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Prologue

What | saw in Kassel (1: Specula-
tions on Anonymous Materials,
autumn 2013 to spring 2014 at
Fridericianum, Kassel.) last year has
made me realize that this must be an up-
coming tendency in the approach of art.

It is hard to pin it down, but the
works | saw in the exhibition seemed to
have been made so informedly. | believe
the supplement of text in the practice of
two artists, having exhibited at the show,
is symptomatic to a broader shift in con-
temporary art. The term text being an
approximation here for a multi-layered
connection to theory.

Introduction

This connection to theory finds its
form on one hand in the self-written exhi-
bition texts as with Katja Novitskova and
her strategic approach to the creation of
both her sculptures and statements. On
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the other hand, appearing in the argumen-
tative character and causal logic of the
works of Pamela Rosenkranz, advocated
by texts of contemporary philosophers.
Both artists contextualize their work
within recent scientific insights and their
philosophical implications, expanding
these fields with their artistic practice as

a form of speculation. They understand
the role of their artworks as part of a socio-
economic system and know how to make
their works understandable within it.

In this thesis, | will introduce the
investigations of both artists through their
texts and works, examine why we often
find actual consumer products in the
latter and show that despite their austere
appearance, their theoretical contextualis-
ation has to be understood as a form of
abstracting.









A POEM IS A MACHINE
MADE OUT OF WORDS

(2: taken from Heatsick’s track
Re-Engineering from the same-
named Full-Length, released on
Nov. 26th, 2013 on PAN, quoting

William Carlos Williams from:

Williams’s introduction to

The Wedge, in Selected Essays
of William Carlos Williams (NY:

New Directions, 1969), p. 256)

The title of this thesis is a quote by
William Carlos Williams and appears in the
song Re-Engineering by Heatsick in his
same-named release of 2013.

Heatsick next to his music career is a
Berlin-based artist and curator who identi-
fies his alboum with many of the befriended
artist’s approaches whose works were
shown in the exhibition Speculations on
Anonymous Materials. To me, this quote
evokes a powerful image to condense the
tendency, | am characterizing in this thesis.



Something poetic—the artwork-is
able to communicate itself here by build-
ing upon the strategic use of text, inten-
tionally abstracting our view of the art-
work.

The artworks | will describe in this
text, despite our experience of it on a
poetic level at last, might appear with
a machine-like character: argumentative
and not uncommonly industrially manu-
factured. Besides understanding its ac-
companying, carefully composed text as
“a machine made out of words”, it places
the work and its activating potential in
a framework of contemporary scientific
insights or speculative philosophy that is
considerably rational or prosaic.

Main

The first time | encountered the work
of Katja Novitskova was in 2013 during the
Open Days of Rijksakademie, where she
was a resident at that time. Before | have
seen any work physically on display, | had



already found out about her practice
through images of her works, texts writ-
ten about it and a video of a TED-talk she
has been giving in that same year. In this
talk, as on her website, she illustrated-in
the bigger picture of evolution strate-
gies—how her Approximation series of
works (since 2012), sculptures of animal
cut-outs, came into being. These cropped,
large-scale stock photographs of cute
animals printed on stands of alumnium
dibond are an exaggerated display of the
idea that pictures of cute animals, being
spread (reposted and becoming viral) on
the internet, can be seen as a form of their
“breeding”. Novitskova arguments, some
animals have a natural capability to pro-
duce affection with humans that expands
to their reproduced existence within
images. By this speculation, Novitskova
expands the understanding of the internet
as something in which natural energies
operate as active forces, while animals as
complex beings expand their capabilities
to the technological realm. Hereby, she
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suggests a connection between a seem-
ingly trivial trend-as the popularity of cat
images and suchlike-to the bigger forces
behind natural selection.

Her work has a commenting charac-
ter and this is principally due to the fact
that she always puts it into a larger con-
text by written or spoken word that is
present with the work. In 2010, she has
published Post-Internet Survival Guide,

a key compendium for artistic practices
that translate the behavioral characteris-
tics of internet usage back into the physi-
cal (exhibition) space and that have been
coined as a movement called Post-Internet
Art. Eventually, by making the guide, she
has also recommended herself to a public
as being part of the movement. Besides
her own talks and texts, Novitskova writes
texts for other artists, like Anne De Vries,
self-curated exhibition truEYE surVIEW at
W139 and several exhibitions at Media-
matic, Amsterdam.

When | met Katja personally (3: /n
conversation with Katja Novitskova
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in February 2015, Amsterdam), to
talk about the role of text in her practice,
she explained me how the texts that
accompany her work (in exhibitions or
on her website) come to existence.

Over time, she collects quotes,
sometimes just tiny bits or words, from
texts of scientific journals, lectures by
some venture capitalist or the theories
of Gilles Deleuze explained by Mexican
scholar Manuel De Landa. The language
she finds in there, which is explicitly not
of artists, can become material for her
texts, independently from its original con-
text, similiar to the use of found images in
her works. To give an example, the title of
her former artist statement “Bonding with,
Filtering, and Assembling reality” (4: This
artist statement used to be on her
website till the beginning of the
year 2015 and has only shortly
before my talk with her and my
completion of this text been re-
moved by her as she felt it was
“dated”.) borrows its terminology from
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the language of chemical science. Here,
“bonding” is usually employed to describe
“a strong force of attraction holding atoms
together in a molecule or crystal, resulting
from the sharing or transfer of electrons”
(5: from New Oxford American
Dictionary (Version 2.1.3) as pre-
installed on Apple computers).
The result of her appropration of words
being the creation of a much larger con-
text in which the work moves within.

The quality of Novitskova's text is
the logic of guiding the reader from one
thought to the other and furthermore the
broad view with which she is able to
argument her artistic approach. In her
latest, the above-mentioned artist state-
ment, the fundamental premise clearly
was: “evolutionary becoming”.

There is this paragraph in it in which
Katja portrays an art-making that is not
necessarily specific, but she does so from
a perspective that shows the same knowl-
edgeability by natural sciences and phi-
losophies that is source to her work:
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“By bonding with, filtering and as-
sembling elements from surrounding real-
ity | exercise my personal neurochemical
consciousness; produce new concentrated
patterns; and | make art. In order for it to
be recognized by others, my assemblages
respond to certain aesthetic and formal
traditions of western (and now global) art
and challenge some of them with novel
gestures. By using latest formats like the
Internet, image editing software or indus-
trially manufactured products, my partici-
pation in global economic relations be-
come part of the work.” (6: katjanovi.
net, accessed at Dec. 2014)

In fact, this paragraph does not
describe an artistic practice that seems
different from any that we know already,
but the reformulation of it in a broader
picture (almost the broadest imaginable)
sets its intellectual context and the rele-
vance for it.

It does not surprise that Novitskova
considers the texts that she writes as her
works, too, eventhough they occur in a for-
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mat that is typically recognized as supple-
ment to the work, as they appear as part of
an exhibition reader or filed with interviews
under a link titled “text” on her website.
For the occasion of her upcoming
solo show in April 2015, she will be writ-
ing a new text. According to herself,
interestingly enough, her approach to
the tone of exhibition texts has changed
a while ago, she said. Her works became
more complex and less predictable. There-
fore, she wants to choose for a more
“essay-style”, “poetic language”, so not
to fall into comparison with the writings
of full-time, professional philosophers.
Nevertheless, at her solo show will also
be a more descriptive text that will be
handed out to the journalists which is a
common practice for PR work. She was
mentioning to avoid buzzwords, like
Accelerationism and Neomaterialism, in
order to keep an autonomy from the pace
of argumentation at which these philo-
sophical movements and art institutions
that refer explicitly to these labels have
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recently moved; “because that train is too
fast” (7: see 3). Novitskova was men-
tioning Arman Avanessian (Co-Director of
the philosophical symposium accompany-
ing Speculations on Anonymous Materials)
as one of the philosophical figures that
occupies and pushes the topic of Acceler-
ationism at immense speed. It is impor-
tant to notice here that Novitskova’s work
has become a common example of
Post-Internet Art, a general label to group
artists with a certain similar aesthetic.

As shown above, Novitskova’s strive
for conceptual emancipation expresses
itself in a strategic approach that we can
recognize in the contextualization of her
artistic work through the supplement of
text (or talks), but as well in the making of
her work: Her usual first step to an exhibi-
tion is the virtual creation and placing of
sculptures within photographs of the
exhibition space by use of digital image-
editing software. Once decided, their
physical manufacturing is done at a latter
stage of the exhibition making.
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Another artist who explicitly frames
her work in the realm of scientific theories
is Pamela Rosenkranz. She has recently
still been a resident at Rijksakademie, till
2013, and was showing her work at Venice
Biennale in the same year. This year, she
will represent the Swiss Pavillon in Venice.

Rosenkranz draws inspiration from
neurobiology on the human perception
of color, namely that the latter is a result
of evolution (8: No Core; Rosenkranz,
Pamela; 2012; p.16 and Interview
Man As Color Spectrum at
Metropolis M, June/July 2012),
accounting for the human ability to still
see most differences within the color blue
(coming from our origin of the sea) and for
most people to prefer it to any other hue.

Her work Because they tried to bore
holes in my greatest and most beautiful
work from 2011 (9: at Arsenale of
Venice Biennale in 2013), the title
being a quote from Yves Klein, is a materi-
alized reflection on several layers of the
International Klein Blue (IKB) developed
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and patented by Yves Klein as a hue to,
idealistically, allow transcendence. The
work is an internet-downloaded image file
of the mentioned hue that was enlarged
and printed on huge transparent sticky foil
and mounted by amateur hands into glass
frames, presented as a tryptich. In the con-
trast of the classical fine art display of thin
white frames with the insufficiency of the
bubbly, pixelated image, the material in
which Klein’s modernist idea(-lism) exists,
tragically fails to convince in the confron-
tation with its internet representation.

In her series of works Firm Being
(Fiji Series), from 2010-2011, showing
commercial water bottles filled with skin-
tone silicone, “images and slogans [...]
were unmasked to reveal their basic ab-
surdity” (10: No Core; Rosenkranz,
Pamela; 2012; p.16), their label text
advertising the water as “untouched by
man”. It is not as if the slogan was ridi-
culed or revealed as being untrue, but
rather to reveal the abstract status that
drinking water, having become a consum-
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er product, has reached in our society.
Rosenkranz appears to be really a
smart artist with a strong connection to
philosophy. Eventhough, online, | was
unable to find texts written explicitly by
herself, concluding from two interviews
with her, the texts in No Core-the first
monograph on her practice—draw a strik-
ingly similar context of her work as she
does herself in the before-mentioned
interviews. To me, it is no doubt that
Rosenkranz is the emancipated figure in
control of the formulations of her work’s
context. “I am just interested in engaging
with philosophers who incorporate con-
temporary ideas in their theories. | have
tried to understand the implications that
Reza [Negarestani]’s and Robin [MacKay]'s
work holds for art. I've investigated such
questions as: How do we connect with art
biologically? What does neurology tell us
about the meaning of art? To what extent
is art geographically determined? What
are we made of and why does it make us
feel how we feel?”, she says in an inter-
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view (11: from: Art in America, Jan.
2015 Issue; Interview by Aoife
Rosenmeyer). Her works are carefully
balanced formulations on these questions
originating from scientific insights and
philosophical thoughts, understanding
themselves within the conditions of a
market-based society. They move on the
scale of philosophical questions and are
originated in nihilist assumptions that
come from the same uncompromised
materialist attitude that her works appear
in. By now, what is generally identifiable
as a contemporary art aesthetic, originat-
ed in a dry, registrative enlarging of ap-
pearances of commodities: the colors of
Evian bottle lables, several plastic water
bottles on floor-level, unfolded emergency
blankets, enlargements of compressed
image files, applications of skin tone paint,
acrylic glass sheets, etc.

This minimal aesthetic comes at a
consequence to what is delivered as an
idea, first, to let the commodities speak
for themselves, without a subjective ab-
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straction of them and, second, to be able
to question the heritage of Minimalism and
Conceptualism within the formal frame-
work of the latter.

It seems all of her work requires
further reading, thus her first monograph-
ic catalogue No Core comes with texts by
influential contemporary philosophers
Robin MacKay and Reza Negarestani who
lectured (among others) in the symposium
(12: on Jan. 4th, 2014, Fridericia-
num, Kassel) that accompanied the
exhibition Speculations on Anonymous
Materials, which both Novitskova and
Rosenkranz were part of.

The mutual appreciation between
Rosenkranz and these philosophers does
not come with a surprise, as her works,
sophistically formulated, operate almost
as arguments and by that enable new
horizons in thinking. Despite its conse-
quent materialism, her practice is able to
reveal something poetic, when experienc-
ing the scientific insights, her work pro-
ceeds from. For example, when seeing
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your own shadow covering the wall-size
projection of absolute blue hue in Living
Colors, from 2011, and nevertheless, of
her works, “the once potent and meaning-
less recombinations of their subtitles”
(13: No Core; Rosenkranz, Pamela;
2012; p. 53).

| believe that Rosenkranz’s attempt
to deconstruct Yves Klein's idealism of
absolute transcendence by means of a
materialist understanding, inspires as a
result another kind of transcendence: to
realize the potential to zoom-in and zoom-
out with the mind through the infinite
levels of material constitutions, beyond
a mere surface.

In my eyes, the work of Novitskova
and Rosenkranz can operate as comments
on the developments of our society. Their
works have to be understood as part of
this system and through text the artists
contextualize them within.

Looking at the successfulness of
these two artists, text in their practice ob-
viously seems to have accomplished to
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emphasize the relevance of their work to
an audience. Therefore, | want to look vice
versa, at societal circumstances that might
have motivated the use of text as a media-
tion tool in the first place:

If we look at it in the bigger picture,
we find that professional artists are con-
stantly asked to communicate existing
and planned work as a condition to finan-
cial support for their practice. Artists need
to apply, suggest and reason (basically
their whole life) to boards of selection for
grants, education, residencies and of
course to colleagues as a practice that we
call socializing and that often is job-gener-
ating. These demands of course are part
of larger mind-set in western society,
namely a focus on the individual and his
or her personal goals, the own life as “the
dream of the one-man show” (14: Neo-
materialism; Simon, Joshua;
2013; p. 133.). This, | want to argue, re-
sults among artists—as per definition self-
employed, mostly one-person enterprises
of public-appearance-into “producing
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oneself [as] becoming the dominant
occupation” (15: The Coming Insur-
rection; The Invisble Committee
(Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2009);
p. 49-50).

| find it difficult to distinguish the
role of text in a particular artist’s practice
between being either strategic for reasons
of marketability, thus lifting it to an ex-
pected level of social relevance or merely
in order to inspire a new reading, a new
vision. Therefore, | will try to give an idea
about the strategic-ness, | assume with
Novitskova and Rosenkranz, by examining
another particular tendency within their
work: something that one could call a
late-capitalist aesthetic.

Novitskova’'s animal cut-outs are
printed in a way (size and material) that is
used for advertising displays. In 2012, she
made an exceptionally appealing sculpture,
called Exotic Pets, by placing a deflated,
folded gym ball onto Nike push-up grips,
imitating the shape of a colorful animal.

In her latest installation A DAY IN A LIFE
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with THINGS | REGRET BUYING of elec-
tronic baby swings with applications of
collages, encapsulated in patches of resin,
the line between product appeal and ab-
surdity is further blurred.

Also in most of Rosenkranz work, we
can find the products of a consumption-
driven lifestyle: ASCIS running shoes (16:
I almost forgot that ASICS means
Anima Sana in Corpore Sano,
2007) and a fridge full of Smart Water
bottles (17: Purity of Vapors, 2012
at Speculations on Anonymous
Materials, Fridericianum, Kassel),
both robbed of their purpose as filled with
skin-tone silicone. Rosenkranz interest in
neuroscience comes in play, when she
states about her interest to use a product
and its label as material: “Successful mar-
keting is mastering how people react to
things automatically.” (18: from: Art in
America, Jan. 2015 Issue; Inter-
view by Aoife Rosenmeyer). But
Rosenkranz accesses further another spe-
cific commodity-aesthetic, namely that of
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artworks in the character of Minimalism
and color-field painting, which are some-
what the prominent standard inventory of
museums of modern art. Works of this
kind are, despite of their relevance as
artworks to contemplate, what you would
find most likely, when you would enter a
museum in a major city to look at art. By
displaying her paintings and prints
(Among others: Express Nothing, 2010,
Because they tried to bore holes in my
greatest and most beautiful work, 2011-
2012 and Everything is Already Dead, 2012)
each as series in large format and white
glass frames, Rosenkranz moves within
the established framework of museum art.
| want to suggest that both, the marketing
materialized in the label of products and
minimal art aesthetics are employed in
Rosenkranz’s work as Readymades.

Thus, even when Rosenkranz and
Novitskova are playing with a product
aesthetics to eventually question it, it
adds to the appeal of their work.

At the same time, the incorporation
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of commodities allows us to look at them
—in the frame of art exclusively—as what
they are “materially and with their politi-
cal meaning of their being-through socia-
bility” (19: Neomaterialism; Simon,
Joshua; 2013; p. 19); independent
from their direct exchange-value and with
all their inherent abstraction. This might
make us think of strategies from Pop-Art,
but has been redefined by Joshua Simon
and practiced among a group of artists
that he coins as using “neomaterialist
strategies” (20: Neomaterialism;
Simon, Joshua; 2013; p. 55). Simon
is one of the figures that detects and
inspires a new reading of contemporary
art. Remarkably, he is not writing about it
from a distance, but develops his ideas
alongside and involved with artists and
their work. He was engaged in the exhibi-
tion truEYE surVIEW together with Katja
Novitskova (21: truEYE surVIEW is
an exhibtion that took place be-
tween June 17th and August 21st
2011 at W139, Amsterdam. See



27

also: Neomaterialism; Simon,
Joshua; 2013; p. 7 “Acknowledge-
ments”)

Reading Simon’s chapter The lan-
guage of commodities, seems to perfectly
support Rosenkranz’s choice to treat the
plastic water bottles with their corre-
sponding label as a material of her sculp-
tures and installations that speak of them-
selves. To my understanding, Simon
suggests that the things around us are
already so abstracted that we do not need
to abstract them any further to give mean-
ing, but instead display them as they are
in the context that we give them. Or to
give another source claiming this ap-
proach as a novelty:

“The order of the day is to under-
stand the world from the vantage point of
abstraction and not to abstract from the
world.” (22: from the English ver-
sion of the exhibition booklet of
Speculations on Anonymous
Materials)
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It is important to put this quote into
context. The exhibition has been a widely-
recognized survey show of a tendency
among contemporary artists. It was the
first undertaking of the new director and
former curator at KW (Berlin) Susanne
Pfeffer (Susanne Pfeffer is also the curator
of the Swiss Pavillon at the Venice Bien-
nale in 2015, in which Pamela Rosenkranz
will be exhibiting). Pfeffer cooperated on
this show and its accompanying philo-
sophical symposium with writer, profes-
sor and inofficial German mediator of
Speculative Realism Arman Avanessian.

The symposium’s lectures were but
only held by philosophers and thus con-
troversially regarded by the exhibiting
artists. The curator’s choice to merge the
philosophical school-du-jour with what
she identified as a new aesthetic in art
(23: “l think, the idea of that exhi-
bition occure[d] 2012, when | got
more and more aware that there
is a really different aesthetic
around.”, Susanne Pfeffer during
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Art Basel Salon, Artist Talk on
Speculations on Anonymous
Materials) was seen by some reviews
as curated in an opportunistic, simplified
and clumsy way (24: Planitzer, M.,
Kaum Spekulationen liber ano-
nyme Materialien, www.castor-
und-pollux.de/2014/01/kaum-
spekulationen-ueber-anonyme-
materialien, Jan. 2014). Nevertheless,
it was the first institutional show that
grouped the aforementioned artistic ap-
proaches in a major European institution.
It was convincing as an exhibition as it
showed works of artists that have been
working together for longer and are thus,
to the most, profound within their ap-
proaches. The show’s success lead to
several follow-ups that have watered the
concepts further by reducing them to buzz-
words. Novitskova, part of the show, has
been since then strategically avoiding any
labelling of her work in her own texts—in
relation to the buzzwords of the show-as
in contrast to former texts on her works.
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Conclusion

In the aforementioned quote from the
introduction text of the exhibition, we can
find a neglect of adressing the responsi-
bility for abstraction. It assumes a vantage
point of abstraction. But how did we get
there in first place?

By accompanying text to the display
of works, whether self-written or advocat-
ed by theorists and philosophers, artists
like Novitskova and Rosenkranz intention-
ally shift the way of reading of their works.
This shift, | want to argue, despite the
seemingly concrete character of the works,
is: an active abstraction. It is one that we
can largely make artists themselves re-
sponsible for.

This emancipated, all-compassing
rendering of the own work’s context and
the viewer's reading is fairly contempo-
rary. Here is a generation that very smart-
ly uses both channels-the work and the
communication on it—to promote their
ideas and artistic selfs.
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The text provides us with the intel-
lectual equipment to reach a new horizon
—its engineerdness is the machine that,
ultimately, allows us to experience some-
thing poetic.
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