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THE AUSTRIAN SCULPTOR
INJECTS FORMALISM WITH A
DOSE OF THE ABSURD

BY STEPHANIE MURG
PHOTOGRAPHS BY ELSA OKAZAKI

{HOUR FROM BUSTLING VIENNA, Erwin Wurm’shome and studiositin
B . . . .

hescenic Austriancountryside, behinda locked gateand downagravel

pathilined with youngelms thatgive way to topiaries trimmed into perfect

ina pastel-pink suit. Opposite him,a giant pickle perches on a pedestal.
¢ Wurm primer. Elements of his work that may seemarbitrary
ses are revealed to be rooted in hisnative country. The

erand charismaticat 58, whotitled one of his recent
“sculptural furmure” objects after the dessert, “lgrew up with allof

g
.

frequently in his workbut they rarely stray from the simple, gable-roof
cottages thatsomecritics have likened to fairy-tale dwellings. In fact,
houses like these are ubiquitous in Austria. Wurm grew up inone.
“Every timeand place hasitsspecificarchitecture,and I've found thatitis
extremely important becauseitcreates ourworld, Itereates theciries. It
creates the countryside,” hesays. “My interestinarchitectureis partofa
broader interest indesigning our world, and designing notonly in terms
of form butalso in terms of social issues and many other aspects.”

Wurm’s own primary residence dates from the r2thcentury. Heshares
theart-filled space with his wife, graphic designer Elise Mougin, and their
toddler daughter (he has two older sons froma previous marriage} and
dog. Thelushly landscaped grounds—ample enough for him to keep sheep
and a couple of horses—are bordered on one side by asudden swell of
land. “That’sartificial,” says Wurm with a chuckle, pointing to the
man-made, vista-perfecting ridge before heading to the outbuildings that
house his workshopandasuite of storage spaces.

Most fabrication at the studio takes place during the warmer months.
(Theonsetof colder weather and shorter days sends the family traveling
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The bucolic setting
of Erwin Wurm’s
country house and
studioin Limberg,
Austria, only height-
ens the oddness of
sculpturessuch

as Fat House, 2003,
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A superficial
humoris often
what draws
viewers to
Wurm's more
deeply unsettling
blend of formal-
ismand the
figurative in
works such as Me
on LSD, 2010,
right, and Big
Kastenmann,
2012, below,
which was
unveiled last
summer outside
the Standard
hotelin New
York's Meat-
packing District.

[HESTUDIO

abroadorspending timein Vienna, where
they haveanother home, and where
Wurm canconceive work and plan
exhibitionsin hisoffice space.) “For
atypical day arthestudiolgetupat half
pastsevenoreight,and then 'minthe
studio by nine, trying to make decisions,
trying tothink things over, buralways
things thatThave prepared in some ways
beforeinmy head.” He may work with
asmanyassix studioassistantson large
projects. Formonumental sculptures,
suchasthewarpedsailboattharwas
recently mounted atop Vienna's Daniel
hotel, he'llcallinalocal team of
fabricators. Alunch break isthe only
interruption,after which hereturnsto
work untilevening. “Atthat point, 'm desperate and
exhausted,” says Wurm. “Andthen Igoand swim.”
Hestridesovertoawork in progress: asmall figure whose
oversize,carefully rendered head isimmediately recogniz-
ableasthatof Vladimir Lenin. “This will be thelid,” hesays,
makingaslicing motion justabovethe revolutionary’sarched
eyebrows. “We'llcutithere. And youcanopenitand take
sugarorcocaineoutoficorsomething.” Theinspiration for
thework cameduringatripto Paris, where Wurmspotted
adomeonthelawnin frontofthe Oscar Niemeyer—designed
headquartersofthe French Communist Party. “Ithought,
“They buried Lenin. That’s hisbald head”
“Erwinisalwayslookingout fornew forms,” says
gallerist Thaddaeus Ropac, wholast yearshowed Wurm’s
newseries of building modelsatone of histwo Salzburg
locationsand on March 3 opensasoloshow at hisspacein
Pantin, justoutside Paris. “Heisinterested inoveracting,

-

destroying, distorting, extending volumes
tothelimit,anything thatsetsthe everyday
offbalance.”

Inthe 18 recent buildingmodels, Wurm
explored theactof destruction more
vividly—and violently—thanever before.
He began by making clay models of various
buildings, including prisons, warehouses,
bunkers, and his own former homes.
“Andthencame the mostimportant parr:
Ihad towork on the housesroattack them,”
Wurmsaysoftheseries, which he dubbed
“Samurai & Zorro™ inanallusionto
slashingand ritualized aggression. The
process wasnerve-racking. * Weonly made
oneexampleofeach form,solhadro find
abalance berween being willingtotry
everything that[wanted todoand notwanting totry some-
thing for fear of destroying the building,” he says. “This was
anightmare, basically.” The final partof the process was
preserving thescarred and smashed buildings by casting them
inbronze, acrylic, orpolyester.

Thelittleflip-top Leninin hisstudio will eventually be part
ofatablethar Wurmis making foragroupshow taking place
thissummerat Carpenters Workshop Gallery in Paris.
Although he haslong been interested in furniture and has
amasseda personal collection thatincludes Prouvés and

Perriands, thisishis firstreal foray into design. He traces the
new interestto fatigue from ordinary design. “When you open
amagazinesuchas Architectural Digest, youscethe same
things. Ireally gottired of design,” hesays. “So Istarted to do
myown.” Inaddition tothetable, he hascreated a lamp that
resembles a blobofadipose tissue. It’sasmaller version of his
2010 polyesterand conerete sculpture Meon LSD, withthe »
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Thebronze
Cucumbers, 2012,
above, outside
Wurm’s studio. A
fewyearsagothe
artistshowed 36
carefullymodeled,
naturalistically
painted acrylic
picklesasa
self-portrait.
Wurm, below with
anassistant, fabri-
catesallbutthe
largestworksin
studiospaceonthe
grounds of his
homeinLimberg.

unstable-looking humanarm
supportswapped out forasilver
metal baseand theaddition ofa
faceted white lampshade that
contrastsstrikingly with the
doughy central mass. The proto-
typesitsamid framed family
photosin Wurm’sdining room,
where his youngdaughterdelightsin turningitonand off.

Nextdoortohis workshop, Wurm hasturnedalarge room
intoan exhibition space in preparation fora visit fromagroup
of Russian collectors. He taps a pink trouser leg ona pedestal.
“We put plasterin the fabric trousers, but then it started
to germoldy, sowe had tocastitinaluminum,” hesays. He
moves toa rectangular block thatiscovered ina trench coat
and propped onitsside. “Thisisactuallya wall piece. It’s
very much related to Minimalism.” Likea Donald Judd, a
visitor observes. “Exactly. Just withacoat,” Wurmsays.

Surveying hisstudio, where more of his disembodied yet
personality-laden sculprures stand in various stages of
completion, Wurm notes, “ What [use and whart I like to use
iscynicism—Icalliteritical cynicism—to speak about
certain truths inour world and ourreality froma certain
aspect,acynicalaspect.”

Wurm kneels to flipthroughastack of large photographs
that have been partially painted over. Thisnew series was
destined for his first soloshow ar Vienna’s Albertina museum

(onview through February 17). He pulls out one photo that
featuresartist Hermann Nitsch confronting the camera
wearingonlya pair of paint-spattered pantsand suspenders,
his head largely obscured in painted swirls but his belly
spillingover the top of his pants. Other photos show Wurm’s
friendsand colleagues wearing much less.

“The idea was to picture themina very fragile way and
standingin gestures thardo notexistnowadays, gestures
from the past,” he says, laying outa row of larger photos. “The
paint, inaway, isasculpruraltool. Itdestroys the emotion
andcreatescharacter.” Thick outlines of muddy purple and
green shapenaked flesh into eccentric yetunmistakably alive
forms thatecho those of Wurm’sstuffed clothing sculptures.
Helikensthe Nitschimagetoa “meat bag.”

In this new series Wurm continues to push the
boundaries of sculpture while returning to painting, his
firstlove. “Growing upin Graz I was extremely attracted to
painting,” hesays. “Sculpture wasgray and brown and
dark.Ithadnocolor. Itjustdidn’tinterest me.” Heapplied
toartschool with the intention of studying painting but was
placed inthesculprureclass. “Outofthiskind of catastrophe,
Istarted tothink aboutand researchsculpture,” Wurm
explains. “Whardoes it mean to make asculpture? Whatis
ic2 I thoughrabouttwo dimensions, three dimensions,
rime, mass, volume, surface. skin.”

Aftergraduating from the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna,
hehadsome success with sculprures made from salvaged
materials such as wood scrapsand sheetmeral, buta
breakthrough camein the late 1990s withephemeral works
thatoftenincluded a
participatory component.
“ltwasatrick toconcentrate
myselfandadecisionto
calleverythingthatldoa
sculprure,” hesays. “Even the
drawingsthatImade, cvery-
thing wasrelated to the notion
of sculpture. Ithink fora
minimumof 1oyears
everythingldid wastorally
underthisidea.” Schemartic
sketches fora 199os show at
San Francisco’s Jack Hanley
Gallery developed into the instructional drawingsand later
the “One-Minute Sculptures,” inwhich Wurm places himself
oramodelinunusual juxtapositions with common objects.
The quirky works haveachieved pop culture status, appearing
invenuessuchasa Red Hot Chili Peppers musicvideoanda
shootfor Voguee Dentschland with Claudia Schiffer.

Wurm’s diverse body of work—from the new painted
photosand design objectsto his bulbous Fat Car, 2001,
and Fat House, 2003, to his “One-Minute Sculpture” per-
formance pieces—is consistentinits ability to provoke a
reaction that hovers between bemusement and amusement,
often accompanied by a smile. Buthumoris not Wurm’s
goal. “Idonot make my work funny. That’s very important
for me, really,” hesays.

“When I firstrealized that people were laughing at my
work, I wasshocked. Iwasangry.Ithought, *What’sgoing on
here? There’s beena big mistake.’ Because Imean it seriously.
Tome, the work hasto do with catastrophe.” Later, however,
he pointstoasmall 2009 sculpturein hishome. It’sasilvery »
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The 10-foot-tall
Big Suit (Psychos),
2010, above,
installed outside
theartist’shome.
Narrow House,
2010, right,
asseenlastyear
attheCentro

de Arte Contemp-
oraneoMalaga.

STUDIO

manwearingalight-pink collared shirt thatcovers historso
like astraitjacket. “That's Telekinetischer Masturbator,”
says Wurm, unable tosuppressa chuckle.

Thetraveling * Beauty Business” exhibition, which
opened at Miami’s Bass Museum of Artduring Art
Basel Miami Beachinzor1,included Wurm’s “Drinking
Sculptures” series. Forthese works, theartistaltered
cabinets, credenzas, and other furniture thathad been
designed to dispensealcoholic beverages. “Forthe opening
and firstday of the show, they actually contained spirits,
hard liquor, where anybody could openacabinetand
partake, have somerequila,some whiskey, some Campari,
and be partof the performance process,” says Peter
Doroshenko, whocurared the show.
“The works have this level of black
humorto them, butthey'realsokind
of serious, because each pieceis
namedafteranartist—suchas
de Kooning, Kippenberger, Munch—
whohad drinking problems orwere
literally killed by alcohol.”

While he continues to produce
works forseveral showsa year,
public commissions increasingly
occupy Wurm’stime. Heiscreating
alarge, wavy bustoaccompanya
new concert hallin Denmark
designed by the Austrianarchi-
tecture irm Coop Himmelb(ljau.
Thecity of Lille, France, has
commissioned himto designa
friterie,afast-food stand. “I found

itso kinky thatIsaid yes,” hesays. “'mgoing to make a big

dumpling,a melted dumpling.” And this pastsummerand
fall, Big Kastenntann—aboxy suit jacketdripping in
Wurm’ssignature pink atop a pair ofshapely legs
over the plaza outside the Standard hotel in New York's
Meatpacking District. (His New York gallery, Lehmann
Maupin,is planning a major show forcarly 2014.)

loomed

“Thearchitectureof the Standard isalittle bitanthropo-
morphicin feeling; itlooks like this big igure stepping over the
High Line,” says Claire Darrow Mosier, creative director
of the Standard’s parent company, André Balazs Properties.
“Big Kastenmanntook thatonestep further, becauseit’s
architecturaland humanacthesametime.”

Wurm’scollaboration with the
Standard also extended to magazines,
wherethe hotel chain used itsadvertising
space to feature photos from his “One-
Minute Sculprures™ and another series,
“How to Be Politically Incorrect,” that
features modelsacting outritle tasks
suchasspittinginsomeone’ssoup. “In the
past,you had artwork, publicart,on
the streets orinchurches. Now the place
forpublicartisalsothe media,” hesays.
“Ithink thatthat’sa contemporary public
space. And  find thatvery interesting.”

“Wurm’s work hasevolved from the
ephemeralto finely crafted and theatrical,
and now itismoving back to the ephem-
eralagain,” Doroshenkosays. “It’san
artist’scycle thatisgoing back to hisearly
roots,and heisnotafraidtogothere.” #
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