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Thomas Hirschhorn: Daus Auge (The Eye)

BY DAVID BALZER   March 10, 2011 15:03

I first saw Thomas Hirschhorn’s “Das Auge” (“The Eye”), which opens

March 11 at the Power Plant, in its debut at Vienna’s famed

Secession gallery in 2008. I hated it. Blame the beauty of Vienna:

Hirschhorn, a 53-year-old Swiss installation artist with activist roots

and a sensibility sprung from junk piles and vitriol, isn’t exactly the

best chaser to sachertorte, Mozart and Otto Wagner’s architecture.

Indeed, in the context of Secession—once the home of Vienna’s

art-nouveau radicals—"Das Auge” seemed to represent not what the

avant-garde can do, but what it has become: puerile, desecrating,

jerry-built.

What a difference a few years and a new venue makes. The Power

Plant, which is also unveiling an expansion of its galleries alongside

its spring exhibits, is more culturally neutral than Secession, and the LePage gallery, where “Das Auge”

is housed, is more versatile. Here, “Das Auge” is the unsettling opus it was intended to be.

Hirschhorn is known for filling rooms. His materials are cheap and quick: cardboard, spray paint, packing

tape, magazine cut-outs, mannequins. His artist statements, like the declamatory lines of text that

often populate his works, can be obtuse in the most risible, Eurotrash-theory way. For “Das Auge,” he

tells us “‘Das Auge’ refuses to see, to show, to name, and to be anything else but ‘Das Auge.’” This

makes better sense when you’re inside of it. The installation is based on the motif of an omniscient eye,

whose gaze cannot lend order or interpretation. Hirschhorn has decided that it sees only white and red,

meaning, essentially, that it sees purity stained by bloodshed.

It’s a horror-film or PETA aesthetic, actually: a hysterical, gut-splattered allegory of globalization and its

effects. Central to the work is a catwalk full of mannequins in furs, drenched in red paint. Crowded

around this catwalk are plastic deck chairs, in rows and stacks, with printouts of people’s heads on

them. Everywhere are small pictures of bodies in various states of horrific mutilation, war photography

seemingly taken from the internet (disembowelments, flayings, facial explosions); a tableau of stuffed,

clubbed-and-bloodied baby seals on ice floes is at one end; Coca-Cola bottles are spilled to the side of

the catwalk; signs and red-and-white flags (including that of Canada) hang everywhere. Unlike at

Secession, one can hardly walk through the installation. It overwhelms, literally. Suffice to say, this is

not for children.

Also in contrast to Secession, Hirschhorn and the Power Plant have built a second-floor, mountable

platform that houses a gigantic eyeball with which viewers are compelled to identify, and which throws

the whole room into a vertiginous spin. Hirschhorn has not refrained from judgment: the limited purview

of his “eye” sees humanity with unqualified revulsion. Yet he has succeeded in investing contemporary

art with an outrageous presence.

French politician and art-historian André Malraux once spoke of the “museum without walls”: he was

referring to the modern world, which in its image-saturation, provides all of us with a perpetual gallery.

Hirschhorn returns this perpetual gallery, now one of geopolitical import, to the gallery proper, in an

attempt to shock us into seeing sensitively again—or, at the very least, to have us acknowledge our

difficulty in doing so. This is not art that uplifts; it bestows a burden.      
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And so, viewed in that light, it seems like Hirschhorn has precisely brought

things together according to their common property ("being red"), which

collapses their difference into a general indifference without actually arriving at

any universal intelligibility. So, you could look at the piece as representing

precisely our blocked access to this universal dimension -- our failure to

articulate our genuinely common interest. Which is, I guess, the "burden" that

Hirschhorn bestows. Heavy!

saelan
Mar 12, 2011 2:22 PM

Okay, I guess I'm just going to monopolize this page, but I wanted to say that

this piece made me think of the first section of Agamben's "Coming

Community." He's arguing that, in order to overcome today's political divisions,

we need to conceive of a kind of community that isn't based on identity

(nation, ethnicity, sexuality), that can access a universal human dimension

without flattening out individual difference. He calls this kind of being

"Whatever being." He says: "The Whatever in question here relates to

singularity not in its indifference to a common property (to a concept, for

example: being red, being French, being Muslim), but only in its being *such

as it is*. Singularity is thus freed from the false dilemma that obliges

knowledge to choose between the ineffability of the individual and the

intelligibility of the universal."

saelan
Mar 12, 2011 2:11 PM

Whoops, I guess there's a length cap. I was saying that first the work is

divorced from social use, then from physical (museum) space, and then from

context altogether, since the internet tends to level hierarchical distinctions

and frustrate things like ideas of distinct mediums, authorship, periodization,

and provenance. And that would be, I guess, where "Das Auge" actually does

return to "The Museum Without Walls" by re-presenting that collapse of

context and hierarchy.

saelan
Mar 12, 2011 2:06 PM

Also, not to quibble over trivia, but as I understand it, Malraux's "Museum

Without Walls" doesn't refer to the theatre of the everyday world but to the

circulation of images and artworks within the universe of print and

reproductions. He saw that as the latest stage in the process of abstraction

that began with the foundation of museums, wherein objects of social utility

became treasures, and then became museum objects, which gave rise to the

idea of "museum art" as such, and thus to the idea of art history as a history

of style. Print takes this process of abstraction a step further by divorcing

artworks from physical space and making them, in theory, accessible to

everyone. The book, in his concepttion, is actually even better suited to the

production of an abstract linear history than the museum. The step that he

couldn't have forseen, of course, would be the dispersion of images on the

internet, in which the progress of abstraction starts to undo the linearity of

history. First the wo

saelan
Mar 12, 2011 1:32 AM

Quick turnaround! Nice job digesting this maelstrom in a hurry. This is a very

sensitive review for such a desensitizing exhibition. My problem with it was

that, unlike some of his more famous works, "The Eye" just isn't a coherent

enough concept. I realize that the point is not to bring unity or interpretation,

but the collapse of distinction between varieties of violence and varieties of

protest in this exhibition seems to forestall the possibility of its "outrageous

presence" actually provoking a meaningful response. First, I was

overwhelmed, then impressed, then indifferent. If the revulsion is universal, if

all of the images and slogans are reduced to noise, then the piece doesn't

amount to much more than a diorama version of 4chan, and even /b/-tards

aren't above banding together to assert a coherent position from time to time.

Not that I'd prefer one-dimensional preaching, mind you. I was just hoping for

a bit more.
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