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Gernot Wieland

by Mark Rappelt

In 1945, Allied forces, abour to ecoupy Austria, were issued a guide to
the counery and its peaple. "It is no good expecring Austrians o be
puncoeal and reliable, as we understand those terms,’ it reads. "They
are not made that way. They will be quire sincere when they promise
o do someching: they will be equally sincere when they apelogize for
not having done it But they will have a sense of “seyle”. The guide as
awhaole reduces the people to 2 type, defined by the geographic space
they inhabit {the country looks like a shoe and its western border is
‘guireasmall scream’), the climate of thar place "hard to deserile’) and
its sociopalinical history (it has only been a self-contained country”
simee 1918 and ‘therefore there has nor been much dme for Austrians
o get the fecling of being a nation”). It's chese restricred, prejudiced
ideas of identity and the way in which itis constructed that the Berlin-
based Austrian artist Gernor Wieland
seeks to confront in his worle. Though
the previous statement in iself repre-
sens 2 limited view of his recencourpur
of expansive lecoure-perfornances and
films. He does, however, have a definite sense of 'style’, one that juxta-
poses fact and fiction, horror and bumous, profundity and bathas,
and a sense that arc and armmaking can be atonce useless and wseful
in navigating berween these poles, bur either way can play a rele in
humanity’s search for its place in che world.

In the performance Sparking in Plases (Ink fa Miik) (zovy, which
presents a schoolboy’s traumatic account of a fellow male pupil being
shamed for coming intedass wearing lipstick, through w the village's
cbsession with forming their bodies into healing erystals in order
o expunge their sorrew over his eventual death), corrently being
made into a film, Weiland describes how, shortly after
moving oo Berlin, he discovered that hie lived around the
cormer from Grunewaldsorasse and that house mumber

Facts, fictions and how they are instru-
mentalised in art as in life lie at the
slippery heart of Wieland’s work

Thirwery and Sengs (swill),
2m6, vides, 22 min 4o sec
Courtesy the arois

13 on thar sereet was where Franz Kafka once lived. As he walked
past the property and obsessed about ic he became “closer’ o Kaflka
[even adepting what he imagined to be his walk and his *Praguish’
accent), ending up convinced thac the aucher could enly have written
whart he did becanse of the faer that he lived in this particular house.
[There’s asense here, as there isin much of Wicland's work, of Gastan
Bachelard's famous description of Victor Hoges Quasimodoe s a
persan whaose deformities are shaped by the building he inhabirs, the
relarion berween the twe being like a rurtle ro ins carapace”and posing
the issue of whether or not an animal is shaped by its environment
or cage.) Later, Wicland reports, he discovered thar chere is another
Grunewaldserasse in Berlin and char it was on chis street that Kaflka
had acrually lived. Uldmately, the Kafka Wieland had construcred
was a fiction based on a misunder-
standing, doubtless influenced by the
author's own fctons, and wechered
nothing resembling a fact. Although,
aracercain point, Wicland's Kafks was
a fxer, as far as cheartist, possessed by the weiter's shuffle and calking
in Tongues, was concerned.

Facts, fictions and how they are instramentalised in art as in life
lie ac the slippery hearr of Wieland's work. He might have made up
the entirery of that Kaflka stuff, the street address aside. Although his
generally emotionless, semewhar menotonous delivery in the perfor-
mance, combined wich his Germanicaccent, help ra enforce the sense,
psveholegically (bur based on mo essential truch]), that faces are in the
air. Thievery and Somgs (2006), 2 23-minure film that won Wieland first
prize at last year's Mostyn Open, entwines the story of Hilde Holger,
a pioneecring Jewish dancer who fled Anstria for Bombay
in1g3a, with thestory of the arvist’s grear-aunt’s bondage
o a eruel and vielene Austrian farmer (a5 teld to him by
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his father), a folk tale collected by the Brothers Grimm, a therapy
session, the perceived relationship berween Masa and Leonardo da
Vind, that berween religion and postwar Austrian arr, l'ht{[IJEEil:ll'lDf
to what extent the past informs the present, the extent to which the
expericnces of childhood shape the form of an adult, and the relation-
ship of character to place.

Ar the core of this tghly interwoven ball of problemarics is an
exploration of how people and the power they wicld shape environ-
ments: the Anschluss and wich it the arrival of the Narional Socialises
in Austria creates an environment that can no lenger provide sanc-
maary to Hilde Holger. When the artist’s grear-aunt is sold w the
farmer {who leses all his ‘property’, including his wife, o a ‘good”
farmer over 2 game of cards in the prewar era, before FEOUENInG 25 4
member of the Nazi Party to take it back) he shapes her idenriry and
existence. A Hitler-Eiche to which the artist and his brather played
Mendelssehnas anactof childhood aronement|for thesins of Austria)
is wiped from the landscape and has been replaced by a shopping
centre when he revisits as an adole. The Berlin psychiarrist thar che
artist consules concerning his dreams of imaginary landscapes, whaose
meaning Wicland can'tinterprer, demonstraces an obsession wich his
patient’s Austrian dialecr and his having lived in Vienna, the home of
Fread, even as his parient exhibits meunting anxiety and anger while
he seeks to reframe the session around the arisc's own prablems, all
the time sweating on the couch.

The narrative isaccompanied by aseries of illusrations: Plasticine
animartions, childishly naive paine-
ings, textbook illustrations, scien-
tific-locking emonional dizgrams char
arternpt to make sense of the therapy
session, phorographs belenging e
the artist’s father and a filmed performance of a daneer {in 2 dress
that mighr approximare seme of the cosmumes worn by Holger). Ar
timnes they intreduce visual links berween the various narratives, ac
other times their childlike execution serves o highlight the absurdicy
of those narratives, while ar other fimes still they're presented as
evidence of the purpﬂrmd facts of the rale. For :xamp]:. we're shown
a man waving his righe hand as picrured on the plagues that accorn-
panied Kasa’s Pioneer 10 and 11 probes inte cuter space during the
early 1oyos. The ardst claims re have confused these messages for
exrraterrestial life with Leanardo da Vine's illustrarion of Vitrurion
Man [c.1490), an ideal image that he then obsessively perpenaares
{wie're shown several childhoad drawings) se thar any man he draws
is picrured holding up his right hand. This image crops up again, in
Plasticine form, illustrating the arvisc's discomfore during the therapy
session and, as the narrarive mens o Narional Socialism, has uncom-
fortable echoes of the infamous Nazi salure. By the end of the film the
image of 3 waving man comes to mean comfortableness, friendliness,
discomforr and hostilicy: everything and nething ar the same time.
Gernet's imagery in general comes to operare in such a way as o leave
you questoning whether ic's the ‘plot” thar gives meaning re objects
presented or the objects that give tuth to the ploz And similarly, does

By the end of the film the image of a wav-
ing man comes to mean comfortableness,
friendliness, discomfort and hostility

memory define us or do we define our memaries? In bath cases theone
nourishes the other like an Ouroboros gnawing its own tail.

The relation of art w arificiality is something thar Wieland
pursues in all his worke In Thievery and Songs, the arrist recalls the
much-discussed connection berween actionist performance and the
Cathalic Mass [while digressing on the fact that you are allowed w
eat the body of Christ in the form of the haest, bur nocallowed to chew
ir}; in the lecrure-performance Depression in Anémals (20065, in which
the arrisc examines depression in animals as a ransference of human
problems and a sign of humankind's estrangement from narre) he
describies the stuffed animals in an Austrian classsoom as being "like
an artinscallation’, All of which leaves you questoning what is more
absurd, the arcor the customs and tradidons it imicates. And ific's the
larees, then whar does tharsay abour the sociery we inhabie? In Thisvery
and Sengs, the arist recounes the folk rale “The Tewn Musicians of
Bremen', inwhich foar domestic animals—a dog, a cat, adonkey anda
rooster - having resched the end of their‘wseful lives on a farm decide
to go to Bremen and become musicians, Along the way they stop ara
ouse populared by robbers, To scare them off and rake the house for
themselves, the animals stand one atep the other, leading the thicves
te confuse themn for a wicch, a judge, a giane and an ogre. To a story
that ends with the animals living happily ever after, Wicland adds an
Orwellian coda: afver a while the animals can't decide who should be
an top of the ather; they go to therapy o resalve their issues; theeapy
doesn't help so they go their separate ways. Their eccupation of the
house and whar followed, Wicland
suggests, is 2 parable for Ocoupy Wall
Street. Although given that"The Town
Musicians of Bremen' was collecred in
Grimem's Fairy Tales in 1819, perhaps
the fairy rale is more cruthfully a precedent.

Ulrimarely ir's not just the interhuman dynamics of power and
hierarchy that theartist seeks to confrone, but also humanicy's specie-
sism and dominance over the rest of the world. Ar the beginning of
Thievery and Songs, the artist describes feeling thar he is in realicy a
snail and only arcempring to fit into human seciery °Lear your foed
and pretend I share your taste. 1 talk and show affection, and imitate
2 normal life, he proclaims, all the while suggestng that ideals of
uman society are as much a performance as his artwork. At the end
of thefilm he confrons his dreams about landscapes he doesn't recog-
nise and cannot interpret saying, they are “the opposite of fear and 1
do not existin them’. Oh and by the way Wicland does have a habit of
being puncrual and reliable,

Mark Rappalt is the editor-in-chigf af ArtReview

Grernot Wieland will perform the lecture Depression in Animals
at oG Torire on 5 Juac. The film Ink in Milk wil be shown as pare
of Shame or Kiinstlerfians Brenven, 30 Jione - 26 Auguss. The arisr's
work i5.also included in Zeitspuren at the Kunsthans Cantred arr
Pasguare, BiclBicnne, o Scpeember— 18 November

AFPANTE AT
TEirwery and Saxgn {stills]. 2008, wides, 72 mim 40 ser.
Courtery theartis

Summer ol g



Press Review
ArtReview, , 2018




Press Review
ArtReview, , 2018




Press Review
ArtReview, , 2018

T O o o i



Press Review

ArtReview, , 2018




Press Review
ArtReview, , 2018

a4



Press Review
ArtReview, , 2018

A5

thenr v proveding pager Ink in Mt {sills),
28, forthcoming film.
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