The Electric Return of Revenge

When a building is renovated, surfaces are often stripped back to obtain a ‘shell’. That word has an interesting fragility, one that implies the reduction of architecture to its very essence: a membrane separating inside from outside. ‘Shell’ also suggests rebirth, an egg reconstituted to incubate new projects. 

Of course, renovation is not just generative but archaeological. As they go to work with sledgehammer and wrecking-bar, tradesmen get a chance to appraise the work of their predecessors, 19th Century plumbing, cables hastily installed during postwar rebuilding programmes. When the builders finally move in on LoBe’s new space on Scherestrasse, Berlin, they will find that someone has already set the archaeological ball rolling, Antonia Low having spent the last month excavating the entire electrics, exposing every cable and switchbox, as part of her collaboration with the English artist, Ben Woodeson. Their show, The Electric Return of Revenge, takes place just before the space is renovated, inaugurating LoBe’s residency programme, which aims to pair a London artist with a Berlin artist. 


Low’s excavation, The Electric Return, revisits the strategy of an earlier piece, Grund I (2006), at Münster’s Westfälisches Landesmuseum für Kunst und Kulturgeschichte. For this work, she made three holes in the wall, revealing ‘different layers of materials, including a cable from the hidden alarm system’, with its ‘cut casing and multitude of core wires’.
 Where the Landesmuseum’s pristine environment threw these electrical innards into relief, LoBe’s scruffier shell provides no such backdrop; although Low has whitewashed the walls, The Electric Return is far less conspicuous than Grund I, appearing as an existing attribute of the space rather than an imposition on it. Initially, we scarcely notice the work, eclipsed as it is by Woodeson’s kinetic sculptures. But then we notice that these are powered by the very electricity she is foregrounding: the entire circuit – we realise, as we follow the cables of Woodeson’s devices into the wall, stumbling upon Low’s piece almost by accident – is still live. Moreover, Low’s excavation goes so far as to reveal, at selected points, the actual copper of the wires, which are protected beneath glass sheets. These sheets have a dual purpose, pictorially framing the exposed wire while preventing the electrocution of foolhardy viewers, who must be content to ‘watch’ the volts flowing towards Woodeson’s work.


As Hilde Teerlink has remarked, Low has ‘a special interest in sites under mutation… Apparently placed on [sic] a wrong location or abandoned as some leftover of a former action, [her installations] function as intriguing remains of activities that have taken place.’
 Some installations are carried out in these ‘sites under mutation’, while others import the provisional character of such sites into the spotlight of gallery and museum: extension leads, scaffolding and bubble wrap are all mainstays of Low’s material lexicon, peripheral things brought centre stage. These lend her work an indigenous materiality; even her interventions in white cube-style spaces appear to grow from the context.

This preoccupation with the material reciprocity of context and artwork – epitomised in The Electric Return – recalls Robert Smithson’s idea of a ‘museum of emptiness’. In a conversation with Allan Kapprow, Smithson said that 

I’m interested in that area that could be called the gap. This gap exists in all the blank and void regions or settings we never look at. A museum devoted to different kinds of emptiness could be developed. The emptiness could be defined by the actual installation of art. Installations should empty rooms, not fill them.
 

Smithson is here mobilising resistance to the art space as a passive repository of cultural artefacts, and the first stage of this resistance is to ‘empty rooms’. Low’s work, at first sight a shoo-in for Smithson’s (unrealised) museum, can actually be seen to challenge this dematerialist rubric. Though concerned with the excoriation of the gallery space (‘the void regions or settings we never look at’), The Electric Return also functions as a host for Ben Woodeson’s work, consciously choosing a ‘filled’ room over an ‘empty’ one, thereby focusing our attention on the relationship between object and context, between container and contents – rather than assuming (à la Smithson) that the extirpation of the contents should be the first stage in any examination of the container. 

Of course, history has shown that even when you strip art right back to the container, there is no emptiness. Scholars of the dematerialist project are only too familiar with the following double-bind: that the material extirpated from the art experience is replaced by the mechanism used to indicate the terms of its disappearance.
 Low avoids this by entering into a literal – in fact, logistical – relationship with Woodeson’s ‘art material’.

To describe them thus is not to assign Woodeson’s kinetic works a subordinate status, but to see them as an attribute of a wider context. Their technology – homespun, unpredictable, in need of careful monitoring – has a dysfunctional character, and this in turn imbues Low’s work with a custodial dimension. Indeed, their relationship to The Electric Return is something like that which pertains between a group of patients and an asylum – one vested with the authority to administer an extreme form of palliative care. The electrically induced convulsions of Woodeson’s devices perhaps recall another quote from Smithson: museums and galleries, he said, are places in which artworks ‘seem to be going through a kind of aesthetic convalescence. They are looked upon as so many inanimate invalids, waiting for critics to pronounce them curable or incurable’.
 There is something about kinetic art that bolsters – or perhaps even parodies – Smithson’s medical analogy: the invalid is animated, yet destined to go on performing the same movement, like a patient repeating the same pathology. 

Woodeson’s devices all consist of objects connected to motors. Three are controlled by random timers, giving their movement a spasmodic quality. In the main gallery, five drain springs stretch from one wall to another, connected at one end to electric drills. The other ends are bolted to the floor, and when activated the springs produce waves, slapping the floor with a violent clang like the tails of ferrous reptiles. The work’s title – Basic rough as fuck spinning spring jump out of your skin hazard – stakes a lot on scaring the viewer, but the piece is most effective when you hear it from another room without first seeing it in action: you assume some catastrophe has occurred and move quickly to investigate. 

In the same space Woodeson has suspended a Berlin cobblestone from a wire. Every so often, a motor draws the wire away from the wall, swinging the stone so gently against it that the crumbling masonry feels more like the scar of an embrace than the fallout of a demolition. The title, Berlin liebt Dich, implies affection for the city. 

Schlagbohrer, a lump hammer connected to a drill with bungee cord, has a more volatile relationship to its context. With each burst of electricity the bungee cord gets more twisted, meaning that it continues to unwind long after the drill has stopped turning. This gives the hammer an uncanny afterlife: the death throes get longer every time, encroaching on the electrically driven ‘event’, the stored energy of the bungee cord providing a different kinetic signature. At some point this will change: the bungee will become permanently contorted, its molecules no longer able to store energy, and the work will enter a more entropic state.

Kinetic artists – I feel – are often motivated by a spirit of convivial misanthropy: they want to disturb us but they must keep this disturbance within reasonable bounds. It is how they approach this problem – how safeguards are structurally integrated rather than deployed as extrinsic controlling measures – that determines the work’s success. Though most of Woodeson’s pieces use random timers, the viewer never quite feels ambushed. That said, the technology is provisional enough to suggest that such natural phenomena as gravity may intervene at any moment, providing the artist with the mishap he may subliminally crave. 

It wasn’t gravity that did for Woodeson’s fourth piece, High velocity fucked up mind out for your Guccis splatter hazard – it was gravity’s sidekick, Inertia, and Inertia’s second cousin, Exponential Velocity. At the private view, the artist had warned us that this work, a bucket of red paint suspended from a motorised pendulum, had to be calibrated just right. Getting it just right meant harnessing the natural synergy of three elements: the speed of the motor, the position of the pendulum and the power of the initial shove that you give the bucket. Get any of these things wrong, said Woodeson, and ‘the bucket just gets faster and faster, and I have to intervene’. In the event, Woodeson wasn’t there to intervene. He was preparing for his artist’s talk when there was a whoop from the rear gallery: in just a few minutes, High velocity had gone from a pleasingly perilous navigation of the space – the meniscus gnawing gently at the bucket’s rim – to an abbatoir-style decoration of the walls. No stranger to the visitor-disclaimer form, Woodeson does little to dispel the notion that there is a hoodlum physicist in every kinetic artist; one imagines his oeuvre as a war against matter, a campaign of small victories over its essentially static condition.  

Which brings me, finally, to the Lazarus Effect. I refer not to the Frank Herbert novel (or the forthcoming Lance Bangs film), but to the humour that naturally inheres in the animation of an historically motionless class of thing: after several millennia of artworks being static, someone somewhere decided that they should move. I contend that the best kineticists are those who never lose sight of this preposterous fact. The autodestructive Jean Tinguely, for example, thinks the best thing to do to the artwork, as it takes its first tentative steps, is to sentence it to an immediate death. Similarly, Roman Signer’s tableaux are assembled only to undergo rituals of glorious annihilation. Both meet the epochal irony – of the historically motionless artefact now obliged to move – with a perverse curtailment of its mobility. Ben Woodeson’s Schlagbohrer brings a subtler irony into the equation: electricity will make the hammer move for a set duration, but the slow and chaotic release of the energy stored in the twisted bungee cord will make it move for longer. Thus, Lazarus is not cut down immediately, but allowed to stagger on, indefinitely, reaping a gradually diminishing kinetic return. 
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