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4 Tobias Rehberger’s Exquisite Corp. 

 

If the imbrication of sculpture and architecture in Dan Graham’s pavilions has exerted 

a long influence upon practice during and since the 1990s, then so too has much of his 

critical writing from before that decade proven equally prescient. Among his essays, 

the 1986 article, ‘Art as Design/Design as Art’, is notable for its emphasis upon the 

intertwining of the decorative, the social and the economic in the work of a handful of 

postwar and contemporary artists whose work addresses design, including Claes 

Oldenburg, Dan Flavin, Andy Warhol, John Chamberlain and John Knight.1  

Demonstrating the different ways in which each of these artists reveal décor to be the 

repressed other of modernist formalism, Graham elicits these aspects of the work in a 

way that makes clear each artist’s anticipation of what Fredric Jameson would 

understand in his 1984 essay on postmodernism to be the ever-closer integration of 

‘aesthetic production’ into ‘commodity production’ as a key dimension of 

contemporary capitalism.2 

 

These three dimensions of design are, likewise, intricately interwoven in the practice 

of Tobias Rehberger, an artist who has been particularly closely identified with the 

disciplinary exchange between design and art since his emergence in the early 1990s. 

Rehberger’s practice amounts, from one angle, to an acute reflection on the extent and 

social effects of that integration by the 1990s, which, for Jameson, was above all 

characterised by an ever-increasing brevity in the life-cycles of fashion and design 

trends, a constantly accelerating rate of change in the appearance of ‘ever more novel-

seeming’ commodities of all kinds, whose proliferation and frequent purchase was 

now a matter of ‘economic urgency’ for first-world societies kept afloat by 
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consumerism.3 

 

<FIGURE 4.1 HERE> 

 

Décor, sociality and the economic are all at issue, for instance, in Rehberger’s stage-

set arrangements of furniture and home-entertainment appliances that comprise 

‘Fragments of their pleasant spaces (in my fashionable version)’, a series of three 

exhibitions shown at Galerie Bärbel Grässlin in Frankfurt in 1996, 1999 and 2009. 

Here, the title’s invocation of domestic ease is elaborated in the shows’ discrete 

groups of objects that respond to the interior design trends of their moment of 

production, but that also loosely recall the Pop and postmodern design styles of the 

artist’s youth.4 Lying around lazy, not even moving for TV, sweets, Coke and Vaseline 

is the name given, in the 1996 exhibition, to a model space-age bachelor pad 

comprising a brown-velour-carpeted area arrayed with curvaceous forms including a 

portable television, a pebble lamp, a purple-velour-covered couch and a miniature 

four-part cluster of cylindrical, plastic-coated MDF storage units; while the same 

year’s No need to fight about the channel, together, leant back takes the form of a 

nestling pair of bulbous rubber-foam chairs upholstered in yellow elastic, with a pair 

of white, spherical ‘padded TV-globes’ suspended on yellow cords above – one for 

each seat – and an ultramarine plastic-coated MDF vase set upon the floor (figure 

4.1).5 As the critic Martin Pesch observed of the five groups included in the 1996 

show, ‘[they] exude an atmosphere reminiscent of the 70s, but also verge on future-

world fantasy [… and surrender] to the fast turnover of fashion and hype’.6 Certainly, 

the subtitles that name each of these groups (and that remain constant throughout the 

series) suggest a kind of profligacy and passivity that is deeply appropriate to the 
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theme of fashion, the ‘increased mobility’ of whose signs was, for the early Jean 

Baudrillard, precisely an ‘illusion of change’ that ‘masks a profound social inertia’.7 

 

Suggesting a series of past futures, ‘Fragments of their pleasant spaces’ loosely 

evokes a period in which the increased leisure time and rising affluence of West 

Germany and other resurgent European economies had led to a new general interest in, 

and mass-cultural access to, domestic interior styling. Not merely as fragments of 

larger wholes, but also in their fragmented character as aggregations of discrete items, 

Rehberger’s ensembles evince something of the alienated ‘syntagmatic calculation’ 

and rationalised ‘organization’ of late-modern domestic space that Baudrillard 

describes, as early as 1968, as succeeding the organicism of the traditional bourgeois 

interior, and that thereby inaugurates the discourse of ‘interior design’ as 

contemporary successor to the ‘décor’ of old.8 

 

That this mass-cultural development was concomitant with a new emphasis upon the 

home itself as a space of group entertainment and social life is amplified here by the 

fact that Rehberger’s fragments themselves have a social origin, since they are the 

artist’s design interpretations of suggestions for a ‘relaxing, meditative space’ that he 

solicited from his friends.9 This, in turn, accounts in part for the stylistic heterogeneity 

of the different arrangements that make up the three iterations of the exhibition, a 

diversity that in turn intimates the very fragmentation of whatever socially collective 

impulse those future-world visions might originally have embodied. Design aesthetics  

– that which may give expression to a shared economic moment, as well as a shared 

social and economic project – is here caught on the cusp of its inexorable 

diversification, then, as a marker of the disintegration of such visions amid the 
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unrelenting social atomisation of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. In 

fact, the 1996 show virtually narrativised the series’ intimation of increased 

sociocultural division from the start, in the movement from the relative bonhomie 

suggested by the red-plastic-coated-MDF coffee table and three ultramarine-elastic-

upholstered stools of Smoking, talking, drinking – in smoking with his friends (figure 

4.2), to the bonded separation of No need to fight about the channel, and on to the 

splendid isolation of the single yellow-elastic-upholstered chair and pair of 

biomorphic ultramarine stereo speakers that comprise Smoking, listening for himself –

 I care about you because you do (figure 4.2). Tellingly, the subtitle of this last 

display is itself an adaptation of the title of a notable LP, … I Care Because You Do, 

released the previous year by the British electronic musician Aphex Twin, key 

purveyor of a ‘post-rave’ genre of what was, in the early 1990s, variously labelled 

‘electronic listening music’, ‘ambient techno’ or simply – and, in this context, entirely 

aptly – ‘armchair techno’.10 If this allusion already implies sociocultural separation by 

connecting Rehberger’s exhibition to a particular youth scene (with which the artist 

himself was already engaged), the added ‘about you’ of the subtitle also implies the 

narcissism of its addressee. Moreover, the genre itself had, by the time of the show, 

become the familiar soundtrack of a subcultural moment defined in the shadow, and 

in the prolonged aftermath, of the rapidly and heavily mythologised, euphoric 

‘communion’ of late 1980s dance culture.11 Situating the series in relation to what 

music journalist Simon Reynolds describes as ‘dance music for the sedentary and 

stay-at-home’, Smoking, listening for himself thereby suggests a further affective fold 

in the larger drift, traced by the work, towards fragmentation and anomie.12 

 

<FIGURE 4.2 HERE> 
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Thus articulated across the three editions of ‘Fragments of their pleasant spaces’, 

diversification is also programmatic in Rehberger’s practice, across which he employs 

a great variety of forms, colour schemes, materials, motifs and objects in an endlessly 

playful working process marked by the conspicuous adaptation and appropriation of 

both his own and others’ designs, artworks and conceptual proposals. Since his first 

solo exhibition in 1990, Rehberger has forged his reputation as a contemporary 

‘design artist’ par excellence upon the basis of an extraordinary range of works that 

engage the aesthetics of popular culture (especially music and film), modernist 

sculpture and high-modern European and American graphic, lighting, furniture, 

industrial, architectural, fashion and interior design, and the equivalent design 

aesthetics of both his own youth and the contemporary moment. Already manifold, 

these stylistic references and borrowings regularly undergo processes of 

transformation and translation at the hands, variously, of the artist and his assistants, 

and numerous collaborators including artists, gallerists, friends, gallery staff and 

visitors, curators and graphic designers as well as both artisans and industrial 

manufacturers. 

 

By revisiting pivotal works from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, and tracing their 

significance for the artist’s more recent work, this chapter will explore the ways in 

which, across his practice, Rehberger emphatically stages his activity as a 

collaborative process within which the artist’s appropriation and approximation of the 

design ideas of others, and others’ interpretations of his, play a key role. The 

dynamics and logistics of his exchanges are themselves in perpetual flux: no single 

model of collaboration is privileged and the material results of these activities – as in 
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the Surrealist parlour game of ‘Exquisite Corpse’ – are often eccentric. However, in 

setting these processes in motion, Rehberger gathers the diverse activities of a range 

of co-producers and delegates under his name. Eschewing the authorial camouflage of 

the many pseudonymised artistic collectives (Bernadette Corporation), pseudo-

collectives (the Atlas Group) and pseudo-individuals (Claire Fontaine, Reena 

Spaulings) that have proliferated in the art world in recent years, Rehberger’s embrace 

of individual authorship instead enacts a subtle sleight of hand. Retaining the name 

‘Rehberger’, the artist, accordingly, accrues all the symbolic, cultural and economic 

capital that this retention typically rewards, just as it does for artistic practice in 

general in its necessary reliance on the labour of others besides the individually 

named author. However, ‘Rehberger’ at the same time becomes corporatised, in a 

manner not unlike that of today’s network firms: a complex and shifting apparatus of 

outsourced and collaborative production and creative exchange is subsumed under a 

single, unifying and stabilising author-function, which, while clearly privileged, does 

not thereby disavow that complexity. After all, despite their legal definition as 

individuals, corporations are everywhere recognised as collective entities. Rather, by 

making a theme and a virtue of its collaborative dimension while retaining the artist’s 

title (in both the nominal and legal senses), Rehberger’s practice comes closer to the 

established corporate model of authorship of the named architectural studio, design 

consultancy or fashion house, in turn dramatising the subtle distance of this from the 

duplicity of the conventionally individualist ideology of the art world. 

 

 

Computerisation as craft 
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A version of this performance of authorship is enacted in a sequential project, 

produced in 1997, that position the artist as mediator between the fields of graphic 

design, textiles and exhibition design. Rehberger’s Berlin gallery, 

neugerriemschneider, commissioned him to design two full-page advertisements 

(figures 4.3 and 4.4) for the gallery’s upcoming exhibition schedule, announcing a 

Rehberger show for July and August, gallery artist Pardo’s presence at the Art 28’97 

fair in Basel during June, and a list of gallery artists showing at the LISTE 97 fair, 

also in Basel. Rehberger’s digital designs – one each to be published in the magazines 

Frieze and Artforum – consisted of a black backdrop headed by the gallery’s name 

printed in a Blackletter script that was continued in a smaller font size for the 

additional information below.13 The advertisements featured overlapping circles of 

varying sizes, in muted cream, brown, beige and olive tones for the Frieze version, 

and cool blue, grey and turquoise for Artforum, these in turn overlaid by unfilled 

white and green rectangles of differing dimensions. Returning the gesture of 

commission, the artist then asked his gallerists, Tim Neuger and Burkhard 

Riemschneider, to design and produce the upcoming Rehberger show in Berlin based 

on the advertisement layouts, without further assistance from the artist. Painting the 

exhibition space black, the gallerists’ design transposed the advertisements’ shapes to 

three dimensions, the discs becoming a set of three cylindrical or part-cylindrical 

fabric lamps (one suspended from the ceiling and two attached to the wall) and five 

cylindrical or part-cylindrical seats or ottomans, and the intersecting white and green 

lines of the rectangles similarly scaled up to extend across the gallery walls and floors 

(figure 4.5). Cryptically entitled Brânçusi, the installation also featured, on one wall, a 

row of eleven drawings, paintings and photographs by the artists listed as showing at 

LISTE 97 (including Rehberger).14 Finally, at Rehberger’s request, two woollen, V-
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neck tank tops that loosely reproduced the advertisement designs were handcrafted 

and subsequently modelled by Neuger and Riemschneider during the exhibition’s run 

(figure 4.6). 

 

<FIGURE 4.3 HERE> 

 

Enabling the outsourced production of objects within parameters set by Rehberger’s 

initial magazine designs, the project thematises its development from the gallerists’ 

invitation to the artist, through the pivotal phase of promotion, and on to the resulting 

exhibition. Restaging the ‘performative articulation of […] the allocated exhibition 

period’ that Benjamin Buchloh long ago identified in Michael Asher’s site-specific 

work, Rehberger’s emphasis here upon the preliminary period of commission and 

publicisation, and his insistence upon the formative role of the promotional material 

in the genesis of the eventual gallery exhibition, both allegorises and enacts 

publicity’s constitutive significance for contemporary art’s production in general.15  

 

<FIGURE 4.4 HERE> 

 

In addition, the decision to translate Rehberger’s initial design, from one medium and 

from one hand to another, registers another, equally salient, aspect of the project, 

namely the mechanics and craft of design itself. Not least, the translation of design 

elements establishes a continuity and, hence, a unity and equal standing, of 

advertisement and exhibition: the exhibition is advertised, but so too is the 

advertisement exhibited. Design is, in this way, defamiliarised, and fine distinctions 

between Rehberger’s advertisements and installation, and between these and the tank 
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tops, all begin to assert themselves. For instance, picking up on the cool austerity of 

the graphic identity that Neuger and Riemschneider had themselves carefully 

cultivated, in continuous collaboration with Pardo, in the three years since their 

gallery opened in May 1994, Rehberger’s initial designs subordinate text to image – 

information to impact – in a manner that is typical of gallery notices in these 

magazines, but which is here pushed to excess: the gallery’s name is awkwardly 

cropped by the top and fore edges of the page of the Frieze advertisement, and all but 

the lower edges of its letters disappear in the Artforum version; meanwhile, in each, 

the necessary information is reduced to a few lines of miniature print that are almost 

imperceptible at a glance.16 Rehberger’s labour of design is, furthermore, staged by 

the conspicuous use of elementary computer-graphics tools to create the 

advertisements: not only the rectangle and circle, as examples of what graphic design 

calls its ‘primitive objects’, but also the basic features of superimposition, variable 

line weights and rescaling familiar from both raster and vector graphics editors.  

 

<FIGURE 4.5 HERE> 

 

Some time later, despite a broadening of palette and a more complex use of 

superimposition, Rehberger’s redeployment of these primitives in a series of eighteen 

digital prints, collectively entitled Illustrator 7.1 applications (1998-99), continued 

the emphasis upon these basic elements by prelimiting the use of the eponymous 

software to just a handful of rudimentary commands. Later still, for the 2005 

exhibition Heaven’s Gate 2 at Galleria Gió Marconi in Milan, Rehberger repeated this 

strategy of using a prescribed range of the most simple and identifiable tropes of 

computer-aided design (CAD) in a series of digital images in which a variety of 
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polygonal objects (a chainsaw, french fries, assorted animals) are haphazardly 

superimposed, as if to demonstrate the versatility of results that even a limited grasp 

and exploitation of Illustrator’s potential can engender. 

 

As in these later projects, the various elements of the 1997 advertisements converge 

around a generalised idea of digital graphic design, and the unity of the project as a 

whole is mediated by this idea. Hence, the Blackletter script comes to connote not 

merely ‘Germanness’ or ‘reproducibility’ but also, and more generally, ‘typeface’, 

while the framing of Rehberger’s labour as CAD – as the very means by which three-

dimensional objects and environments are rendered and prepared for their life beyond 

the screen – anticipates the images’ transposition to the walls, floor and ceiling of the 

Berlin space. The advertisements’ sharp vectors are, after all, predisposed to their 

lossless rescaling and three-dimensional transposition to the gallery installation, 

where each white or green rectangular outline of the advertisement runs across two or 

more surfaces of the gallery walls and floor, at once delineating and transcending the 

perpendicular geometry of the blackened space, and recalling the skeletal, single-

colour-on-black ‘3-D fly-throughs’ typical of 1980s computer animation.17 

 

<FIGURE 4.6 HERE> 

 

Rehberger would later underscore this digital association in Paris Light Bungalow 

Drawing (2002), a full-scale aluminium-tube frame of a generic 1960s-style 

bungalow coated in a phosphorescent laminate. Exhibited over the autumn and winter 

of 2002 as part of ‘Night Shift’, a solo show at Paris’s Palais de Tokyo that was open 

to visitors from sunset to midnight, Rehberger’s frame absorbed and stored the light 
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emitted by the gallery’s lamps, re-emitting this after sundown as a bright green glow. 

However, whereas Paris Light Bungalow Drawing presents a static frame – a ‘walk-in 

computer drawing’ to be navigated by the viewer – Brânçusi instead captures the 

viewer as if within a screenshot of a dynamic environment, caught mid-motion.18 

With a remarkable economy of means, the installation transforms 

neugerriemschneider into a space of multiple velocities. While the white and green 

vectors appear as if they might at any moment continue their expansion and 

contraction across the gallery space in the manner of the endlessly modulating 

patterns of animated screensavers, lateral movement is simultaneously intimated by 

the two ottomans and the two wall-bound lamps that are arrested as incomplete 

cylinders, as if in emergence from, or retreat into, the black void of the walls. 

Meanwhile, the common cylindrical form of the lamps and seating – the one group 

floating above the other – equally suggests a continual movement of these objects 

upwards, as if in passage from an invisible threshold below on the way to their 

eventual disappearance above, where they may continue to rise indefinitely, and 

perhaps infinitely, not unlike the implied expansion to infinity of Constantin 

Brânçusi’s own Endless Column (1918). 

 

In stark contrast to this dynamism, the woollen tank tops reveal their material to be 

inadequate to the task of duplicating the clean curves and pencil-sharp lines of the 

magazine designs’ circles and rectangles, and the prominence of the individual 

stitches of the circles, in particular, turn the tank tops’ shapes into what amount to 

highly compressed (or ‘lossy’) bitmap counterparts to the versatile vectors that 

migrate with ease to the neugerriemschneider installation. Once again, what this 

striking disparity of quality between the translation of Rehberger’s advertisements to 
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the gallery space and tank tops achieves is precisely to dramatise the variable effects, 

and thereby the performance, of translation itself – the vagaries of its permutations 

across media – and, above all, to refer these disparate results back to the generative 

potential of the initial digital designs. 

 

In this way, Rehberger affirms the computer to be the formative instrument for each 

phase of this sequence of works. By extension, then, his emphasis upon the 

computer’s generativity intimates the general ubiquity of its applications in culture 

and society, and the computer’s emergence as universal tool across all spheres of 

production and employment. By positioning his own labour at a remove from the 

production of the gallery show and tank tops, as generative of a process of production 

that nonetheless exceeds his reach, Rehberger implicates the contemporary 

‘computerization of production’ at large as the latest stage in the historical longue 

durée of labour’s technological estrangement from its tangible objects, as the primary 

manifestation nowadays of the processes of deskilling to which productive labour (as 

opposed to artistic labour) is in general subject.19 But while Rehberger’s delegation of 

control over the production and, hence, the appearance of both the tank tops and 

Brânçusi necessarily displaces the artist’s hand from the craft labour employed and 

embedded in these phases of the project, it is transferred, instead, to the compositional 

labour of the on-screen manipulation of graphics primitives, and thus to performing 

varieties of the paradigmatic acts of ‘placing, ordering and selecting’ that, as John 

Roberts has argued, constitute the hand’s ‘post-artisanal’ function following the 

‘technical assimilation of the readymade’ into artistic labour beginning in the early 

twentieth century.20 Moreover, insofar as Rehberger’s compositional labour of digital 

design is, incipiently, an organisational activity (consisting in the manipulation and 
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ordering of objects on a screen), there emerges a homology here between this labour 

and the ‘immaterial skills’ of organisation, mediation and management of others that 

he employs for the collaborative project as a whole.21 As such, the project may be 

understood to place a comparative emphasis upon the similarly generative potentials 

of both digital design and collaborative activity itself. Here, then, computerisation 

ultimately augments the creative, managerial and connective primacy of the artist-as-

designer, underpinning an authorial autonomy that persists, not despite, but in the 

very act of Rehberger’s delegation. 

 

Nonetheless, for all the project’s valorisation of the autonomous artist-as-designer, 

Brânçusi, for its part, finally retains a suggestive ambivalence toward the implications 

of computerisation in general.22 Invoking the 3-D environments of 1980s computer 

animation, the installation recalls an earlier moment of technological innovation from 

within the midst of the dotcom bubble of the late 1990s and the millennial techno-

anxiety surrounding the much-feared ‘Y2K bug’. By conjuring within the gallery the 

suggestion of a potentially boundless navigable environment, the installation evokes 

any number of futurological fantasies of cyberspace as a form of ‘digital immersion’, 

visions – persisting well into the 1990s – of what the architect Marcos Novak 

described in 1991 as a ‘completely spatialized visualization of all information in 

global information processing systems’, and which Manovich traces from William 

Gibson’s cyberpunk novel Neuromancer in 1984 to the developers of the Virtual 

Reality Modelling Language (VRML), first specified a decade later.23 If thoughts 

customarily turn, during revolutionary moments, to their historical precedents, then 

for the neoliberal digital revolution of the mid-late 1990s, Brânçusi evokes an era 

marked at least as much by dystopian foreboding as by high-tech exhilaration. 
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Décor as decoy 

 

Exceeding even the exhilaration of Brânçusi, and especially prominent among 

Rehberger’s many modes of practice, are the artist’s numerous, unabashedly beautiful 

and ambitious light installations. If Brânçusi is concerned with the translation of 

digital graphics to three dimensions, these works, in turn, dramatically alter their 

surroundings by transforming ‘media-light-objects into sensory-light-environments’, 

as the new media theorist Mark B. N. Hansen has written.24 By filling rooms with 

lamps, Rehberger accentuates décor’s inherent capacity to alter, articulate and activate 

space, dramatising that ‘atmospheric power to shape sensation’ for which, as Michelle 

Kuo has argued, décor has, at least since the time of Art Nouveau, been both feared 

and mined.25 

 

Rehberger’s light installations include a series in which the illumination of lamps 

within the exhibition space corresponds to the light conditions of other, variously 

distant or local, places. Montevideo (1999), the first work of this kind, connected two 

sites at near-equivalent latitudes north and south of the Equator. In the small Tuscan 

town of Colle di Val d’Elsa, 123 locally produced artisanal lamps were installed in a 

medieval passageway, connected via an Internet link to the city of the work’s title, 

and set to illuminate at nightfall in the Uruguayan capital. The following year, 

Rehberger created Bindan GmbH & Co. (2000) at Hamburg Kunsthalle, an 

installation of 81 teardrop-shaped white lamps designed and produced by glass 

blowers in the Harz mountains to the south of the city, set within a gallery of old 
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master paintings and operated remotely by the employees of the titular temporary 

employment agency from their nearby Hamburg office. 

 

One of the best-known and most ambitious of this series of works, Seven Ends of the 

World (figure 4.7), connects its lamps to both distant and local sites, and further 

exemplifies the sophisticated entwining of the three dimensions of design that may be 

distilled from Graham’s discussion. In the Italian (now Central) Pavilion of the 

Giardini at the 2003 Venice Biennale, Rehberger filled a white-cube space with 222 

pastille-shaped and pastel-toned glass lamps, arranged as 111 pairs in seven different-

coloured groups and elegantly suspended at various heights on a taut web of cables. 

Coupled with the play between both gradual and sudden changes in the light levels 

emitted by the single bulbs within each lamp, the differing heights of each pair 

effected a subtle choreography of the spectators’ movements through the room, 

delicately dramatising the impact of the design and ambience of a space upon the 

perception, and thereby the behaviour, of its occupants – the calibration of the social 

by the decorative. 

 

<FIGURE 4.7 HERE> 

 

Seven Ends of the World occupied a prominent position at the Biennale, situated along 

what the critic and curator James Rondeau described at the time as ‘the central 

architectural and intellectual axis of the Italian Pavilion’, within the exhibition 

‘Delays and Revolutions’, curated by Daniel Birnbaum and Francesco Bonami as one 

of eleven constituent exhibitions (besides the national pavilions) of that year’s main 

event, ‘Dreams and Conflicts: The Dictatorship of the Viewer’, organised by 
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Bonami.26 Birnbaum’s essay for the exhibition described his and Bonami’s intention 

to challenge simplistic chronologies of history and art history alike, eschewing ‘linear 

narration’ in favour of ‘a zigzag of detours’ among the show’s artists that might better 

approximate ‘a world characterized by heterogeneity and temporal polyphony rather 

than linear progress’.27 As such, Rehberger’s installation announced itself not simply 

as another station along the exhibition’s prescribed route but rather, engaging the 

room in its own apparently aleatory play of light, as a miniature challenge to that 

route’s very linearity, condensing the curators’ vision for the show in general. 

 

Birnbaum and Bonami thus envisaged the ‘temporal polyphony’ and ‘syncopation’ of 

their exhibition as a figure for what the critic and art historian Terry Smith would later 

identify as the ‘multiple temporalities’ of the contemporary at large, ‘Delays and 

Revolutions’ arriving shortly after Smith’s first ruminations on contemporaneity and 

foreshadowing the larger critical debate on the topic that would gather steam in the art 

world later in the 2000s.28 Indeed, as Federica Martini and Vittoria Martini have 

emphasised, Bonami’s decentering and delegation of the organisation of the 2003 

Biennale as a whole to an additional eleven curators besides himself was expressly 

intended as a response to the ‘fragmentation of contemporary times’.29  

 

Despite the lingering harmony of Birnbaum’s musical refrains of polyphony and 

syncopation, Bonami’s own language in a November 2003 Artforum roundtable on 

large-scale exhibitions suggested an altogether less sanguine outlook: ‘We experience 

fragmentation in the world, and that’s what these big-scale events should reflect, with 

all the contradictions and tensions this implies’.30 The 2003 Venice Biennale itself 

appeared less than two years after 9/11, and a mere few months into the US-led 
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invasion of Iraq, at a moment when the idea of global cultural and temporal 

heterogeneity had certainly begun, at least on the political left, to take on a 

dramatically different sense, and a darker hue, to hegemonic neoliberal-cosmopolitan 

notions of a universal harmony in diversity.31 In fact, a latent sense of disorder is key 

to Rehberger’s installation – to what, for Rondeau, appeared simply as ‘a charmingly 

hokey, Internet-based, multi-city conceit about light and global harmony’.32  

 

Treating and condensing the same themes of syncopation and fragmentation as an 

abstract play of light, Rehberger’s installation anticipated what would transpire to be 

one of the blind spots of emergent debates on the contemporary, wherein an emphasis 

on the absolute heterogeneity of global contemporaneity all too easily – and often 

even in Smith’s otherwise diligent mapping of art’s current condition onto the broader 

world-historical picture – tends toward critical neglect of the resilience of the very 

system that underpins it, namely global capitalism itself.33 The light emitted by 

Rehberger’s bulbs was indexed, via the Internet, to local natural and artificial light 

conditions at international locations including a defunct Burger King in Kyoto; the 

foot of a Himalayan mountain; a pumpkin field in Wallachia, Romania; Las Vegas’s 

ersatz Grand Canal; a toilet in industrial Mestre, on the Venetian terra firma; a car 

park outside Chernobyl; and a pub in Frankfurt’s red-light district. While the work’s 

title at first suggests dominion, it also connotes dispersal, and it is in this sense that it 

conspires with these disparate sites to thematise, and even romanticise, a kind of 

global sublime, suggesting the inevitable unknowability of the socio-economic 

totality and, in the absurd juxtaposition of far-flung, obscure and ‘weirdish’ locations, 

ridiculing efforts to apprehend this in all its diversity.34 This would, then, seem to 

correspond with Smith’s insistence, in an essay of 2006, that ‘there is no longer any 
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overarching explanatory totality that accurately accumulates and convincingly 

accounts for [… the] proliferating differences’ of contemporaneity.35 However, 

Rehberger’s installation in fact resists precisely this refusal to imagine the global as a 

system, and attempts instead to picture this not only as an infinitely interconnected 

and ever-altering whole but also (and by the same token) as inherently uncontrollable 

and unpredictable. 

 

Seven Ends of the World quietly engages a key dynamic – in fact, the key dialectic – 

of globalisation as a process: the mutual, unending modulation of local and global 

forces or currents of all kinds; or, more dialectically, the production of the global by 

the local, and the local by the global.36 The installation has clear local origins since, 

just as for Montevideo and Bindan GmbH & Co. before it, the lamps were produced 

for the artist by a group of locally based artisanal glassmakers: in this case, Rehberger  

developed a ‘special collaboration’ with nine firms from the Venetian island of 

Murano.37 However, this localism is, of course, already one irreversibly altered by the 

global imperative of tourism upon which the Murano glass industry nowadays 

subsists (to say nothing of the imported imitation Murano glass everywhere on sale in 

Venice). Rehberger’s Venetian lamps are, in turn, each invested with further vestiges 

of the local in the form of the networked relay of the atmospheric conditions in each 

location, although these qualities only appear as already departicularised, 

commensurated and thereby universalised – which is to say, globalised – as mere 

degrees of light. These dialectical lamps – thoroughly local and global in both their 

production and operation – then combine in the installation to create a global whole or, 

to be more precise, an image of the global revealed as the mere appearance of a 

harmonious system. Indexing both the slow, reliable rhythms of natural light levels as 
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well as the irregular and instantaneous on/off of electric lamps, the perpetually 

changing configuration of lights throughout the installation to this end charges the 

whole with an illusory connectivity, as if the lights are responding to one another, and 

as if the lamps themselves are nodes distributed and orchestrated into a network 

topology whose electrical pulses relentlessly criss-cross the lengths of the work’s 

cable links. That the bulk of this modulation occurs at an almost imperceptibly 

gradual pace appears only to confirm the implacability of the global processes 

seemingly at work, while the occasional sudden switch thereby operates as a brief 

reminder of the innumerable, invisible forces that must underpin this otherwise 

glacially slow scene, and which, like a short-circuit, are ever prone to breakdown, 

crisis and crash. In this merely apparent harmony, and in the beauty of the encounter 

that this constructs, Seven Ends of the World becomes an allegory of a world system 

that is both ever more integrated and complexly interconnected, and which might 

thereby be imagined to be in some way rationally directed, but which is ultimately 

only ever more inscrutable and volatile. At best, it is a system that holds order and 

disorder in a precarious balance. 

 

Seven Ends of the World’s staging of the dialectic of the global and the local finally 

returns us to the condition of the Venice Biennale itself. Summoning the Biennale 

crowds to the notional architectural heart of the event, seducing them to linger and to 

form a fleeting community in its space, the magnetism of Rehberger’s installation 

implicates the very pull of the institution, as a conspicuously global enterprise that 

trades (and has always traded) on the nostalgic lure of its locale to play its 

considerable part in the production of the particular ‘global locality’ that is 

contemporary Venice.38 It suggests that the effect of the Biennale on the city –
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 similarly to the effect of tourism on the Murano glass industry – might ultimately be 

akin to that of Rehberger’s installation on the distant locations that it engages, sites 

that the work produces as ‘local’ in the very act of globalising them, flattening their 

particularity in the service of visual spectacle.39 Seven Ends of the World’s 

deceptively easy, ambient allure is, in this way, at the heart of its critique. Against the 

weight of a critical tradition that would identify a ‘decadence’ and a betrayal of the 

‘rigorous abstraction of the best of conceptual art’ in the instant gratification of the 

merely ‘decorative or dramatic’, as Buchloh complained of the bulk of ‘present-day 

art’ in his 1978 essay on Graham’s early magazine and performance pieces, the 

decorative here does not diminish the work.40 Rather, Rehberger’s installation 

mobilises the decorative as its mode of disguise. 

 

 

Renovation as rehearsal 

 

The subterfuge of Seven Ends of the World has a number of precedents in Rehberger’s 

earlier work. For instance, comparable to the Venice installation’s reflexive 

exploitation of its immediate architectural and institutional context, the 1996 solo 

exhibition entitled ‘Suggestions from the Visitors of the Shows # 74 and # 75’ played 

upon the expectation of social inclusivity of its host site, Portikus, the Kunsthalle of 

Rehberger’s esteemed alma mater, the Städelschule art academy in Frankfurt. As the 

public-facing arena of a leading art school, Portikus’s mission has, from its origins, 

been not merely to display art objects but to incubate artistic activity itself and to 

foster the sharing of ideas in the spirit of the larger educational institution of which it 

is a ‘fundamental element’.41 It is in these ways that college- and university-affiliated 
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spaces such as Portikus have, in their own way, furthered a broader development on 

the part of public galleries and museums – ongoing since at least the 1970s, but 

intensifying during the 1990s – towards the provision of facilities and, especially, 

‘project rooms’ for on-site production, and the continuity of this with the general 

expansion of their public educational programmes.42 If this is a mark of the 

contemporary museum’s drive to democratisation and transparency, art-school-

affiliated spaces, in particular, may be especially susceptible to idealisation along 

these lines, given their belonging to institutions already frequently lionised, fetishised 

and, indeed, marketed as uniquely anti-hierarchical, undisciplined and yet intensely 

productive, protective and nurturing ‘enclave[s] of innocent creativity’.43 

 

For his exhibition, the 76th at Portikus since its founding in 1987, Rehberger made a 

series of nominally functional improvements to the building’s facilities, in response to 

the recommendations of visitors to the institution’s previous two shows.44 Having 

solicited their views by way of a form distributed on-site, and without having 

announced the call as the basis of an artistic project, Rehberger subsequently signalled 

the collaborative basis of his exhibition by naming each alteration or addition to the 

space after the visitor or visitors responsible. Of the requests received, he made the 

decision only to implement a selection of demonstrably ameliorative proposals. 

However, the eventual eccentricity and over-design of each element was calculated by 

the artist to be incompatible with the requisite neutrality of the space, and none of his 

modifications survived the exhibition’s run.45 For example, at the recommendation of 

Sarah, a chipboard surface was laid over the existing linoleum of the gallery floor in 

order to improve the room’s acoustics, but Rehberger painted this an inappropriately 

lurid yellow-green. Meanwhile, an oversized, painted MDF sign, announcing ‘books’ 
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(a suggestion from Nine to enhance the Kunsthalle’s signage), doubled as a new 

entrance to the Portikus’s bookshop through the second letter O, only to impede the 

passage of visitors, who were now required to step over the doorway’s raised lower 

edge (figure 4.8). 

 

<FIGURE 4.8 HERE> 

 

In the first clear instance of what would become Rehberger’s abiding tendency to 

translate formal design elements from one project to another, aspects of the artist’s 

colour scheme for ‘Suggestions from the Visitors’ were to pick up on features of the 

first iteration of ‘Fragments of their Pleasant Spaces’, held earlier that year in 

Frankfurt. Notably, the nestling royal-purple and chartreuse-green storage units of 

Lying around Lazy were repeated in the similarly coloured bands that adorned the 

Portikus catalogue cover, as well as in some of the overlapping lower-case letters that, 

in fragments, spelled out the artist’s name and exhibition title in polyurethane film 

across the Corinthian columns of the building’s Neoclassical façade.46 Continuing this 

method of retrieval and rehearsal, or retention and protention – what the critic Lars 

Bang Larsen has also referred to as Rehberger’s ‘processes of reinterpretation and 

regeneration’ of forms – the round-cornered rectangular panels of the bookshop sign’s 

two letter Os were translated from the similarly-shaped collapsible desks of a 

sculpture, Model of an office for a couple of twins both 1.38m tall (1995), exhibited a 

year earlier in the solo exhibition ‘Cancelled Projects’, at Kassel’s Fridericianum.47   

 

The two letter Os, as well as an arrangement of seven variously-sized cylindrical 

plywood-and-cardboard ottomans (figure 4.9) covered with 1970s-inspired patterns of 
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multicoloured jute rope (entitled Christian), are especially notable for having 

employed what would become signature Rehberger forms in later projects of the 

1990s and 2000s. The artist would, as we have seen, shortly install a group of five 

(albeit partially incomplete) cylindrical ottomans at his summer 1997 show Brânçusi 

at neugerriemschneider, as well as a single, large, lacquered-wood ottoman for The 

Missing Colors, a component installation of the exhibition ‘Anastasia’, held at 

Friedrich Petzel Gallery, New York, that autumn. The following spring, as part of 

‘Waiting Room – Also? Wir gehen? Gehen wir!’ (‘Waiting Room – So? Are we 

going? Let’s go!’; 1998), Rehberger would install thirty-five cylindrical, synthetic-

leather-upholstered ottomans in the galleries of Hannover’s Sprengel Museum, their 

differing sizes tailored for individual members of the museum’s staff. 

 

<FIGURE 4.9 HERE> 

 

The recurrence of round-cornered rectangular panels in Rehberger’s sculptures, 

meanwhile, metonymically links his practice to the broader culture, and cultural 

imaginary, of computerisation, since these are a privileged motif of the digital world, 

known in design circles as ‘roundrects’ ever since their development by Apple 

engineer Bill Atkinson in 1981 as a LisaGraf primitive – the ‘RoundRect’ – and their 

swift incorporation into the Apple Lisa and, subsequently, the Apple Macintosh 

graphical user interface (GUI).48 Following Rehberger’s use of the shape in 

‘Suggestions from the Visitors’, the roundrect would recur, among other places, in 

Mutter 81%, one of two model garages (built at the near-full scale of the work’s title) 

designed by the artist for the exhibition ‘Mütter innen, von aussen’ at Galerie Bärbel 

Grässlin in 2002; and again, more conspicuously, in the ten translucent MDF and 
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perspex replicas of the windows and doors of Rehberger’s Frankfurt studio that were 

installed as part of ‘Private Matters’ at the Whitechapel Gallery in London in 2004. In 

the same year, the painted MDF-and-perspex sculpture Safety, shown at the 

neugerriemschneider exhibition ‘Half the Truth’, repeated the now-familiar purple-

and-green scheme in the form of six variably-sized, roundrect frames set within a 

large Rehberger-designed door linking the two halves of the partitioned gallery space. 

 

Beyond the deliberate impracticality of his Portikus alterations, then, Rehberger’s 

1996 show overstepped the ostensibly utilitarian and egalitarian brief that he had set 

for himself by imposing on the gallery his formal and stylistic stamp, or rather, by 

exploring and elaborating its distinctive qualities in the Kunsthalle’s midst as an act of 

on-site brand-building. Rehberger’s intervention may be seen not merely as parodic of 

museums’ and galleries’ earnest solicitations of user feedback and audience input but, 

from this angle, as gently exploitative of the beneficence of Portikus’s visitors, 

harnessing their suggestions as a means – and the exhibition as a simple opportunity – 

to work through his own formal and stylistic concerns. By imposing the singularity of 

his design aesthetic upon the requirements for renovation as well as for both physical 

and social accessibility, Rehberger’s project touched upon a tension at the heart of 

public institutions like Portikus that must, of necessity, seek to reconcile art’s 

generally asocial propensity with their own broader (taxpayer-funded) commitment to 

social engagement. By extension, and in implicit tension with an emergent discourse 

on what would later be baptised the ‘new institutionalism’, Rehberger’s ruse 

suggested the strict limitations of any commitment to a democratisation of culture 

founded, ultimately, upon the celebration and promotion of artistic individualism. 
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Management as medium 

 

As suggested, in different ways, by all of the works so far considered, design mediates 

the decorative, the social and the economic across the panoply of Rehberger’s work. 

However, beyond these transparent manifestations of his affinities with different 

design disciplines, there may also be identified a more fundamental logic of design 

that operates in the means, relations and dynamics of diversification of his production 

as an artist. It is in this aspect, above all, that Rehberger’s practice unfolds as a close 

and self-consciously intuitive tracing of the experiential and social effects of, as well 

as the stakes of artistic production within, a culture saturated by design, with 

particular attention to the diversification of design aesthetics that has attended the 

expansion and accelerated pace of change of consumer culture in recent decades.49 By 

miming aspects of the labour of design as well as its management, Rehberger 

dramatises the increased proximity of artistic practice to design as a way of ‘trying to 

define the differences’ that still persist between these spheres.50 As he reveals to 

curator Leontine Coelewij: ‘Art is mostly about the possibility of making art, about its 

circumstances and its conditions.’51 Put simply, then, his practice may be understood 

as an inquiry into the conditions of art’s persistence as a relatively autonomous 

cultural practice within a highly aestheticised consumer culture, a world of ‘total 

design’ that, for observers such as Hal Foster, Jameson and Baudrillard, has effected 

an apparent (near-total or total) collapse of art’s critical distance. Defending art’s 

difference from design, Rehberger offers what Spector ascribes to the contributing 

artists of ‘theanyspacewhatever’: a ‘veiled commentary on how art can exist in the 

world today’.52 
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In many ways, of course, a logic of design typifies what it is to be an international 

artist working in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The paradigmatic, 

feverishly prolific artist of historical modernism, while frequently engaged in more-

or-less intense and intimate creative exchange with a coterie of confidants and fellow 

travellers, would typically generate each new work autonomously, and often 

unassisted, in the studio. By contrast, a comparable productivity on the part of 

installation artists and sculptors of Rehberger’s stature today is possible only on the 

basis of the accumulation of a kind of artistic brand equity that sees institutional 

commissions come ever thicker and faster, as well as on the acquisition of a set of 

planning and time-, resource- and people-management skills that will enable him or 

her to marshall a sizeable, ever-shifting production apparatus in order to realise as 

many of these projects, in as many different places, as possible. While Rehberger is 

by no means alone in this regard, he not only epitomises but also thematises these 

dynamics, enacting a logic of design that foregrounds his fluid and flexible 

approaches to the mutable divisions of labour and variable material procedures that 

characterise his practice, as well as the remarkable formal diversity in which these 

result. 

 

In foregrounding such a logic, however, it must be noted that Rehberger is largely 

uninterested in skewering commercial design for its own sake, and has repeatedly 

testified to the effect that design operates as a means, rather than an end, in his work, 

responding thus to curator Jérôme Sans: ‘I am not interested in design so much as in 

its strategy.’53 Similarly, he tells Coelewij that ‘I am not particularly interested in 

design as design. There are design strategies that raise interesting questions about how 
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I think about art. And that’s why I use it.’54 Rehberger’s repeated invocation of 

‘strategy’ in statements such as these reveals that his concern is not only for the 

concrete specificities of design labour itself, but is also, and above all, for the long-

range and bird’s-eye organisational perspectives that are the purview of the design 

manager. 

 

Since its origins in the UK architectural profession of the 1960s, the role of the design 

manager has become a generic function across a host of product- and service-

delivering professional fields, and is so adaptable precisely because its key 

requirement is flexible mediation between all levels of an enterprise, with a view to 

enhancing ‘collaboration and synergy’ in search of ‘competitive advantage’.55 A 

recent guide to design management for architects and engineers lists, among many 

‘typical (generic) responsibilities’ of the design manager, the following tasks of 

mediation: ‘arranging’, ‘collaborating’, ‘delegating’, ‘guiding’, ‘leading’ and 

‘integrating’.56 Rehberger’s working relationships engage all of these capacities, often 

in combination. However, as clearly suggested by the example of the 1997 magazine-

advertisement project, they do so not with a view to ensuring any kind of efficiency 

(whether of product or profit margin) but, rather, with the aim of maximising the 

potential for procedural and, hence, formal reinvention.57 In this aspect, Rehberger’s 

practice mimics a broader compulsion to update and to diversify on the part of sectors 

of the culture industry – such as interior design and fashion – for which, to a greater 

or lesser extent, the perpetual realisation of stylistic innovation is the key driving 

force, for which novelty itself is the principal product. 

 

At the same time as he embraces the generative possibilites of collaboration, however,  
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Rehberger also engages another, strategic, capacity of the design manager insofar as 

these dynamics of diversification are themselves carefully administered. The design 

manager’s expansion across the tertiary and quaternary sectors to become an 

archetypal operative of the post-Fordist economy is directly attributable to the forces 

of competition that not only motivate the relentless drive toward greater efficiency 

(extraction of surplus value), but that, within an ever more crowded marketplace, 

inflate the significance of the brand, and of brand recognition, for the long-term 

survival of any business. To this end, while the responsibilities of the role are highly 

(perhaps uniquely) variable, the design manager of any organisation is likely to 

require a clear sense of the strategic need perpetually to balance specialisation versus 

diversification of goods and services offered and, hence, to weigh the potential of 

increased market access and economy of scope brought by diversification against the 

ever-present threat of brand dilution wrought by the same. 

 

Something approaching this perpetual balance obtains, I would suggest, within 

Rehberger’s practice, which, despite the seemingly ‘uncontrollable’ complexity and 

volatility of the collaborative processes that he initiates, nevertheless succeeds in 

containing the resultant heterogeneity of the work to the extent that he is able to 

manage and to optimise that diversity precisely, and all the more effectively, as the 

very substance of its brand identity.58 In this way, Rehberger’s carefully calibrated 

aesthetic eclecticism mimes the strategies of other, more conspicuously commercial, 

fields of cultural production as they seek to cautiously negotiate – rather than naively 

epitomise – the market-led imperative of perpetual stylistic innovation and change. 

Just as is the case for the management of the carefully controlled, branded identities 

of the architectural firm or fashion house, then, Rehberger acts as a directorial or 
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managerial filter, with ultimate responsibility for maintaining the consistent – but 

never merely repetitive – aesthetic identity of his practice, the perpetual upgrading 

and differentiation of whose products is otherwise structurally required, whose 

‘fixedness’, as the cultural sociologist Celia Lury observes of design objects in 

general, is necessarily ‘a matter of moments of stability in a sequence of changes and 

[…] is always in danger of disappearing.’59 

 

 

Dazzle as distraction 

 

To this end, then, it is notable that there are a number of more-or-less conspicuous 

formal and stylistic threads that may be traced through the broader variability of 

Rehberger’s output, as demonstrated by the examples of the roundrects that first 

appeared in the 1995 exhibition ‘Cancelled Projects’, and the cylindrical ottoman 

inaugurated at Portikus the following year. As these forms, styles and motifs undergo 

their own processes of translation and adaptation across media and from project to 

project, they give rise to new ones, all of them becoming part of the artist’s larger 

repertoire or database of such elements, potentially to be retrieved and reactivated – 

and, hence, recombined and further modulated – in subsequent work. Hence, the 

ottoman – a form that had played such a prominent role in Rehberger’s work of the 

late 1990s – eventually gives rise to the apotheosis of the cylinder in his Obstinate 

Lighthouse (figure 4.10), a teetering fifty-five-foot stack of nineteen multicoloured, 

steel-and-aluminium drums, crowned with a frosted-acrylic cylindrical container 

housing an LED disco-light display that has greeted visitors to Miami Beach’s South 

Pointe Park since 2011.60 
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<FIGURE 4.10 HERE> 

 

Similarly, the roundrect has pursued its own path of translation through multiple 

works and across media and exhibitions since its first appearance in Model of an 

office for a couple of twins both 1.38m tall.61 It appears, for instance, in the ‘signature’ 

purple-and-green frames that flank and adorn the artist’s Eloquent South Pointe Park 

Pier Gate (figure 4.11), a painted-aluminium-and-steel sculpture installed in 2014 as 

the entrance to the timber-boarded fishing pier at the southeastern tip of South Pointe 

Park, marking Rehberger’s second commission by the City of Miami Beach’s Art in 

Public Places program.62 Here, the roundrect frames contain a perpendicular pattern 

of parallel painted-metal bars that extend into the larger twin frames of the gate itself, 

where they are partly interrupted by dynamic diagonals. These particular design 

details in fact mark the convergence of two stylistic trajectories in Rehberger’s work 

since, as he has acknowledged, the parallel geometric strips and interposed diagonals 

are themselves modulations of principle motifs of his series of ‘dazzle camouflage’ 

interiors that began in 2009 with the first iteration of Was du liebst, bringt dich auch 

zum Weinen (‘What you love also makes you cry’), a collaboration with Finnish 

furniture firm Artek to transform the cafeteria of the Central Pavilion of the Giardini 

at that year’s Venice Biennale (figure 4.12).63 As such, Eloquent South Pointe Park 

Pier Gate provides a striking illustration of Rehberger’s recombinant methods at work 

in the confluence between one longstanding, highly transposable motif and key 

elements of a more recent phase of his stylistic development. 

 

<FIGURE 4.11 HERE> 
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The dazzle interiors were, in turn, prompted by the artist’s unrealised proposal of 

2008 to transform the exterior of Hans Hollein’s wedge-shaped Museum für Moderne 

Kunst (MMK) in Frankfurt (completed in 1991). Here, Rehberger undertook to 

scramble the building’s profile, to confuse any clear apprehension of its volume, and, 

on the evidence of his digital rendering (figure 4.13), to flatten the appearance of its 

distinctive protrusion toward the museum’s main entrance at the conjunction of 

Domstrasse and Braubachstrasse, as viewed from the opposite street corner. To do so, 

he applied to the MMK’s exterior a dazzle design inspired by those first deployed by 

the British Admiralty during the First World War to similarly distort enemy 

perception of its merchant fleet. While Rehberger’s likening of the MMK to a naval 

vessel appears to rebuff the museum’s familiar reputation among Frankfurters as the 

‘Tortenstück’ (‘slice of cake’), it also pays homage to Hollein’s own early fascination 

with large ships: the architect’s 1964 suite of four collaged images of an Aircraft 

Carrier City in Landscape, for instance, had parodied Le Corbusier’s famous 

exaltation of the cruise liner in Vers une architecture (1927) as an icon of modernity 

and model for architecture’s future.64 At the same time, Rehberger’s flattening of the 

building’s appearance for the two dimensions of screen and page visually compresses 

volume into surface in such a way as to accentuate the scenographic postmodernism 

(or ‘facadism’) that persists in the repeated colonnade motif that, at different heights 

and scales, embellishes the exterior of Hollein’s structure.65 

 

<FIGURE 4.12 HERE> 
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If, for all its energy, Rehberger’s redesign of the MMK exterior appears to overload 

and finally nullify the dynamism of the building’s form, so too does Was du liebst 

bringt dich auch zum Weinen tend simply to overwhelm the visitor with its riotous 

collage of angles and surfaces. As such, the Venice café fabricates a delirious 

experience that tends all too readily to collapse into distraction. However, direct 

experience of the space itself is only half the story here. As might be expected, given 

the work’s origins in the ‘paper architecture’ MMK proposal, the Venice project may 

be said to privilege its representation as photographic image, since it is on the screen 

and page that its central aesthetic operation, the optical play between two and three 

dimensions first explored in the MMK design, is most effectively realised. After all, 

the perceptual disorientation of dazzle camouflage was originally theorised and tested 

to operate most successfully not only at a considerable distance from the disguised 

object itself, but also at a remove from direct observation and both full peripheral and 

unmediated stereoscopic vision by way of a submarine periscope.66 It is above all in 

photographs of the Venice café, then, that the visual complexity of the design tends 

best to confuse any clarity of perspective, an effect that subsequent dazzle interiors 

have augmented, notably the ‘Japanese franchise version’ of Was du liebst (also 

known as Café Il Vento) that Rehberger installed in a converted fisherman’s cottage 

on the island of Teshima, Japan, for the 2010 Setouchi International Art Festival, 

many images of which tend to disrupt any clear sense of spatial recession at all 

(figures 4.14 and 4.15).67 

 

<FIGURE 4.13 HERE> 
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Collectively, then, the dazzle interiors may be seen to playfully wrongfoot their 

audience: while they affect to prioritise the visitor’s presence in the space, their 

design is in each case principally oriented to its reproduction as image, and in this 

sense they deflate any such pretence to authentic, first-hand experience. One dazzle 

interior in particular, Bar Oppenheimer (2013), provides a clue to this conceit: the 

temporary installation in New York’s boutique Hôtel Americano of a doppelgänger of 

the artist’s favourite Frankfurt bar is, despite its ultra-hip venue, no more than an 

ersatz edition of a drinking spot with still more rarefied credentials, touted – not least 

in Pilar Corrias Gallery’s press release – as the fabled social hub of the German city’s 

artistic scene.68 

 

<FIGURE 4.14 HERE> 

 

By privileging their photographic mediation, the dazzle interiors thereby epitomise 

the notion, not least addressed by Graham in his 1986 article, that contemporary 

interior design exists in a symbiotic relationship with the ‘lush, Architectural Design-

style magazines’ (and, latterly, websites) to which it readily supplies its images, and 

from which designers in turn habitually take their cue.69 In this way, Rehberger’s 

elaboration of a dazzle aesthetic since 2008 may be seen to be perfectly pitched to 

channel and to dramatise the fluidity and – in design-management speak – the 

‘synergy’ of the exchange between the artist’s sculptural, installation and exhibition 

practice, on the one hand, and its representation on the screen and printed page, on the 

other.70 This most recent – and, to this extent, most strategic – permutation of 

Rehberger’s brand identity reaches a peak of seamlessness in the synergy between the 

dazzle exhibition design of the first room of ‘Home and Away and Outside’, a mid-
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career retrospective of around sixty works held at Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt in 2014, 

and the graphic design of its catalogue, the third Rehberger catalogue design to be 

outsourced to the Berlin agency Double Standards, headed by the artist’s brother, the 

graphic and product designer Christoph Rehberger.71 Within the gallery, a handful of 

plinth-mounted ‘dazzle sculptures’ produced between 2010 and 2012 provide the 

formal basis for a continuous dazzle backdrop that covers the walls and floor, and into 

which the sculptures themselves are, in turn, visually absorbed to the point of near-

disappearance. In the catalogue, meanwhile, the varied dazzle designs of a 

corresponding twenty-two-page spread perform a similar disappearing trick on the 

sculptures depicted: the merging of sculpture and spatial environment in the gallery is 

transposed to – reformatted for – the printed page, with the line between autonomous 

graphic design, produced for the catalogue, and the photographic representation of 

sculptures in situ becoming, at points, indiscernible. 

 

 

Labour as lacuna? 

 

The movement of Rehberger’s highly photogenic sculptures and installations to the 

medium of the printed publication, and especially to the exhibition catalogue, 

represents a further key avenue for the processes of translation, modulation and 

diversification that characterise his practice as a whole. A second notable example 

here is the catalogue designed by the artist with the graphic designer Alexandra 

Papadopoulou for Rehberger’s first large survey show, ‘Geläut – bis ich’s hör’ (‘Ring 

– until I hear it’), an exhibition of more than fifty works produced between 1996 and 

2002, and held that year at the Museum für Neue Kunst of the Zentrum für Kunst und 
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Medien (ZKM) in Karlsruhe. Here, photographs of Rehberger’s works – both cropped 

and in situ – frequently vie for space with floating forms and patterns derived from 

their sculptural cousins and reformatted in myriad ways for two dimensions, 

becoming a décor for the page. As with the Schirn Kunsthalle volume, the design of 

this catalogue testifies to Rehberger’s sense of the importance of this category of 

publication, in particular, as a venue for the construction, and channel for the 

dissemination, of an artistic identity, while the interplay between the photographic 

reproduction and graphic reinvention of his sculpture on and for the page here 

suggests the more general significance of the provisionality of his products, their 

predisposition to further alteration, recombination or recomposition. In this way, 

Rehberger’s ZKM catalogue pictures his practice as a process of endless reformatting, 

and conceives the convention of the exhibition catalogue itself as fully continuous 

with this dynamic, as a further format – as a site, in other words, not merely for 

assembling a given number of otherwise unaltered, pre-existing works, but as a venue 

that necessarily acts upon and reformats those works in turn.72 

 

<FIGURE 4.15 HERE> 

 

The ZKM volume, then, casts its reader into a cacophony of haphazardly collaged 

photographs of sculptures and gallery installations, as well as landscapes, streetscapes, 

and magnified full-bleed design details, all overlaid with captions and page numbers 

executed in the same loose hand as the typographic corrections and other addenda that 

appear within the catalogue’s two essays, artist’s biography, bibliography and 

publication details.73 The calculated informality, imprecision and unfinish of the 

graphic design appears to arrest the publication, variously, at the preliminary layout or 
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proof correction stage, suggesting a sense of the improvisatory pulse as well as the 

prodigious creativity and sheer productivity of the artist’s Frankfurt studio. In this 

way, the catalogue tacitly ascribes these qualities to Rehberger’s practice in general. 

 

As we have seen, however, that practice is an intensely social concern, which explains 

the conspicuous presence of photographs of people within the catalogue’s pages, most 

notably on a double-page spread of thumbnails that juxtaposes installation views of 

Rehberger’s sculptures with miscellaneous images of the artist and many others 

socialising in a variety of settings: smoking outdoors, drinking beer indoors, wading 

into the sea or enjoying a fairground ride.74 If these images depict Rehberger as a 

highly sociable individual, and figure his practice as a feverishly collaborative affair, 

their interspersion with photographs of the sculpture here conspires precisely to 

suggest a reciprocity between the artist’s socially networked activity and the 

mutability and adaptability of the work itself: the possibilities of perpetual formal 

renewal that such an extensive and ever-shifting collaborative network facilitates. As 

such, the catalogue contributes to the broader brand-building project of constructing 

Rehberger’s artistic identity as an exemplary ‘network creature’, along the lines 

articulated by Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello, for whom creative practice is no 

longer a solitary pursuit, but has become precisely dependent upon one’s constant, 

and constantly shifting, connections to a host of other individuals.75 Indeed, Boltanski 

and Chiapello suggest not only that ‘creativity’ has become socially networked in this 

way, but also that the nature of creativity itself has undergone a corresponding shift, a 

movement that Rehberger’s collaborative practice additionally exemplifies and 

thematises, away from ‘creation ex nihilo’, to become a ‘matter of recombination […] 

with responsibility for innovation being allocated between different actors’.76  
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Of course, for all the artist’s emphases on the vicissitudes of collaboration, the labour 

of many among those that sustain his practice inevitably remains anonymous. As we 

have seen in the cases of ‘Fragments of their pleasant spaces’, Seven Ends of the 

World, Brânçusi and ‘Suggestions from the Visitors’, Rehberger contrives and 

specifically highlights social divisions between the conceptual, formal and technical 

aspects of the design labour that instigates his work, and between this labour and the 

labour of execution that completes it, since it is precisely these divisions that expose 

his practice to the felicities of chance and productive misunderstanding, and that 

thereby continually open it up to its own reinvention. At the same time, the salience of 

collaboration for any given project will necessarily encompass only those participants 

whose contributions bear most closely upon the thematic premise of the work in 

question. 

 

However, rather than simply constituting an insurmountable blind spot for 

Rehberger’s work, as if his emphasis on collaboration issued simply from an ethical 

motivation to give everybody involved their due, the recession from view of much of 

the anonymous labour that supports his enterprise is in fact consistent with the 

authorial position that he otherwise quite consciously occupies.77 From this 

perspective, Rehberger’s emphasis on collaboration appears as a fetishisation of the 

sociality of creativity that is, precisely, continuous with his broader mimesis of the 

role and outlook of the design manager, a close relative of the figure of the ‘manager 

or project head’ that Boltanski and Chiapello describe as ‘mobile, streamlined, 

possessed of the art of establishing and maintaining numerous diverse, enriching 

connections, and of the ability to extend networks’ to the advantage of others as well 
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as him- or herself.78 As Boltanski and Chiapello argue, for all his or her generosity, 

the success and supreme mobility of this benevolent ‘network-extender’ is 

systematically dependent upon the relative immobility of others to ‘maintain the links 

they have cultivated’ within a given milieu, or to otherwise perform, on behalf of the 

mobile, the kinds of functions that demand (at least a relative) ‘fixity’ and 

‘inflexibility’.79 In this way, the becoming visible of some, the forging of reputations 

within or even beyond a given professional field – whether this be the art world or 

any other – is conditional upon the disappearance from view of others.80 It is, then, 

insofar as he reflexively performs the role of design manager as a key figure of the 

contemporary workplace that Rehberger’s position at the centre of an always-

provisional configuration of collaborative partners both exemplifies and articulates a 

central, iniquitous effect of the power of today’s networked entrepreneurs at large: the 

naturalisation of hierarchies of relational capital that are produced in the very act of 

networking, or what amounts to the same, the production of exclusion in every act of 

connection. 

 

Moreover, as a quintessentially mediatory figure, the design manager’s inflated 

significance nowadays is itself both an effect of, and a factor in, the broader 

contemporary managerial sublimation of labour as informal, convivial, spontaneous 

cooperation among equals, the very ideological picture of production that, as 

Boltanski and Chiapello have at length demonstrated, contemporary capitalism has so 

successfully promoted and inculcated. The mediation of the design manager, like that 

of cognate figures in the contemporary workplace, functions both to coordinate and 

harmonise operations and, in the role’s exemplary flexibility, to nurture among 

workers a sense of the anti-hierarchical horizontality and organicism of the 
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organisation as a whole. Indeed, it is by way of this ideological function, in particular, 

that such figures promote efficiency precisely by fostering the fiction of an equal 

investment in the enterprise on the part of every worker, with the aim that its values 

(including the supreme value of the profit motive) are ultimately internalised by all. 

 

In this way, the design manager is an agent in the larger, systemic project of 

inculcating workers’ self-management, ideally so as to obviate the need for 

disciplinary measures as such.81 Similarly, the tacit equation of networking and 

creative work that cultivates an image of the sociality of creativity in Rehberger’s 

ZKM catalogue, as elsewhere, pictures his practice from a specifically neomanagerial 

perspective, of the kind that in other spheres promotes a fiction of autonomy and self-

realisation through work by ideologising creativity as a shared potential of all, 

everywhere equally available and equally rewarding.82 For his part, Rehberger’s 

ultimate subordination of the collaborative, creative efforts of others to the production 

(and endless re-production) of his own authorial brand identity epitomises this 

broader tendency, all the more deftly to disclose the untruth of such a regime. 
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