nstallation view of Boiserie, 2010, mixed media, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
City. Courtesy of the artist and Eleven Rivington, New York City

Katrín Sigurdardóttir is a New York–based Icelandic artist whose sculptures and installations explore entanglements of body, perception, and memory. I first met Sigurdardóttir in January of 1998, shortly after I arrived in Iceland on a Fulbright grant. I remember
sitting on the floor of the artist’s Reykjavík flat as she opened a small wooden case
and began removing shallow wood boxes, each containing a miniature landscape.
Just when I thought she was finished, another landscape would emerge. The nested
landscapes—17 in all—reproduced public parks in cities where she’d lived (including
San Francisco, New York City, and Reykjavík). Sigurdardóttir’s work—with its conflation

of home and public space—sparked a conversation, ongoing still, about sculpture and
experiences of place.
Over the years, Sigurdardóttir’s work has repeatedly explored the relationship between
embodied experiences of place and imaginary or conceptual constructions of space.
The artist often uses hobbyist miniatures or architectural models to set up contrasts in
scale. High Plane V (2007), at MoMA PS1, was a large structure with steps leading to a
platform through which the viewers poked their heads into a landscape of mountainous
islands. The visitors’ heads became part of the landscape and invaded the panorama of
uninhabited nature. Home, as an elusive braiding of memory and fantasy, was evoked
in the artist’s 2012 exhibitions at Eleven Rivington in New York City and Meessen De
Clerq in Brussels with works from the series based on scale models of sections (facades, halls, doorways) of the artist’s childhood home on Langahlíð 11 in Reykjavík.
In 2010 to 2011, Sigurdardóttir’s site-specific project for the Metropolitan Museum,
Boiserie, reproduced two of the museum’s 18th-century period rooms. The artist’s meticulous rendering of decorative surfaces was bleached of color and reduced in scale,
conceptualizing the museumgoer’s encounter with historical objects. As Iceland’s representative at this year’s Venice Biennale, Sigurdardóttir’s project (which will travel from
Venice on to Reykjavík and New York’s SculptureCenter) is an architectural intervention
that furthers the artist’s interest in scale, embodied experiences of place, and the staging of views.
Eva Heisler Green Grass of Home (1997) was one of your first works to use miniatures
and model building materials. Since then, the use of both has become a signature practice. What prompted you to begin working with miniatures?
Katrín Sigurdardóttir The first miniature I made was my MFA graduate thesis work. Only
in retrospect do I see this work as a miniature. It was a large installation, a topography made out of thrown-out rugs that I found on the streets of New York. Cartography
is not usually thought of as “miniature” proper, although it represents landscape on a
manipulated scale. When I look at this work now, I wonder if it is so indexical to my later
practice because I made some discoveries in not only the installation but with the found
materials and constructions I happened upon, or if this work was a manifestation of a
preexisting narrative, albeit different in appearance in previous works.
EH I remember seeing images of Island Matrix—your topographical model of a mountain constructed of old carpets. I never would have considered this a miniature since it

is quite large—about three meters. Am I understanding you correctly: This work functions conceptually as a miniature? If a miniature is defined as bringing something large
(such as a monument) down to a size that can be held in the hand, then this work
brings landscape formation onto the scale of the body.
KS Yes, exactly. This work is a miniature in the sense that it depicts something large, in
this case a landscape, dramatically reduced in scale. But it directly addresses the human body, and in this sense it functions very differently than traditional miniature. Since
Island Matrix, I have made several of these large-scale miniatures, where the viewer
is not granted the eye-of-God perspective, from outside the miniature world, but where
the viewer’s body is actually immersed in the work.
EH During my first year in Iceland, I wrote down a story you told me about Island Matrix. You’d been collecting carpets and mattresses off the street—“Things homeless
people make their homes with,” you said. At one time, in your studio, you fell asleep on
a mattress and you woke in a fetal position. You then traced your sleeping position on
the mattress and cut out the form, finding that it looked like a rocky hill. You kept tracing
this shape, each time two inches wider, on bedding and carpet scraps, stacking them
until you had what looked like a topographical map.
This early work marks the beginning of your preoccupation with conflating the body and
landscape. The Birthmark Series is another example: You had moles on your own body
photographed by a medical photographer and then fed the images into a computer program for the making of three-dimensional landscapes. These island topographies were
displayed in the open drawers of a map cabinet at the Living Art Museum in Reykjavík.
KS Island Matrix and The Birthmark Series are related in that they both deal with locality, the place of the body and the body in nature, the placement of a person in landscape, and seeing the body as landscape, the locus that one’s identity springs from.
EH Green Grass of Home reproduces public parks in cities where you have lived. The
work is a wooden case, about the size of a large briefcase, with nestled compartments
that expand into a set of 17 miniature landscapes made with hobby-modeling materials. Public and constructed nature—from Manhattan’s Central and Washington Square
Parks to San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park and Reykjavík’s Miklatún—is miniaturized, packaged, and rendered as a private object. Many of your works since then have
played around with dichotomies of public/private and outside/inside.

KS Green Grass of Home has everything to do with growing up next to Klambratún,
which now is renamed Miklatún, a public park outside my home. The public park becomes the monument of the home. In this work the polarity of inside/outside is confused
and the outside is used to represent the inside.
EH What is your first memory of public art?
KS It would be the monuments in Klambratún. My memories of them are, as often with
early memories, sensory: I remember the feel of the cold bronze under my hands. But
another early memory is going with my mother—after visiting the thermal swimming
pools in Laugardalur—to the sculpture garden of Ásmundur Sveinsson and climbing the
sculptures. I also remember trying to climb the monument for Þorsteinn Erlingsson in
Klambratún as well as the statue of Jónas Hallgrímsson in Hljómaskálagarðurinn. When
I think of this I’m amazed how predictive this experience is to later works, like High
Plane. Another memory, brought back when a radio interview with me at age five was
rebroadcast: I recount my story of what was in fact a public sculpture in Klambratún by
Jóhann Eyfells. In my interpretation, this was a large rock, brought from the bottom of
the sea and then put on a very big truck and posited on Klambratún.
EH You moved to the States to study at the San Francisco Institute of Art, and then
later settled in New York City. When you first came, did you experience any startling
contrasts between the language used to discuss architecture (or space, in general) in
Iceland, and architectural or spatial terms in English. (For example, when I was living
in Iceland, I could never get used to the term hús that referred to all buildings, however
large. When I heard hús, I saw house—there was a different experience or expectation
of scale entangled in moving from one language to the other.) Any thoughts about this?
KS Generally, there is a gap in definitions between English and Icelandic. For me this
has always been most prominent in abstract language. Structures and forms and even
spatial utility, I think of primarily without language. The language that describes these is
secondary to the spatial manifestation itself.
In my first years in the US, I wasn’t particularly interested in space and architecture. I
was much more interested in narrative and narrative analysis. But just as one cannot
separate time and space, a narrative must also point to a locality. I think my first work
where space was articulated I conceived of in my home in San Francisco, around 1990.
The work never took on a concrete form, was never completely finished, but its premise
was to fully superimpose one place on another, to bridge the unbridgeable gap between

distant locations, both in time and space. Back then, the only way I could think to manifest this was through language, text imposed on architecture. The remote place existed
in language, but nevertheless was not on the page. This work still stays with me, surely
because of the impossibility of its premise, the convergence of places across impossible
expanses of time and space.

Installation view (below) and detail (above) of High Plane, 2005, The Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago, polystyrene, wood, steel, 20 x 24 x 13 feet. Courtesy of
the artist. Photos by Tom Van Eynde.

EH You told me about a student performance that involved being inside a cage of chicken wire coated in glue. You read aloud from an Icelandic pronunciation guide while a
leaf blower blew away each paper after you read it. The sheets would then stick to the
wire and, by the end of the reading, you were covered in a cage of Icelandic language.
KS This was a very primitive and unresolved performance that maybe I will remake one
day. It’s the only work of mine where sound plays a role. You couldn’t really hear me
speak because of the leaf blower. So it was sort of doubly incomprehensible, because
as the paper started to clutter up the wire, it became impossible to read my lips.

Green Grass of Home, 1997, plywood, landscaping materials, hardware, dimensions
variable. Courtesy of the artist and the ReykjavÃk Art Museum.
EH The first piece of yours that I wrote about was Fyrirmynd/Model (1998–2000) in its
early incarnation in the fall of 1998. In this work, a miniature road traverses and climbs
the gallery space. The road is based on a neurological model of the electrical impulses

involved in perception and memory. The Icelandic term for model has different and more
complex connotations than the English word. If I translate fyrirmynd literally, I might end
up with “before-image” or “before-painting.”
KS The closest English equivalent of fyrirmynd is model. Yet the etymology and meaning of these two words are not the same. Fyrirmynd could be translated as “the image that comes before.” In painting for example, the apples on the table would be the
fyrirmynd of what is painted. But fyrirmynd could also refer to a model citizen or to
anything to be imitated or used as an example. But it doesn’t describe a hobby model. I
liked the slippage between the two languages.
EH Fyrirmynd grew out of research into memory and perception. You were adamant in
addressing memory in general and not a particular memory. Later, with a work such as
Impasse II – Ísaksskóli (2003), a model of the facade of your elementary school, and the
2012 series of scale models of sections of your childhood home, you appear to be more
willing to approach specific memories. What are your earliest memories of space?
KS My early memories of space were generally memories of surfaces: the coolness of
cast bronze, the relief of the wallpaper in the bedroom, the buildup of paint layers on a
windowsill. All this seems to have made its way directly into my work, which still deals
much with the “skins” in a space, like the surfaces that divide structures and what they
contain.
EH You grew up in a two-story Reykjavík rowhouse that was built by your family. There
was a lot of construction and new building going on in the city during this time. Do you
have memories of observing construction sites? I’m wondering if the ongoing development of Reykjavík wove itself into your imagination.
KS The construction sites from childhood that I remember are the church steeple of
Hallgrímskirkja (of which we had an uninterrupted view from our west windows) and a
senior citizens’ home in a lot next door. As the steeple of Hallgrímskirkja was finished,
construction of the senior citizens’ home began. One of the differences between Iceland
and, say, New York, is the level of public-site security and, in the 1970s, even more so.
We would climb through the windows of the senior citizens’ home, claiming the half-built
space as our own. Once the electricity was in place, we would go down into the control
room and switch on the main breaker and light up the whole building. Nobody in the city
seemed to mind if the building was lit up at midnight. It was thrilling to play lord of this
large complex at age ten. Later, I had two dear friends live in these apartments, which

continued my experience with this building.

Installation view of Untitled, 2004, Reykjavík Art Museum, mixed media, 70 x 50 x 12
feet. Courtesy of the artist and the Reykjavík Art Museum.
EH Having lived in Reykjavík for many years, I had a different experience of public
space compared to cities in the States and in Europe where there is more anonymity
and often a sense of potential danger. In Iceland, the contrast between public and private is not as marked. Is an Icelander ever anonymous in Reykjavík?
KS So much of what’s distinctive about Icelandic culture and social space can be traced
back to one fact: the very small population—only 300,000 people—on the island. There
is definitely a lack of anonymity in Iceland. In larger metropolitan places, people create
community in many different ways, not only based on blood relations or traditional and
local structures; instead they create their environment based on interests, preferences,
beliefs—based on an identity that is chosen, not assigned.
I remember an observation of yours way back, about public parks and their role, for example, in gay subculture, as anonymous forums or forums for activities that do not have

“a place” within the socially accepted sphere. In the United States, you see public parks
as the home for the homeless, not only those without means but also those for whom it
is a chosen way of life outside social norms. It’s unlikely you could ever have this type of
freedom and anonymity in what we call “public space” in Iceland. Another important fact
is the climate, which on most days turns people indoors, to private quarters. I asked a
friend of mine recently, “Where is the free space in Iceland?” We agreed it was not in the
allocated public lots but “out in nature”; then we both observed that there are no people
there. So the free space in Iceland is a solitary space.
EH In your untitled 2004 installation at Harbor House, you play with the relationship
between architecture and landscape. A wall spirals through the museum, bending this
way and that with dramatic shifts in scale. The top of the wall has a jagged profile like a
coastline or mountain range. Forgetting for a moment everything else that’s going on in
this piece, I want to focus on the work’s allusion to early-20th-century Icelandic architecture that integrated native materials into its modernist practices. Do you have a particular interest in Icelandic architecture, or in modernist architecture?
KS I am less interested in architectural history than architecture in history, as a backdrop
to histories, private and public. I employ architecture to describe places; I copy architecture to redraw and re-experience a moment. Whereas the work of the architect is traditionally prospective, my work with architecture is almost always retrospective—I replicate or describe already existing structures. While the architect sets out to solve spatial,
functional, structural, and social problems, I use architecture as the passive container of
experiences. For me architecture is receptive; it’s the background, the stage—that which
is performed, is oddly missing, or at least until the viewer steps into the work. In that
respect my practice is much more related to that of a scenographer than of an architect.
For example my installation at the Reykjavík Art Museum in 2004, Untitled, had much
to do with the museum itself, which, when I was growing up, had its primary location at
Kjarvalsstaðir, in a beautiful modernist pavilion located at Klambratún. As this building
was part of my daily landscape, it has the same significance as the outdoor sculptures at
Ásmundarsafn, or the senior citizens’ home mentioned earlier. The Reykjavík Art Museum is “home” in some way, and my work dealt with that very idea of home and memory.
The reference to Icelandic 20th-century architecture in this work has much to do with the
architecture of the museum itself. Both the &Iacute;saksskóli work and the one at the
Harbor House propose a physio-spatial confrontation with a place in memory, a place
that’s distorted in scale and inaccessible in the present. The Unbuilt series— sculptures
and photographs of proposed houses in Reykjavík from the early 20th century—are, in

Dining Room, Hallway, Bathroom, Coat Closet, 2012, Hydrocal and wood, 46 x 28 x 24
inches. Courtesy of the artist and Eleven Rivington.

a similar way, containers of history, sites, or rather non-sites, of proposed lives in Reykjavík in the 1920s.

EH How was it then for you to work with the 18th-century period rooms at the Metropolitan Museum, spaces you had no direct personal history with? Boiserie featured
reproductions of two period rooms but, because they were installed in a different wing
than the originals, the viewer’s experience was complicated by the work’s distortions of
scale and detail in relation to the original. The reproduction of a polyhedral boudoir was
executed at 85 percent of the original size and bleached of color, and its many mirrors
were replaced with surveillance glass. Peering into the windows of the sealed room, a
viewer was unable to see other viewers at opposing windows, and the boudoir reflected
only itself. In your second installation, you duplicated the intricately carved wood paneling of a private residence’s reception room, but the paneling stood free of any architectural structure and zigzagged through the space, descending in size from 8 feet to 12
inches. Boiserie, like earlier works, addresses memory, scale, surface, entanglements
of interior and exterior space, and more. I’m curious, though, about your experience of
working with neoclassical furniture as a sculptural object and with decorative surfaces
and mirrors.
KS In a similar fashion as at the Harbor House in Reykjavík, I was using the 18th-century architecture in the Met as an emblem of the institution itself. It’s less about an interest
in the 18th century than about the preservation of a bygone time in the contemporary
institution. My starting point was the museological experience—the arbitration of the
displayed objects with the display structures that facilitate the experience. In the period
rooms, this becomes very interesting, because the line between display and displayed
is so seductively confused.
EH I want to ask you about your relationship to the floor, since it is central to your upcoming project in this year’s Venice Biennale. Your work, even in miniature, has been
floorbound. You call attention to the contrast between one’s lumbering body and the tiny
illusory world at one’s feet, or at one’s eyelevel in the case of the raised platform of High
Plane. You are now constructing an actual floor as part of the Venice project.
KS Two important aspects of my floor-bound works have been: bringing the human
body to the level of the artwork or vice versa, thus conflating the scales of the miniature
object, the human body, and the architecture. The lumbering body poses a threat to the
artwork. While my installation in Venice will be a full-scale floor construction, there will
be a fragility to it; the tiles are each made by hand, and carry the mark of human labor.
Also, I’m using a nonindustrial material, a material that is intended for sculpture, not for
underfoot utility.

Boiserie came out of the institutional reality of the Metropolitan Museum itself, but in the
process of making the works, as is usually the case, something new and unexpected
started to reveal itself. I imagine it impossible to copy the artisan processes of any
century, without seeing into the vast universe of techniques, and I cannot separate the
technique from the outcome. I became fascinated with 18th-century patterns through my
research at the Met, so perhaps one could say that the upcoming work for the Biennale,
is a remnant of this research and my experience within the museum.
I saw a show at the Met last week of the furniture of the Roentgen brothers, who were
active in 18th-century Prussia. These are simply the most wonderful constructions that I
could think of in terms of function and ornament. They are so fanciful and extravagant in
craftsmanship and design, intended for both leisure and utility. They strike me as completely pertinent to contemporary art. I have always been interested in the relationship
between so-called fine art, ornament, and interior decor. In the contemporary environment, it often appears that the artist is posited in a tight space between commercial artist and craftsman. Issues of expression and authorship—essentially issues of power—
all come up in the contemporary marketing of art. It is difficult not to look beyond the
curtain drawn between artistic expression and the economy that feeds this expression.
In this sense, my work employs parallel perceptions and existential trickery: As an artist
I observe myself in the role of the craftsman, the worker, not as an author or a visionary,
rather as a laboring provider of divertissement. That’s why I chose as a location for my
work in Venice the site of a former laundry and a boat shop. The viewers will be walking
on a stilted floor, observing themselves in the role of a high-born audience, entertained
and amused by the seductive form, which is created for the sole purpose of providing
a magnificent “pedestal” for its patron. Anyone that marvels in this work will take part in
the subversion, but it’s intentionally left unclear who is the subverter and who and what
is subverted.
EH In your initial proposal for Venice, you write, “I often present a two-sided world, on
one hand an illusory, representational world, and on the other hand the structure that
makes this illusion possible.” This two-sidedness is central to theater.
KS I am less interested in the theater and its romance in contemporary art and more
interested in scenography, in its widest definition, which includes, but is not limited to,
theater. I’m not creating a space that will be used but a space that was used. I’m like a
scenographer who “writes,” describing a place, but my work is even more retrospective,
because it is uninhabited—it’s somewhere between forensics and the monument. And
then there is the crucial aspect of the splitting of perception, between the front/back, in-

side/outside. In traditional theater, the objective is to give in to the illusionary space. But
I endeavor to present this illusionary, symbolic space as a novelty construct that actually
holds a much larger circumference, both in concrete space and conceptually.
EH I’m interested in hearing about your work Stage, a miniature theater stage that
hangs from the ceiling, lit with a single spotlight. How important is it that the stage is
hanging above the viewer and out of reach? Does it function as a kind of lantern in the
space, casting shadows? (I’m imagining the effect of 19th-century magic lanterns.)

Installation view of Stage, 2005/2012, Art in General, New York City, mixed media, dimensions variable. Courtesy of the artist.
KS This work is a remake of an older work from 2005, one of a series of luminaries that
I made during that period, contemplating the art object in regard to its function and ornament. Yes, it is important that Stage is placed out of reach, only to be viewed from below,
perhaps suggesting the possibility of plunder and of destruction (as if this vision, this
unattainable marvel of light, can come crashing on the viewer)—something that is sublime and dangerous at the same time. Aimed at the viewer’s perception, it deflects attention from itself as an art object onto the viewer and the complexities of admiration and
desire. The miniature theatrical lights, which light the stage but also project out into the
surrounding space, spotlight the viewer below.
EH Early on in the process of developing your project for the 2013 Venice Biennale,
you mentioned that the work, while it does not explicitly engage Icelandic subject mat-

ter (such as folklore, the sagas, or Iceland’s unique landscape), it does comment on the
situation of Iceland at the Biennale.
KS The work I’m making in Venice represents an isolated territory, a territory that is
marked by a clear border, beyond which is nothing. This could be read as a national
boundary, a coastline, or as the architectural outline of an official national pavilion in
the Biennale. This territory is not fixed, but a moving one—as the work will travel from
Venice to Reykjavík to New York. Also, without giving too much away before the opening, the work will include a large bi-dimensional architectural element, which will be in
stark symbolic contrast to its container. Possibly, one can meditate on this contrast as a
metaphor for Iceland, for its history, and also for recent political and economic events.
It’s important for me to state that none of these potential narratives were there at the
beginning. The conception of this work was completely instinctual, as I engaged in the
formal, material, textural, and energetic aspects of my process. Language comes afterward as an analysis of what I see and of what has been manifested.
EH To exhibit at the Venice Biennale is to participate in a kind of theater, with the city as
a spectacular backdrop. How do your ongoing interests in the embodiment of perception
and the staging of “views” dovetail with your project in Venice?
KS My work in Venice is, in one sense, a flat surface, in another, much more than that. It
is like a centerpiece in a very complex environment. I believe that, in the end, the whole
of the installation—the structure, the site, and the surface—is more interesting than the
surface alone. This is both similar to, and different from, theatrical scenography, and the
same is true for so many surfaces in Venice. Traditional scenography relies on a frontal
view, an illusion and a story told through a controlled perspective, whereas the world
outside relies on a free perspective from any angle, and meaning is derived from weaving together impressions from many locations and dimensions. The difference between
a theatrical impression and a historical impression is a passive perspective versus an
active, empowered one—you look at a stage differently than at an architectural site, for
example.
Through history, Venice has been the city of surfaces, aflame with color and full of precious stones and other materials from the Mediterranean and beyond. But these surfaces were symbols of the wealth, power, and rank of their commissioners and patrons.
In this sense you could say they were scenography, or the stage for the people who
paid for them. My work is not about Venice, or Venetian history, but it uses the past to
address the present.

Katrín Sigurðardóttir
by Orit Gat

“In many ways, I’m profoundly uninterested in architecture,” says Katrin Sigurdardottir — a surprising statement from an artist whose work would seem to be intimately linked to architectural traditions. For instance, “Boiseries,” Sigurdardottir’s
project at New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2010, included reproductions
of two of the museum’s French 18th-century period rooms: one from the Hôtel de
Crillon and the other from the Hôtel de Cabris. Sigurdardottir constructed renditions of the two rooms on a scale that was 85 percent of the originals: a proportion
almost the right size, only slightly off — making for an uncomfortable experience
when walking into them. Her rooms were completely whitewashed. The elaborate
embellishments in gold and paint became white patterns, the lush furniture turned
ghosts of stuff past. Surprisingly enough, however, the result did not look like a
stripped-down version of an original: It was some-?thing entirely new. Her rooms
take their cue from the French interiors, but they also allude to history and the way
we as a society build structures, use them, and then revel in conserving them. “It’s
not the questions of architecture that I am interested in,” she clarifies. “I use architecture as a language to describe places, places with history, containers for experiences. Architecture programs experiences in the sense that it becomes a kind of script
for how to live or how to exist, how to perform your daily life in?space — but it also
just becomes the stage where things take place.”
What does it mean to break down a building to its essence? There’s something about
Sigurdardottir’s work that is very immediate — her pieces are visually gorgeous —
but they are also suggestive in an elusive way. They evoke a play of associations, on
what is and isn’t palpable or what remains unsaid. And paradoxically, she creates
immersive environments but then allows the audience limited access to them. For
“Untitled,” 2009, ?an installation at Eleven Rivington, her New York gallery, she
created a box of medium-density fiberboard that housed a ?small replica of a watchtower visible through a window only by means of an assortment of two-way mirrors
that offered myriad reflections, but never a direct view of the actual thing. Her ?most
recent New York installation, “Stage,” 2012, a miniature model of a theater, was displayed in Art in General’s storefront window. Echoing the fact that a theater’s stage
is seen from ?the front, Sigurdardottir’s sculpture was suspended from the?ceiling
and could be viewed only from the street. And “High Plane,” 2001–07, a large white
platform with an imaginary landscape ?of a mountain range sculpted on it, is set
on trusses 13 feet above ?its exhibition spaces, reachable by ladders leading to small
holes in the platform through which the viewers can poke their heads.

Usually made of cheap materials — plywood, plaster, resin, and so forth — Sigurdardottir’s works are largely handmade. Her Long Island City studio has very little
furniture in it: a number ?of desks and tables with works in progress scattered on
them ?and a small sitting area by a large window, including a beautiful, simple bench
made of wood with thick fabric stretched vertically and horizontally across it. When
I comment on it, her eyes light up: “That is my divan. It’s where I make my most
important decisions. I built it out of leftover wood I had in the studio and fabric I
bought in Berlin.” Furniture may not be art, but building it is part of Sigurdardottir’s
experimentation with materials, which she defines as a crucial element of her work,
especially because she did not study sculpture. “I was trained as a painter and a filmmaker, actually. So I have this obsession with doing ?as much as I can with my own
hands,” she says. “If a drawing were not made by the artist’s hand, you would question its authenticity. There is something in that personally handmade quality that I
often choose. Therefore I might opt to do something myself, even if I could hand it
over to someone else to do it. I’m kind of an old-fashioned sculptor in that way.”
The way into all of these works is paved with challenges, physical and visual. Recognizing these hurdles is a large part of the experience of Sigurdardottir’s art. In an
early piece, “Impasse,” 2003, she constructed a wall between two columns. At the
bottom of the wall was a miniature model of the elementary school she attended as a
child in Iceland. “The wall is in full scale,” she describes, “but the work itself is tiny.
In some ways, this piece is indexical of my use of scale. I employ scale specifically to
express an inability to enter. In the Met works, too, one is able to enter through a
life-size door, but every step one takes into the work, it grows smaller. Yes, you can
step in, but the farther you get into the room, the less possible it is to get out. That’s

something to be interpreted by each person. I think that I’ve taken up this use of the
distorted miniature and of scale precisely to present these as a metaphor for distance,
to express something about a barrier in time or space.”
This state of dislocation isn’t surprising for an artist who splits her life between two
continents. Sigurdardottir was born in Iceland, but has lived in the U.S. since her
twenties. She wonders just how much a person who “lives between New York and
Berlin” belongs in either. “I’m always interested in this overlap of places,” she explains. “Maybe this is, in some very banal way, a central element to the narrative in
my work: How do you unite two homelands? How do you take two soils in two different parts of the world and make them exist in one light? In some ways, that’s the
premise of my work, and that’s the question of a lived life.”
Sigurdardottir will be representing Iceland in the 2013 Venice Biennale. Even though
she spent a large part of her life abroad, ?“in the most rudimentary terms, I am an
Icelandic artist, no matter? what I do,” she says. “If the pyramids in Egypt were to be
my subject matter for the rest of my life, I would still be an Icelandic?artist.” Iceland
has not had a national pavilion in the Giardini since 2005, meaning that Sigurdardottir will be showing in ?a building that is not necessarily dedicated to exhibitions
and does ?not carry the memories of other biennials. She points out that there is an
interesting overlap in the contemporary idea of mobility — of transience and homelessness — and the national pavilions. “In the French pavilion, for example, are you
on French soil? Within French jurisdiction? That’s something that I find amusing to
think about, this staking of territory, and the mapping of ?Venice. The cartography of
this international city and its pavilions.”
Sigurdardottir has another show scheduled before Venice, a solo exhibition opening
in November at Eleven Rivington. “It will have something to do with architecture,”
she says, smiling. Even though she has a plan for the exhibition, she is hesitant to talk
about it before it is complete. “It’s like discussing names before the baby is born. Like
parking a Volkswagen in your living room as a placeholder for the sofa.”

ArtReview sent a questionnaire to a selection of the artists exhibiting in various
national pavilions of the Venice Biennale, the responses to which will be published over the coming days. Katrín Sigurdardóttir is representing Iceland. The
pavilion is at Palazzo Zenobio Collegio Armeno Moorat, Raphael Dorsoduro,
2596, Fondamenta del Soccorso
What can you tell us about your plans for Venice?
Well, they are no longer plans, as the work is almost done. I am continuing to
work with place and memory, but in this project, similar to the works I made for
the Met in 2010, this is not an intimate memory or a personal place, rather a
cultural memory. It’s not exactly historical fiction, but still it’s an unorthodox use
of history, akin to how I mine the discipline of architecture in this work and many
previous works.
Are you approaching the show in a different way to how you would with a
‘normal’ exhibition?
I approach every exhibition differently; there is always a new context, just as
there is always a new floor plan. This work is borne out the possibilities that I
saw in the location I selected. There is somehow not a way to separate the two.
What does it mean to ‘represent’ your country? Do you find it an honour or
problematic?
Not problematic at all. The Pavilion of Iceland in Venice is an international project, but I’m very pleased to get to do a project on this scale with so many of my
Icelandic colleagues and friends involved. And, it’s nice to feel such unanimous
support and joy from Iceland for my work.

What audience are you addressing with the work? The masses of artist
peers, gallerists, curators and critics concentrated around the opening or
the general public who come through over the following months?
I don’t decide whom I am addressing, I never do. My work is intended equally for
anyone who lays their eyes on it, and I believe people only reflect themselves
and their own thoughts in the work. So the work is likely to provoke different
readings to different people. In addition, the show in Venice will continue to develop, as the piece will travel to Reykjavík and New York, so I don’t even see the
work specifically for the audience in Venice.
What are your earliest or best memories of the biennale?
The first biennale I saw was shamefully late, but it was a good one. Francesco
Bonami’s show in 2003, which was an eye opener.
You’ll no doubt be very busy, but what else are you looking forward to seeing?
I look forward to seeing the work of several friends who are also exhibiting – and
celebrating with them. Then I most look forward to learning about artists and
works that are new to me.
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Art
material and technique are not tools,
they are part of the language itself.
Say I am working with a certain material and gain a positive outcome.
But I see that there is some aspect
of the material that I could continue
to perfect, some quality that I didn’t
know of when I started, something
that is only revealed through the
process of work. It’s this same cyclical process.
In this way I pass through topics
and materials. And then the passage usually brings me to new topics to explore, new materials. New
questions.

The emotion and
poetry of science
Based in this, it seems fair to say
that you approach your work
in a scientific or research based
manner. If your work follows
the model of scientific enquiry,
and that you conduct your
creative process discursively, as
a scientist would, one must ask:
is there a main, fundamental
question or proposition that you
are investigating?
When I give a quick introduction to
my work, the ‘Cliff’s Notes,’ I usually say that I deal with place and
memory, and that place is often
manifested through the language
of architecture, through various
forms of landscape visualisation
and through cartography.
This means that I use a language
that has a technical, a sort of antiemotional alphabet, to describe
something that is maybe the quite
the opposite, that essentially was
never meant to be described in such
a language. It could be likened to
the process of writing poetry using
the Periodic Table of the Elements.

A contemporary
predicament
In your own words, how
would you describe what
you’re showing?

The Emotion Of Cold, Hard Science
Continues from previous page

you try to address in the piece. Ultimately, there is a point where you
think, “well, I suppose I’m going to
have to address this question in my
next work.” And that sets the course
for the future.

For me, the creative process is a dialogue between me, the artist, and a
given material—a given idea, space
or situation. Rather than preconceiving a problem or a question, my
process is often that of resolving, articulating or examining further some
phenomena, idea or dimension that I
am drawn to. Sometimes this means
that I identify a question to set the
parameters I am working within
and then commence the ‘answering
of the question’ or ‘solving of the
problem.’ It’s a simple structure for
thinking that sometimes is useful to

Katrín Sigurðardóttir employs a different alphabet for her poetry
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Problem solving
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We have a tendency to envision

family know you’re going, but you’re
still very far away from everyone and
everything—for the duration of the
trip you are only really close to the
people directly involved.
When you return, you are somehow changed because of what you
experienced on the expedition. I
think any big project is like this, especially one that spans such a long
time and demands such energy to
accomplish; it renders you a little bit
different. At the end of the expedi-

thinking as a sort of problem
solving activity. When you picture
a person deep in thought you
usually imagine them facing
some sort of conundrum or

I’m showing a very large, bi-dimensional architectural element.
In many ways, the whole of it deals
with archaeology, with the memory
of two buildings—one fictional, one
pre-existing— and this memory is
suggested and symbolised through
the installation.
There are so many different
ways of talking about this piece.
Right now, I’m inclined to say that
it’s about different ways of accounting for architecture and this sort of
double perception, where you have
different strands of memory interweaving in the same place. I think a
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Artist Katrín Sigurðardóttir is in-between three cats, on a square, in Venice.
All three cats stare at her intently. She beckons them over using the international language of kitty-beckoning. The Venetian cats continue looking
at her, eternal feline mystery in their eyes, but make no motion to come
closer. A church bell gongs a single gong, a flock of cackling seagulls takes
flight, the cats stare on and we eventually continue conversing over the
internet—me in the United States of America, and she in-between three
cats, on a square, in Venice.
We are having a conversation about her art and her life and how these
things came together to place her in Venice at that very moment. Katrín
Sigurðardóttir’s work exudes an aura of highly focused intelligence and
years of study, and her published interviews usually reflect this—hers is a
high art, one that can leave the amateur at a loss when it comes to engaging in discourse about it. Throughout our talk I often feel stunned and
stupid, yet I am left with a sense of lingering satisfaction, like it’s slowly
making me smarter.
When I am not embarrassing myself by asking flighty questions involving
concepts I barely understand, I instead embarrass myself by asking naïve
questions that must have the artist squirming. Questions like: “are you nervous and stressed for the big show?” This might be appropriate for a little
sister before her dance recital, but to a successful and enduring artist whose
career has progressed from one peak after the other—an artist educated in
respected art establishments, one who recently displayed her work at New
York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art (viewed by some 180,000 people!) and
one who has been chosen by Iceland’s art establishment to represent the
nation—they must sound utterly daft.
But Katrín takes it in stride, her patience with a terminally pretentious
journalist perhaps reflecting the patience required by her creative process; her work is intricate, mapped, studied, thought-out, requiring vast
amounts of historical and technical research and months upon months to
execute.
And quite a few conversations to discuss.
“Two days and my entire life”
Six weeks ago, Katrín was with those cats, on that square, in Venice, engaging in conversation with The Grapevine over Skype (our mission to meet
her at her Long Island City, NY, studio earlier this year failed because of
traffic, although we did get some nice photos out of it). The idea was to
discuss her art and her career and her exhibition at the 55th edition of the
ultra prestigious Venice Biennale, which opened on Saturday, June 1. We
start by discussing the installation process, then at its crux:
“We are not completely done,” Katrín says, “but we are very close. Quantifying an installation like this can be difficult, especially when you are
installing a work for the first time. You aren’t done until you’re done—you

can be finished with everything save for some minor detail that takes
maybe three seconds to execute, but one might have to wait for a month
to be ready for that three second moment of completion. It’s the nature
of the creative process...”
What has the preparation entailed?
The process of creating this piece has spanned more than eighteen
months. The beginnings of its conception were in October of 2011, and
the entirety of 2012 was dedicated to it. I spent the first year drawing,
only drawing. Then some material tests were made, followed by some
visits to the site in Venice to figure out this large shape that I am making. For the majority of the time leading up to the work’s completion,
I was drawing, on the computer and by hand. Having conceived the
work that way, I commenced the fabrication of the actual surface those
drawings denote. The ‘proper’ material production began in November
of last year.
The undertaking of this project has been smooth, all things considered.
Perhaps it is because it comes right on the heels of another large exhibit
that I staged at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2010. I feel like I
am well rehearsed. This time around I didn’t have the problem that we
artists sometimes struggle with, of having to wait a long time for the
right idea of what to create—the gestation period for a work of art can
be quite drawn out.
It reminds me of something my colleague and sometimes technical
consultant Hjörtur Hjartarson—a great painter who was my right hand
man in staging this project—likes to say about the making of his paintings: ‘Well, it took me two days, and my entire life.’ I think that kind
of describes the process of creation, in the sense that any work of art
you make builds on your whole life. Every preceding moment in your
artistic development and production is part of the process and its end
result.”
Arctic expedition
Do you suffer stress or performance anxiety, of pulling it all together
in time for such a large and seemingly pivotal event?
Not really, to be honest, for some reason I don’t. I expected I would, but
that’s not how I feel. To reference my last project at the Metropolitan
Museum again, I staged two installations that in many ways I had much
less time to prepare for, so when I began the process for this show I felt
ready and levelled in a way. I felt in good practice.
Long-term involvement in anything that demands such intense
thought processes and labour seems like it must be daunting. How
is it to sink yourself into the creative process, into a single project,
for a year and half? Does it change your mode of thinking in a way?

At the start, you feel like you’re going under, as if embarking on a yearlong stint on a submarine?
I was thinking more like a polar expedition [laughs]. Undertaking a project like this is in some ways like venturing on a big journey with a small
group of people. Your friends and family know you’re going, but you’re
still very far away from everyone and everything—for the duration of the
trip you are only really close to the people directly involved.
When you return, you are somehow changed because of what you experienced on the expedition. I think any big project is like this, especially one
that spans such a long time and demands such energy to accomplish; it
renders you a little bit different. At the end of the expedition, you come
out a slightly different person than you went into it.
It’s a journey creatively. You start with a certain premise, a question, a set
destination. On your way to the answer, new questions arise that you try
to address in the piece. Ultimately, there is a point where you think, “well,
I suppose I’m going to have to address this question in my next work.”
And that sets the course for the future.
Problem solving
We have a tendency to envision thinking as a sort of problem solving activity. When you picture a person deep in thought you usually
imagine them facing some sort of conundrum or dilemma—pondering
the answer to a difficult question. Does this transfer to your creative
thought? When you sit down with your sketchbook, do you conceive of
a problem to address?
For me, the creative process is a dialogue between me, the artist, and a given material—a given idea, space or situation. Rather than preconceiving a
problem or a question, my process is often that of resolving, articulating or
examining further some phenomena, idea or dimension that I am drawn
to. Sometimes this means that I identify a question to set the parameters I
am working within and then commence the ‘answering of the question’ or
‘solving of the problem.’ It’s a simple structure for thinking that sometimes
is useful to work within. This method of working usually leads to more
questions, to be further explored, and this cyclical process repeats itself.
I can imagine that my work sometimes seems very technical. For me, material and technique are not tools, they are part of the language itself. Say I
am working with a certain material and gain a positive outcome. But I see
that there is some aspect of the material that I could continue to perfect,
some quality that I didn’t know of when I started, something that is only
revealed through the process of work. It’s this same cyclical process.
In this way I pass through topics and materials. And then the passage usually brings me to new topics to explore, new materials. New questions.

The emotion and poetry of science
Based in this, it seems fair to say that you approach your work in a
scientific or research based manner. If your work follows the model
of scientific enquiry, and that you conduct your creative process discursively, as a scientist would, one must ask: is there a main, fundamental question or proposition that you are investigating?
When I give a quick introduction to my work, the ‘Cliff’s Notes,’ I
usually say that I deal with place and memory, and that place is often
manifested through the language of architecture, through various forms
of landscape visualisation and through cartography.
This means that I use a language that has a technical, a sort of antiemotional alphabet, to describe something that is maybe the quite the
opposite, that essentially was never meant to be described in such a
language. It could be likened to the process of writing poetry using the
Periodic Table of the Elements.
A contemporary predicament
In your own words, how would you describe what you’re showing?
I’m showing a very large, bi-dimensional architectural element. In many
ways, the whole of it deals with archaeology, with the memory of two
buildings—one fictional, one pre-existing— and this memory is suggested and symbolised through the installation.
There are so many different ways of talking about this piece. Right
now, I’m inclined to say that it’s about different ways of accounting for
architecture and this sort of double perception, where you have different
strands of memory interweaving in the same place. I think a complex
and sometimes conflicting spatial perception is something of a contemporary predicament, something we experience all the time, because even
without ever setting foot on an archaeological site, we are still always
happening upon ruins or evidence of one structure within another, one
time or place within another. This can be externally evident, but just
as often it's just a type of mnemonic overlay that gets projected in our
mind’s vision.
This piece relates to previous works of mine that deal with the idea of
the ruin, The Unbuilt series that I’ve worked on since 2004, and then
this more recent series that’s based on Langahlíð 11, Reykjavík, my
childhood home.
Does showing at the Venice Biennale have a special significance for
you? Is it something an artist strives for? And does this reflect in the
work you present?
Of course it has a significance. This is the first and probably only time I

am officially a representative of Iceland, and I am naturally very thankful
for that, and very proud. It’s not a goal you set out to attain, though—you
don’t make showing at the Biennale an objective to work towards. And
there’s no clear way to reach it... through time, you’re perhaps found worthy... That’s all.
If this project differs from others, it is simply because it marks the only
time I will officially represent Iceland in such a forum. Of course, I always
see myself as representing Iceland in a way, wherever I’m showing. It is the
country where I was born and raised, a society which I am still part of; an
artistic community that I continue to engage with.
Would you say that being officially decreed a Representative Of Iceland
affects the context of the work presented? Being appointed by the administrative body of Icelandic arts, under the banner: “this is who we
are now, this is who we’d like to speak for us...” That must entail some
pressure...
I really don’t think so. I’ve never seen it that I’m supposed to go about
my work in a different way for this project than any other—and simply, I
would never do that.
The context is slightly different, as I am in a different place in my development as an artist than I was one year ago or ten years ago; the floor plan
is different, the budget is different, everything is different in the way that
each new project is different from all the previous ones. But the mandate is
my own, the work itself, not set by the commissioning body. And I believe
I am commissioned exactly to do this: to make my work the way I always
have, and not to illustrate some preconceived notion of what is Icelandic.
I don’t believe that “national identity” constitutes an essential core in an
artist, I think the national is a fiction or a script, one of many, that an artist can choose to take on, a role to be performed like in a play. But I am
interested in writing my own script. And I honestly believe that those who
commissioned me to go to Venice this year expected just that.
A problematic approach to art
Leaving aside the question of nationality, do you see your shows at
popular forums like the Biennale or the Metropolitan as a chance to
expand the reach of your dialogue, to present your ideas to a greater
crowd?
That’s how I think of every show. I don't discriminate an audience, whether they are one of ten who see a show or one of 100,000. Every viewer is
equally important. In terms of the establishment, each venue offers specific
opportunities, but I am primarily interested in the socio-political aspect of
what these could be. I did two solo shows in 2010, one at The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and then another at a gallery called The
Suburban, which is basically a 20 square foot shed in a Chicago suburb.

Its a nice coincident to get to do these two shows in the same year. Of
course the context and reach of the two is different, but I was as serious
about the work I presented at both venues.
The opposite would be a problematic approach to art, to somehow
theme and conceptualize your approach based on your audience. If you
work in advertising you define and consider your target audience, but as
an artist? As an artist, I am not in the business of manipulating experiences; I just want to make my work, as part of my own inquiry, not with
a set outcome or effect. And people approach it and take from it what
they want, but according to their own interests, experiences and perceptions. It is true that in each viewer there is the love for being manipulated, overpowered by a seductive experience. But I like to try to appeal
to a different part of the viewer, where he or she is free. That's of course
a much harder job for the viewer, but hopefully it’s sometimes appreciated.
Your art is then something the viewer approaches on her own terms,
it should be thought of as building blocks or seeds of thought rather
than a planned, structured experience?
That to me is the creative process—it’s what distinguishes the creative
process from showmanship.
When I make my art, the viewers’ reaction is not my premise or objective. It is always to continue my own enquiry, and to preserve my
relationship with my work.
What happens once a project is complete is not something that I try to
control. At that point, the relationship is between the work and viewer.
Up until then, the work is mine and the relationship with the work is
mine—after completion I let it go. I don’t want this to come off as if
I don’t care about the viewer. I care about the viewer. I don’t want to
harm the viewer, and I don’t set out to offend the viewer, but I also don’t
set out to please the viewer. Again, I am not in the business of creating
experiences. At this point the work is its own being.
And you have no intention as to what it ultimately leaves people
with?
I think it would be pretentious to say that I can’t guess what people
might take from the work. It’s not an entirely blind procedure. But I
don't try to control it.
Everyone has a different relationship with art and uses it in different
ways and to different means. The question of purpose and intent is
enduring and relevant. Art can serve so many different purposes, and the
conversation about these possibilities continues. And our answers will
continue to change, reflecting our world at each time in history, as it has
until now.

To visit Katrín Sigurđardóttir’s installation Foundation
at the Venice Biennale, you must travel to the Palazzo
Zenobio in the city’s Dorsoduro quarter. There you

traverse a courtyard garden, beyond which lies a spa-

cious, grassy yard flanked by walls in diverse masonry. On the far side of the yard is a plain gray building
that looks as though it has been sliced through horizontally by the black-and-white-tiled floor of a sec-

ond, entirely unrelated structure. The plain building is

an ex-laundry—a preexisting, if now disused, space—
while the floor, which protrudes into the courtyard

and on which visitors can walk, is Sigurđardóttir’s

contribution to this year’s Icelandic pavilion, one of

the many national pavilions situated within the fabric
of the city.

For her ambitious piece, Sigurđardóttir cast thousands
of tiles in concrete, inventing a pavement resembling
worn marble or travertine in stylized 18th-century

ornamental patterns. The floor plan, as well, draws

upon elements of 18th-century architecture. In star-

tling contrast, supporting the floor is a substructure of
very contemporary-looking particleboard, created by

the artist, which is also visible around the pavement’s
periphery.

Such dislocations are typical of Sigurđardóttir, who toys in

her sculpture with slippages of space and time, scale and me-

dium. I met her at Palazzo Zenobio on May 30, just before the
opening of the 55th Venice Biennale (through Nov. 24), and

we conversed as we walked through and around her striking
installation, the floor section of which (not the ex-laundry)
will travel in 2014 to the Reykjavik Art Museum and New
York’s Sculpture Center.

KATRÍN SIGURĐARDÓTTIR It’s easiest for me to take as

a starting point the work I did at the Metropolitan Museum in
New York in 2010. There I made a leap from working pri-

marily with intimate, person-specific memory to collective

or cultural memory, as I interacted with the holdings of the

museum. Foundation is a continuation of this mining of cul-

tural memory. It is a large surface that maps out an imaginary

18th-century pavilion. It is conceived very two-dimensionally,
as a floor plan. I worked for nearly one year just drawing,
mathematically composing the pattern.

FAYE HIRSCH There are essentially two facets to your

piece—the shape of the floor in relation to the preexisting
building, and the pattern in the floor.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR And of course it’s no accident that I

chose to create something akin to a pavilion, nor that I chose
to create it in an old laundry. The idea was to juxtapose the

shell of the laundry with the idea of a pavilion—something

made for luxury and leisure. The buildings near the Palazzo
are something of a hodgepodge. The laundry also at some
point became a boat workshop.

HIRSCH The setting is interesting: you have this big, empty

yard and on the other side your installation, which makes the
building look like it is in the process of being restored.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR That wasn’t necessarily intentional,

though I can see it. Another important aspect of my work is its

play with scale—the confusion between what you take in

visually and what you take in through a bodily experience.
HIRSCH From the yard, we see what looks like an ordinary

door, but don’t realize how terribly short it is until we bump
our heads when entering the building.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR Exactly. The door actually continues
below the floor—you see only part of the door.

HIRSCH It’s a simple device with a complicated effect.
SIGURĐARDÓTTIR Yes.
HIRSCH Did you scout this site?
SIGURĐARDÓTTIR Iceland had this space last time, too.
I decided I wanted to use it again, though not until I had

scouted a lot of other sites. But I had this idea early on, and

it was such a strong idea. The way my work comes to me is
very immediate—it just takes root, and I can’t go back on
it.

It was important to me to leave the site sort of vacant. I

wanted nothing in this yard, so you come at the piece, and
you take it in not only as a construction, but as part of the
entirety of the site, which is such an interesting one. With

all these surrounding buildings, there are all these different
surfaces, and Foundation is very much about a surface.

HIRSCH Two different surfaces, right? You’ve consciously
contrasted the rough particleboard surface and the concrete
tile. And you created that concrete—it is not found mate-

rial. Did you borrow the pattern from an existing floor, or
did you make it up entirely?

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR I studied a lot of ornamental floors
from all periods. I wanted to place this floor in the 18th

century because pavilions and folly architecture were prevalent in the 18th century.

HIRSCH The black-and-white pattern seems very off somehow. It’s not symmetrical.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR That’s exactly right. In some parts of

Europe in the 18th century, you often find this Rococo style in
ornament that breaks away from the rules.

HIRSCH And you don’t join the pattern neatly, which can be
a bit dizzying.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR Part of that has to do with the way the
work is constructed. The entire floor is hand-made-we cast
something like 9,000 tiles. And they are pigmented concrete—not glazed or fired.

HIRSCH In the black-and-white parts—most of the floor,

really—we see a vine motif, a radiating pattern, and some

stylized crowns, but at the center is an orange flower resembling a chrysanthemum.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR Something that I noticed in my re-

search is that the center of these floors is somewhat freehand.
It’s more like a painting, whereas the rest is a pattern. This
was in many ways a very painterly project. I have a back-

ground in painting, and in a sense I have never left it completely. Foundation is a very large work, in many senses. I

worked on it for a year and a half, and many strands of my
work come into it.

HIRSCH The two buildings—the real and imaginary—don’t
easily mesh. It’s not a very sympathetic relationship.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR They don’t fit—but somehow they do,
in the sense that you are actually standing on the floor of the
“pavilion,” and you are looking at the ceiling of the laundry.

But they don’t fit, in terms of the design.
HIRSCH You’ve given the edges of the floor a very intri-

cate shape. One imagines that it would have been the floor
of a very fancy room, which the laundry is not at all.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR It’s a meeting of the ornamental

and the austere. I based the floor plan on designs of rooms
mostly in Italy, but it’s the type of space you would find

all over Europe. Of course, the floor is made in a way that

never existed, ever. It’s a parquet pattern, yet it’s made with

tiles, and the tiles are not marble or travertine, but concrete.
HIRSCH Did you imagine the entire elevation of the room?
SIGURĐARDÓTTIR Yes. And I made about four site visits
here when I was drawing the piece, and during that time I
positioned and sized the sculpture to create an interesting
space.

HIRSCH From upstairs looking down, you can really see
that it’s a sculpture and not architecture.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR Exactly. This is just one of the things
that I realized when I encountered this building. Here was
the chance to make a very large drawing [in space] that

could be experienced either as a drawing or a sculpture.

You cannot take in the entirety of the work from one viewpoint, so in that sense it is huge. Only by moving through
the site can you experience it as a whole.

HIRSCH It’s interesting how you break the continuity of

the radiating tile pattern. You feel that the floor was not one
floor, but many, that you somehow excerpted.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR There was one particular pattern I

studied that had this peculiar combination of floral and geometric patterns. You see in 18th-century floor designs these

Op-ish patterns but also some Orientalizing motifs.
HIRSCH Could you speak a bit about the combination of the
particleboard and the tiling?

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR In scenography, you have painted

landscape, and on the backside you see something that looks
like the underside of my sculpture. In a sense, this contrast

between the two surfaces is very consistent in my work. My

sculpture always has a two-sidedness. I’m often drawing out

these illusionistic spaces, yet at the same time as I create them,
I kill them.

Whenever I start a new work, I’m always answering a ques-

tion that I raised in the previous work. At the Met, I chose to

copy and work from boiseries that were in the collection. It’s
such an interesting process, to extract a decorative surface

from its original place, install it somewhere else—say, in a

private residence in another city and another country—where
you can think of yourself as somehow being in the place

where it was originally. The work migrates, and the visitor

continues to have an experience of a place that is far away in
space and time. So this floor is very much a continuation of

that inquiry. Showing this very contemporary material—the

particleboard—is a way to insert a footnote in the experience

of the work. It tells us that we are in fact in the here-and-now.
We’re being fooled-in the way that painting both fools you
and tells the truth.

HIRSCH You are Icelandic, and you have lived in the United
States for quite a long time. So you are in a sense a displaced
person. Is there any of that in the work?
SIGURĐARDÓTTIR Surely.
HIRSCH And here we are in the Icelandic pavilion, which is
not in the Giardini.

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR Part of the intention of the work is to
take the idea of the pavilion all the way. I mean, anything
can be a pavilion!

HIRSCH The original idea of a pavilion was to create a

structure that could be disassembled and, perhaps, moved.
SIGURĐARDÓTTIR It was a place of leisure or sport in
proximity to a palace. There were all these themed pavilions in the 18th century.

HIRSCH How are you going to adapt this piece for the

Reykjavik Art Museum and the Sculpture Center in New
York, when it seems so specific to this site?

SIGURĐARDÓTTIR The ornamental floor is going to be

removed. In Reykjavik you will have a void in the form of
the building in Venice, and in New York you will have a

void of the building in Venice and the building in Reykja-

vik. The floor is a suggestive remnant of another time. The
true voids that remain are going to become more visible as

the work travels. I think what is going to happen is that the
experience of the work, and the work’s meaning, are really
going to transform. That’s what I hope.

The Icelandic Pavilion was organized by Sculpture Center
director Mary Ceruti along with Ilaria Bonacossa, curator
of exhibitions at Genoa’s Museum of Contemporary Art
Villa Croce.

Katrín Sigurdardóttir’s sculptures and installations redefine preconceptions surrounding architecture, history, and memory.
Her work is defined by lack of presence: rooms without people
or color, and interiors pared down to anonymous essentials that
quietly exist as markers of the artist’s specific memories. In 2003’s
Impasse II, for example, the artist recreated the façade of her
childhood elementary school as a miniature. Without any specific
reference to location, or details, the piece appears almost as an
architectural study—its poetics only revealed upon the acquisition
of background information.
Sigurdardóttir often employs exacting processes like cartography
or architectural model making into her work, but the tension lies
in the inexact nature of what she is rendering. In this way, Sigurdardóttir is less concerned with the language of architecture than
with the architecture of language, with fluid nuances and room for
reinterpretation and projection. In 2012’s Stage, the artist displayed a miniature theater stage, suspended in an empty storefront
and illuminated by a spotlight. It is this masterful control of information, which renders in viewers an empty hollowness, at once
lovely and intriguing.
Currently based in New York, Sigurdardóttir will be representing Iceland at the 55th Venice Biennale, opening in June. It is a
well-deserved honor for the artist, who has exhibited, lectured,
and diligently and prolifically created at a diverse array of venues,
including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, MoMA PS1, and Art
in General.
We sat down with Sigurdardóttir to discuss her upcoming work in
Venice, the role of the institution, and her thoughts on the Icelandic language of cultural production.
HANNAH MANDEL: What was it like finding out that you’d be
representing Iceland in the Biennale? Was it a long process or was
it more of a surprise?
KATRÍN SIGURDARDÓTTIR: It was both a surprise and not
a surprise. That’s something arrogant to say, but it was something
I’d hoped for, for a long time, but nevertheless I was not prepared
when I was told. Everything in my life has been sort of dedicated
to this project from the moment I found out.

MANDEL: Are you excited about the other representatives this
year, and the people that you’ll be showing with?
SIGURDARDÓTTIR: Very much so, I believe I knew relatively
early on. I was probably one of the early announcements, and it’s
been quite wonderful since then to find out little by little who the
other representatives are. It’s very joyful, because there are many
other people that I know, that I’ve worked with.
MANDEL: Have you worked with either of the curators that
you’re working with before?
SIGURDARDÓTTIR: I’ve known both of them for a very long
time. Mary [Ceruti] I have known since my days in San Francisco
in the ‘90s—early ‘90s, late ‘80s. She was with Capp Street Projects, but I was not in the role of an artist then. I would often admire her work there. We sort of re-met in New York about maybe
10 years ago. We’ve never formally worked together, but we’ve
always been in contact. She’s followed my work and I’ve followed
hers. Ilaria [Bonacossa] and I have worked together several times
in Italy. Both of them are people who have been very much in my
life over a long period of time. It’s wonderful to have an opportunity to work with both of them. I’m Icelandic and I’m representing my country of birth, but Ilaria and Mary also represent my
other origins, you could say.
MANDEL: I know that you had said that you had trained as a
filmmaker. In a lot of work I see this reference to this kind of secondary or removed viewing process. I wonder if your background
as a filmmaker and the idea that the camera can capture the set
has influenced the way that you work, and view things.
SIGURDARDÓTTIR: I haven’t thought of it this way, but I do
think my two origins are from painting and filmmaking. In sculpture and sculptural installation, I think I’m very concerned with
sequence of experience. In many works of art there is not a time
element in how you take it in, but through navigation and interaction with the work, you are bound to experience things in sequence and over time. And it’s very important what happens first
and what happens next, in a similar way as it would be in film.
MANDEL: You mentioned your background as a painter. Can
you tell me a little about your thoughts on using color and where
that comes from?
SIGURDARDÓTTIR: When I was painting, and I still paint,
I’ve always been very considered with the painting as an object. I
think a lot about painting as a surface object. My sculpture always

deals a lot with surface. It usually has a very two-sided aspect to
it, where you have one side, perhaps an illusionistic surface, and
the other you have the structure that shows how this illusion is
created. I don’t think I use color in a very traditional or classical
sense. I think I use color actually more as one could think that a
sculptor uses color. I am more concerned with the living color of
a material, usually. In this piece [for Venice], it’s a little bit different because the surface that I’ve made is actually pigmented. I’m
using natural pigments to make a color. When I use color, I’m
very sparse. I use a lot of white and sometimes black, and when
I use black I don’t often think of it as black. I think of it as ink.
I might use an inkwash that happens to be black, but the black
isn’t there to represent anything. Or the white is a reference to,
say, a contemporary gallery space. The color is to represent not an
emotion or a sensibility, but more a reference to something that
exists. In this case I wanted to choose colors that would be kind of
subdued but also on some level unexpected, in a way to abstract
this surface that I am presenting.
MANDEL: What is very interesting about the way you work in
relation to what I understand architecture to be is that architecture is based in fact, in math, in modeling, and a lot of the ideas
that you’re dealing with are based in something that’s intangible,
a memory. To create something exacting out of something that is
abstract, is where this really interesting tension is. What do you
think about the space between the replica and the reenactment?
For example, in Impasse, was it important that the details were
exactly right, or were you building from something you remembered?
SIGURDARDÓTTIR: I think maybe the premise of this whole
reenactment of architectural drawing, or drafting, or cartography
for that matter, has to do with choosing a language or form of
representation that is concrete and unemotional. To try to present the opposite of what it is meant to handle, or contain. That’s
something that just kind of developed without me realizing it, but
something I can’t un-realize when I look at it. Let’s say that the
outcome of what I make often takes these quasi-scientific forms of
representation. The way I produce them is also in certain opposition, because my methodology is not architectural or cartographical. It’s very personal, and usually not like a workshop. Many
artists who work with architecture, they work like architects in the
sense that they have design, and then have a team of people that
execute. I don’t work like that in most instances. In this project, a
little bit less so, but historically I don’t work like that.
MANDEL: That was actually my next question—is the way you
work similar to an architect, creating models and using software?

SIGURDARDÓTTIR: I’ve always been interested in the concrete,
factual understanding of space and of function in space, but not
necessarily to the same effect as an architect would. My drawing
and my construction are never about solving functional problems.
I’m interested in functionality, but I’m not interested in proposing
functionality.
MANDEL: In looking at the places that you have shown work,
it’s so varied. Your work deals so much with space, with the architecture of the environment. It must be very different to show in
a room at the Met, which is so infused with very specific history,
versus showing in a “white cube” type space. In terms of Venice, is
that something you’re considering, with the history of the Biennale
and Venice?
SIGURDARDÓTTIR: I think what I did at the Metropolitan
Museum was very in the context of that environment, whereas the
work that I’m doing in Venice is originally not in any sort of response to the Biennale, or to Venice, this incredible historical site.
They’re both museums, in a sense. This was really not the spark of
the project, but this work inadvertently echoes the whole topography of Venice in some way. That’s something I think is interesting
and exciting, and I don’t in any way try to control that experience
of the work. As often is the case, when a work is started, there’s a
certain vision and intention, and when the work comes into being,
when it comes into the world, it has brought with it aspects and
qualities that one doesn’t necessarily see in the beginning. In this
way, I also don’t work as a designer or architect often would, where
there’s this fully conceived model and it’s executed. There’s something that happens in the process, as when you paint a painting—
you paint, and you look, and you paint, and you look—the creation is happening all along. I give the work a certain freedom to
relate to its environment in this case.
MANDEL: You’ve lectured pretty extensively at different art
schools and art institutions, and you went to the San Francisco Art
Institute. As someone who is a working artist, what do you think
the role of the art school right now is?
SIGURDARDÓTTIR: I think that the academic environment is
extremely important. I think this is true in all professions. Most
professions intersect with the market and the academy. People who
are professional in any field often have a presence in the academic
field through research and through sharing their excellence, or
whatever, with students in an academic setting. I, as an artist and
as a person, am a learner. When I’m an educator, I’m also a learner.
It’s hard to say what the role of an art school is, per se, but I don’t

like to think of schools as a factory, where something goes in and
something comes out. I like to think of it more as an open forum. It’s a very important environment, no less so for artists that
are not there to pursue a degree, but who are there to mediate or
give back. During the time that I was making the exhibition at
the Metropolitan Museum, I was also a professor at the Icelandic
Academy of Arts. It’s difficult to divide your time between a very
large project like the show at the Met, and between my students,
but I also know that being in that dialogue with my student was
extremely giving and generous to me. It should never be underestimated, how generous an experience it is to work in that environment. So I didn’t answer your question. [laughs]
MANDEL: I think that in expressing that you have faith in the
role of the school, you did answer my question. I’ve read about
people discussing how your work fits into the vernacular of
Icelandic artists creating work. Can you tell me about what that
vernacular is, or what you see it to be? I’ve read that you see Iceland as a very small country, and the idea that people have a very
different idea of public and private space from the United States.
SIGURDARDÓTTIR: I think we who are part of this community of artists in Iceland, we are very much part of an international community. There are many particularities. One of them
is the fact that we speak this language that about 300,000 people
in the world speak. Visual art is wonderful because it’s international. It’s a language that’s ours, but it’s a language that we don’t
have to translate. I think there’s a very strong literary tradition in
Iceland, and a strong tradition of poetry. There’s a very linguistic
base to work that is made in Iceland, but it’s linguistic without
language itself, sometimes with the structure of the language, but
it is depicted differently. I’m not very fond of trying to invent or
pinpoint what Icelandic art is. I’m very proud to represent this
community of artists, but I don’t want that in any way to preclude
us from being seen as part of a much larger community. We are all
sort of dialoguing with each other through our eyes and through
our experiences. There’s not really a national boundary there.
Most of us are showing internationally as well as in Iceland. I
think what connects us is more the community itself than specific
sensibilities.
MANDEL: For a country that’s very small, there seems to be such
a large creative community.
SIGURDARDÓTTIR: Thankfully, there’s been an understanding
that being very important. In order for us to define who we are
as Icelandic, there are a lot of cultural productions needed. That’s
how we say who we are. I’ve been asked recently if my work is

really Icelandic, or that my particular work doesn’t have a reference to Iceland, and I think that part of what artists do is that
they help to define what it means to be a human being, what it
means to be a human being in a particular place, what it means
to be part of a certain community. We are the ones who give
form to that. In literature, we are the ones who create this. I don’t
go to my work with the mission of telling people what it is to be
Icelandic, or even what it means to be me, per se. That’s not the
motive of my work. But nevertheless, that’s one of the results of
an artist’s work.
KATRÍN SIGURDARDÓTTIR WILL REPRESENT ICELAND IN THE VENICE BIENNALE STARTING JUNE 1,
2013.

Katrín Sigurðardóttir’s site-specific installations often address collective memory and architecture. For
the Icelandic Pavilion at the Fifty-Fifth Venice Biennale, Sigurðardóttir debuted Foundation, 2013, a
raised, decorative floor inserted into the former laundry of an eighteenth-century palazzo. The work is
currently on view in her solo exhibition at the Reykjavik Art Museum until April 13, 2014, and will travel
to New York’s SculptureCenter. She discusses the piece below.
BY CONVENTIONAL LOGIC, you could say that floors don’t move. We think of the ground underneath our feet as the parameter of movement rather than a moving entity in itself. When we travel, it

is the fact that there is a different territory under our feet that bears evidence of our journey. Foundation takes this truth and turns it upside down. People still move to see the work, but it represents a
static place that does the impossible: It moves from one place to the next.
The work is comprised of pieces that are designed to exist in modules that come apart and reassemble seamlessly. It is a megapuzzle of close to nine thousand handmade tiles preserved in about 150
sections. When I was preparing this work, I researched decorative floors, focusing mostly on the eighteenth century. I looked at every floor plan I could get my hands on and composed the outline based
on pavilions and other types of nonresidential structures in central Europe. Once I had the footprint
of the piece, it became a mathematical task to figure out a pattern that works within the shape––it’s
not a given. It was a sort of geometrical footnote to the process. Neither the outline nor the pattern
is based on a specific place. I found the pattern that is most akin to what I came up with on a small,
heavily retouched photograph of the interior of a building that had been destroyed. So you could say
that the floor no longer exists; the building no longer exists; even the empire where the building was
situated is gone. The floor derives itself completely from a constantly floating referent.
Working with a horizontal surface makes the implication of a moving locus even more dramatic because it is the floor that the viewer walks on; it is the very parameter that we use as evidence of our
movement. As the work travels, I wanted the imprint of its past to be visible—not only its fictional
eighteenth-century origins but also its recent history, the way it develops as it moves from place to
place. In Reykjavik the work is positioned both indoors and outdoors, similar to Venice. However, the
difference is that now the outline of the laundry of the Palazzo Zenobio in Venice—where it was first
located—is apparent on the surface and starts drawing out a new pattern, in stark contrast with the
original rococo-inspired design. Because I had already decided the piece would travel, I wanted to
work with its peripatetic nature. The floor is inserted in three different buildings, and I didn’t want to
camouflage or ignore that.
What does it mean when a place moves? Can we imagine, while sitting in this room, that the room is
now in a different country? No, we are in Paris, and Paris is in France. Or we are in New York, or we
are in Reykjavik. Everywhere, we are bound to the laws of time and space. How can we break out of
this truth?
— As told to Julian Elias Bronner

Art Review

Period Rooms Take on a Modern Gloss

Tina Fineberg for The New York Times

“Katrin Sigurdardottir at the Met”: the artist has created a pair of fanciful, quasi-architectural constructions based on two of the museum’s French period rooms. Above, her all-white Hôtel de Cabris room.
By KEN JOHNSON
Published: October 28, 2010
They have their charms, but the 18th-century period rooms at the Metropolitan Museum of Art are not the first
place visitors are likely to go. Stocked with antiques that barriers prevent you from studying up close and dimly
lighted in the interest of historical authenticity, they may be invaluable for decorative-arts wonks, but they can’t
compete for popularity with the Impressionist and Ancient Egyptian galleries.
The sculptor Katrin Sigurdardottir, an Icelander who lives and works in New York, evidently thinks otherwise.
The latest in a series of midcareer contemporary artists to have solo shows at the Met, Ms. Sigurdardottir has
created a pair of fanciful, quasi-architectural constructions — follies, you might say — inspired by two of the
museum’s French period rooms. Called “Boiseries,” one is from the Hôtel de Crillon (1777-80) and the other
from the Hôtel de Cabris (circa 1774). Both are Neo-Classical-style interiors with elaborately carved, painted
and gilded walls and period-appropriate furniture.
Ms. Sigurdardottir’s constructions are all-white abstractions of their models, made with exacting craft yet simplified details, like three-dimensional cartoons. They have a fine formal economy, but they are most interesting
for their conceptual suggestiveness.

In the north mezzanine gallery of the Met’s modern and contemporary wing stands a kind of elongated folding
screen of 82 conjoined, snow-white panels with skewed top edges. They have moldings, floral reliefs, doors
and window frames based on those of the Hôtel de Cabris’s salon. The panels curve in a spiral arc ending in an
S-shape, and they diminish in size in jagged increments from 8 feet to just 12 inches. Mirrors built into many of
the panels further complicate the experience. It could be a set for a Modernist Alice in Wonderland ballet. Many
of the panels have hinged doors, the smallest about right for a white rabbit.
The south mezzanine is occupied by an octagonal chamber. Inside are all-white replicas of the original room’s
furniture from the Hôtel de Crillon, including chairs, a love seat and a desk with a tilted mirror on top. As is
often the case with period rooms, you cannot go into this one, but you can look in through windows; because
everything is white inside, it has a dreamy, glowing appearance, as if it were the ghost of the room it copies.
What you may not notice at first is that you cannot see out through the windows built into other walls of the
room. They are not ordinary windows but one-way mirrors, which, viewed from certain angles, reflect one another into infinity.
What, besides cleverly revising the old interior designs, might Ms. Sigurdardottir’s constructions mean? First
we should take into account that the rooms she selected belong to the era of the French Enlightenment, a time
when science, philosophy and other intellectual disciplines cleansed themselves of superstition and religion and
opened up to pure reason. Hence the uncontaminated whiteness of Ms. Sigurdardottir’s rooms. (The designer of
the Hôtel de Crillon boudoir, Pierre-Adrien Paris, was a well-known architect with connections both to the king
and to some of the most radical Enlightenment luminaries.)
You might think of the enclosed boudoir as a model of Enlightenment-style consciousness in which the mind,
turning in on itself, reflects on its own nature and its epistemological capabilities. That is what thinkers like Descartes and Kant did. Kant concluded that you cannot know reality as it is in and of itself — naked, as it were.
We perceive what impinges on us with our senses, which transform incoming information into neurological
signals. The brain somehow clothes these signals in visual impressions, sound, taste, feeling and smell, which
the mind organizes into an apparently coherent world. We live in a vale of illusions produced by our own brains.
But not everyone believes that so-called mind-independent reality is so inscrutable. Ms. Sigurdardottir’s spiral
construction, with its multiple portals, calls to mind something that William Blake wrote in 1790: “If the doors
of perception were cleansed, everything would appear to man as it is, infinite. For man has closed himself up,
till he sees all things through narrow chinks of his cavern.”
The spiral, by the way, is a common symbol of spiritual progress — the soul’s path as it travels in ever-widening
circles, expanding its consciousness. But then, the doors in Ms. Sigurdardottir’s spiral don’t lead anywhere. If
you pass through one, you find yourself on the other side of the facade, which turns out to be unpainted particle
board. The outside of the enclosed boudoir is raw particle board, too.
Revealing the artifice in this way is a modern, pragmatic move; it is as if to say that the world is whatever we
make of it. We are its constructors; there is no higher agency — divine, supernatural or otherwise — to be held
accountable.
“Katrin Sigurdardottir at the Met” is on view through March 6 at the Metropolitan Museum of Art; (212) 5357710, met.org.

Katrin Sigurdardottir at the Met: Metropolitan Museum : The New...

http://www.newyorker.com/arts/events/art/katrin-sigurdardottir-at-t...

GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN: ART

KATRIN SIGURDARDOTTIR AT THE MET
A pair of site-specific installations by the whip-smart Icelandic artist are based on two of the
Met’s period rooms—a French eighteenth-century salon and boudoir—and constructed from
white-painted panels with exteriors of unadorned plywood. The salon has been recast as a
decorative folding screen, whose sections grow smaller as it unfurls; viewers may feel as
discombobulated as Alice after eating the cake. By contrast, the boudoir is seen in the round and
hermetically sealed. One-way mirrors provide glimpses into the space; if there are people on the
other side, they don’t register, lending the experience a sense of ghostly isolation and underscoring
the detached privilege of the Ancien Règime that led to the French Revolution—and the birth of
the modern age. Through May 30.
October 19 – May 30
METROPOLITAN MUSEUM

Fifth Ave. at 82nd St., New York, N.Y.
212-535-7710
metmuseum.org
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Katrin Sigurdardottir
THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART
1000 Fifth Avenue at 82nd Street
October 19–March 6
There is something magical happening in Katrin Sigurdardottir’s
work, where architectural scale and space are re-presented as if
Alice has returned from Wonderland, bringing evidence of a world
full of alternative interiors. Sigurdardottir uses as source material
the eighteenth-century French polyhedral boudoir from the Hôtel de
Crillon, as well as another space from the Hôtel de Cabris—now
period rooms installed and preserved in the Wrightsman Galleries
at the Met. Location is key. Sigurdardottir plays with the relationship
of the “original” rooms to their displaced versions.
The show consists of two sculptural installations that expand the
idea of a room. The works, made in 2010, are both titled Boiserie
Katrin Sigurdardottir, Boiserie (detail), 2010,
—French for wood paneling, the material that serves as a primary
mixed media, dimensions variable. Installation
building block for the sculptures. They occupy two separate
view.
galleries, at a distance from the period rooms they reference. Their
placement investigates how we recall and connect things we see
within the museum environment. In the first work, Sigurdardottir eliminates all color, pattern, and texture, producing
a white-on-white space not unlike Rauschenberg’s “White Paintings” of 1951, in that both are reduced to the most
basic formal elements. The second sculpture takes on a different sensibility than the period room inspiring it by
inducing a heightened sense of space and form. The varying shades of white are broken up by stark negative space
and, more significant, are countered by the greenish one-way glass through which visitors peer to see the work.
Here, the question of what is viewed—and indeed, the act of viewing itself—are surely under surveillance.
— Kathleen Madden

All rights reserved. artforum.com is a registered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY
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Open Doors
Katrín Sigurdardóttir’s Boiseries
Artist Katrín Sigurdardóttir addresses the way we look at architecture and the history
of interior design in her current exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum in New York. It’s
also an opportunity to reflect on the museum’s impossible task of putting time on ice.
text Markús Thór Andrésson
photos Bruce Schwarz, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Boiserie, the north (images top,
above and previous spread) and
the south mezzanine gallery
installation (right image and both
images facing page)

In Katrín Sigurdardóttir’s double work entitled ‘Boiseries’, installations in separate galleries are based on
period rooms that are on display elsewhere in the Metropolitan Museum. The original 18th-century French
rooms are preserved down to the slightest detail as total works of art in neoclassical style with elegant and
ornate walls, mirrors, textiles and furniture. Sigurdardóttir examined these rooms and creates meticulous
imitations of them, replacing the original handcrafted
wooden elements (the term boiserie stands for wood
panelling) and the gilded décor with fibreboard, furniture and props – all in immaculate white. At the same
time she complicates the notion of inside and outside
that is evidently already at play in a museum display of
historic rooms.
Disorted Dimensions

Approaching one of the works, you find yourself backstage, so to speak, facing the unpainted wooden structure behind an inaccessible facade that is on the other
side. In there everything is white, a ghostly stage set
that is sealed off from all sides. You can look inside
through a few windows and realise that they are in fact
surveillance mirrors, so you can only see the room and
the reflections in other one-way mirrors. The space is
small but dimensions get distorted in the endless mir-
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roring effect. The notion of time is haunting in this
work, where a precise historic style is made timeless
by rendering it devoid of life and colour. The film set
of Stanley Kubrick’s ‘2001: A Space Odyssey’ comes to
mind, where towards the end the protagonist enters a
time machine of sorts, set in a bright neoclassical space,
where he sees himself in different ages of life. Here,
Sigurdardóttir suggests a dialogue not only with time
but also with place and memory.
The second work is similar in its painstaking attention
to detail. Composed of numerous panels of different
sizes and shapes that are all joined together on the
sides, it spirals around the space so you can experience
it from both sides. Again, only one side is made to resemble the period room but the other side is raw. The
panels support each other in a zigzag installation, some
have doors and others windows or mirrors. The size
of the panels differs as they are systematically scaled
anywhere from 1:1 proportion with the original boiserie, down to the miniature size of a dollhouse. As a
viewer you wander from the side of the white, decorative facade to the unfinished backside and experience
the work in different scale - either as your physical surroundings or as a model seen from above. Your sense
of place is challenged and again time creeps in through

the symbolic play with scale, as the room appears to
gradually diminish in the distance and the detailed décor becomes obscured.
The Flow of History

As often before in the work of Sigurdardóttir, she constructs a parallel to a reality that either exists in another place or did so in another time. She has examined
the changes that occur as a viewer takes a geographic,
temporal or physical distance from an architectural or
landscape environment. Openly playing with reconstructions of real or imagined places, she shows us the
structure ‘behind’ a work or deploys easily recognisable supplies from the hardware store or the world of
arts and craft. She furthermore often refers to theatre
and adds to her work the element of the fourth wall,
where the reality of the audience and the fiction of the
stage begin to blur. In her exhibition at the Met, Sigurdardóttir not only addresses the particular rooms in
question but the whole institution around them. Her
exhibition is the seventh in the Metropolitan’s series of
solo exhibitions of the work of contemporary artists at
mid-career. She takes the opportunity to reflect on the
museum’s impossible task of freezing time and playfully turns the boiseries themselves to ice. By confronting the inherent dilemma of all museological practice

- that in order to preserve the flow of history one needs
to halt it - Sigurdardóttir points to an ongoing debate
within the arts as well as inwards, to the challenge of
our own longing to remember and be remembered. #

Katrín Sigurdardóttir
in her installation ‘Boiserie’, (top)
in the south mezzanine gallery
at the Met

Katrín Sigurdardóttir at the Met until 6 March 2011

www.metmuseum.org
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KATRIN SIGURDARDOTTIR at the Met
by Michael Straus

METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART
OCTOBER 19, 2010 – MAY 30, 2011
Katrin Sigurdardottir’s current solo exhibition at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art is part of the museum’s
continuing series featuring the work of contemporary
artists at mid-career—others in the series include Tara
Donovan and Kara Walker. The exhibition, up through
May 30, 2011, and curated by Anne Strauss, in fact
consists of two installations, both riffs on 18th century
wood-paneled rooms (known as “boiseries”), formerly
part of private homes (well, palaces) in Paris, and now
preserved as part of the Met’s Wrightsman Galleries.
Katrin Sigurdardottir. “Boiserie (detail)”, 2010. Courtesy
of the artist. Photograph by Bruce Schwarz, The
Sigurdardottir is well-known for a signature series of
Photograph Studio, ©The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
hand-crafted wooden boxes that unlock and fully
unfold to reveal miniature, railroad-style landscapes that are deliberately elusive as to their source
or location. It remains unclear what about the landscapes is real and what is imagined. These boxes
are generally shipped around the world by the artist and her galleries as traveling works, with the
resulting postal labels forming part of the art and adding yet another element to these memory
landscapes. In other works, such as her solo installation at P.S.1, where she built an elevated plane
with cut-outs to which viewers ascended on ladders to gaze on what appeared to be a vista of
icebergs (in fact, polystyrene forms), she toyed with our perception of space, location, materials,
and memory, mixing things outside with things inside and natural forms with constructed ones.
In her current show, she goes further, creating works that find unexpected relationships within and
among the varied historical periods and media embraced by the Met’s vast holdings. The intent is
to elaborate on our memories of the works we encounter as we journey through the museum.
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The first of the two Boiseries confronts us with a room
within a room, a construction we walk around within a
larger and otherwise empty gallery space, fenestrated
on all sides with one-way mirrors that allow us to peer
and spy on a smaller-than-scale paneled room based on
one of the museum’s period rooms. This replica of sorts
differs from the original not only in scale but in its
abstraction of form. Whereas the period room is gilt
and otherwise elaborated with color and fabric,
Katrin Sigurdardottir. "Boiserie (detail)", 2010. Courtesy
Sigurdardottir reworks its elements in an intense and
of the artist. Photograph by Bruce Schwarz, The
pure white, creating a snowy interior landscape. Thus,
Photograph Studio, ©The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
the furniture, carefully replicated by the artist and a
local craftsman, recalls, without duplicating, their 18th century models. Our status as outsiders
peering in is enhanced by the one-way mirrors through which we look, our presences eradicated in
the mirrors across the room. The emptiness of the room, removed from the present, allows us to
move imaginatively from the past to the present and back again.
Now I have to admit that, before seeing this show, I had not visited the original period rooms in the
Wrightsman Galleries, or, if I had, they made no impression on my memory. But one of the
revelations one experiences through the Boiseries is in fact how elegant and dreamy the original
rooms are. I suggest that they are best seen after viewing the contemporary interpretations,
because the latter’s purification of the period rooms ends up breathing new life into them. I then
found it much more difficult to classify the one installation as “sculpture” and the other as
“decorative design” or “architecture”; rather, Sigurdardottir has not only brought together viewer
and viewed as we move in or around her conceptualization of the antique French spaces, but she
has also imported an often overlooked unity between what is “contemporary” and what is
“historical” and, in the end, between the real and the imaginary.
The second Boiserie elaborates still further on these relationships. Rather than place us outside the
paneled room, as in the first installation, Sigurdardottir invites us to walk in and around a spiraling
and folded screen-like construction in which the paneling from another of the 18th century rooms
has been replicated as linked sections of continually decreasing size, all set at angles to one another,
with the sections themselves angled to indicate perspective. One starts out at a life-size panel at the
beginning and ends up at a tiny, Alice in Wonderland doorway. The best indication of this work’s
success is to see how visiting children immediately swirl around with its flow and quickly lie down
on the floor, looking through the pint-sized windows and doors. The constructed spiral itself is, of
course, a primal form, and while it is hard to avoid thinking of Smithson’s “Spiral Jetty” as one
among many art historical references, the essential form evokes galaxies and watch springs, as
well—forms that themselves ebb and flow with visual energy. In short, Boiseries is simply one of
those rare and magical sculptural installations that freely includes the viewer both in its space and
its movement through time.
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Leaving the Door Open: Participation
and Contemporary Art
in ESSAYS Tags: featured , Sophia Merkin — February 16, 2011 at 7:13 pm | 0 comments

This past August, Gary Tinterow, Chief Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, spoke to ARTINFO’s magazine about his plans to widen the department’s sphere of
influence. Highlighting the importance of the museum’s contemporary collection, Tinterow referred to
a new initiative that “ ‘invites younger artists to engage with the collection.’ ” According to Tinterow,
such artists “ ‘enliven our program by throwing a novel perspective on the collection of the museum
and our public.’ ” This program has taken many forms, including an exhibition by artist Kara Walker in
2006 and, most recently, an installation by the little-known Icelandic artist Katrin Sigurdardottir.
Tinterow’s goals may have overshot so small and ill-advertised an initiative, but in fact Ms.
Sigurdardottir’s installation, entitled Boiseries—French for “wood paneling”—is an incredibly deft and
nimble interpretation of two classic pieces from the Met’s collection. The first part of the installation is
a reinterpretation of an eighteenth-century boudoir from the Hôtel de Crillon, which in its heyday stood
in Paris’s renowned Place de la Concorde. The original has been reassembled in the Met’s famous
Wrightsman Galleries of the Department of European Sculpture and Decorative Arts. Sigurdardottir’s
version of this highly frilled and flounced chamber, however, stands in stark contrast to the heavily
ornamented original. The first of Sigurdardottir’s two boiseries, located in the Lila Acheson Wallace
south mezzanine gallery, looks from the outside like a massive, room-sized wooden box. As the
visitor approaches, it becomes clear that this polyhedron contains within it an all-white, life-sized, and
inherently untouchable recreation of a Crillon hotel room. Several windows allow viewers to peer into
the room, yet the glass in the windowpanes is transparent on only one side. Within the boiserie they
serve as mirrors, merely reflecting the ornate woodwork and furnishings within the room. This makes
the room impossible to see in its entirety at once. It is an icy, distant room, literally and physically
removed from the viewer by a wooden wall. The disorienting windows-cum-mirrors cast aspersions
on what they reflect. Perhaps the interior is simply a case of trompe l’oeil, a visual trick played on the
visitor by Sigurdardottir.
The second boiserie is a different story. Within the north mezzanine stands the recreated walls of an
eighteenth-century saloon from the Hôtel de Cabris in Grasse, Provence (like the first boiserie, the
second’s original is also located in the Wrightsman Galleries). By reproducing the ornately chiseled
walls and opening them up, Sigurdardottir creates a massive screen-like effect where the walls and
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their angled ceilings become smaller and smaller as they curve around the periphery of the gallery.
Like the first boiserie, the woodwork in this second half of the installation is beautiful and intricately
carved, and doors to each wall are flung wide open on their hinges.
Ultimately, this second room provides a beautiful counterpart to the first room and makes Boiseries as
a whole a meaningful and seamless work of art. To be sure, Boiseries is not for everyone; I saw
several museum visitors peek their heads into the opened-up walls, cursorily glance around, and
continue on toward another Warhol self-portrait. Frustrating though this may be, it is also
understandable. Contemporary art is complex and often far from welcoming. Yet Sigurdardottir’s
installation serves as a corrective for precisely this difficulty. One can view contemporary art through
the frustrating lens of the white cube: impossible to penetrate and forbidding, not unlike the first of the
two boiseries. However, if you have patience, you will find with the second boiserie a wonderland
quite literally opened up for you, ripe for exploration.
Sigurdardottir is hardly the first contemporary artist to extol the virtues and necessity of a more
democratic, populist art form. Many other examples exist, yet perhaps none has been tested more
recently than Chinese artist Ai Wei Wei’s installation Sunflower Seeds at London’s Tate Modern
gallery. In this show, currently on display at the museum’s renowned Turbine Hall, Wei Wei
commissioned the creation of one hundred million individually hand-painted porcelain sunflower
seeds from a small town in China called Jingdezhen. A stirring and stunning commentary on
globalization and consumption, Sunflower Seeds opens itself to myriad interpretations. It originally
envisioned a level of audience participation not often seen in traditional sculpture: Wei Wei wanted
visitors to walk over the seeds, to play in them, to touch them, to interact with them. However, not
long into its premier, workers at the Tate noticed a cloud of dust emitting from the seeds as visitors
crunched through them. The installation has since been roped off, now merely a visual spectacle.
In this respect, Sunflower Seeds reflects the lingering tension within Boiseries: the former went from
the open and inviting nature of Boiseries’ second room to the removed and distant version of the first
with none of the redemptive qualities of its welcoming foil. To be sure, many critics have been quick
to say that Sunflower Seeds has lost none of its cultural and artistic resonance. The Guardian’s art
critic Laura Cummings, for example, claims that it is just as important and skilled a work of art as its
original incarnation. But Cummings is wrong. Yes, it is still beautiful, and it is still an “important” work
of art—as opaque and loathsome a label it can be—yet Sunflower Seeds loses an inexpressible
something when it relinquishes its direct interaction with its audience. The placement of an artwork
that attempts to sever boundaries behind a velvet rope can hardly be anything but detrimental.
On my way out of the Met, I stopped at the Wrightsman Galleries to look at the original Hôtel de
Crillon and Hôtel de Cabris rooms, the sumptuously decorated and richly hued ancestors of the
boiseries. They are beautiful examples of eighteenth-century French design at its best. In their
original manifestations, they were utilized as social halls, rooms for people to come together, yet as
they stand now, they are vacuums of human interaction. I stood briefly and carefully behind the glass
partition, snapped a few pictures, and left the museum.
SOPHIA MERKIN, CC ‘11, is the Literary and Arts Editor of The Current. She can be reached at
sam2192@columbia.edu.
Tags: featured
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Sigurdardóttir - Untitled. Photograph: Courtesy of Eleven Rivington, New York

Art review

Katrín Sigurdardóttir
Eleven Rivington, through July 3
Eleven Rivington seems ideally suited for Katrín Sigurdardóttir’s sculptural installation: Her bulky MDF structure takes on Tony Smith–like proportions in the small gallery. With all four of its sides joined to the ceiling, the
piece hunkers in the space at an awkward angle, so that one of its corners greets visitors at the door. As you
move around this bland but well-constructed shell, it’s easy to lose hope that any interesting feature will break
its monumental monotony, which makes the interior view—that suddenly appears through a narrow window cut
into the box’s far corner—all the more enticing.
Inside, lighting creates a luminous fade from dusky rose to periwinkle, landing us somewhere between the
backlit skies of Hudson River School splendor and the aurora borealis. The allure of this peek at inner light is
augmented by the fact that the opening is covered in one-way glass, while an interior mirror, rounded at the
top like the portal itself, is mounted directly opposite. Instead of seeing yourself as you might expect, you see
only the illusion of an infinite progression of entryways receding into space. At a moment in the art world when
complicated installations are in vogue, this Brechtian mechanism is simple, effective and relevant at the very
least to the vacillation between the calm self-reflection and self-doubt many artists must feel in these precarious times.—T.J. Carlin

July - August 2009

Katrin Sigurdardóttir
by Shane McAdams

Greenberg Van Doren, June 18 – August 21, 2009
Eleven Rivington, May 29 – July 3, 2009
For a country of just over 300,000 people, Iceland does a pretty efficient job of disseminating its culture abroad;
we’ve all spotted the “dottirs” and “ssons” sprinkled around the art world. Though this cultural exportation is
usually accomplished figuratively (as in, “the smiles of Icelanders warm the icy hearts of New Yorkers”), when I
first saw Katrín Sigurdardóttir’s work several years ago, the act flirted with the literal as she presented a series of
topographical dioramas placed inside dresser drawers. Sigurdardóttir introduced the art world to her homelan
http://www.brooklynrail.org/content/issue/cover_image/83/july-cover-web.jpg d as a strange hybrid of personal
and natural geography, offering a few recreated acres at a time. Matter-of-fact models, perhaps, but through her
act of parceling and nesting, would-be maps turned into memories, and representations of the earth became
abstract diaries. In a two-part, two-venue show at Greenberg Van Doren and Eleven Rivington, Sigurdardóttir
resumes this ambivalent relationship to the way individuals navigate and process space.
The notion of a “landscape” in Western art changed dramatically after the earth was mapped in its entirety in the
late 19th century. And it’s been turned inside out ever since the first mapping from space in 1957. Hudson Valley vistas by someone like Asher B. Durand represent a once-monolithic worldview that has since evolved into
fragmented notions of perception and space. Sigurdardóttir’s sculpture is emblematic of this unorthodox present, where “landscape” isn’t merely a privileged view of a mountain range, but rather a multi-sensory exchange
between an individual and a site or object, where the object’s identity runs through culture, time, history and
memory.
The four dioramas presented at Greenberg Van
Doren fall into the earth-in-drawers mode of
her earlier show, and deal with the contingency
of spatial interaction head-on. Each of the four
works resembles ready-to-transport landscapes
in miniature to one degree or another, where
the viewer’s perspective can go from lookingglass intimate to a tropospheric remove with a
back step or a knee bend. “Megastructure,” the
centerpiece of the Greenberg Van Doren show,
features a six-tier stack of mini-landscapes supported by four somewhat irregular, umber-colored
columns. Imagine a baker’s rack crossbred with a
model-train-landscape. According to the release,
the work is referencing certain utopian housSigurdardottir, “Untitled,” 2009, resin; 8 × 15 × 9 3/4 inches (20 × 38
ing projects of the 1960’s, but one wouldn’t infer Katrin
× 25 cm), cGreenberg Van Doren Gallery.

that from the piece itself. It’s more likely to induce a psychic tug-of-war between the right and left sides of the
viewer’s mind, suggesting scientific objectivity even while it seeks to preserve and memorialize.
Though thoroughly engaging, the sculptures at Greenberg Van Doren feel a bit reheated. “Megastructure” is
in fact from 2008 and has been shown once before. Downtown at Eleven Rivington, however, Sigurdardóttir’s
“Untitled” is a unique, conceptual jaw-dropper. The small gallery space is completely filled by a single sculptural
construction. From the street all we can see is the backside of a nondescript, four-walled enclosure. The unpainted MDF boards and exposed studs give no clue that they surround a carefully recreated scale replica of a
royal watchtower, which is revealed only by a window on the far side of the work. Initially, you assume you are
looking through a peephole into an illuminated diorama, but it soon becomes clear that what you are looking at
is merely a reflection of the architecture on the near wall. Two-way mirrors on either side of the interior space
cause the image of the bell tower to kaleidoscope toward infinity, offering a million replicas but not a glimpse of
the original, no matter how much you crane your neck or contort your body. This futility is surprisingly frustrating and seems to underscore the sad truth that our relationship to any place in time endures only through
fleeting and constantly degrading mental souvenirs. One senses that Sigurdardóttir’s notion of place is a timesensitive, multi-sensory concept no easier to pin down than one of Heisenberg’s electrons or Charlie Kaufman’s
screenplays. This makes Katrín Sigurdardóttir very much an artist of her time. What makes her unique, however,
is her unusual urge to deconstruct social and spatial dynamics even as she recoups what’s personal and nostalgic
in them – an appropriate and productive contradiction for an artist with a body in New York and, it seems, a
mind in Iceland.

