerness and religion 
in the charged nature of the capitalist commodity 
object as it becomes fetishized and freighted with 

of, the desiring, identifying, paralleling, and warping 
that is common to both Sedgwick’s “beside” and the 
nun’s “littleness.” In one of her best-known pieces, 
LITTLE WORKS (2009), Büttner practiced an along-
sideness, beside, or dehierarchization of artist and 
subject when she handed her video camera to an 
order of Carmelite nuns living in London and asked 
them to document their craft projects, such as laven-
der sachets and sugar-stiffened baskets. The resulting 
eleven-minute video shows intimate encounters be-
tween the nuns, unmediated by the artist’s presence, 
as they display their drawings, crochet, and candles 
made from recycled bits of wax. 

Büttner’s video briefly chronicles the sisters as 
they prepare for a feast day display of their “little 
works”—littleness refers not to smallness of size but 
to the fact that such objects are created in the nun’s 
spare time, as an auxiliary activity—and implicitly 
asks questions about how such unlike things as the 
nuns’ sachets and her own artwork exist within just 
barely intersecting spaces, tracing connections be-
tween the cloistered world of the hobbyist maker and 

ANDREA BÜTTNER, ATM, 2011, digital pigment print, 15 3/4 x 23 3/8”/ Digitaler Pigmentdruck, 40 x 60 cm. ANDREA BÜTTNER, ANCESTOR DUMPLINGS, 2009, unfired clay, water, plastic, dimensions variable, detail / 

AHNENKNÖDEL, ungebrannter Ton, Wasser, Kunststoff, Masse variabel, Detail. (PHOTO: DAWN BLACKMAN)
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8) Conversation between Andrea Büttner and Daniel Pies, in 
Anja Casser, ed., I Believe Every Word You Say (Berlin: Argobooks, 
2009), 41. 
9) One of Kent’s most infamous prints hails Mother Mary as “the 
juiciest tomato of them all,” quoting the writer Samuel Eisen-
stein; it is a frankly sensual, and even somewhat queer, assertion. 
The Archbishop of Los Angeles decried Kent’s work as “weird 
and sinister,” and Kent left the order in 1968. See Susan Dacker-
man, Corita Kent and the Language of Pop (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2015).
10) Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Queer Performativity: Henry 
James’s The Art of the Novel,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay 
Studies, no. 1, vol. 1 (November 1993): 4.
11) See Judith Halberstam, “Shame and White Gay Masculinity,” 
Social Text 84–85, vol. 23, nos. 3–4 (Fall–Winter 2005): 219–33; 
and Sally R. Munt, Queer Attachments: The Cultural Politics of Shame 
(London: Ashgate, 2007).
12) Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer 
History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 7.

 Colours of the Market Place,” in which a floor-bound 
clay sculpture of lumpy balls (AHNENKNÖDEL [An-
cestor Dumpling], 2009–11), looking like some ex-
otic animal’s droppings, was placed alongside a video 
of hands ringing up  purchases at a checkout counter  
(MINERVA, 2011).6)

As many writers have noted, Büttner is a connois-
seur of the scatological, and of the bodily shame that 
such matter out of place can elicit; she even wrote a 
PhD dissertation on shame in art, including its queer 
aspects.7) But a queer sense of shame lets Büttner em-
brace the melancholic, the abject, and the outmoded 
together with—or beside—the ecstatic. In Büttner’s 
large woodcut print DANCING NUNS (2007), seven 
figures frolic in a field of tall grass. As the nuns fling 
their arms in the air and bend their bodies, the 
 medium of the woodcut itself, with its crude and em-
phatic lines, contributes to the print’s sense of corpo-
real vitality and liveliness. As Daniel Pies comments 
in an interview with the artist, in such work, “the 
convent turns into something like a utopian commu-
nity.”8) While the description is romantic, it recalls a 
counter-history of the church, of nuns who took on 
progressive causes as they attempted to extend the 
concept of littleness beyond the walls of the convent 
and into the world. Take Sister Corita Kent, for ex-
ample, whose riotously colorful prints of the 1960s 
and ’70s employed advertising lingo to express both 
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rapturous faith and fervent protest—for which she 
got in trouble with the church patriarchy.9)  

More recently, shame has served as a catalyst for 
activism, as it has in queer politics; as Sedgwick wrote, 
“If queer is a politically potent term, which it is, that’s 
because, far from being capable of being detached 
from the childhood scene of shame, it cleaves to that 
scene as a near-inexhaustible source of transforma-
tional energy.”10) Over the last decade, shame has 
become central to queer politics as a way to contest 
the corporatization of mainstream gay pride and to 
put pressure on the white male face of academic gay 
studies; “queer shame” is now a touchstone for crit-
ical queer theory and a rallying cry for progressive 
sexual cultures.11) 

Littleness, queerness, religion, shame: These 
are some of the sites in which Büttner locates her-
self, positions alternative to the mainstream art 
world. Another term for her work, and for her 
formal strategies, might be “backward,” to draw 
on Heather Love’s notion of queer temporal out-
siders who “embrace backwardness in many forms; 
in celebrations of perversion, in defiant refusals to 
grow up, in explorations of haunting and memory, 
and in stubborn attachments to lost objects.”12) But 
if Büttner’s work looks backward, in Love’s queer 
sense, it is far from a regression or a retreat: It is a 
powerful step forward.

ANDREA BÜTTNER, MINERVA, 2011, 

video loop, 5 min, 39 sec. / Videoloop.

ANDREA BÜTTNER, STEREO -

SCOPIC SLIDE SHOW FROM 
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Andrea Büttner works across a diverse range of mediums - woodcutting, glass painting, clay 
sculpture, screen printing, video and performance - that reflect an ongoing concern with the 
boundaries between formal and more conceptual critical practices. Her works re-articulate 
the question of value in terms of aesthetic judgement: what it is to value something, what is 
acceptable and how it is possible to adequately express this judgement? As such, the works 
often utilise other people's work in the form of readings, quotation or interviews, and a 
central focus of the work is theories of reception and the relationship between emotion and 
visual art. Büttner studied both art history and philosophy, and recently completed her 
doctorate on the subject of shame and art at the Royal College of Art, London. She is the 
winner of the 2010 Max Mara Art Prize for Women, which will culminate in a solo show at 
the Whitechapel Gallery in London in 2011, and has created a new series of woodcuts for 
an exhibition up now at Raven Row in London. 

In the following interview, Gil Leung and Büttner discuss strategies of artistic practice and 
the problematic nature of production. 

Andrea Büttner, Floating Figure, 2008, screenprint, 120x160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Hollybush 
Gardens, London 
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GIL LEUNG: Though it is tempting to begin with a specific artwork, this interview is about 
your practice, or more specifically the ways in which you make a work - how you begin to 
make something. Some of your previous pieces, like Nestbeschmutzer (Nest Dirtier, 2007) 
where you used your father's drawings and, more recently your performance Fallen Lassen 
(Letting Fall, 2010) at Kunststiftung Baden-Württemberg in Stuttgart, have made specific 
use of other people's work - could you speak a bit about the point at which these referents 
enter your process? 

ANDREA BÜTTNER: It differs from work to work. When I used my father's drawings or 
asked my father to do drawings of certain subjects like 'dirt sling' or 'birds dirtying their own 
nests' or 'drinking animals' it was important for the project that my father did these drawings. 

GL: And how did you come to ask him? Did you feel like you wanted to draw them but 
couldn't? 

AB: No, it was integral to the project that he draw them. He does really nice drawings and 
sends me these letters with them, and I wanted to show these. I wanted to work with the 
impulse of showing something because I like it and it is beautiful, no matter whether it 
belongs to the realm of contemporary art or not. In Fallen Lassen, I had wanted, for a long 
time, to find a gesture where I let something fall down - where the trace of what had fallen 
down was the work. But I didn't want it to be deliberate, like pouring a glass of water or 
smashing a vase. I wanted it to express an affirmative attitude to falling, something similar to 
what we say in German: 'to let your shoulders fall down'. I couldn't find an appropriate 
gesture so I asked friends, artists, my gallery dealer, a novelist, to give me instructions on 
how I could let something fall down in this way. In the exhibition I performed or fulfilled these 
instructions. Asking other people to contribute allowed me to hear other ideas that I had 
failed to find. 

Basically, it is a question of whether I have to have ideas, how much I need to labour in 
order to create a valuable work. There is certainly a pleasure in the passivity involved, 
waiting for others to give me presents or have better ideas than I have or solutions that I 
myself would not have found. 

GL: I would usually associate this idea of falling down, which is in some of your other works 
(most obviously I want to let the work fall down, 2006), with discourses on failure or critical 
negation. What I find interesting is that in your work this failure has a positive aspect. How 
does this affirmative quality fit into what you just described as a passive practice, as 
opposed to a more traditional notion of a critical practice, which is more active and 
negative? For instance, you have talked previously about this passivity in relation to the act 
of reading as a mode of production. 

AB: On a very simple level, I make works where I read from other artist's texts, and then on 
a more conceptual level, these readings have to do with the processes every reader or 
person undergoes when they encounter a work of art or a book or a piece of music that they 
like: that somehow we feel this book is about us, or that we write this book while we are 
reading it, or that we add to it. In a way all theories of reception cover this, from Kant on, but 
this process of reception has always meant a lot to me as a distinct experience. When I see 
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a work of art or read a book I really like, I don't feel the need to do something better in a 
competitive way. It is rather that I want to find forms where I can let efforts to be original or 
inventive fall down, and then take my own process of reception as something productive. 
Reading is already an act of production. It is like reading a text you love and saying 'yes'. I 
have to find answers to the question 'how can I be productive and be adequate to this "yes" I 
find in myself?' 

GL: When you use other people's work, is it that you want to share this enjoyment in the 
process of looking or reading something? 

AB: It is definitely important to accentuate the gesture of showing. With my father's drawings 
or in Little Works (2007), where I gave a video camera to an order of Carmelite nuns in 
London and asked them to film themselves making their craft objects, this emphasis on 
demonstration is very obvious because I myself and other people get to a see a world that is 
otherwise hidden. These nuns show a world to us that I then, in my exhibitions, can show to 
others. The gesture of showing is inscribed into the work. 

GL: How does this relate to your recent show of HAP Grieshaber's work at Hollybush 
Gardens in London, because in this instance you aren't showing his work as your own work? 

AB: In the exhibition I showed a magazine Grieshaber published called Engel der 
Geschichte (Angel of History), which had 25 issues from the 1960s until his death in the 80s. 
Each magazine has a different political subject, like Angel for Martin Luther King, or Angel of 
Psychiatry, and one is called the Angel of the Disabled, which is about an exhibition 
Grieshaber organised of his own work in two homes for mentally disabled teenagers, one in 
East and one in West Germany, with photographs of the teenagers looking at his work and 
transcripts of their conversations. I enlarged and installed these photographs, which aren't 
mine or Grieshaber's - they just come from a magazine he published - but they are very 
close to my own practice. 

GL: So how do you differentiate between this act of displaying someone else's work in an 
exhibition you have curated and your use of other peoples work in your own practice? 

AB: I don't know. I want to show these photos again without the context of the Engel der 
Geschichte magazines, to stress the way they address a vulnerable way of looking at art 
which is less HAP Grieshaber's concern than my concern with art. 

GL: We have talked about your use of other people's work; what about the clay sculptures 
or the reverse glass paintings? How do these figure in your practice? 

AB: With the clay sculptures that I started in 2008, they were a way for me to replace my 
own body in the exhibition space. I have this image of myself lying in the gallery called 
Dancing Nuns; A Stone Schwitters Painted in the Lake District; L, M, A (2008) and I don't 
know whether this came from tiredness or exhaustion, but I was thinking about what the 
place of the body was in the white cube 
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- and also of course Valie Export's architecture photos, like Starre Identität, 
Körperkonfigurationen in der Architektur (Rigid Identity, Body-Configurations in Architecture, 
1972). Clay Sculpture (2008) replaces this idea of myself and the feeling of myself lying in 
the white cube. It is just material so it dries and it cracks; it is like a sculpture before you give 
it a form. The form shapes according to the qualities of the clay itself. I took a photo of Malin 
Ståhl, one of the Hollybush Garden directors, holding a piece of the cracked clay after an 
exhibition. I used this as a screen print and one doesn't know if this clay is art or just a piece 
of material. So maybe it is also about letting a work fall down and about the material, just 
kneading and kneading and not giving it a final shape. 

GL: When you made Clay Sculpture you wanted it to crack, to give itself these 
imperfections, whereas with your new clay work Ahnenknödel (Ancestor Dumplings, 2010), 
which you ask the gallery attendants to constantly keep moist, you wanted to keep it in its 
state of potential so that it never reaches a state of completion. Previously we were talking 
about your passive mode of production, this allowing of the work to become flawed or 
maintain its own potential, but your woodcuts, like Crib (2007) or your current project, are 
very laborious to make, how do you relate that to a passive mode of production? 

AB: One aspect of the woodcuts is certainly skill, or the fact that it is important that there is 
one area in my work where I produce something beautiful, something like an auratic object. 
Obviously I have to give something to the audience and hard work is part of that giving. I 
have a fear of simple gestures, or the 'too easy' look of post-minimalist table sculpture. Not 
only in contemporary art, but since nineteenth-century modernity, we don't tend to put much 
effort into an artwork, and to do so would be seen as a bad, academic approach. Still, there 
is one area in my practice where I feel I need to make an effort. I am often unsatisfied with 
work that is too easily produced, but at the same time there is some amateurism in an 
overtly labour-intensive approach. I suppose I counter these problems in this part of my 
practice by making these other works, which I want to let fall down. 

For me this whole labour question is unresolved; I am really embarrassed about it. It is such 
a petite bourgeois approach to demand skill and labour of a work. I don't have a totally 
amateur approach to art, but I still want to make something people like. I am interested in 
the discourse of amateurism because art isn't supposed to be laborious, diligent or skilled, 
like it is in craft. In many other practices, like academic writing, this labour is still very 
important, but in visual art is it seen as unimportant. 

GL: Maybe it is more about the visibility of labour in the context of art and whether this is 
acceptable or not, than the question of whether labour, in and of itself, is or isn't good. I 
suppose that this sparse post-conceptual look you mentioned, despite, and in fact directly 
relating to, its effortless exterior, often belongs to a discourse that tries to deal with very 
heavy political issues around labour and the conditions of production. What is odd is this 
apparent inversion; that there can only be work that has minimal labour and maximum 
concept, or maximum labour and minimal concept. Why can't it be both? They shouldn't be 
mutually exclusive. Yet, seemingly there is this division that wants to separate the 
philosophical object of art from its labour of production, even down to the fact that many 
artists must do other jobs to fund their practices, yet this is something that cannot be talked 
about. It is unacceptable that someone performs two separate tasks. 
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AB: Yes, for me it was important to maintain this skilled labour - carving and working by 
hand. Philosophy is always so interested in art as the object of thought, but of course every 
artist goes through the same process of reflection and production when producing work. For 
instance, when I am making something I am always stepping back and looking at what I am 
doing. I would deprive myself if I stopped carving - I would stop being a conceptual artist, I 
wouldn't be thinking. In a way, I started making these woodcuts in a very strategic manner in 
Berlin in the 90s. I was making work in this context of straightforward political art, and I was 
interested in notions of shame - so I started making woodcuts because they were the most 
uncool thing I could do. Now I am no longer interested in reacting to commercialised visual 
culture or in criticising a discourse of commodified coolness so directly. The last statement I 
made using these notions was a graffiti on the shop window of fashion art brand Bless in 
Berlin; one of their collections that year was based on the theme of 'uncool', so I just wrote 'I 
was uncool before you were uncool'. This was in 2004 and for me it marked the turning point 
of a political visual culture of cool. I still make woodcuts, but I don't have the initial strategic 
reasoning anymore; I do the woodcuts now because I like them. 

GL: They don't have this kind of obvious oppositional political strategy, which informs that 
kind of rigid separation or total collapse between high concept and low craft, or that pits 
critical practice against beautiful objects. 

AB: Yes, they are much richer in their codifications: woodcuts are the first popular medium 
of mass production, in the fifteenth century, and they have religious connotations from their 
depiction of devotional images during the Middle Ages. They are also part of the history of 
German Expressionism, and HAP Grieshaber related to this history as he was responsible 
for the continuation of woodcutting in the 1950s. He is also connected to my interest in nuns, 
and 'nun-artists', because he taught a group of nuns how to do woodcuts, and one of these 
nuns was my art teacher at the Franciscan school I attended. In this respect, the woodcuts 
offer an alternative art history rather than a theoretical strategy. 

GL: Do you find it harder to make work without some kind of strategic oppositional stance? 

AB: Well, maybe this is like the first question? I think one thing that is important to me is that 
I am interested in complicated things; if I find something difficult - let's say when looking at 
things or doing things which can be shameful - then I won't avoid it. These complicated and 
troublesome things become quite productive. Sometimes I find it difficult to produce work, or 
certain kinds of works, so the cracking clay or using other people's work produces the shape 
for me; like how Dieter Roth spilled liquids on his drawings because he could not bear how 
ugly they looked, but then these disgusting moulds are quite beautiful, and they did the work 
of beauty for him. 

GL: Although there are a lot of notions of falling and fallible and shame in your work, there 
are also a lot of notions of joy, like Tanzende Nonnen (Dancing Nuns, 2007) or Little Works 
(2007), a childlike wonderment or praise. These notions seem opposed, this suffering and 
joy, and likewise they have this similar relation in your practice as difficulty and affirmation, 
passivity and production. You face something difficult. How do these difficulties or 
vulnerabilities manifest themselves in your current work? 
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AB: I will go to Italy in April and work on a project about notions of poverty in the legends of 
St. Francis and Franciscan theology and mirror this in notions of poverty in Arte Povera. 
Maybe this is also about difficult things and joyful things, because both in Franciscan and 
monastic theology and Arte Povera, the awful state of poverty is seen as a positive, 
revolutionary, cleansing, critical state to be in. These ideas from the twelfth century reappear 
in the late twentieth century. St Francis, for example, was a rich man and similarly the 
development of Arte Povera as an anti-museum, anti-art world project very much took place 
in the museum and in the art world. Both come from this privileged position to embrace 
poverty. 

GL: How do you relate these anti-museum strategies to your own abandonment of an 
oppositional strategy of critique? 

AB: At the moment, I am more interested in traditional political content - in what is 
conventionally deemed to be a political agenda as opposed to the singularity of aesthetic 
judgement. That is why I was interested in showing HAP Grieshaber as these magazines 
Engel der Geschichte have these very old-fashioned ideas that art can change attitudes. I 
find the discourse on political aesthetics very empty at the moment; you have to at least 
perform aesthetic judgement's singularity so that it relates to politics. 

GL: The problem is that even if you identify the political potential of aesthetics, you still have 
to do something or take a stand. It isn't enough to demand politics from a work; you have to 
put yourself in a vulnerable position, you have to speak about it. 

AB: So, maybe you could say what you like about my work? 

GL: I find it genuinely very difficult to say why. I suppose I would say I like it because I find it 
quite honest. I find the way you approach things generous, but not to the degree of an 
altruism, which can be quite self-aggrandising. I'm not saying it is totally selfless at all - in 
fact it is quite aware of how selfish it is, and that is what I mean about the honesty. In your 
work you seem aware that you are getting something as a gift and that you are using it for 
something, and you make that visible within the work. In terms of a conceptual or 
determinate commentary, that is what I could try to say about why I like it, but in another 
sense I like it because some of it is beautiful. So that is as close as I can get to a reasonable 
answer. 

AB: Thank you. I think that is a very good ending. 
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