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Surface vs Space

Rooms are essentially formed by the surfaces surrounding
them. Depending on how these surfaces are arranged, what
their dimensions and scale are, the impression of a harmoni-
ous or dissonant space is created. Moreover, the atmos-
phere of a room is basically determined by the sources and
distribution of light as well as the colour of the walls, floor
and ceiling. This is also fundamentally true of squares that
make an impact through the dimensions and scale of the
architecture surrounding them.

Martin Pfeifle investigates the dimensions and scales of
rooms, their volumes and the spaces determining them as
well as their distinctive architectural features. His works are
spatially invasive and occupy exhibition rooms, urban spaces
or fagades. By changing the original spatial effect, they over-
ride the impact previously made. The artist achieves this by
playing with walls and/or floors purely as surfaces and by
means of large, spatially invasive installations.

Pfeifle works with the vocabulary of architecture and
with formats oriented towards the dimensions and scale of
each place at his disposal. When he creates three-dimen-
sional installations, Pfeifle exploits a given spatial volume in
such a way that only a narrow area is available to the viewer
for his exploration and experience of the highly charged rela-
tionship between real architecture and the installation. The
new impression thus gained is usually so compelling that
the original aura of a room now seems virtually unimagin-
able.

Flat or three-dimensional structures may be superim-
posed on walls to evoke other spaces hidden behind these
structures or to create an entirely new wall effect. Pfeifle
sometimes builds crumbling, brittle wall shells that seem
to have detached themselves from the actual body of the
room. They now form a veiling entity, which, however, con-
tinues to look like an integral part of the original room. In
works such as XY (2005), such wall shells are reminiscent
of an empty cocoon.

In other works, including thesplash and isidor, surface
fields are applied to walls or floor as a sort of Colour Field
painting composed of strips of carpet or foil/sheet. This
produces illusionistic spatial configurations that re-articu-
late surfaces.

The artist is often inspired by given spatial structures or
forms and translates theminto surface or spatial installations.
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Thus a dense symbiosis is created between pre-existing
architecture and artistic intervention. For BAIBA, on view
on the upper floor of the Kunsthalle Mannheim, two poin-
ted protrusions, which are structurally necessary for the
upper rows of windows, have been used. The architecture
corresponds to a stereometric configuration of neon tubing,
which can be read as a multi-pointed star in the exhibition
space, its light in turn reflected by the silver foil.

Pre-existing architecture has something matter-of-fact
about it. Since the artist closely interweaves his works with
the architecture that is already there, that impression is
transferred to each work in turn, which seems to need no
further justification for its existence. It is simply there. It has
no desire to teach us anything. Instead it demonstrates a
self-referential way of dealing with a place and its formal
structures.

At the same time, Pfeifle’s works, unlike the architecture
surrounding them, have an ephemeral quality. The stark-
ness, the very obvious simplicity of the materials used,
which the artist likes to pick up at the nearest DIY super-
store, convey an impression of impermanence, of tran-
sience. Be they strips of carpet laid in an outdoor space
or expanded polystyrene objects used indoors, configura-
tions of simple wooden rods holding neon tubing in place,
or coloured paper: none of these materials implies durability.
However, this contrasts with the lasting after-image burnt
into the viewer’s memory.

THOMAS KOLLHOFER
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The works of the Munich sculptor Martin Wéhrl are multi-
layered quotations from well-known sources, be they art
works by celebrated masters, stereotypes of lower-middle-
class home culture, traditional ideals of society at large or
clichéd notions of a happy life. Carl consists of thirty-six
DIY carpet tiles, which have been fitted together to form a
neat square on the floor - a full-scale copy of Carl Andre’s
Weathering Piece. This self-assured appropriation, which is
only seemingly irreverent, allows W&hrl not just a fresh take
on the model but above all on how our treatment of glori-
fied masterpieces of the past in our museums changes over
time. Wéhrl's works impressively demonstrate, whether in
his handling of Carl Andre or even Giinter Fruhtrunk, that
the once radical avant-garde gestures of a Minimalist con-
ception of art have themselves now become historical
stances that a young artist is fully entitled to help him-
self to. And with the same unpretentious casualness with
which he views art history as an arsenal of forms, Wohrl also
makes use of simple, mundane, often discarded materials,
such as pieces of chipboard, old door leaves, concrete or
polystyrene found in joineries, at DIY superstores or at the
scrapyard.

However, Wéhrl also permits himself occasional excur-
sions into working in ways more traditionally sculptural.
His Papa Bifi series emerged from what can only be called
an Expressionist investigation of plaster as a material. His
inspiration may have been limestone caves with their stal-
actites and stalagmites which, as marvels of nature, are as
much a source of wonder as great cathedrals. Nevertheless,
formal affinities with Alberto Giacometti’s work have crept
in during the work process. Wéhrl’s phallic configurations,
of course, only represent a passing, tongue-in-cheek nod
to Giacometti's Existentialist approach to representing the
human figure. What is more, in presenting such works on
coffee tables, Wohrl reveals echoes of the decorative func-
tion to which art works and their reproductions are so often
debased in everyday living.

Wehrl attends to another form of semantic change in
Scheibe [Disc], which is modelled on a Gothic rose window.
If Scheibe is viewed against the background of medieval
light mysticism, looking at and through this work of W&hrl's
makes it seem devoid of meaning. All that is left of the high
material value and even loftier religious significance of a rose
window is a hollow shell of the kind so often encountered
today in museums as secularised art works.
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Of pivotal importance to Wéhrl is the exploration of the
boundaries between art and the mundane and the com-
plete blurring of such boundaries, as advocated by avant-
garde artists in the early 20 century as the mission and
aim of art. Parkett [Parquet], which evokes the formal prin-
ciples informing Constructivism, is an autonomous work
of art yet, as a floor, also part of the architecture. Wéhrl's
lamps also inhabit a similar zone between art and utilitar-
ian object, with concrete feet shaped like flower tubs flash-
ing glimpses of the stereotype lowbrow lifestyle refracted
through lampshades made of wood off cuts, which in turn
are detritus left over from other Wohrl works.

The yearnings of simple folk are also catered for in Wéhrl's
work. Be it Dean Martin, a ‘Pizza Amore’ from the corner
pizzeria or vague dreams of a summer romance under an
auspicious Mediterranean sun — Amore evokes any number
of clichés and is, therefore, always deliberately used and
perceived as a metaphor. In Wéhrl, it is encountered care-
lessly tossed into a corner in an unappealingly unwieldy
typography. Is this what our dreams of love look like?

Wohrl is interested in the diverse shifts in and superim-
positions of meanings and values which emerge from the
translation of familiar terms into a new aesthetic idiom -
an idiom notable for the nonchalant deftness with which it
invariably conveys echoes of the original semantic content.
Woahrl is not telling simple tales. On the contrary, he pro-
vokes manifold associations by confronting viewers with
their own approaches to art and cliché. The wit and sophis-
tication of Wohrl's works are revealed in their playful over-
tones that make them so utterly distinctive.

RASMUS KLEINE
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