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CLEVELAND — The first-ever Front International: Cleveland Triennial for 
Contemporary Art here, conceived by the collector Fred Bidwell and directed by the artist 
and curator Michelle Grabner, is organized like a scavenger hunt. In addition to more or 
less self-contained shows at places like MoCA Cleveland and the Akron Art Museum, the 
festival includes a number of unusual stand-alone installations that seem designed to 
guide visitors all over the city and its surrounding suburbs.

Katrin Sigurdardottir mined clay in Iceland, formed it into tiles that she arranged in architectural 
stacks, and contributed several handsome and evocative photographs of those stacks to the Akron 
Art Museum’s well-balanced show, organized by Ms. Grabner and Ellen Rudolph, the museum’s 
chief curator. The tiles themselves Ms. Sigurdardottir buried around town, and one group, marked 
with a discreet sign in a grassy lot on an Akron back street, brings you right to the surprising 
doorstep of an ornate Lao temple.
Back in Cleveland, Yinka Shonibare MBE created a majestically proportioned installation, “The 
American Library.” It’s composed of a huge free-standing bookshelf, filled with volumes wrapped in 
African wax cloth and stamped in gold with the names of notable immigrants to the United States. 
The work highlights the glory of Brett Memorial Hall, at the Cleveland Public Library, with its 
Romanesque Revival ceiling and William Summer murals. And the Cleveland Curry Kojiwurst 
special sausage, designed for the festival by the artist John Riepenhoff and available from a number 
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Katrin Sigurdardottir buried tiles — made of clay she mined in Iceland — around Cleveland.
Jerry Birchfield
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One downside of this diffuse approach is that it can make what purports to be an art festival feel a 
little too much like a Chamber of Commerce advertising campaign, which isn’t pleasant even if, as I 
did, you find the pitch convincing.
The upside, though, is that each discrete group of art works has plenty of space to make its own 
discrete impact. And the most powerful may be in the Ohio City neighborhood, where you can find 
the 40-year-old alternative gallery Spaces; St. John’s Episcopal Church; and Mr. Bidwell’s 
Transformer Station gallery.

“A Color Removed,” conceived by the artist Michael Rakowitz and installed at Spaces art gallery, is 
a response to the fatal police shooting of the 12-year-old Tamir Rice in 2014. The color in question 
is orange, because police blamed the shooting on a missing orange safety cap on the boy’s toy gun; 
people in Cleveland and around the world have donated orange objects of all kinds — tarps, food 
wrappers, a set of plastic vampire teeth — that are now displayed around the gallery. It’s an idea 
that could have been exploitative, manipulative or literal-minded. But because Mr. Rakowitz — 
along with the Spaces staff, and Tamir’s family, who are involved in the project — lets these objects 
accumulate with minimal intervention, it’s a pure precipitation of frustration and grief.
[Read Jill Steinhauer’s piece about “A Color Removed”]
Dawoud Bey’s “Night Coming Tenderly, Black” is installed just three blocks away in the beautifully 
peeling St. John’s Episcopal Church, once the last stop before freedom in Canada for many fugitive 
slaves on the Underground Railroad. Large photographs of rural Ohio printed so dark that it’s hard 
to make them out are hung at eye level above the church’s pews like so many portals to the still-
living past. In combination with “A Color Removed,” it’s devastating.

Notable at the Cleveland Museum of Art are a series of huge woodcuts by Kerry James Marshall, 
Allen Ruppersberg’s crisp lightbox photographs of Cleveland, and Marlon de Azambuja’s 
paradoxically whimsical “Brutalismo-Cleveland,” an airy little city of found bricks and cinder 
blocks held up with a menagerie of interesting clamps. At MoCA Cleveland, a pairing of Eugene 
von Bruenchenhein’s uniquely odd paintings of undersea glass towers with the Georgia-born 
painter Walter Price’s densely colored scatterings of fractured imagery walks the line between 
dream and nightmare.
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But the most fully realized show is that one in Akron, where Ms. Grabner and Ms. 
Rudolph have mixed high-concept work by young artists well known in New York, like 
Walead Beshty’s impaled office equipment, with less familiar jewels, like aluminum grids 
of blinking lights by the Croatian artist and computer scientist Vladimir Bonacic, who 
died in 1999. The highlight is a group of comic, delightful, implicitly heartbreaking 
drawings and wall-mounted models by the young artist Nicholas Buffon, who lives and 
works in New York.

Working from memory and found images, Mr. Buffon has offered the museum 20 or so vignettes 
of gay life and history in Akron and New York. A drawing set on the High Line in Manhattan, 
which features a poster of Zoe Leonard’s furiously direct 1992 protest poem “I want a president,” 
focuses less on the poem’s political context than on four passers-by in autumn jackets who’ve 
stopped to read it. A meticulous wall-mounted model of the Stonewall Inn, site of the police raid 
and riot that kicked off the gay liberation movement, is notable for its details: 12 tiny pride flags 
and, in the window, a “B” from New York’s Department of Health. The drawing “Pizza 
Liberation,” 2017, in which the artist holds a drooping slice of pizza next to George Segal’s statues 
of the Gay Liberation Monument in the West Village, is irreverent, honest, and self-deprecating.
It’s also a distinctly individual take on a well-known landmark, rendered in a style that seems to 
take inexhaustible joy in the process of drawing — which makes it the perfect way to wind up a 
scavenger hunt.

A version of this article appears in print on Aug. 17, 2018, on Page C11 of the New York edition 
with the headline: A Splash of Art Here and Civic Pride There

http://callicoonfinearts.com/artists/nicholas-buffon/
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Chance Transformations: Constance Lewallen Interviews Katrín Sigurdardóttir

In recent years, the sculptures and installations of Icelandic 
artist Katrín Sigurdardóttir have been shown widely. Years 
before she achieved international acclaim, she was a student 
at the San Francisco Art Institute, earning her BFA in 1990 
— and now she’s returning with Metamorphic, on view May 
11–September 16 at SFAI. Here, she discusses her work with 
the curator and writer Constance Lewallen, who has long 
followed her career.

Constance Lewallen: Katrin, I would like to ask you about your 
show that’s opening at the San Francisco Art Institute. It’s a kind 
of homecoming because you were a student at the Art Institute. 
What dates were you there?

Katrín Sigurdardóttir: I came originally as an exchange student 
from Iceland in 1988 and I ended up transferring to the Art Insti-
tute and graduating in 1990.

CL: It was a time when there were a lot of students from your country, as I recall. What drew you here?

KS: Like many students from Iceland, I went abroad to further my studies. It was kind of a coincidence or serendipity that I end-
ed up in San Francisco and not in another place.

CL: Do you think that your studies at the Art Institute really informed the work that you’ve been doing ever since? Was it a fruit-
ful experience for you?

KS: I remember feeling when I graduated, that everything that I knew had been taken apart. Maybe that partially had to do with 
coming from a different country and being in a new city, in a new environment. But perhaps this is one of the best things that 
can happen when you go to school. Often students come into art school with a certainty about what they know, and thinking of 
school only as a place to put into effect something that they are very sure of. I guess the older I get, the less secure I am of any 
knowledge that I have. And maybe that is exactly the sign of youth, to be very certain about what you know.

And so, going to school and ending up with one’s system of values deconstructed might be a very good thing. I could almost say 
that upon leaving the Art Institute I was ready to begin to put myself together as an artist. My years there were almost like rak-
ing the soil so that you can actually start to make something grow. I was not an artist that came out of art school, particularly not 
out of my undergraduate studies, with a clear sense of who I was. In fact, I tend to be  suspect of that type of certainty when I see 
it in new grads. I feel lucky that I had several years after finishing my graduate studies, before I entered an international stage as 
an artist.

CL: Which you have done. I’m fortunate to have been in New York to see your show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2010, 
before I knew you, and then Bill [Berkson] and I were at the opening of your show at the Venice Biennale in 2012, when you 
represented Iceland. I visited your studio in New York a couple of years ago, so I have some firsthand familiarity with your work. 
Let’s start with the Met. The name of your installation was Boiseries. You used two of the museum’s period rooms as the basis for 
the work, and in recreating them you eliminated the color and reduced the scale, right? As a result, the visitor experienced these 
rooms in an abstract way. Does that make sense?

KS: That’s true.  By formalizing  — or in the traditional, the most pure meaning of the word, by abstracting elements in the design 
of these two rooms, I set the stage for a certain phenomenological occurrence between the body and the environment, the form 
that surrounds us. I think both of the works ask us to be conscious of an embodied physical experience within an architectural 
form.

Katrin Sigurdardottir, Metamorphic, 2017. Installation view, Walter and McBean Galleries, 
San Francisco Art Institute. Courtesy of the Artist and San Francisco Art Institute. Photo 
by Gregory Goode. 



CL: Are you thinking of Merleau-Ponty?

KS: Yes, of course.

CL: His phenomenology that is experiencing the world through 
your body, which resonates with what I’ve been thinking about 
lately for something I am writing. It seems like a lot of your work 
relates to architecture, furnishings, to home, including your 
current work that you will be showing here.

KS: Yes.

CL: You did a show in New York in which you reproduced a 
royal palace guardhouse, shifting the scale and using other kind 
of perceptual tricks — playing with the shift between what you 
expect to see and what you see. This is a little bit of an aside, 
but as you know I’m working on a book about Bruce Nauman’s 

architectural work; it’s very different from yours in most ways, but something about it in that respect is not unlike your work.

KS: Absolutely, it’s the relationship between expectation and surprise in space and what kind of dynamic — even psychodynamic 
— responses it brings about.

CL: I remember when we were in your studio you showed me this, I think it’s called Green Grass of Home, a suitcase that unfolds 
like the Russian nesting dolls, except what is revealed are seventeen miniature landscapes and public parks in places where you 
lived, including here and also New York where you live now. The piece is a conflation between home and public spaces.

KS: Exactly.

CL: Do you regard that as a key work in your oeuvre?

KS: Yeah. Often when I lecture, I use this piece kind of like the gate to walk through to enter my work, enter the narratives that 
I work with again and again. They have to do with memory, they have to do with place and perception, with how we capture and 
depict space and also with a personal story or an account of a human life. When I’m representing something that has to do with 
a human life, for the sake of authenticity, what I mine is my own experience. And I think no one can really get very far from his or 
her own experience. But it’s not for the sake of wanting to bring attention to myself.

CL: It’s not autobiographical.

KS: It’s not autobiographical in that sense. This might be strange to say, but I really believe in telling the truth. The truth that I 
know — my experience. So, there are often personal specifics in my work, not because I am trying to draw attention to them per 
se, but just because they are authentic information.

CL: There is no direct human presence in your work, but it’s in everything you do. Architecture is certainly something that we all 
experience; furniture speaks to domesticity and home. You have an indirect way of talking about the human condition, let’s put it 
that way. I would like to talk about the show that you created for the Venice Biennale, which was installed in a former laundry on 
the grounds of an eighteenth-century palace. You created a floor with tiles that had an ornamental design.

KS: The framework of this project was of course that I was asked to represent Iceland in the Biennale. The basic premise of the 
work has a lot to do with that, the fact that it was Venice, and I was representing a country. Originally I was thinking about a 
traditional eighteenth century pavilion in Venice, and because, like many countries, Iceland does not have its own pavilion in 
Venice.

CL: Did you select the site or was it suggested to you?

KS: I selected the site. It had been used by Iceland before but I looked at many different sites before selecting this one. I was 
working with the paradox of a fancy pavilion in a house of labor and service. The footprint of the large form I created in no way 
fit within the laundry, this small building. This displacement could then take on meaning in the context of Venice, national repre-
sentations, etcetera.

Katrín Sigurdardóttir, Boiserie, 2010. Installation view: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York. Collection of The Reykjavik Museum of Art.



The work is a direct continuation of the show I did at the Met, 
which was also dealing with architecture and design of the 
eighteenth century. In both works I am walking in the shoes of 
the artisan and this also has to do with my quandary about the 
role of the artist in a larger framework. The division between the 
artisan and the artist, in any time period, relates to economic 
and to societal structures, structures of power.

CL: Are you interested in the idea of elevating craft or at least 
recognizing craft as an art form? Or are you commenting on the 
fact that the lines between these different disciplines are not as 
distinct as they once were?

KS: I don’t think I am really doing either. If anything I’m com-
menting on the relationship between the artist and the client.  
This is essentially examining economic models relating to 
the production of art, and doing so in these works within the 
dimension of history. It boils down to issues of authorship and 
power.

CL: Let’s now move forward in time and consider the work you are exhibiting here in San Francisco. Chance seems to be a key 
concept in this work…

KS: Yes. Over the last twelve years I’ve made several works using a “method” where the work is subjected to chance transforma-
tions. Maybe this speaks of a certain attitude of recklessness, but if you think about it, this is actually a very controlled act. You 
can liken it to the throwing of a dice: You don’t know what is going to happen, or what? Actually, you know that there are only six 
possible outcomes. So the chance is actually quite bracketed, and maybe this to me is a way to speak about artistic expression in 
general. To liken it to a game of controlled chance. But also, it begs a deeper question about what qualifies as an art object, and 
what constitutes value, economically and aesthetically.

In the studio, all kinds of events happen all the time, events that, after the work is supposedly “done,” would be seen as destruc-
tive. This sequence of events is stunted when the work leaves the studio. But take this little stool as an example: It arrived in San 
Francisco in its crate, in twenty pieces. What you choose to call this occurrence is qualitative, it determines the work’s value. You 
could say that is simply a transformation, a change of form. But before this was ever this stool it was a bag of plaster. By the same 
logic you could say that when I made the stool, I destroyed the bag of plaster.

CL: You are referring to the plaster stool that is one of the several “furniture” pieces that comprise your upcoming show — chairs, 
a table, a stool… there’s something ghostly about them because they are white. I know that you shipped them knowing, intending 
that they would arrive broken and that you would “repair” them when you arrived. Now that you have, you can see cracks and 
patches in different colors depending on the material you used to adhere parts or fill in holes, so in fact they aren’t pure white 
due to the various materials that you used subsequent to their original casting. This method relates to the Japanese concept of 
wabi sabi, which means finding beauty in imperfection, but also kintsugi which has to do with the way that the Japanese repair 
broken pottery. Rather than trying to hide the fact that an object was broken they enhance it by using gold, a precious material, 
to put the pieces back together to make them whole again, and maybe even more beautiful.

KS: Generally in Western culture there is a reverence for what’s new and we think of things to be perfect when they’re new and 
untouched, whereas in some other cultures, things become perfect as they are shaped through time.

CL: And time and life itself, interaction with the environment or with people. That’s true, of course, of furniture.

KS: There are examples in Western culture, too, such as patinas, where a texture and color are built up through oxidation. Blue 
jeans — worn, patched, faded — are maybe another example. I still don’t think this is quite the same as the reverence for chance, 
for example in Japanese ceramics. But for this particular show here in San Francisco, I have been thinking about marble, which 
I think is a good example of how we love time in a material. Marble is originally created by sediment, then vibration, seismic 
movement or other events cause breaks and then another sediment flows into it.

CL: Which accounts for the various…

KS: Which accounts for the striations and strata, etcetera. In geology, marble is termed “metamorphic rock” — hence the title of 
the show — a rock that changes when the minerals in the rock change, or the geological structure of the rock changes without the 

Katrín Sigurdardóttir, Metamorphic, 2017. Installation view, Walter and McBean Galleries, 
San Francisco Art Institute. Courtesy of the Artist and San Francisco Art Institute. Photo
by Gregory Goode.



rock melting. In other words, the shape remains but the ingredients transform. When you look at beautiful rocks you are look-
ing at a lot of events, a lot of “destructive” events, which result in these beautiful, stripes, these striations. The original material 
in these sculptures is also a mineral; it’s plaster, which of course is related to marble. So this is maybe an exercise in simulating 
geological processes and  a probe into what might be suggested by that act. Reassigning value to destruction, taking an optimist 
attitude to cataclysm, presenting a destructive outcome as beautiful, valuable, something to revere.

CL: When these sculptures are installed at the San Francisco Art Institute are they going to be sitting on the floor or are they 
going to be elevated?

KS: They’re going to be directly on the floor. I have made several other works that also deal with transit and things being moved 
from one place to the next. I like to bring them into the gallery and put them on the floor, just like you would a crate. The crate 
comes into the space and you just put it directly on the floor.

CL: This reminds me of Walead Beshty’s glass sculptures that 
he purposefully shipped in cardboard crates without taping the 
glass to protect it. When they reach their exhibition venue, the 
crates are opened in the space, and the cracked glass objects 
remain on the cardboard.

KS: They are very beautiful.

CL: Very beautiful objects that also serve as physical documents 
of their journey. I don’t know if that plays into this body of your 
work.

KS: Absolutely. I think several of my works over the years share 
this narrative with Beshty’s work.

CL: Although they look completely different.

KS: Yes, different specifics and different identity. In the late ’90s I was making these boxes and valises — you know, the suitcase 
that you talked about in the beginning, is an example of this body of work — they are basically transit objects.

CL: Yours (and Beshty’s) relate to Duchamp’s Large Glass, Beshty’s specifically because his objects are glass, but the idea of the 
chance accident, which is embraced by the artist. In the case of The Large Glass, Duchamp thought it was improved by the dam-
age caused when it was cracked in transit.

KS: I was talking about the game earlier — chance and chess and all of these sort of systems of allowing things to happen, and 
then how we…

CL: Relinquish control.

KS: The question of control is in certain ways left open.  What 
might seem like relinquishing of control, might in fact be quite 
the opposite.  That would be true for Duchamp’s Large Glass, 
and for Beshty’s work — and mine.  The way the artist deals with 
the outcome of the chance event, you could say.  Subverting the 
chance event, the accident.  This is something that has so much 
potency for people. For artists and also for all of us. In essence 
this is something fundamental to all of our lives. Culture is con-
trolled chance. Even war, and the destruction of war, is controlled 
chance.

CL: When you do display these in the exhibition are you going 
to provide information on how they came to be or do you want 
people to try to figure that out?

KS: I guess the older I get the more relaxed I am about not 
explaining everything. There is the philosophical question about 
whether the work has an inherent meaning in and of itself or if it 

Katrín Sigurdardóttir, Metamorphic, 2017. Installation view, Walter and McBean 
Galleries, San Francisco Art Institute. Courtesy of the Artist and San Francisco Art 
Institute. Photo by Gregory Goode.

Katrín Sigurdardóttir, Foundation, 2013. Installation view: Lavanderia, Palazzo Zenobio, 
Venice. Courtesy of the artist and the Icelandic Art Center. Photo by Orsenigo Chemollo.



is always just what we bring to it through our 
perception, knowledge, experience. Maybe it’s 
not either/or, but I tend to think that as an artist, 
it’s hard to control the meaning of the work. In 
certain circumstances this can be problematic, 
because it leaves the intellectual rights of the 
artist in a gray area. But between the work itself 
and what people bring to it, there’s not that 
much beyond a certain point that I can effect.

CL: You have your intention for the work and 
when you put it out in the world it has a life of its 
own.

KS: If you try to hold onto the being of the work, 
then maybe art, making art is going to be a very 
frustrating enterprise.

CL: I want to ask you one last question. I know 
that you are very attached to Iceland and you 
spend time there every year. I’ve found in my 
limited experience that that seems to be true 
with many Icelandic artists who may live else-
where but who maintain a very strong connec-
tion with their culture and their country. Would 
you say that was true in your case?

KS: I would say that Iceland is always in my 
work. What is Iceland? —

CL: Iceland is a tiny country with a small popu-
lation, and yet it seems to have a strong pull on 
people.

KS: You say so with certainty. Iceland might 
mean something different to me. And in a certain sense, Iceland is simply a word, and container of meaning, an idea, label, narra-
tive, brand.

When I pose the question what is Iceland, I am asking, what is a nation? What is a national boundary, what is a national identity? 
And what is a home? To what point does a place belong to anyone? There is some kind of conflation of all of these thoughts in 
my work. What constitutes a membership to a nation? To some extent this has to do with my own personal life and in some ways 
not at all. In many ways it has much less to do with my personal life than with the time that we live in, with issues of migration, 
displacement, and homelessness. We see this in San Francisco, in America, and all over the world. So, I think that the best way I 
can answer your question is: Iceland is always in my work — but what is Iceland?

  

Katrí Sigurdardóttir, Unbuilt 7, 2014.  Installation view: Katrín Sigurdardóttir: Drawing Apart, MIT List Visual 
Arts Center. Private Collection.
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Katrín Sigurdardóttir: ‘Human life is a

transformation of scale. We go from being small

to big’

The Icelandic sculptor on her installation Supra Terram, a graceful shelter that occupies two
levels at London’s Parasol Unit gallery

Kate Kellaway
Sunday 14 June 2015

03.00 EDT

Katrín Sigurdardóttir is an Icelandic sculptor who was born in Reykjavik in 1967 but has spent
much of her adult life in New York. She represented Iceland in 2013 at the 55th Venice
Biennale. Sigurdardóttir intends her work to speak for itself and resists any idea that it might be
speaking about or for her. In London’s beautiful Parasol Unit gallery, she has built Supra Terram
(“above ground”). It’s a graceful piece – a cave, yet the opposite of what one associates with
caves. It’s white, light, new. It’s an elegant shelter and spatial challenge, occupying two levels.
On the ground floor it contains visitors; on the first floor we travel light and overpower it,
looking down on a small roof – its mischievous lid.

Is “cave” an accurate word for this piece? What would the word be in Icelandic?
In Icelandic, it would be a hellir. But I’d rather see this piece as a thought. It’s an encounter in
space. A cave is not usually a place of the moment, yet this cave is. A cave calls to mind

‘It’s philosophical’: Katrín Sigurdardóttir in her cave-like work at

the Parasol Unit. Photograph: Katherine Anne Rose/Observer

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/katekellaway
http://katrinsigurdardottir.info/sigurdardottir_works_97-12.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2013/jun/02/55th-venice-biennale-review
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minerality and minerals mean time – a stone is time. But this is made of ephemeral material,
high-quality cotton paper pulp.

The scale is playful. What is the attraction of that for you?
I’m always thinking about distance. Human life is a transformation in scale. We go from being
small to big, at least in most cases [laughs]. In my work, scale is a metaphor for memory and
distance.

The way people occupy space is interesting. What does space signify for you?
When I drove away from my little cabin in Iceland to come here, I was thinking on the way to
the airport, I’m not used to having everything together in one place. I’ve had my childhood in
Iceland, my adulthood in the United States; there is a constant mix in my consciousness. But is
it of past and present? Or far and near? This dichotomy is central to my life and I’m not unique
in this. Most people in our society understand this blend of near and far.

And has this hybrid of homes shaped your character?
I’m not sure I want to address that. This is not a personal piece. I want to make it clear. It is not
autobiographical. It’s not about Iceland. It’s philosophical. It’s about how we perceive places,
how we name them, how a place is a construction of the mind. One person comes into it and is
thinking only about existential considerations. Another brings a romantic narrative with
temperature, foliage, rain…

Can you remember the first cave you saw?
No, yet I remember the first sculptures I saw in a sculpture park in Reykjavik as a child. I used
to climb them.

Where did you study?
In Iceland in the 1980s, then I moved to San Francisco, focusing on painting and experimental
film-making. But, at a certain point, I realised painting was a limited form of expression for me.

Sigurdardóttir standing outside her installation, Supra Terram.

Photograph: Katherine Anne Rose/Observer
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With film and painting, my work kept spilling into architectural, three-dimensional space.

Why did you stay in the US?
That is a personal question. We live now in a time where we are everywhere. This work is an
example of being in more than one place at the same time.

Katrín Sigurdardóttir: Supra Terram is at the Parasol Unit, London N1 until 8 August

http://parasol-unit.org/katrinsigurdardottir
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AN ARTIST WHO UNBUILDS TO BUILD —
CHRISTIANNA BONIN
April 11, 2015  · by archkioskguest  · in Arts, Buildings, Events, Exhibitions  · Leave a comment

As part of the guest post series, PhD student Christianna Bonin writes on the current

exhibition at the MIT List Visual Arts center, “Katrín Sigurdardóttir: Drawing Apart”. See

it before the exhibition closes on April 12! — AK

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.

—Katrín Sigurdardóttir

Ellefu series on view in Hayden Gallery, as part of the exhibition Katrín Sigurdardóttir: Drawing Apart.
Photo: Peter Harris Studios.
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Installation view: Unbuilt Residences in Reykjavik, 1925-1930, on view in Reference Gallery, as part
of the exhibition Katrín Sigurdardóttir: Drawing Apart. Photo: Peter Harris Studios.

Instead of precious, fiercely preserved artworks, visitors to the exhibition “Katrín

Sigurdardóttir: Drawing Apart” at the MIT List Visual Arts Center encounter precious,

fiercely broken artworks. Neither poor climate control nor absentminded, backpack-

wearing visitors are to blame. Instead it was Sigurdardóttir herself who sliced,

smashed, or burnt the architectural models distributed through the show’s two

expansive rooms. “Drawing Apart” begins in the Hayden Gallery, which contains floor-

bound, rectilinear models from the series Ellefu (meaning “eleven” in Icelandic). Each

model has been meticulously crafted in a rhythmic alternation of wood and pristine, all-

white hydrocal. A wall label tells us that the models—each scaled slightly larger than a

dollhouse—are fragmented sections based on drawings that the artist prepared of her

childhood house in Reykjavik. The show’s second gallery also contains scale models of

houses. But unlike Ellefu, which leaves unassembled the fragments of an unseen

house, Unbuilt Residences in Reykjavik, 1925-30 strives to reassemble into whole

houses the tesserae of models built and destroyed by the artist, and now arranged

across a wide, white horizontal platform. This difference—between immaculate,

resolute fragments and sullied, precariously reassembled wholes—sharpens the

juxtaposition of the two rooms. Both works expose the complexity of “fixing” and

“building,” suggesting that “unbuilding” and “breaking” are also inherent to those

processes.

On view through April 12, “Drawing Apart” addresses themes laden with historical and

theoretical baggage: the nineteenth-century, romantic aesthetic of the fragment;

nostalgia and the trope of the ruin; the tendentious relationship between memory, fact,

and fantasy; the conceit of the avant-garde artist who rejoices in destruction to counter
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Katrín Sigurdardóttir, Boiserie, Metropolitan
Museum of Art, 2010, photograph by Bruce

Schwarz, The Photograph Studio, © The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

Katrín Sigurdardóttir, Foundation (The Icelandic
Pavilion at the Venice Beinnale), 2013, photograph

by Contemporary Art Daily.

the conventions of art-making; the obsession of many modern architects in the early

twentieth century with creating whitewashed spaces that would ostensibly “cleanse”

inhabitants of illness-inducing living habits and “primitive” traditions.” These themes are

familiar fodder for Sigurdardóttir, a highly regarded artist who works in New York. Her

installation at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2010 replicated two of the museum’s

French, neoclassical period rooms full scale in de-familiarizing and ethereal, snow-

white surfaces. For the Icelandic Pavilion at the 2013 Venice Biennale, she constructed

a baroque tile floor that intersected both the interior and exterior of the Old Laundry at

Palazzo Zenobio. In both works, visitors could catch the faux in the histories

Sigurdardóttir had staged, for she left exposed the raw particleboard beams that

propped up her prosceniums. Crucial to any assessment of these installations is the

ways in which architecture can craft and disrupt the writing of personal and larger

social histories. How do you construe what is past? On what authority? These

questions also pressed me while viewing “Drawing Apart.” What is different and

captivating about the present exhibition is how Sigurdardóttir and curators Jeffrey De

Blois and Paul K. Ha have employed narrative, spatial, and visual absences to make

room for those persistent, historical questions.

Ellefu’s most striking absence asserts itself when we learn of the work’s origins in the

artist’s childhood house—a connection reinforced by the scale of each section.

Because the open sections are too small for adults to view at eye-level, they

encourage limber visitors to squat, bend over, and peer into each corner. This intimate

engagement lends a kind of preciousness to the scaled-down, fragmented house, as if

we are prying into the private and now exposed spaces of the artist’s childhood. Ellefu,

however, exposes nothing of that sort. Instead, the surfaces of this childhood house
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Katrín Sigurdardóttir, Detail from Ellefu, 2012,
photograph by author . Rachel Whiteread, Untitled (House), 1993,

photograph by Sue Ormerod.

are blank, seemingly unaffected by time past or sentiment. Ellefu pulls our mind toward

the missing visual evidence of habitation. Weaving among the model sections, I was

frustrated by their muteness. I did not miss the personal effects. Lacking for me instead

was an acknowledgement of lived space as social space. The repetitive wood and

gypsum cement seem to have abstracted lived experience into an empty arena. Was I,

as viewer, supposed to be the activator of this unfamiliar, fragmented space? Should I

want to fill in the empty walls with my own “memories”, of my interactions with parents,

roommates, neighbors, or lovers?

On the other hand, this resolute blankness was also relieving. Imagine being

unburdened from the trauma of childhood or of nostalgia for a particular place and

time! I thought of Friedrich Nietzsche’s comments in The Use and Abuse of History for

Life, written long ago in 1874. Nietzsche envied what he perceived as the happily

forgetful herd of cattle grazing around him. “The man says, “I remember,” and envies

the beast, which immediately forgets and sees each moment really perish, sink back in

cloud and night, and vanish forever.” For Nietzsche, some forgetting of history was

crucial to happiness. The challenge was to determine what should be forgotten and

when. How to find “the borderline at which the past must be forgotten if it is not to

become the gravedigger of the present”? On one level, Ellefu propounds a past

compacted and neatly removed of personal and historical complexity. This “clean state”

aesthetic is both comforting and disconcerting. For as feminist critique teaches us,

“home” is also a place of confinement and dark secrets—an unheimlich, or unhomely

place. Where, then, are the stranger, messier qualities among the model’s ever-so-

smoothly-cut edges? How could one even presume to be able to clearly chart and

execute the space of one’s past, particularly one’s childhood? In Ellefu, the cuts do fall
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at incomprehensible points—at times, through a stair, or in my favorite surprise, along

a section’s lower edge such that just the lip of a window frame and door jam remain.

Perhaps these illogical slices are Sigurdardóttir’s way of hinting that even if we try to

rationalize or sanitize our histories, we can’t. Nietzsche knew this too: “No matter how

far or fast he runs, this chain [of history] runs with him. It is something amazing: the

moment, in one sudden motion there, in one sudden motion gone, before nothing,

afterwards nothing, nevertheless comes back again as a ghost and disturbs the

tranquility of each later moment.”

Eric Rondepierre, Etreinte No. 15, Ilfochrome on aluminum, 1997-99.

The longer I stared at the sections, the more I doubted that they could somehow be

physically reassembled into a total house. The cuts seemed too erratic; their

distribution across the space too wayward. My eye found formal echoes but no direct

connections. Eventually, I stopped caring. The sections also stand their own ground as

fragments and ask to be considered as such.
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Johann Heinrich Füssli, The Artist Moved to Despair
By the Grandeur of Antique Fragments, 1778-79,

photograph Wikipedia/Public Domain.

Katrin Sigurdardottir, Detail from Ellefu, 2012,
photograph by author.

The fascinating thing about fragments is that we end up contradicting ourselves as

soon as we start writing about them. In The Literary Absolute, Jean-Luc Nancy and

Phillipe Lacoue-Labarthe argue that a fragment closes and interrupts itself in the same

place. Hence, the fragment is always both a distinct monument and an evocation. I find

that paradox intriguing, meaning that I may in fact be a bit of a romantic at heart. And

Sigurdardóttir may be as well. I do not mean “romantic” in the sappy and eternally-

hopeful-journey-is-the-destination sense. Instead, I am referring to a historical interest

and use of the term, when the fragment became a favored symbol of artistic and

architectural creation in early nineteenth-century Western Europe. Examples of artists

programming with an aesthetic of the “unprogrammed” fragment abound in nineteenth

century Europe, when empire-funded archeological research and emergent

nationalisms combined to produce strong preservation cultures. Consider Henry

Füssli’s early watercolor “The Artist Overwhelmed by the Grandeur of Antique Ruins”

from 1779. It celebrates the greatness of the decaying classical ruin, just as it

expresses a search for permanence fueled by the inextinguishable sense of one’s own

temporality. Does treating each section of Ellefu as a fragment demonstrate a similar

sense of impermanence? Sigurdardóttir’s fragments are certainly less melodramatic

than Füssli’s, but they rely nonetheless on a similar creative process. The carefully

crafted models hand us a part of her “history” (a childhood house) already fragmented.

This move catches visitors in the netherworld between the available part and curiosity

for a previous life that may never have been whole to begin with.
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Bauhaus Building, Dessau, then East Germany,
from Leonardo Benevolo’s textbook History of

Modern Architecture, 1971.

Erich Mendelsohn’s Red Banner Factory, St.
Petersburg (2014), photograph by author .

Treating each section in Ellefu individually also encourages viewers to attend to the

object’s specific properties. For one, almost every fragment is cut such that it is

impossible to distinguish between interior and exterior space. This aspect of the work

plays on the paradigm of the modernist “blank box,” which emerged in the late

nineteenth century in Western Europe and inspired many forms of design into the

1960s. “Blankness” and “transparency” were traits that coded for “honesty” in

architecture. By exposing function and reducing rigid spatial divisions through the open

plan, “honest” architecture was intended to incite more equitable social relationships to

unfold within it. Sigurdardóttir’s fragments tell us that this approach has long been a

subject of critique. If her modernist, whitewashed walls dissolve distinctions between

interior and exterior space, they also remain opaque. No ‘equality’ is performed here.

Moreover, even the elements that read as structure in the models have been

subverted. As MIT Professor Mark Jarzombek pointed out in a recent public

conversation with the artist, the walls of each section skew a conventional

contemporary building technique. It is common to first construct a wooden frame, add

insulation, and then cover the frame with drywall. For Ellefu, however, the artist filled in

the wooden frame with hydrocal, such that the plaster supports the work. Jarzombek

argued that this decision reinforces the flatness of the walls, reminding viewers that the

objects first came from two-dimensional drawings.
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Katrín Sigurdardóttir, Unbuilt 6-Dentist Hallur Hallsson Residence, Bergstadastraeti 73 – Architect:
Sigudur Gudmundssoon, 1929, 2015, photograph by author.

If Ellefu speaks of its artificial transcendence of the past, the series Unbuilt Residences

in Reykjavik, 1925-30, seems mired in history. For the Unbuilt Residences bear not

only the scars of destruction and reassembly. Their labels also include a precise

address, the name of the client and architect, and the year of the design. These details

locate the models in distinct places and moments in Reykjavik, as well as in the city’s

archive (where De Blois told me that Sigurdardóttir did her research). The empirical

details also conflict with another tidbit provided to the visitors: these designs were

actually never realized at full scale. This besieged and battered model ‘neighborhood’

has finally made an appearance on the white ground of the platform.

Modernism dreamed of erasing history, of reducing it to ashes and producing a tabula

rasa. Sigurdardóttir’s work recalls that historical conceit but does not leave it

unproblematized. To me, one of Sigurdardóttir’s strongest statements occurs in Unbuilt

6—Dentist Hallur Hallisson Residence, Bergstadastraeti 73 – Architect: Sigurdur

Gudmundsson, 1929. Crackled bits of wood dangle on a bright, new wooden frame. In

unbuilding to build, the artist has created a modern model that bears the marks of

movement and choice, of hazards and pet heavens, of a past still present but changed

as we picked up the pieces. This is an artistic project that can’t help but evoke an
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adage from George Eliot’s novel The Mill on the Floss: “For the eyes that have dwelt

on the past, there is no thorough repair.”
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An installation view of "Katrin Sigurdardóttir:Drawing Apart" at MIT List VIsual Arts Center.
(Photo by Peter Harris )

Architects today tend to neglect physical models, once the fundamental tools of their trade. Digital
technologies have rendered manual designs for construction inefficient, if not all but obsolete. In her
exhibition “Drawing Apart,” on view at MIT through April 12, Katrin Sigurdardóttir shows herself to feel
most at home in just this obsolescence. Here she salvages, by choice, the architect’s most anachronistic
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techniques. MIT List curators Paul Ha and Jeffrey De Blois display the commissioned completion of two
series of sculptures the artist has been producing over the past decade. The wooden works included in
Ellefu (“eleven” in Icelandic), 2011-15 — model her childhood home in Reykjavík, cut into that exact
number of interior segments. After conducting an on-site survey of the structure as a whole,
Sigurdardóttir sketched architectural drawings for separate molds later cast, joined, and polished by
hand. She has scattered the resulting units across the gallery floor, where their compacted scale conjures
the dollhouse. To catch a closer glimpse of exposed hallways and bedrooms, viewers might move onto
hands and knees, like children. But these sculptures will disappoint those looking for play:
Sigurdardóttir has coated their walls with a forbidding institutional white. Without furniture or
decoration, the uncovered interiors evoke cold anonymity. Life has no room in this home. For the
present, memories appear absent. They are lost, scraped away, or have yet to be added.

If Ellefu models the past in order to abstract and
distance it, the sculptures collected in Unbuilt
Residences in Reyjkavik, 1925-1930, 2005-15, bring
history closer by making it. This second set of works
relates to plans for unrealized houses Sigurdardóttir
discovered in her hometown’s archives. Having redrawn
the basic architectural designs for these structures, the
artist created wooden, concrete, and papier-mâché
models she subsequently dropped and burned.
Sigurdardóttir has picked up the pieces, reassembling
the ruined sculptures in various states of imperfection. A

new piece produced for the gallery’s exhibition, Unbuilt 6 — Dentist Hallur Hallsson Residence, 2015,
has lost all exterior walls during the violent procedure, now possessing only an occasional gray-and-
black scab over its gridded wooden framework. This artificial destruction miniaturizes history’s
progression. Time becomes tangible, as the dream or future associated with architectural design —
unmoved, in the archive — shapes into a memory that haunts.

A version of this article appears in the June 2015 issue of Modern Painters. 
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