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INDIVIDUALISM AND GRANDNESS have been neme-
ses of Biittner’s art for some time. This is evident as
much in the materials she chooses to work with as in
the subject matter they depict. She began making
woodcuts in the 19905, when the medium was dis-

1 art history for its

credited within recent Gerr
association with the marketable heroism of neo-
expressionism, and verboten in the then-presiding
context of institutional critique. Examples of her
prints from 2004 onward skew, pointedly, to iconog-
raphy from the supplicatory side of faith—Saint
Francis, animals, nuns, cribs—and sheltering con-
structs such as tents and igloos. In 2007, Biittner
handed a camcorder to an order of Carmelite nuns
so that they might film inside their convent in West
London. The resulting video, Little Works, found the
sisters engaged in craft acrivities thar—as one saw
when the crocheted bowls, woodworked crucifixes,

lavender satchels, and visionary drawings of the
a modest dis-

Virgin Mary were brought togethe

play—were emphatically embedded in community.

:drrut paper, g
Andrea Buttner, Moss Garden, 2014, eighlean species

Buttner’s own equivalent of such “little works™ might
be her glowing paintings on the recto or verso of glass,
which she typically makes on an unassuming, domes-
tic scale (whereas her screen prints and photographs
tend to be quite large). These paintings, which inten
tionally recall church windows, feel as though they
could constitute a daily practice.

They're also intended to echo Jutta Koether’s
work in the same medium, and indeed Butmer’s art
is often overtly referential, reminding us that artists

Two stills from Andrea Biitiner's Litthe Works, 2007, HD video, color, sound, 10 minutes 42 seconds

lwok hu\lru, bag, sand, apple ancl vmnrc'
of moss, powdercoat

almost never work solo—even art made alone arises
from influences. She has divested authoriry and
assumptions of artistic grandeur repeatedly:
instance, her instructional work Fallen lassen (Letting
Fall), 2010, for which she asked friends and other
artists to give her instructions on how one might
allow things to fall down “to express an affirmative
She then performed these instructions,

attitude.”
involving small tasks and quonidian objects such as
carrots and leaves, and left the traces on view during
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B L 2 Left: Andrea Bittner, Untitled
fcormer), 2012,
[ on

FAVOURITE
ARTISTS HAD

Right: Andrea Battner, All my
favourite artists had problems with
alcohol, 2005, w ul

Below: View of “Andrea Bittner;
Nought to Sixty,” 2008, Institute

PROBLEMS
WITH ALCOHOL

Biittner’s art can be read as a form of empathy—
an exemplary outstretched hand, not from
above but fromacross.

the exhibition, Extending her consideration of author-
ity to matters of artistic signature—an issue that
Biittner appears to care about only insofar as she can
resist it—she embraces a number of incredibly diverse
historic practices (from command-driven Fluxus and
Conceprualism to abstraction), making unambigu-
ous nods to artists who have shaped her. We see Blinky
Palermo, in wall-scaled textile monochromes such as
Untitled (corner), 2012, that refer to the painter’s

“Fabric Pictures™ series from 1966=72; Sister Corita

Kent, in her graphic word pieces; and Dieter Roth
and Martin Kippenberger— two figures who allowed
human weakness into their art—in the woodcut
D. Roth and M. Kippenberger are meeting at the bridge
of sighs, 2006. Biittner has spoken of her fascination
with Roth’s diaries (for her forty-one-minute sound
piece Roth Reading, 2006, she recited all the passages
within them that relate to shame and embarrassment)
and particularly with his assertion thar what we look
for in the journals of others are disclosures of vulner-
ability—reve lations that 1]1\'}', too, failed.

This questioning of the

irtist’s eminent cultural
position is decisive. It’s increasingly clear thart the
successful contemporary artist is the model for the
individual under the cognitive regime of neoliberal-

ism: mobile, self-directed, self-evolving, practicing
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immaterial labor, practicing “freedom,” successful, a
celebrity. Of course, this is a fantasy for most, Biittner
offers a very different portrait of the artist, one who
is openly influenced, who needs others, who has limits.
[ALL MY FAVOURITE ARTISTS HAD PROBLEMS WITH
ALCOHOL, reads a woodcut from 2005, doubling
down on inspiration and imperfection, not to men-
tion nodding toward another well-worn cliché of the

bohemian creative figure.) For her 2008 show at the
Institute of Contemporary Arts in London—on view
while she was also writing a Ph.D. thesis at the Royal
College of Art, examining the relationship berween
art and shame—Bitmer painted the gallery walls an
ugly brown as high as she could reach, which was
certainly not the ceiling, and called this intervention
“shit space” (shit and shame having obvious links).
She also often reprises works, bucking the idealist
notion that the artist-as-individualist has a new idea,
a salable innovation, for each new exhibition. She
presents this model not only to critique the role of
the artist as neoliberal avatar but also to critique the
entire coercive context it precedes—the area where
biopolitics and the marketization of everything merges
with the new, you-can-do-anything religion of self-
optimization, as monetized by the Tim Ferrisses of
this world. Here, in the aftermath of what filmmaker
Adam Curtis has famously termed “the century of
the self,” bodies and minds are ser in competiti

Andrea Buttner, Benches (detail), 2012, handwoven fabric, wood, plastic cra

2015, pp. 264 - 269

with each other and, in a culture of achievement, are
mostly doomed to fail. But whar does failure even
mean if you will your work to fall?

It’s fitting, then, that Bittner looks at the culture

of self-help and self-promotion with a cocked ¢
privileging the self-effacing gesture, the “minor
work.” Countering the sacred with the profane,

Biitener is drawn to the tension between the two—to

the resurgence of religious fundamentalism and the
precariousness of the secular state, to questions of

devotion and questions of berrayal, to the exegetical
tradition within Catholicism and the technological
vision of the present. The modernist dialectic of high
and low itself, the arrist has noted, is a Christological
concept, stemming from Pauline theology; Christ
lowered himself, and that’s why he was elevated
again, Biittner has suggested thar aspects of faith,
such as Franciscan selflessness, might be worth
reconsidering, as both a way of seeing more, through

a kind of embodied vision of the world, and a way of

distinguishing generosity and tolerance from dogma.

Again, this complicates judgment, reminds us of
judgment and the ways in which we are always, even
if unconsciously, adjudicating good and bad, self and
other. It reminds us what it might mean to judge
someone else’s life choices according ro attitudes
we've adopted unconsciously, been taught ro hold:
how, in short, to be in the world.

All this might be read as a form of empathy—an
exemplary outstretched hand, not from above but

from across. For a 2012 show at International Project
Space, in Birmingham, UK, Biittner produced Benches,
a set of emphatically beautiful padded, fabric-covered
backrests in rainbow hues and austere grays, accom-

panied by simple lengths of wood resting on plastic

crates, like secular pews. If her practice can be tele-
scoped into a single move, this might be it. In an
unlikely echo of Marisse’s famous idea of art as
something “like a good armchair which provides
relaxation from physical fatigue,” the visitor was
offered, alongside sheer visual pleasure, a work
plainly opposed to self-elevation. It was allowed that
he or she might be tired. Here was both a slow attenu-
ation of experience—one that countered the hyperac-
tivity of the endlessly producing creative laborer while
avoiding any lofty meditative concepts—and a nurtur-
ing gesture on the metaphoric order of watering moss.
The plant won't grow bigger or more beautiful as a
resulr, but ideally you do it anyway. Stitched into one
of the pews” backrests, meanwhile, was a simple two-
letter German word, perhaps the most disproportion-
ately accepting sentiment that could be communicated
in such a small space, which you could read before
letting yourself sink down: ja. ]

Marreh |5 s the Mursean Linclaeig,

Amdrea Bittener: 27 is on avene the

MARTIN HERBERT IS A WRITER AND CRITIC BASED IN BERLIN

25, Installation view, Intemational Project Space, Bimingham, UK, 2012, Photo: John Fallon
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“What does it mean to be little?,” asks Andrea
Bittner, directing her question to a pair of nuns in
her video LITTLE SISTERS: LUNAPARK OSTIA (2012).
Commissioned by Documenta 13, the forty-two-min-
ute piece captures Blttner’s conversations with two
members of the Little Sisterhood of Jesus who run a
game booth at an amusement park near Rome. They
discuss their views on beauty, spirituality, and specta-
cle, articulating a far-ranging and expansive theoriza-
tion of littleness, which they describe as a relational
condition that emphasizes humility in the face of the
other, in particular, a humbleness before God. Little-
ness is, in other words, a kind of modesty, not only
in its embrace of simplicity but also as an affective
orientation of harmony and equanimity.

Yet while modesty has gendered connotations,
suggesting a womanly sense of decency and proper
female comportment, littleness proposes a radical
leveling of the self, a recognition of equivalent valu-
ation. In Buttner’s work, this littleness, I think, also
manifests itself as a queer quality, not necessarily in
the literal sense of expressing same-sex desire but as
a model of interacting in which one exists, as one
sister puts it in the video interview, “alongside the
other ... alongside another person on equal terms.”
With this evocative formulation of proximity and
balance, the nun articulates a theorization similar to
Eve Sedgwick’s understanding of the “beside,” which
moves away from binary argumentation (in the vein
of this versus that) in favor of embracing how “a num-
ber of elements may lie alongside each other.”” For

JULIA BRYAN-WILSON is associate professor of modern

and contemporary art at the University of California, Berkeley.
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Sedgwick, “beside comprises a wide range of desiring,
identifying, representing, repelling, paralleling, dif-
ferentiating, rivaling, leaning, twisting, mimicking,
withdrawing, attacking, aggressing, warping, and
other relations.”

In Sedgwick’s account, “beside” is a distinctly
queer, rather than religious, methodology, but
Biittner’s work brings the two together by probing
the queer implications of Catholicism. Nuns and
their single-gender havens figure prominently in
queer histories and fantasies, and religious commu-
nities, especially in their secluded formations that re-
ject the heterosexual family as a core organizing unit,
might arguably be viewed as culturally, if not sexu-
ally, queer.? The convents and sisterhoods that in-
trigue Buttner are sanctuaries for, and embodiments
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ANDREA BUTTNER, LITTLE SISTERS:
LUNAPARK OSTIA, 2012, HD video, 42 min. /
KLEINE SCHWESTERN: LUNAPARK OSTIA, HD-Video.

Below / unten: ANDREA BUTTNER, LITTLE SISTERS:
LUNAPARK OSTIA, 2012, production photograph /
KLEINE SCHWESTERN: LUNAPARK OSTIA,

Produktions-Photographie.
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ANDREA BUTTNER, ATM, 2011, digital pigment print, 15°/, x 23°/.7/ Digitaler Pigmentdruck, 40 x 60 cm.

of, the desiring, identifying, paralleling, and warping
that is common to both Sedgwick’s “beside” and the
nun’s “littleness.” In one of her best-known pieces,
LITTLE WORKS (2009), Bittner practiced an along-
sideness, beside, or dehierarchization of artist and
subject when she handed her video camera to an
order of Carmelite nuns living in London and asked
them to document their craft projects, such as laven-
der sachets and sugar-stiffened baskets. The resulting
eleven-minute video shows intimate encounters be-
tween the nuns, unmediated by the artist’s presence,
as they display their drawings, crochet, and candles
made from recycled bits of wax.

Biuttner’s video briefly chronicles the sisters as
they prepare for a feast day display of their “little
works”—littleness refers not to smallness of size but
to the fact that such objects are created in the nun’s
spare time, as an auxiliary activity—and implicitly
asks questions about how such unlike things as the
nuns’ sachets and her own artwork exist within just
barely intersecting spaces, tracing connections be-
tween the cloistered world of the hobbyist maker and

22

the commercial art market of high-value exchange.
Although there is some overlap in their shared dis-
courses of a creative “gift,” the sisters’ pointed ac-
ceptance of their unassuming littleness counters the
rhetoric of self-aggrandizing artistic “greatness”—a
term that still has traction in the contemporary art
world, perpetually awash in pronouncements about
great works and great artists (not to mention great-
ness of scale and auction-house results).

The commodity itself, Karl Marx wrote, “is a very
queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties
and theological niceties.” This much-quoted En-
glish translation dates from 1957 and was rephrased,
in later editions, as “a very strange thing”; the origi-
nal German reads “ein sehr vertrackles Ding”—the com-
modity as baffling, messy, complicated, confound-
ing, tricky.? The original German adjective has no
straightforward associations with sexuality, but the
early English wording (or mistranslation) might hit
on something by conjoining queerness and religion
in the charged nature of the capitalist commodity
object as it becomes fetishized and freighted with
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a quasi-spiritual significance. For Marx, of course,
the “leveling” wreaked by capitalism is anything but
positive, and the only “equivalent valuation” is in the
exchange of commodities for money—the “universal
equivalent.”

Buttner’s art, on the other hand, often seeks to
disrupt the coherence of the commodity. Indeed, as
she moves across and between many media—includ-
ing paintings on glass, ceramics, fabric “paintings”
(stretched pieces of colored material from work
uniforms), installations composed of found objects,
videos, appropriated images, photographs, moss,
instruction-based events, sound pieces in which she
reads the writings of other artists (including Dieter
Roth and Sister Corita Kent), and woodcuts—not all
of her work is easily understood within the logic of the
concrete thing or discrete art object. Her exhibitions
sometimes take the shape not of the presentation of
individual works but as whole-gallery gestures, often
incorporating pieces made by family and friends.

Bryan-Wilson, Julia, “Andrea Buttner’s Little Queer Things,” Parkett 97, Collaboration, 2015, pp. 18-
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Throughout her practice, the artist probes “tricky”
thresholds not often explicitly explored in contempo-
rary art—the blurry line between amateur making and
fine art production, for instance, or the unexpected
relationship between marginal religious experiences
and philosophies of modernist contemplation. Her
interest in inverting or dissolving boundaries—that
is, queering them—is felt most palpably when she
drags the abject into the art space, as when she dis-
played her work against a messy backdrop of brown
paint (whose brushstrokes did not quite reach the
top of the walls because she painted only as far as
she could reach) to create a “shit space” that be-
smirches the pristine expectations of the white cube.
In her photograph ATM (2011), the keypad of a cash
machine is smeared with what looks like fecal mat-
ter—a reference perhaps, as Lars Bang Larsen has
noted, to Freud’s analysis of dreams, where excre-
ment symbolizes money.” The analogy also appeared
in Buttner’s 2011 exhibition “Our Colours Are the

ANDREA BUTTNER, ANCESTOR DUMPLINGS, 2009, unfirved clay, water, plastic, dimensions variable, detail /

AHNENKN(‘)DEL, ungebrannter Ton, Wasser, Kunststoff, Masse variabel, Detail. (PHOTO: DAWN BLACKMAN)
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ANDREA BUTTNER, MINERVA, 2011,
video loop, 5 min, 39 sec. / Videoloop.

Colours of the Market Place,” in which a floor-bound
clay sculpture of lumpy balls (AHNENKNODEL [An-
cestor Dumpling], 2009-11), looking like some ex-
otic animal’s droppings, was placed alongside a video
of hands ringing up purchases at a checkout counter
(MINERVA, 2011).9

As many writers have noted, Biittner is a connois-
seur of the scatological, and of the bodily shame that
such matter out of place can elicit; she even wrote a
PhD dissertation on shame in art, including its queer
aspects.” But a queer sense of shame lets Biittner em-
brace the melancholic, the abject, and the outmoded
together with—or beside—the ecstatic. In Biittner’s
large woodcut print DANCING NUNS (2007), seven
figures frolic in a field of tall grass. As the nuns fling
their arms in the air and bend their bodies, the
medium of the woodcut itself, with its crude and em-
phatic lines, contributes to the print’s sense of corpo-
real vitality and liveliness. As Daniel Pies comments
in an interview with the artist, in such work, “the
convent turns into something like a utopian commu-
nity.”® While the description is romantic, it recalls a
counter-history of the church, of nuns who took on
progressive causes as they attempted to extend the
concept of littleness beyond the walls of the convent
and into the world. Take Sister Corita Kent, for ex-
ample, whose riotously colorful prints of the 1960s
and ’70s employed advertising lingo to express both
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rapturous faith and fervent protest—for which she

got in trouble with the church patriarchy.”

More recently, shame has served as a catalyst for
activism, as it has in queer politics; as Sedgwick wrote,
“If queer is a politically potent term, which it is, that’s
because, far from being capable of being detached
from the childhood scene of shame, it cleaves to that
scene as a near-inexhaustible source of transforma-
tional energy.”’” Over the last decade, shame has
become central to queer politics as a way to contest
the corporatization of mainstream gay pride and to
put pressure on the white male face of academic gay
studies; “queer shame” is now a touchstone for crit-
ical queer theory and a rallying cry for progressive
sexual cultures.'V

Littleness, queerness, religion, shame: These
are some of the sites in which Bittner locates her-
self, positions alternative to the mainstream art
world. Another term for her work, and for her
formal strategies, might be “backward,” to draw
on Heather Love’s notion of queer temporal out-
siders who “embrace backwardness in many forms;
in celebrations of perversion, in defiant refusals to
grow up, in explorations of haunting and memory,
and in stubborn attachments to lost objects.”'® But
if Buttner’s work looks backward, in Love’s queer
sense, it is far from a regression or a retreat: It is a
powerful step forward.
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ANDREA BUTTNER, STEREO-
SCOPIC SLIDE SHOW FROM

THE WHITEHOUSE COLLECTION
(MOSSES AND FIELD TRIPS), 2014,
detail, stereoscopic slides by Harold
and Patricia Whitehouse transferred
to digital / STEREOSKOPISCHE
DIASHOW AUS DER WHITEHOUSE-
SAMMLUNG (MOOSE UND
EXKURSIONEN), Detail, digitalisierte
stereoskopische Dias.

(PHOTO: © NATIONAL MUSEUM

OF WALES)
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CHRISTOPH MENKE is a professor of philosophy at the University of Frankfurt am Main,
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Page 24 and 25 / Seite 24 und 25;

ANDREA BUTTNER, Immanuel Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft,
artist’s book, edited by Museum Ludwig, Cologne,

published by Felix Meiner Verlag, Hamburg, 20014 / Kiinstlerbuch.

(PHOTO: TING GRASS)

What is aesthetics? Aesthetics is the philosophical consider-
ation of the aesthetic: the attempt to analyze and grasp what
it is that constitutes the aesthetic, and what it says about us
that the aesthetic exists or that we possess it (or indeed that it
possesses us); what we owe to the aesthetic and how we can pay

tribute to it, and what we lose (or have already lost) when we
no longer have it.

What is the aesthetic? The aesthetic is a dimension, a dynamic, a force of the soul, and
with that, a source of everything that makes us who we are—in contrast to theory, because it
has neither subject nor content; in contrast to praxis, because it has no goal; in contrast to
concept, because it has no rules; in contrast to society, because it has no norms; in contrast to
individuality, because it has no owner. Alternatively, the aesthetic is the power of fascination
in a glance, the drive of exaltation in a deed, the sudden insight into a thought.

In other words, aesthetics is the philosophical attempt to ponder what cannot be grasped,
but without which nothing can be grasped at all. In aesthetics, philosophy is not only directed
toward something that can never actually be quantified, but it takes on something that is an
impossibility within philosophy itself. Aesthetics is not simply another of the many diverse
fields that philosophy analyzes; it is more like a counterpart of philosophy, with which it is in
constant conflict: Philosophy gnaws away at aesthetics, but never quite gets to grips with it
Aesthetics as a philosophical understanding of the aesthetic seeks the impossible—it is itself
an impossibility.

No one was more aware of this problem, of this fundamental impossibility, than Kant. It
is to him, in fact, that we owe our insight into this conundrum. When we speak of the aes-
thetic—that is, of something beautiful—it might seem as though we were attributing a spe-
cific quality to an object, a quality similar to all the other qualities that object might have; but
in truth, beauty has no specifiable quality. This is the basic premise with which Kant begins:
The beautiful, the aesthetic is something fundamentally indeterminate and undeterminable;
it cannot be pinned down. The aesthetic is not about some quality or other, not about a thing
(as a thing in itself) but about nothing, about the nothingness of that quality, about what
comes before all determination and goes beyond all determination.

Yet at the same time, nobody demonstrates more clearly than Kant what immense diffi-
culties are involved in even saying this, or in thinking it. This proposition—that the aesthetic
is indeterminate, nothingness, the abyss of all determination—might be taken as a license,
or even as an invitation, to describe the aesthetic in sentimental, emotional terms instead of
defining it; but for Kant, that is a Kitschy, schmaltzy response. Philosophy does not grasp the
aesthetic simply by becoming a little more narrative, a little more metaphorical, a little more
descriptive, a little more essayistic—in other words, by acting a little more aesthetically itself.
The great thinkers in the field of aesthetics—Baumgarten, Kant, Hegel, Adorno—never did
this. Philosophy has to be a matter of thinking, conceptually clear and explicit, distinguishing
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and abstract. According to Kant, it is necessary to go through the icy wastes of abstraction in
order to contemplate the aesthetic. It is therefore the task of the philosopher to grasp the
aesthetic, even in the knowledge that this is bound to fail. And that is precisely the point of
aesthetics: It wants to fail to grasp the aesthetic. It is only when one actually goes throigh
the experience of discovering that all attempts to define and grasp the aesthetic are dooned
to failure—to wuiter failure, as opposed to simply foundering—that one has truly experienced
what the aesthetic and aesthetics mean. Those who do not even attempt to determine whatthe
aesthetic is, who do not follow the path of its conceptual determination, and who do notfail
to define it, will never be able to experience the aesthetic or contemplate it as itself.

At this point in my text, you might be wondering when I will mention Andrea Bittner. Yot're
thinking, "He’s just rambling on about philosophy and not about art.” But I've actually bren
talking about Bitmer's work at the same time—about Kant and his philosophy in herart,
and what this reveals to us about Kant, or rather, what it has to do with Kant and philosoghy.
In 2014, the artist published her own edition of Kant’s Kritik der Urteilskraft (Critique ofthe
Power of Judgment), first published in 1790. She did not intervene in the text, commentng,
reviewing, criticizing, or deconstructing it, except to here and there discreetly add a nunber
in the margin; this number serves to connect a few lines of Kant’s text with an image. Biitner
drew her images from a range of sources, both historical (including from Kant's own libriry)
and contemporary. She also created a series of eleven offset prints, featuring a total of nore
than two hundred images. But what happens to Kant’s philosophy when it is linked toim-
ages? [t becomes something else entirely. Not in its inner structure and manifest conunt,
but in its status and, with that, its substance. The text itself, the philosophical treatise,the
philosophy—all become different.

Frequently, Biittner adds an image where the text provides a description of one; the adled
image might be of something that Kant knew or might have known, or simply something hat
fits his description. In this way, Blttner seems to provide the image in retrospect as the obect
Kant is talking about. But the image invariably gains something: a surplus, a counterforce an
opponent. What emerges is an endless to and fro between text and image, with each reer-
encing the other—countering and contradicting it. The text loses its power over the imige.
But what is a text without power over the image? And how can there be philosophy witlhout
power over the image?

At first, the text appears to tell us what we should see in the image: For instance, as Kint
writes, “a bubble of water in a rock crystal.” The text also appears to tell us how we shouldsee
the image, so that we can expect everyone else to see it the same way—not just that everyme
will see the same thing, but every person will experience the same pleasure. But the morewe
alternate between text and image, the more the boundaries between them become blured.
Can the text guide the image and express our perception of it? Or was it not, conversely, he
image that gave rise to the text in the first place? Does the image, then, constitute not he
content of the text but rather the basis of the text? Does Biittner undermine the text by show-
ing that the image, the opponent of the text, is the foundation, or ground, of the text—ad,
with that, the abyss? But if this can be said, and if it can be written, has not the text once agin
prevailed over the image?
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By exploring the abyss of this text-and-image game, Biittner leads us into the very core of
Kantian aesthetics. For it is precisely this interaction between Kant's text and its visual coun-
terpart or visual ground that becomes the subject matter of the text of Kantian aesthetics.
There are, therefore, two games being played out here between text and image: the game
that Kantian aesthetics addresses (or the game of how Kantian aesthetics addresses it) and the
game of which Biittner’s artwork is composed, which it practices and which we implement in
experiencing or perceiving the artwork; the game between text and image in (philosophical)
theory and in (artistic) practice. (Philosophy and art are both, at the same time, but in oppo-
sition for precisely that reason.)

The play between reason and imagination, concept and intuition, lies at the very heart
of Kantian aesthetics. We take pleasure in this game, according to Kant, which is why we
describe the object that we perceive with pleasure as “beautiful.” Kant's basic premise is that
we take pleasure in the perception of beauty, and that reason and imagination are capacities
that correspond to one another: aesthetic pleasure is pleasure in harmony—the harmony of
text and image, concept and viewpoint. It is a harmony that lies within ourselves. Our plea-
sure in beauty assures us that—in contrast to what our daily experience might suggest—we
are not divided, alienated, or torn, but that there really is a possibility for us to come to terms
with ourselves and with others. Even in Kant—which is to say, very early in the history of the
discipline—aesthetics goes hand in hand with ideology.

Blittner's art between text and image, her art of the in-between, saves aesthetics from
itself—from its own danger and even from its own will to ideologize. Biittner's art develops
what aesthetics does—no matter what it might sav—and what it therefore is. In Biittner’s
work, aesthetics becomes the scene of a dispute that has no end, albeit one that is not de-
structive but productive (and perhaps for that very reason also pleasurable); aesthetics as the
scene of unending dispute, rather than of harmony, between text and image, in which both
become what they are. This is not a critique of Kant; it is, in fact, the strongest imaginable
defense of his aesthetics. Through Biittner’s edition, we discover what a bold, dangerous, and
courageous step Kant takes in thinking about the aesthetic. For in doing so, philosophy is
exposed to a dispute between the aesthetic that is the subject of its inquiry and the philoso-
phy that is its own way of thinking. But because aesthetics opens up this dispute within itself,
it begins a dispute with itself. Aesthetics is philosophy in conflict with itself, in the middle
of a dispute that it can never win and which can never end (for while one might be able to
win a dispute with others, one can never win a dispute with oneself). Aesthetics, as the phil-
osophical consideration of the aesthetic, is philosophy’s dispute with what invariably eludes
it, precisely because what eludes it proves to be its own basis, or ground. Biittner shows that,
in aesthetics, philosophy takes what is most alien to itself and places this at its very core. To
put it another way: In aesthetics, philosophy sacrifices itself—and thereby, at the same time,
liberates itself. Bitimer’s edition serves up Kant's aesthetics for us to read as the tragedy of
philosophy that is, at the same time, its comedy. Ultimately, philosophy is as powerless and
as vibrant as never before.

(Translation: Ishbel Flett)
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ANDREA
BUTTNER:

THE
WOODCUT
REVISITED

My first encounter with the work of Andrea Biittner
was at the Mandrake, an artist-run bar in Los Ange-
les, where one of her woodblock prints hangs on the
wall. Its rough-hewn white letters, tightly squeezed
into a black rectangular background, announce
ALL MY FAVOURITE ARTISTS HAD PROBLEMS WITH
ALCOHOL (2005). Installed above a table at the
bar’s only booth, the line reads as a sales pitch to
the Mandrake’s typical clientele—young artists and
art students who identify success in the art world with
the legends of superstar addicts like Kippenberger,
Biittner’s compatriot, and LA’s own Jason Rhoades.
Leaving aside the cliché of the modernist tortured
soul, the statement—in the context of Biittner’s prac-
tice—reflects an interest in human weakness as well
as Biattner’s own identification with the figure of the
artist as inherently flawed." Bevond this, the work
hints at a deep discomfort with the discourse of auto-
biography and authorship. T'r-e\1 + alk i'.lbu. A
Bittner began making woodcuts in the 1990s, C!I\)“Q_'fi’lb_

when the previous decade’s wave of neo-expression-

ARAM MOSHAYEDI/ isa curator at the Hammer Museum,
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ALLM
FAVOURITE
ARTISTS HAD

PROBLEMS
WITH ALCOHOL

inke Sette: ANDREA BUTTNER, D. ROTH AND

\NDRE{ BUTTNER, ALL MY FAVOURITE ARTISTS HAD
KIPPENBERGER ARE MEETING AT THE BRIDGE OF SIGHS, PROBLEMS WITH ALCOHOL, 2005

t, 23, x 11°/," / D. ROTH UND M. KIPPEN \LLE MEINE LIEBLINGSKUNSTLER HATTEN ALKOHOI

R TREFFEN SICH BEI DER SEUFZERBRUCKE PROBLEME. Halsseh

10: ANDY KEATE PHOTO. o nDY KEA

ism in Germany gave way to a revival of conceptu- widely across media and is indebted to the lineages

alism, and deconstruction took over academe. “I of (:"!1('1‘[Jrl|:1| art, performance, and video. Yet, as

started making woodcuts because they were the most evidenced by the print discussed above, Biitiner’s

uncool thing I could do,” Biittner has said.”’ The me- woodeuts comment on the medium’s history while

dium was a f ite of . imate ms: 1 ATICOUS i i
lium was a favorite of the ultimate macho German simultapeously expressing an ambivalence toward

painter, Georg Baselitz; furthermore, as woodcuts i""'ll“lit'illtll.im:'n[. in particular, that moment when

require intensive labor and tend to result in “some- critique calcifies into dogma and the particularities
hing beautiful, something like an auratic object,” of

P€sonal modes of inquiry become canonized.
ey were out of critical favor.” A seemingly reac- Her printss should

thus be regarded as another

tionary move, Buattner’s woodcuts would appear to articu iy r g i i e :
Pl ation of the school of art that privileges idea

stand apart from the rest of her work, which ranges OVEL Tepresentation, even as they reintroduce a rich
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A\ BUTTNER, SERMON TO THE BIRDS, 2010,

VOGELPREDIGT, Holzschuitt

PHOTO: BARIO LASAGNT

and vibrant visual logic

to the analytical process

of making.

Jattner’s woodcuts often explore themes found
in her work in other media. Communities of faith,
a longstanding interest, form the focus of the videos
LITTLE WORKS (2007) and LITTLE SISTERS: LUNA
PARK OSTIA (2012); similarly, she has created numer-

ous woodcuts that incorporate Christian iconography

or refer to biblical scenes. These prints hark back
to the medium’s medieval beginnings in northern
Europe, when it was emploved for the mass repro-
duction of religious illustrations. One intricate, five-
color diptych, VOGELPREDIGT (Sermon to the Birds,
2010), depicts St. Francis of Assisi preaching to birds
sitting in a tree; UNTITLED (THREE KINGS) (2012) is

based on a twelfth-century stone carving of the wise
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CLAASSEN VERLAG DUSSELDOREF, 1982, 2010, xerox and clip frames,

each 16 '/, x 237/ " / HAP GRIESHABER / FRANZ FUHMANN,

ENGEL DER GESCHICHTE 25: ENGEL DER BEHINDERTEN,
CLAASSEN VERLAG DUSSELDORF, 1982, 2010, Phatokopien und

2em.

Wechselrahmen, je 42 x 59,

men visited by an angel as they sleep. Despite their
devotional subjects, however, Buttner’s bold images
stvlistically evoke the early twentieth century, when
the woodcut was revived by German Expressionists.
As Bittner reflects on the position of woodcuts
within the history of art, she also considers the con-
ditions of their production and reception, a central
concern throughout her work. The eight photocop-
ies that make up ENGEL DER GESCHICHTE 25: E i
DER BEHINDERTEN, HAP GRIESHABER/FRANZ FUH-
MANN, CLAASSEN VERLAG DUSSELDORF 1982 (Angel
of History 25: Angel of the Disabled, 2010), for in-

stance, present archival images of groups of teenage
boys from psychiatric homes looking at woodcuts by
HAP Grieshaber, the renowned German printmaker
who had died the previous vear. The analytical lens
of re-picturing the photographs allows us to see the
process of interpretation between subject and object;
furthermore, critic Louise O'Hare writes, the work
reflects on “embarrassment as a condition of view-
ing.™ Grieshaber himself stands for another histori-
cal moment in the lineage of woodcuts that Biittner
constructs: He studied art in the 1920s, was banned
from exhibiting by the Nazis, and became an outspo-

ken pacifist and political activist; more personally,
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he led printing workshops at the monastery where
Bittner would later attend school.

Although many of Bhuner’s woodcuts display
the

skilled technique handed down to her by way
of Grieshaber, at other times, she has opted for a
reduced approach: Simple lines illustrate the title
subject in TENT (2010) and TENT (TWO COLOURS)
(2012) while the triangular space of CORNER (2011)
is printed from three separate boards that fit to-
gether. In these crude approximations, a formalist
preoccupation is foregrounded as the communica-
tion of extraneous ideas recedes. Despite their seem-
ingly handmade quality, however, the craggy outlines
of the tents were in fact made with an angle grinder,
a power tool more often employed to cut through

the material entirely. The print’s nearly solid fields
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ANDREA BUTTNER,

TENT (TWO COLORS), 2012,
woodeut, 56 x 91 %
ZELT {ZWEI FARBEN),
Halzschnitt, 142 x 232 em

(PHOT: BRIAN FORREST

of color reveal the plywood’s natural
grain in a smattering of speckled dots
and dark striations, recalling the “truth
to materials” approach of the Arts and
Crafts movement, which sought to at-
tend to the intrinsic quality of each
medium. Indeed, these woodcuts are as
much representations of the plywood
from which they are constructed as thev
are of any outside referent. In KEYHOLE
(2013), a small white shape opens at the
center of the print, presenting a stark
contrast with the expanse of black ink
that envelops it, which is only inter-
rupted by a static-like noise—the irregu-
lar grain of the block’s surface.

A number of prints titled PIANO,
also from 2013, are made from the di-
rect application of a piano’s wooden
parts onto paper. The prints were first
exhibited alongside PIANO DESTRUC-
TIONS (2014), a performance and video installation
that contrasts gendered representations of the mu-
sical instrument. Traditionally considered an ap-
propriate leisure pursuit for the bourgeois female,
the piano became an object of aggression in works
by male artists and musicians in the 1960s, variously
burned, smashed, and dropped. Biittner’s prints
could be seen to bridge this divide: She disassembles
a piano, but then uses its components to produce an
attractive wall-based artwork.

Biittner’s approach differs from that of Sherrie
Levine, whose Knot Paintings, first made in the mid-
'80s, demarcate the plugs embedded in plywood with
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the direct application of paint or lead, forcing an

encounter with their physical properties. Or think
of Wade Guyton’s works in wood, such as his 2008
edition for Parkett: a standard sheet of two-by-eight-
foot plywood swathed in solid, shimmering black ink
that varies in intensity according to the wood’s grain.
Unlike these sculptural examples, in which wood
forms a base structure that is obscured by pigment,
Biittner’s prints provide access to the wood's image
but not its material presence. The kevhole offers a
view of the white surface of the paper while the flat
field it pierces indexes the material upon which the
entirety of the encounter relies. In truth, however,




Biittner often attempts to even out the block’s
surface, filling in its holes and depressions, before
she makes her prints. To her, the roughness no
longer looks authentically handmade but instead
appears “too finished-looking"™—like a Photoshop fil-
ter intended to make a digital image look like it is
from a bygone era.

If ambivalence and antagonism initially led
Biittner to woodcuts, her reasoning has since evolved.
“Iam no longer interested in reacting to commercial-
ized visual culture,” she explains. “I do the woodcuts
now because 1 like them.”™ Biittner’s words, which
propose subjective taste in place of theoretical argu-
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ment, «echo the relentlessly affirmative language of
digital culture—Facebook and Instagram, after all,
provide the ultimate forum for “liking,” for pledg-
ing an allegiance to a consensus of tastes. But while
woodcuts are historically associated with accessibility
and populism, the medium is decidedly out of touch
with thie speed and spread of today’s image produc-
tion. Bilttner’s prints instead speak of slowness, ma-
teriality, and preciousness, insisting on a modesty of
means seemingly at odds with the demands of the
global art world.

And yet, these very qualities situate the woodcuts
squarely within our contemporary moment, as the
rise of the digital has been met by the forceful reasser-
tion of the “beautiful, auratic object,” which now pro-
liferates in numerous analogue forms.” Even critical
discourse has shifted in parallel, as exemplified by Jan
Verwoert's hypophoric proposition, “Why are con-
ceptual artists painting again? Because they think it's
a good idea.”” In the end, it might be impossible to
maintain a contrary position in today’s all-embracing,
all-consuming art world. Biittner thus grapples with
the very notion of what it means to be contempo-
rary, and the contradictory demands placed on art-
ists in the hypersphere that defines contemporary art
today. If the question of relevance were to be asked of
Biittnes’s woodcuts, the answer would probably have
something to do with an uncool faith in the power of
art and, paradoxically, the conceptual gestures that
propel this faith forward into the future.

1) These themes have been written about at length by Martin
Herbert, among others. See Herbert, “Angle of Repose: Martin
Herbert en the Art of Andrea Biitiner,” Artforum (March 2015), 269,
2) Andrea Bittner, quoted in Gil Leung. “Artists at Work: An-
drea Baitner,” Afterallorg (May 25, 2010), www.afterall.org/
online/artists.at.workandreabtner (accessed August 4, 2015).
%) Biittnér, quoted in ibid.

4) Lonis¢ O'Hare, “Not Quite Shame: Embarrassment and Andrea
Bitner's Engel der Geschichte,” Afterall (Summer 2014): 110,

5) Bittnir, quoted in Leung,

6) See Claire Bishop, “Digital Divide: Contemporary Art and
New Media.” Artforum (September 2012), www.artforum.com/
inprint/psue=201207&id=31944 (accessed August 4, 2015).

7) Jan Verwoert, *Why Are Conceprual Artists Painting Again?
Because They Think [t's a Good Idea,” Afterall (Autumn/Winter
2005), www.afterall.org/journal/issue. 12 /why.are.conceptual.
artists. panting.again.because (accessed August 4, 2015).
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ANDREA
BUTTNER:

WIEDERSEHEN
MIT DEM
HOLZSCHNITT

Zum ersten Mal begegnet bin ich dem Werk von
Andrea Biuner im Mandrake, einer von Kinstlern
betriebenen Bar in Los Angeles, wo einer ihrer
Holzschnitte an der Wand hingt. Dessen grob ge-
schnitzte, in einen rechteckigen schwarzen Hinter-
grund gepferchte weisse Buchstaben verkiinden:
ALL MY FAVOURITE ARTISTS HAD PROBLEMS WITH
ALCOHOL (Alle
Alkoholprobleme, 2005). Die Zeile auf dem iber

meine Lieblingskinstler hatten
cinem Tisch in der einzigen Nische der Bar ange-
brachten Holzschnitt liest sich wie ein Verkaufsslo-
gan far die typische Klientel des Mandrake: junge
KinstlerInnen und RKunststudentlnnen, die Erfolg
in der Kunstwelt mit den Legenden von Superstar-
Suichtigen wie Bittners Landsmann Kippenberger
und LAs eigenem Jason Rhoades gleichsetzen. Wenn
wir einmal vom Klischee der gequilten Seele des mo-
dernen Kanstlers absehen, spiegelt die ,:-\IISS{‘I'UIIg -
im Kontext der Blattner’schen Praxis — ein Interesse
an menschlicher Schwiiche wie auch Biittners eigene
Identifikation mit der Figur des Kinstlers als einem
ARAM MOSHAYEDI] ist Kurator am Hammer Museum, Los

Angeles.

PARKETT 97 2015
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grundsatzlich fehlerhaften Menschen wider."” Dart-
ber hinaus spielt das Werk auf ein tiefes Unbehagen
am Diskurs der Autobiographie und Autorschaft an.

Biittners erste Holzschnitte entstanden in den
1990er-Jahren, als der in den 80ern in Deutschland
erfolgreiche Neoexpressionismus einer Wiederbe-
lebung des Konzeptualismus wich und die Dekons-
truktion die akademische Welt eroberte. Blittner hat
hierzu erklart: «Ich begann Holzschnitte zu machen,
weil es das Uncoolste war, was ich tun konnte.»?
Der Holzschnitt war ein bevorzugtes Medium des
supermachohaften deutschen Malers Georg Base-
litz. Zudem war der Holzschnitt, der intensive Ar-
beit erfordert und tendenziell zu «etwas Schonem,
dhnlich einem auratischen Objekt» fithrt, bei der
Kritik in Ungnade gefallen.” Als scheinbar reaktio-
narer Schritt stehen die Holzschnitte Buatters allem
Anschein nach abseits von ihrem tbrigen, breit ge-
facherten und medieniibergreifenden Schaffen, das
Traditionslinien der Konzept-, Performance- und
Videokunst verpflichtet ist. Dennoch kommentieren

Buttners Holzschnitte, wie die oben beschriebene

Arbeit zeigt, die Geschichte des Mediums, wihrend
sie zugleich eine Ambivalenz gegentber dem ésthe-



Moshayedi, Aram, “Andrea Buttner: The Woodcut Revisited,” Parkett 97, Collaboration, 2015, pp. 46-
57

ANDREA BUTTNER, UNTITLED (THREE KINGS), 2

OHNE TITEL (DRE!I KONIGE), Holzsch

tischen Urteil zum Ausdruck bringen, besonders

gegeniber dem Moment, wenn Kritik zum Dogma
erstarrt und die Besonderheiten personlicher Frage-
modi kanonisiert werden. Thre Druckgraphiken soll-
en deshalb als eine weitere .-_\uswrtmg'_icm-r Kunst-
egentiber

L)
atA

ichtung gesehen werden, die die Idee

Darstellung privilegiert, selbst wenn sie wieder

eine reiche, lebhafte visuelle Logik in den analyti-
schen Prozess des Machens einfithren.
Biittners oft

['he-

n auseinander, die innerhalb ihres Schaffens in

Holzschnitte setzen sich mit

mnderen Medien wichtig sind. Glaubensgemeinschaf-
ten, fir die sie sich schon seit Langem interessiert,
stehen im Mittelpunkt der Videoarbeiten LITTLE
WORKS (Kleine Werke, 2007) und LITTLE SISTERS:
LUNAPARK OSTIA (Kleine Schwestern: Lunapark

Ostia, 2012). Sie hat ebenso zahlreiche Holzschnitte

geschaffen, die auf eine christliche Ikonographie

012, wo

130 x

verweisen oder sich auf biblische Szenen beziehen.
Diese Druckgraphiken blicken zurick auf die mit-
telalterlichen Anfinge des Mediums, als dieses far
die massenhafte Vervielfaltigung von religiosen
Mustrationen verwendet wurde
Titel VOGELPREDIGT

(2010) stellt den zu Végeln in einem Baum predi-

.in komplexes fiinf-

farbiges Diptychon mit dem

genden heiligen Franziskus von Assisi dar. UNTITLED
(THREE KINGS) (Ohne Titel [Drei Konige], 2012)
beruht auf einer Steinskulptur aus dem 12, Jahrhun-
dert, die die Weisen zeigt, die im Schlaf von einem
Engel heimgesucht werden. Trotz ihrer religiosen
Motive beschworen Biittners kithne Bilder stilistisch
das frithe 20. Jahrhundert, als der Holzschnitt von
den deutschen Expressionisten wiederbelebt wurde.

Im Zuge ihrer Reflexion iiber die Stellung des
der Kunstgeschichte be-

Holzschnitts innerhalb

riicksichtigt Biittner auch die Bedingungen seiner
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Produktion und Rezeption, ein zentrales Anliegen in
ihrem gesamten Werk. So zeigen die acht Photoko-
[J'IL'IL aus denen ENGEL DER GESCHICHTE 25: ENGEL
DER BEHINDERTEN, HAP GRIESHABER/FRANZ FUH-
MANN, CLAASSEN VERLAG DUSSELDORF 1982 (2010)
besteht, Archivbilder von Gruppen mannlicher Ju-
gendlicher aus psychiatrischen Pflegeanstalten beim
Betrachten von Holzschnitten von HAP Grieshaber,
dem namhaften deutschen Graphiker, der im Jahi
zuvor gestorben war. Die analvtische Linse der Ab-
bildung der Photos erlaubt es uns, den Prozess der
Deutung zwischen Subjekt und Objekt zu sehen.
Zudem, so die Kritikerin Louise O Hare, reflektiert
das Werk tiber «Betretenheit als eine Bedingung der

Betrachtung Grieshaber selbst steht fiir einen wei-
teren historischen Moment in der Traditionslinie des
Holzschnitts, die Bittner konstruiert. Er studierte
in den 1920er-Jahren Kunst, warde von den Nazis
mit Ausstellungsverbot belegt und entwickelte sich

zu einem entschiedenen Pazifisten und politischen
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ANDREA BUTTNER, BEGGAR, 2(

59 x 50"

BETTLER, Holzschnitt, 150 x 127 em

(PHOTO: JAKA BABNIK

Aktivisten. Auf einer personlicheren Ebene leitete er
Graphikworkshops in dem Kloster, wo Blittner spater
die Schule besuchen sollte.

Obwohl
gekonnte Technik erkennen lassen, die tiber Gries-

zahlreiche Holzschnitte Buttners die
haber auf sie gekommen ist, hat sie sich in anderen
Fillen fiir einen reduzierten Ansatz entschieden: In
TENT (Zelt, 2010) und TENT (TWO COLOURS) (Zelt
[#zwei Farben], 2012) verbildlichen schlichte Linien
den im Titel genannten Gegenstand, wihrend der
dreieckige Raum von CORNER (Ecke, 2011) mit Hilfe
von dre

gesonderten, zusammenpassenden Platten
gedruckt wurde. In diesen kruden Anniherungen
rickt eine formalistische Beschaftigung in den Vor-
dergrund, da die Vermittlung dusserer Ideen in den
Hintergrund tritt. Die schroffen Umrisse der Zelte
wurden aber ungeachtet ithrer scheinbaren hand-
gemachten Beschaffenheit tatsichlich mit einem
I'rennschleifer gemacht, einem Werkzeug, das meis-
tens dazu verwendet wird, das Material ganz zu durch-
schneiden. Die natirliche Maserung des Sperrholzes
scheint in einzelnen Flecken und dunklen Streifen
durch die nahezu homogenen Farbfelder hindurch,
was an den Ansatz der «Materialgerechtigkeit» der
Arts-and-Crafts-Bewegung erinnert, die sich der spe-
zifischen Beschaffenheit eines jeden Mediums anzu-
nehmen suchte. Tatsichlich sind diese Holzschnitte
ebenso sehr Darstellungen des Sperrholzes, aus dem
sie aufgebaut sind, wie solche eines jedweden Re-
der Welt. In KEYHOLE (Schlasselloch,
2013} wut sich in der Mitte der Graphik eine kleine

ferenten in

weisse Form auf, die einen starken Kontrast zu dex
weiten schwarzen Farbfliche bildet, die sie umfangt
und die lediglich durch eine Art Rauschen = die un-
regelmassige Maserung der Holzoberfliche — unter-
brochen wird.

Titel
(2013), sie entstanden durch den direkten Kontakt

Einige Holzschnitte tragen den PIANO

der holzernen Teile eines Klaviers mit Papier. Diese

Drucke wurden erstmals zusammen mit der Arbeit
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PIANO DESTRUCTIONS (Klavier-Zerstorungen, 2014)
ausgestellt, diese Performance und Video-Installa-
tion kontrastiert geschlechtspezifische Darstellun-
gen von Musikinstrumenten. Stand das Pianospiel
Zeitver-

traditionellerweise fiir den angemessenen

treib biirgerlicher Damen, wurde das Instrument in
den 1960er-Jahren zum Gegenstand der Aggression
in Arbeiten von Kinstlern und Musikern, mehrmals
wurde es von ihnen verbrannt, zerstort, fallen gelas-
sen. Biittners Drucke kénnen als Uberbriickung die-
ser Kluft gesehen werden: Sie zerlegt das Piano, aber
sie verwendet die Bestandteile fir die Produktion
einer attraktiven Wandarbeit.

Biittners Methode unterscheidet sich von jener
Sherrie Levines, deren Mitte der 1980er-Jahre erst-
mals entstandene Knot Paintings im Sperrholz einge-
lassene Holzstopfen durch unmittelbar aufgetragene
Farbe oder Blei demarkieren. Oder man denke an
Wade Guytons Arbeiten in Holz, wie seine 2008 ent-
standene Edition fir Parkett: eine ganz normale, 61
x 122 cm grosse Sperrholzplatte, die ganz in schim-
mernde Druckerschwirze gehille ist, deren Inten-
sitit je nach der Maserung variiert. Im Unterschied

ANDREA BUTTNER, CORNER, 2011,
woodcut, 47 '/, x 58'/." /
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zu diesen skulpturalen Beispielen, bei denen Holz
ein Grundgeriist bildet, das durch Pigment verdeckt
wird, bieten Bittners Druckgraphiken Zugang zum
Bild des Holzes, nicht aber zu dessen materieller
Prisenz. Das Schlusselloch gibt den Blick frei auf
die weisse Fliche des Papiers, wihrend das zwei-
dimensionale Feld, das es durchsticht, das Material
indexiert, auf dem die Begegnung insgesamt beruht.
Tatsichlich versucht Bittner haufig die Oberfliche
der Holzplatte zu ebnen, indem sie Locher und Ver-
tiefungen auffillt, bevor sie ihre Drucke macht. Die
Rauheit sieht fiir sie nicht mehr authentisch handge-
macht aus, sondern erscheint «allzu fertig» — wie ein
Photoshop-Filter, der ein digitales Bild so aussehen
lassen soll, als stamme es aus einer lingst vergange-
nen Zeit.

Withrend Ambivalenz und Antagonismus Biittner
anfangs zum Holzschnitt fithrten, hat sich ihr Denken
seither weiterentwickelt. «Mich interessiert es nicht
mehr, auf kommerzialisierte visuelle Kultur zu reagie-
ren», erklirt sie. «Ich mache die Holzschnitte jetzt,
weil sie mir gefallen.»” In Bltners Worten, die sub-
jektiven Geschmack an die Stelle von theoretischer
Argumentation seizen, klingt die erbarmungslos
bekriftigende Sprache der digitalen Kultur an - Fa-
cebook und Instagram bieten schliesslich das ulti-
mative Forum fiirs «Gefallen», fir den Treueschwur
auf einen Geschmackskonsens. Aber wihrend Holz-
schnitte historisch mit Zuginglichkeit und Populis-
mus assoziiert werden, ist das Medium dezidiert ab-
gekoppelt von der Geschwindigkeit und Verbreitung
heutiger Bildproduktion. Biittmers Drucke zeugen
stattdessen von Langsamkeit, Materialitit und Kost-
barkeit, da sie auf einer Bescheidenheit der Mittel
beharren, die scheinbar zu den Anforderungen des
globalen Kunstbetriebs im Widerspruch stehen.

Und dennoch verorten ebenjene Eigenschaften
die Holzschnitte mitten in unserer Gegenwart, da
dem Aufstieg des Digitalen ein neuerliches, ener-
gisches Bekenntnis zum «schonen, auratischen Ob-

jekt» entgegengetreten ist, das sich nunmehr in
: geng

zahlreichen analogen Formen ausbreitet.” Sogar der
kritische Diskurs hat sich parallel dazu verschoben,
wie dies Jan Verwoerts hypophorische These beispiel-
haft verdeutlicht: «Weshalb malen Konzeptkinstler
wieder? Weil sie es fiir eine gute Idee halten.»” Am
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Ende ist es vielleicht unmdéglich, in der heutigen

allumfassenden, alles verzehrenden Kunstwelt eine
entgegengesetzte Position zu wahren. Bilitner ringt
deshalb gerade mit dem Begriff dessen, was es heisst,
zeitgendssisch zu sein, und den widerspriichlichen
Anforderungen an Kiinstler in der Hypersphiire, die
die Gegenwartskunst bestimmt. Witrde man die Frage
nach der Relevanz der Holzschnitte Battners stellen,
so hatte die Antwort wahrscheinlich etwas mit einem
uncoolen Glauben an die Macht der Kunst und para-
doxerweise an die konzeptuellen Gesten zu tun, die

diesen Glauben in die Zukunft vorwirtstreiben.

(Uber selzung: Bram Opstelten)
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Afterall

Artists at Work: Andrea Biittner

Gil Leung

Andrea Biittner, Floating Figure, 2008, screenprint, 120x160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Hollybush
Gardens, London

Andrea Blittner works across a diverse range of mediums - woodcutting, glass painting, clay
sculpture, screen printing, video and performance - that reflect an ongoing concern with the
boundaries between formal and more conceptual critical practices. Her works re-articulate
the question of value in terms of aesthetic judgement: what it is to value something, what is
acceptable and how it is possible to adequately express this judgement? As such, the works
often utilise other people's work in the form of readings, quotation or interviews, and a
central focus of the work is theories of reception and the relationship between emotion and
visual art. Biittner studied both art history and philosophy, and recently completed her
doctorate on the subject of shame and art at the Royal College of Art, London. She is the
winner of the 2010 Max Mara Art Prize for Women, which will culminate in a solo show at
the Whitechapel Gallery in London in 2011, and has created a new series of woodcuts for
an exhibition up now at Raven Row in London.

In the following interview, Gil Leung and Biittner discuss strategies of artistic practice and
the problematic nature of production.
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GIL LEUNG: Though it is tempting to begin with a specific artwork, this interview is about
your practice, or more specifically the ways in which you make a work - how you begin to
make something. Some of your previous pieces, like Nestbeschmutzer (Nest Dirtier, 2007)
where you used your father's drawings and, more recently your performance Fallen Lassen
(Letting Fall, 2010) at Kunststiftung Baden-Wirttemberg in Stuttgart, have made specific
use of other people's work - could you speak a bit about the point at which these referents
enter your process?

ANDREA BUTTNER: It differs from work to work. When | used my father's drawings or
asked my father to do drawings of certain subjects like 'dirt sling' or 'birds dirtying their own
nests' or 'drinking animals' it was important for the project that my father did these drawings.

GL: And how did you come to ask him? Did you feel like you wanted to draw them but
couldn't?

AB: No, it was integral to the project that he draw them. He does really nice drawings and
sends me these letters with them, and | wanted to show these. | wanted to work with the
impulse of showing something because | like it and it is beautiful, no matter whether it
belongs to the realm of contemporary art or not. In Fallen Lassen, | had wanted, for a long
time, to find a gesture where | let something fall down - where the trace of what had fallen
down was the work. But | didn't want it to be deliberate, like pouring a glass of water or
smashing a vase. | wanted it to express an affirmative attitude to falling, something similar to
what we say in German: 'to let your shoulders fall down'. | couldn't find an appropriate
gesture so | asked friends, artists, my gallery dealer, a novelist, to give me instructions on
how | could let something fall down in this way. In the exhibition | performed or fulfilled these
instructions. Asking other people to contribute allowed me to hear other ideas that | had
failed to find.

Basically, it is a question of whether | have to have ideas, how much | need to labour in
order to create a valuable work. There is certainly a pleasure in the passivity involved,
waiting for others to give me presents or have better ideas than | have or solutions that |
myself would not have found.

GL: | would usually associate this idea of falling down, which is in some of your other works
(most obviously I want to let the work fall down, 2006), with discourses on failure or critical
negation. What | find interesting is that in your work this failure has a positive aspect. How
does this affirmative quality fit into what you just described as a passive practice, as
opposed to a more traditional notion of a critical practice, which is more active and
negative? For instance, you have talked previously about this passivity in relation to the act
of reading as a mode of production.

AB: On a very simple level, | make works where | read from other artist's texts, and then on
a more conceptual level, these readings have to do with the processes every reader or
person undergoes when they encounter a work of art or a book or a piece of music that they
like: that somehow we feel this book is about us, or that we write this book while we are
reading it, or that we add to it. In a way all theories of reception cover this, from Kant on, but
this process of reception has always meant a lot to me as a distinct experience. When | see
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a work of art or read a book | really like, | don't feel the need to do something better in a
competitive way. It is rather that | want to find forms where | can let efforts to be original or
inventive fall down, and then take my own process of reception as something productive.
Reading is already an act of production. It is like reading a text you love and saying 'yes'. |
have to find answers to the question 'how can | be productive and be adequate to this "yes" |
find in myself?’

GL: When you use other people's work, is it that you want to share this enjoyment in the
process of looking or reading something?

AB: It is definitely important to accentuate the gesture of showing. With my father's drawings
orin Little Works (2007), where | gave a video camera to an order of Carmelite nuns in
London and asked them to film themselves making their craft objects, this emphasis on
demonstration is very obvious because | myself and other people get to a see a world that is
otherwise hidden. These nuns show a world to us that | then, in my exhibitions, can show to
others. The gesture of showing is inscribed into the work.

GL: How does this relate to your recent show of HAP Grieshaber's work at Hollybush
Gardens in London, because in this instance you aren't showing his work as your own work?

AB: In the exhibition | showed a magazine Grieshaber published called Engel der
Geschichte (Angel of History), which had 25 issues from the 1960s until his death in the 80s.
Each magazine has a different political subject, like Angel for Martin Luther King, or Angel of
Psychiatry, and one is called the Angel of the Disabled, which is about an exhibition
Grieshaber organised of his own work in two homes for mentally disabled teenagers, one in
East and one in West Germany, with photographs of the teenagers looking at his work and
transcripts of their conversations. | enlarged and installed these photographs, which aren't
mine or Grieshaber's - they just come from a magazine he published - but they are very
close to my own practice.

GL: So how do you differentiate between this act of displaying someone else's work in an
exhibition you have curated and your use of other peoples work in your own practice?

AB: | don't know. | want to show these photos again without the context of the Engel der
Geschichte magazines, to stress the way they address a vulnerable way of looking at art
which is less HAP Grieshaber's concern than my concern with art.

GL: We have talked about your use of other people's work; what about the clay sculptures
or the reverse glass paintings? How do these figure in your practice?

AB: With the clay sculptures that | started in 2008, they were a way for me to replace my
own body in the exhibition space. | have this image of myself lying in the gallery called
Dancing Nuns; A Stone Schwitters Painted in the Lake District; L, M, A (2008) and | don't
know whether this came from tiredness or exhaustion, but | was thinking about what the
place of the body was in the white cube
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- and also of course Valie Export's architecture photos, like Starre Identitét,
Korperkonfigurationen in der Architektur (Rigid Identity, Body-Configurations in Architecture,
1972). Clay Sculpture (2008) replaces this idea of myself and the feeling of myself lying in
the white cube. It is just material so it dries and it cracks; it is like a sculpture before you give
it a form. The form shapes according to the qualities of the clay itself. | took a photo of Malin
Stahl, one of the Hollybush Garden directors, holding a piece of the cracked clay after an
exhibition. | used this as a screen print and one doesn't know if this clay is art or just a piece
of material. So maybe it is also about letting a work fall down and about the material, just
kneading and kneading and not giving it a final shape.

GL: When you made Clay Sculpture you wanted it to crack, to give itself these
imperfections, whereas with your new clay work Ahnenknédel (Ancestor Dumplings, 2010),
which you ask the gallery attendants to constantly keep moist, you wanted to keep it in its
state of potential so that it never reaches a state of completion. Previously we were talking
about your passive mode of production, this allowing of the work to become flawed or
maintain its own potential, but your woodcuts, like Crib (2007) or your current project, are
very laborious to make, how do you relate that to a passive mode of production?

AB: One aspect of the woodcuts is certainly skill, or the fact that it is important that there is
one area in my work where | produce something beautiful, something like an auratic object.
Obviously | have to give something to the audience and hard work is part of that giving. |
have a fear of simple gestures, or the 'too easy' look of post-minimalist table sculpture. Not
only in contemporary art, but since nineteenth-century modernity, we don't tend to put much
effort into an artwork, and to do so would be seen as a bad, academic approach. Still, there
is one area in my practice where | feel | need to make an effort. | am often unsatisfied with
work that is too easily produced, but at the same time there is some amateurism in an
overtly labour-intensive approach. | suppose | counter these problems in this part of my
practice by making these other works, which | want to let fall down.

For me this whole labour question is unresolved; | am really embarrassed about it. It is such
a petite bourgeois approach to demand skill and labour of a work. | don't have a totally
amateur approach to art, but I still want to make something people like. | am interested in
the discourse of amateurism because art isn't supposed to be laborious, diligent or skilled,
like it is in craft. In many other practices, like academic writing, this labour is still very
important, but in visual art is it seen as unimportant.

GL: Maybe it is more about the visibility of labour in the context of art and whether this is
acceptable or not, than the question of whether labour, in and of itself, is or isn't good. |
suppose that this sparse post-conceptual look you mentioned, despite, and in fact directly
relating to, its effortless exterior, often belongs to a discourse that tries to deal with very
heavy political issues around labour and the conditions of production. What is odd is this
apparent inversion; that there can only be work that has minimal labour and maximum
concept, or maximum labour and minimal concept. Why can't it be both? They shouldn't be
mutually exclusive. Yet, seemingly there is this division that wants to separate the
philosophical object of art from its labour of production, even down to the fact that many
artists must do other jobs to fund their practices, yet this is something that cannot be talked
about. It is unacceptable that someone performs two separate tasks.
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AB: Yes, for me it was important to maintain this skilled labour - carving and working by
hand. Philosophy is always so interested in art as the object of thought, but of course every
artist goes through the same process of reflection and production when producing work. For
instance, when | am making something | am always stepping back and looking at what | am
doing. | would deprive myself if | stopped carving - | would stop being a conceptual artist, |
wouldn't be thinking. In a way, | started making these woodcuts in a very strategic manner in
Berlin in the 90s. | was making work in this context of straightforward political art, and | was
interested in notions of shame - so | started making woodcuts because they were the most
uncool thing | could do. Now | am no longer interested in reacting to commercialised visual
culture or in criticising a discourse of commaodified coolness so directly. The last statement |
made using these notions was a graffiti on the shop window of fashion art brand Bless in
Berlin; one of their collections that year was based on the theme of 'uncool', so | just wrote 'l
was uncool before you were uncool'. This was in 2004 and for me it marked the turning point
of a political visual culture of cool. | still make woodcuts, but | don't have the initial strategic
reasoning anymore; | do the woodcuts now because | like them.

GL: They don't have this kind of obvious oppositional political strategy, which informs that
kind of rigid separation or total collapse between high concept and low craft, or that pits
critical practice against beautiful objects.

AB: Yes, they are much richer in their codifications: woodcuts are the first popular medium
of mass production, in the fifteenth century, and they have religious connotations from their
depiction of devotional images during the Middle Ages. They are also part of the history of
German Expressionism, and HAP Grieshaber related to this history as he was responsible
for the continuation of woodcutting in the 1950s. He is also connected to my interest in nuns,
and 'nun-artists', because he taught a group of nuns how to do woodcuts, and one of these
nuns was my art teacher at the Franciscan school | attended. In this respect, the woodcuts
offer an alternative art history rather than a theoretical strategy.

GL: Do you find it harder to make work without some kind of strategic oppositional stance?

AB: Well, maybe this is like the first question? | think one thing that is important to me is that
| am interested in complicated things; if | find something difficult - let's say when looking at
things or doing things which can be shameful - then | won't avoid it. These complicated and
troublesome things become quite productive. Sometimes | find it difficult to produce work, or
certain kinds of works, so the cracking clay or using other people's work produces the shape
for me; like how Dieter Roth spilled liquids on his drawings because he could not bear how
ugly they looked, but then these disgusting moulds are quite beautiful, and they did the work
of beauty for him.

GL: Although there are a lot of notions of falling and fallible and shame in your work, there
are also a lot of notions of joy, like Tanzende Nonnen (Dancing Nuns, 2007) or Little Works
(2007), a childlike wonderment or praise. These notions seem opposed, this suffering and
joy, and likewise they have this similar relation in your practice as difficulty and affirmation,
passivity and production. You face something difficult. How do these difficulties or
vulnerabilities manifest themselves in your current work?
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AB: | will go to Italy in April and work on a project about notions of poverty in the legends of
St. Francis and Franciscan theology and mirror this in notions of poverty in Arte Povera.
Maybe this is also about difficult things and joyful things, because both in Franciscan and
monastic theology and Arte Povera, the awful state of poverty is seen as a positive,
revolutionary, cleansing, critical state to be in. These ideas from the twelfth century reappear
in the late twentieth century. St Francis, for example, was a rich man and similarly the
development of Arte Povera as an anti-museum, anti-art world project very much took place
in the museum and in the art world. Both come from this privileged position to embrace
poverty.

GL: How do you relate these anti-museum strategies to your own abandonment of an
oppositional strategy of critique?

AB: At the moment, | am more interested in traditional political content - in what is
conventionally deemed to be a political agenda as opposed to the singularity of aesthetic
judgement. That is why | was interested in showing HAP Grieshaber as these magazines
Engel der Geschichte have these very old-fashioned ideas that art can change attitudes. |
find the discourse on political aesthetics very empty at the moment; you have to at least
perform aesthetic judgement's singularity so that it relates to politics.

GL: The problem is that even if you identify the political potential of aesthetics, you still have
to do something or take a stand. It isn't enough to demand politics from a work; you have to
put yourself in a vulnerable position, you have to speak about it.

AB: So, maybe you could say what you like about my work?

GL: | find it genuinely very difficult to say why. | suppose | would say | like it because | find it
quite honest. | find the way you approach things generous, but not to the degree of an
altruism, which can be quite self-aggrandising. I'm not saying it is totally selfless at all - in
fact it is quite aware of how selfish it is, and that is what | mean about the honesty. In your
work you seem aware that you are getting something as a gift and that you are using it for
something, and you make that visible within the work. In terms of a conceptual or
determinate commentary, that is what | could try to say about why | like it, but in another
sense | like it because some of it is beautiful. So that is as close as | can get to a reasonable
answer.

AB: Thank you. | think that is a very good ending.
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