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Phyllida Barlow
“demo”
Kunsthalle Zürich 
29.10.2016 – 19.2.2017

Where other artists preached the  
decommodification of the artwork, 
Phyllida Barlow practiced it. For over 
four decades, she has worked mainly 
on large, site-specific projects that 
were usually destroyed after being ex-
hibited. This was in part a reaction to 
the context in which her identity as an 
artist was formed. When she graduated 
from the Chelsea school of art in 1963, 
the dominant movement in British 
sculpture was the New Generation, a 
group of erstwhile students of Anthony 
Caro who engaged with sculpture as a 
masculine, even macho, endeavour. It 
was a world that Barlow found too al-
ienating to conform to. All this per-
haps makes it not so surprising that 
she didn’t have gallery representation 
until 2010, since when she has had 
what seems like a great many high- 
profile commissions. Her work, previ-
ously so transient, and improvised, 
now paradoxically consumes monu-
mental resources for its transport, in-
stallation, and display. This new exhi-
bition at the Kunsthalle presents Bar-
low in the somewhat awkward role of 
the outsider, the anti-monumental 
sculptor come in from the cold.
The show is split into two parts. The 
first part consists of three large rooms 
filled with an enormous interlocking 
construction of materials such as 
wood, metals, screws, plastic foil, sty-
rofoam and textiles. The materials 
were mostly recycled from her previ-
ous exhibition in Tate Britain, deliv-
ered from the UK on big trucks and 
rearranged to deal with the new archi-
tectural possibilities in Kunsthalle. Al-
though the viewer can walk through 
the work, they cannot participate in it, 
but rather become lost in it, absorbed 
by it. 
The second part is on the upper floor 
and functions as an intervention that 
reveals the renovations currently being 
undertaken in the Löwenbräu build-
ing. Upon entering the space, you find 
a big triangular room that is empty ex-
cept for a stage constructed from 
pressboard; one of the walls has holes 
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Douglas Gordon 
“I Had Nowhere To Go”
Galerie Eva Presenhuber 
5.11.2016 – 21.1.2017

During his studies (when he was, as it 
happens, a student of Phyllida Bar-
low’s), Douglas Gordon painted rotting 
fruit. But his interests were not so much 
metaphysical as in the chemical process 
of decomposition, and how after a 
while all rotten things look the same: 
what remains is the memory of what 
they used to be. Reflections on memory 

run through Gordon’s diverse oeuvre – 
not least in his best-known work, 24 
Hour Psycho (1993), an appropriation of 
Hitchcock’s film where it is radically de-
celerated – and viewers inevitably think 
back to their recollections of the film. 
Gordon’s latest work, the fea-
ture-length video I Had Nowhere To Go 
(2016) originates from a collaboration 
with the Lithuanian-American artist 
Jonas Mekas, who published his diaries 
of the same title in 1991. Mekas’s dia-
ries tell about the most difficult mo-
ments of his life – how in 1944, aged 
22, he faced the void and fled Lithua-
nia to escape the war. Later he was im-
prisoned in a labour camp in Germany, 
escaped, and hid in a farmhouse until 
the war’s end, before studying philoso-
phy in the country where he had once 
been imprisoned, and then, in 1949, 
emigrating to the USA, where he still 
lives. But this is not a documentary nor 
a biography that the viewer can pas-
sively enjoy. Gordon ventures a radical 
approach, transferring Mekas’s story 
of exile to the space of cinema and art.
The flickering projection appears 
within the silver wallpaper that covers 

the space. Mirrors are set into the wall 
at irregular intervals, reflecting the 
projected screening, while two smaller 
monitors are set on the floor in the 
middle of the room presenting the ten 
minutes of images in the predomi-
nantly sound-based work. As suddenly 
as the images turn up in the videos, the 
cracked but strong voice of an old man 
fills the gallery. This voice belongs to 
Jonas Mekas, who is reading from his 
own diary.
Gordon uses a number of techniques 
to counter the cinematic mode of pres-
entation of his story. The darkened 

void of the room makes the viewer 
more receptive, for darkness under-
mines psychological defences and 
makes us more permeable to the 
dreams of others. Secondly, the use of 
diagetic, or environmental sounds is 
crucial to the construction of the work. 
Disproportionately loud noises, in-
cluding thunder, the sound of a water-
fall, or even traffic, produce a calculat-
ed degree of discomfort, even shock. 
It’s impossible to take merely voyeuris-
tic pleasure in someone else’s terrible 
life story when feeling fear yourself. 
Interspersed are scenes that are almost 
universally interpretable: the gestures 
of great apes, or close-up images of 
chopping red fleshy fruits. The effect is 
disturbing, rather than explanatory. 
This is also a way of bringing the anx-
ieties about exile in Mekas’s story into 
the immediate present of the viewer, 
both personally and geopolitically, giv-
en the suffering and hopelessness all 
too often faced by the 65 million glob-
ally displaced people today.
Teresa Retzer 

drilled into it that are roughly the 
width of a hand. Looking through 
them you see brick-lined interior walls, 
scaffolding, paint, foil, buckets, tools, 
machines, dust and a lot of other stuff. 
The arrangement changes every work-
day until the renovations are finished; 
Barlow is here appropriating a process 
that is happening anyway, and making 
it visible through her art. What we get 
is an insight in a process that is usually 
hidden: the holes resemble what are 
called “truth windows” in interior ar-
chitecture, windows that reveal the 
material underpinnings of a wall be-
hind the rendered surface. 
If what is revealed or demonstrated 
upstairs is the reality under the surface 
of the institution, downstairs, where 
the architecture is intact, the installed 
work is what seems improvised. Even 
though the mostly wooden construc-
tion is firmly screwed together, it gives 
a fragile impression. It openly demon-
strates the modular, repetitive and  
labour-intensive way it was made. 
Horizontals and verticals are inter-
rupted by diagonals that give the work 
its dynamism, even as they secure it 
structurally. Its composition recalls 
modernist paintings, except that it has 
no borders and we can never see the 
complete work, not least because walls 
get in the way. Out of numerous pieces 
one gigantic sculpture has been 
formed, but we see only fragments.
Barlow’s “demo” reveals the paradox 
that lies at the bottom of all produc-
tion aesthetics – namely, that the pro-
cesses of construction can never ap-
pear in completion, because making 
art is inherently dynamic. Like motion 
in still photography, it can only be im-
plied. But if motion is difficult to rep-
resent in photography, how much 
harder is it to capture the process of 
construction in the exhibited work? 
Across its two parts, “demo” demon-
strates that an exhibition space is held 
together not only by the heterogenous 
materials of sculpture, but also 
through constant work and revelatory 
honesty.
Teresa Retzer 
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