




Krijn de Koning,  
Superstories, 2009
Installation view

Frederic Geurts
Aluminumplaat, 2009 
Exhibition view from
(un)balanced, 2009–2010 
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Ives Maes, Dora Garcia, 
Fahrenheit 451', 2008 
Exhibition view from  
The Great Exhibition Part 1: 
EUROPE, 2008 – 2009 

Exhibitions of Z33 (Hasselt, Belgium),  
installation views selected by Jan Boelen 

 

Text on Show
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Exhibition view from
Mind the System,  
Find the Gap, 2012

Christiane Hogner,  
Card house construction, 
2009
Exhibition view from 
Werk NU, 2009 

Stephanie Syjuco,  
FreeTexts, 2012
Exhibition view from
Mind the System,  
Find the Gap, 2012 

Stephanie Syjuco,  
FreeTexts, 2012
Exhibition view from
Mind the System,  
Find the Gap, 2012 

25



O
nC

ur
at

in
g.

or
g 

 �
 1

7/
20

13
	

  

26



27

A conversation. Part 4

Burkhard Meltzer, Tido von Oppeln, Sarah Owens

Exhibiting design in the same way as art also strikes me as a make-
shift solution from the early history of design exhibitions. Although 
it could also be a deliberate attempt to distance these objects from 
their use value — so that they can be collected, contemplated and  
discussed. In contrast, turning away from representation and addres- 
sing production allows current design exhibitions to hypothetically 
question or conceptually reinterpret both the objects and the exhibi-
tion venue itself.

Is this not simply a case of strategies from conceptual art being adop- 
ted in a different context? One can certainly draw parallels to works 
of conceptual art from the late sixties that abandoned the concept of 
the artwork as a clearly defined art-historical genre and easily trans- 
ported commodity, in favour of a questioning of its conditions of 
production. One new factor in the context of design today, however, 
is the anchoring of design works and their creators in the «real» con-
text of an economy of consumer goods and services.

Of course, highlighting «making» as the act of production has en- 
tirely different implications in the fields of art and design. Art «opens  
up» its discipline to everyday life and society — as in the critique 
that emerged in the 1960s — that opposed art as an end in itself. This  
was an attack on the dialectic that had arisen between the secured 
and established autonomy of art, the institutions contributing to this 
autonomy, and the resulting distance between art and «real life».  
Design is, of course at an entirely different point in this debate: here, 
when production processes are discussed, it is to be understood more 
as a critique of the «real» production conditions (conceived of in  
classical economic terms). Industrial goods also symbolize alienation, 
but more in terms of the material culture they represent. Products  
are criticized for reducing customers to consumers, and for being com- 
modities that transport nothing except for consumption and the need 
for more. Traces of manufacturing or usage are often not welcome  
in consumer products. Critical Design is thus often an attempt, with-
in the framework of a presentation, to make the product relevant  
to individuals, reconnecting it to personal life experience; by means  
of a critically conceived product. Since this also takes place in the  
exhibition space, it extends the current definition of design, and thus 
also the definition of what constitutes a work of design.

By dealing with these issues, the exhibition Designing Critical Design,  
curated by Jan Boelen at Z33 in Hasselt, Belgium (2007), provided  
a starting point for many young designers for discussing alternatives 
to design practice. Though there was already a market for «one- 
offs« and prototypes, critical design offered a meaning to many non- 
commercial objects that came from within design, but did not possess  
any market goals.
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Tobias Madison,  
Burkhard Meltzer, Tido von Oppeln

Socially Awkward 

Burkhard Meltzer: Your work has often featured a par- 
ticular aesthetic that’s hard to define. So we tried 
approaching it from a different angle, asking ourselves: 
what is something that would never appear? 

Tobias Madison: The form is always just camouflage, it’s 
totally irrelevant. I see my work as a structure of thought 
or process, and when it’s time to do an exhibition then  
something just has to be rendered out. Sometimes it looks  
good, and other times it just looks like whatever. Often  
I want to protect ideas, not to communicate them at all, 
so then I make sure it looks really good.

Burkhard Meltzer: «Looks really good», meaning that it 
has a surface that is very present?

Tobias Madison: Yes, in my last projects I made that the 
central theme. For the Haubrok Collection in Berlin,  
I used two sculptures of mine owned by the collection, 
two plant vitrines, as the basis for a series of party  
dresses. The exhibition was an attack on the idea that a 
work that has been sold, positioned and integrated into  
art history should now stand for a certain idea. The  
party dress series was meant to give the works new roles.  
I have a long-standing interest in Japanese fashion de- 
sign and a lot of that flowed into these dresses. In some 
cases, I just directly borrowed details from various dres- 
ses by Issey Miyake that I own. The dresses stood for 
specific stereotypes one might adopt in a semi-profes-
sional, semi-private situation. One figure spoke about 
itself, about its own production. Another was more sexy, 
in a very blatant way. Another was too «slick» — the kind 
of elegance that hinders communication from the out-
set. Another was rather «socially awkward», and stood 
in a different room. The figures were wooden crates on 
which photographs of the plant vitrines were attached. 
I also made a film with Fatuma Osman, who performed 
for a camera team in a dress I designed for her specially. 
The dress had a green and blue print for a kind of screen 
test. Her body was played off against itself, it became 
a protagonist in the demonstration of an effect, a very 
expensive test image. In dialogue with this image, Fatuma 
and I wrote a text that could be heard as a recording in 
the gallery. We spoke about our relationship as friends 
and collaborators, but at the same time, every sentence 
altered the relationship implied by the text.

Burkhard Meltzer: Has your interest in fashion in recent  
years been strongly related to the body? Japanese fashion  
designers in particular, such as Yohji Yamamoto have 
helped to break down the stereotypical male image in the  
European dress code.

Tobias Madison: The gender question is highly relevant.  
I am very critical of the macho characters who populate 

the cultural milieu with their performance-based,  
male-dominated notions of cultural work. The degree to 
which success within art is measured in terms of male 
attributes is quite tragic. The women who hold their own 
in the art market, like Kerstin Brätsch or Ida Ekblad, are 
always tough, the kind of woman who can drink through 
the night with a bunch of men. There are quite unreal 
ideas about how a woman is supposed to function within 
the art system, which cause other women, who I consi-
der brilliant artists, to fail. Because they refuse to accept 
this role.

Tido von Oppeln: But is this critique aimed against a 
peculiar image of the artist, whether male or female, or 
is it actually against this male dominance?

Tobias Madison: Exactly this issue was one of Fatuma’s 
and my main concerns. Her dress was very androgynous, 
and the film was about blurring lines, but you can see  
that she’s a woman. We wanted to talk about what it  
means if a halfway successful young artist works with her 
in an exhibition (she’s not an artist but an art historian). 
Our sound piece was arranged in such a way that she can 
speak freely about this. It was a kind of barter, as I was 
allowed to use the test image of her body in the show.

Burkhard Meltzer: Were the audience aware of the fact 
that she’s an art historian?

Tobias Madison: The text was written in such a way that 
any form of relationship existing between the two of us  
was redefined with each text fragment, constantly chang- 
ing. At the beginning it’s transpersonal, then very dis-
tanced, then analytical.

Burkhard Meltzer: What struck me about your exhibition 
Feedback (2012) at Karma International was this aspect 
of «I’m doing something with my friends», this extreme 
interlinking of friendship and work.

Tobias Madison: That’s the tragic thing about our times.

Burkhard Meltzer: Like your Bora Bora Structure for 
Malmö (2010)?

Tobias Madison: Or the motif of the child’s playground  
in general. Playgrounds are often equipped with equip-
ment designed to let children work off their energy. The 
climbing rope included in Bora Bora Structure for Malmö 
is something that appears to call on people to partici-
pate, yes. With the Bora Bora structures I was actually 
more interested in the relationship between myself  
and Kaspar (Müller) and the way our joint work functions. 
It’s a critique of our work, of the way everything takes 
place on the level of formal analysis, of our status as «con- 
noisseurs of the precise use of aesthetics». We play 
different formal analyses off against one another. In the 
case of the Bora Bora Structure for Malmö, for example, 
it was a relationship between two materials. In various  
cultures, bamboo stands for different forms of happiness  
or fertility, but it’s also an extremely solid building mate- 
rial that’s used in relatively conventional ways. It also 
transports a certain longing for the exotic. And the clim-
bing rope promotes such an exotic situation.



Burkhard Meltzer: If we turn that round, then the clim-
bing rope acts as advertising for the recompense that’s 
supposed to come after working. The exhibition gives 
the impression of perfect happiness, because you’re col- 
laborating with a friend; two spheres becoming one. 
When I think of the materials and colours, they convey  
an almost unbearable optimism. Is this intended as the 
polar opposite of your situation as an artist? Or would 
you say your work is about mirroring a situation in which 
such polar opposites don’t exist?

Tobias Madison: There is certainly an underlying critique 
of late-capitalist conditions where every social relation- 
ship can be «cashed in» and every form of work is de- 
tached from its monetary value. I actually built the exhi- 
bition out of a show by Emanuel Rossetti and Kaspar 
Müller. To a certain extent, it’s based on my own situa-
tion. I run a cinema in Zurich (AP News) and I work there 
a lot. I see my role as an artist not as some guy who pro- 
duces something, but as someone who creates a situa- 
tion in which, among other things, something can but 
definitely doesn’t have to be produced. But then I have 
to do an exhibition, and I see no reason to do an ex- 
hibition at the moment, I’m running this cinema. So I just  
tried to take the ideas that currently surround me and 
which I find convincing and set them in motion, or animate  
them, as in the case of the exhibition. On the one hand, 
I use my friends in the show, but I also present them: 
«These are my friends and I think their work is the best 
and I only want to work with them.» It’s also very her- 
metic. What I refer to in the exhibition as «the work»  
is what happens between the people in the video while 
they produce the work, between Kaspar Müller and  
Emanuel Rosetti or between myself and Jan Vorisek. At  
the same time, the exhibition attacks the idea of a gal-
lery programme that can turn friendships or networks 
into money.

Burkhard Meltzer: Some of your work plays with speci-
fic visual identities, for example the Yes I Can! (2009) 
project with the Radisson flags resembling corporate 
communications.

Tobias Madison: Yes, what interested me about these 
slogans was the way they attacked that — the labelling  
of artworks — as the flag was only used as a basis to 
negotiate a relationship within which to work coopera-
tively. So the work addresses the relationship between 
commission and cooperation, or hospitality.

Tido von Oppeln: Design also has a social function.  
People surround themselves with things, and these things  
create an aesthetic setting that has an effect on people, 
just as the person affects the thing. For the exhibition  
Hydrate + Perform at the Swiss Institute (2010) you worked  
with specific interiors or materials from such interiors.  
Is this one reason why materials play a role in your work? 
Because they create a link to specific aesthetics for 
living?

Tobias Madison: For me, that’s one of the interesting as 
pects of design, but I always use such things in both direc- 
tions — to point to specific ways of living, but also as  
forces, so that something else remains hidden. Form is a 

weapon that cannot be argued with. If you situate your-
self very precisely within the language of form, there’s  
nothing anyone can say against it. In some cases, this is 
used to reconstruct a capitalist logic. Apple, for example,  
operates exclusively via form, but it also promotes ex-
treme systematic control.

Tido von Oppeln: Using one to hide the other.

Tobias Madison: Yes. Form is actually a language that one 
speaks better than those who invented the language. If 
you view the market as the creator of a formal language, 
and if you then adopt this language and speak it better  
than the market or the end user, then you acquire a certain  
power. Because you are also able to redefine the idiom. 
A few days ago, I read a book by Byung-Chul Han on Shan- 
zhai products. It’s a rather crude analysis of the question  
of originality and reproducibility in countries shaped by  
Buddhism, and it talks about products like a fake iPhone 
or fake televisions. These products are actually superior  
to the originals because they were developed on the  
basis of the original, but we view them as weaker because  
they are «trashy» designs. The interesting thing is that 
these products simply refuse the idea that quality exists. 
Which is why I’m interested in anarcho-capitalism, a 
system that takes root within capitalism but refuses to 
accept its parameters.

Burkhard Meltzer: Would you describe your own role in 
dealing with capitalism in the same way?

Tobias Madison: Sometimes, not always. As soon as it 
becomes possible to describe my role, I try to change it. 
Perhaps that corresponds to such a role.

Tido von Oppeln: In very general terms, the empowerment  
of art over design is also a plausible aim. Artistic praxis 
struggles to free itself, so to speak, from the aesthetic of  
the consumer world by developing a superior command 
of its formal language. What we see in art is thus a kind of  
«super-design».

April 2012
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Exhibition view from TCCA,  
NEW THEATER 2012–2013, APN 
Research, autoslides # 1–3,  
shindisi home videos, the dele- 
ted scene, a fanzine as a  
museum / a museum as a fan-
zine, cut-out bin / apnegative, 
sci-fi sounds from the alie- 
nated kitchen, OOO &&& LLL,  
hc r 1, organised by Emanuel 
Rossetti and Tobias Madison, 
Kunsthalle Bern, 2012
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Tobias Madison, Bora Bora  
Structure for Malmö, 2010,
Installation view, Johan  
Berggren Gallery, Malmö,  
2010
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A conversation. Part 5

Burkhard Meltzer, Tido von Oppeln, Sarah Owens

In the interview included in this issue, Tobias Madison refers  
to product aesthetics as a language, seeing it as a challenge  
to understand and successfully apply this aesthetic in his artistic 
practice: 

«Form is actually a language that one (as an artist) speaks better  
than the people who originally invented it. If you view the 
market as the creator of a formal language, and if you then adopt  
this language and speak it better than the market or the end 
user, then you acquire a certain power. Because you are also able 
to redefine the idiom.»

Here, Madison explicitly links language and form, at the same 
time as describing art’s possibilities for criticism, even if we  
must assume that this criticism is addressed less to industrial pro- 
ducts and more to the quality of art as a commodity.

The Design Real show in 2010 was set up as a counter-model to  
the exhibition space in the art autonomy machine, as an ex- 
ample of a world-changing (and in many cases world-improving)  
force. The same year, as curator of the Black2 group show, 
Konstantin Grcic referred to what is probably one of the most 
famous paintings of the twentieth century, Kazimir Malevich’s 
Black Square (1915). Grcic took this Suprematist gesture — not 
as a point of departure for breaking with tradition — but as 
the founding moment of a genealogy of modern design. Could 
Malevich’s «end of art» be seen as the beginning of a new line  
in the tradition of design? For Grcic, the black square stands for  
a design principle in the spirit of reduction, minimalism and 
stability; a totally rectangular, monochrome plane.

The enthusiasm for design exhibitions announced as «sculptural»  
are displayed as «limited editions» — in design galleries or at 
the Design Miami fair — has noticeably cooled off in recent years.  
Especially in the context of art exhibitions, the main emphasis 
is more on the context in which design is used and the «cultural 
meaning» generated by this usage. From a more general cul- 
tural-theoretical perspective, both art and design work «on the 
forms of inhabiting a cultural sphere», as Kathrin Busch writes 
in the Power of Things (IMAGE, 2008). Even in exhibition con-
texts, the audience’s conventions and habits of usage are never 
totally suspended.



33

Exhibitions that try to create an exemplary and inhabitable set-
ting can be considered as cultural practices of usage in their own 
right. Here, unlike in the case of an autonomous object in the 
isolated sense, the emergence of a work depends on the cultural 
meaning of the exhibition context. And the cultural meaning of 
the work on show only develops with the idea of its use; in the 
future, in the past, or as proposed within the exhibition situation 
itself. Ever since the lavish presentations of industrial products 
in large-scale exhibitions in the nineteenth century, exhibition 
contexts have established themselves not only as alienating auto- 
nomy machines, but also as a «form of dwelling», as a moment 
whose «cultural meaning» can only be accessed in connection 
with the various contexts of usage.
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Biographies

Jan Boelen (1967) is a Belgian critic 
and curator of contemporary art and 
design exhibitions. He studied pro-
duct design at the Media & Design 
Academie (KHLim) in Genk, Belgium.  
He is the founding director of Z33, 
House for Contemporary Art in Has- 
selt, Belgium. He also chairs the 
Flemish committee for Architecture 
and Design and has been curating 
exhibitions and projects for Manifes-
ta 9 (2012, Limburg). After teaching 
in the Bachelors Department Man 
and Well Being, Jan Boelen has been 
head of the Master Department So- 
cial Design at Design Academy Eind-
hoven (NL) since 2010.

Konstantin Grcic (1965) studied at 
the Royal College of Art in London 
from 1988 to 1990, after completing  
a carpenter's apprenticeship. He sub- 
sequently founded Konstantin Grcic 
Industrial Design in 1991 and has since  
developed furniture, products and 
lamps for several design companies. 
He has also worked as a curator of 
numerous exhibitions focusing on de- 
sign as a concept of modernity and 
industrial form: 2000 Goethe/Grcic,  
exhibition of Goethe’s quotidian ob- 
jects; Casa di Goethe, Rome, Italy, 
2009; Design Real, Serpentine Gal-
lery, London, UK, 2010; Comfort;  
Biennale Internationale Design, Saint- 
Etienne, France, 2010; Black2, Istitu- 
to Svizzero, Rome, Italy. Exhibition 
design for the German Pavilion at 13th  
International Architecture Exhibition 
of La Biennale di Venezia 2012.

Urs Lehni (1974) graduated in gra- 
phics in 1999 from the Hochschule für  
Kunst und Gestaltung, Lucerne,  
Switzerland. Since 2001 he has mainly  
designed books for a large number 
of cultural institutions, and colla- 
borated with Lex Trueb on the Lehni- 
Trueb Studio, which has received  
acclaim for its work on several occa- 
sions. Apart from his professional 
activities, Urs has continued to realise  
his own projects, such as the «Rollo 
Press» printing and publishing pro-
ject (2008). Urs lectures occasionally 
in workshops at various colleges of 
art and design at home and abroad. 

Tobias Madison (1985) is an artist 
based in Zurich. He is founder of AP- 
News cinema and project space  
(Zurich). With Emanuel Rosetti, Dan 
Solbach and Daniel Baumann, he 
initiated the fanzine Used Future as  
well as the project space New Jer-
seyy (Basel). Madison has exhibi- 
ted at the Swiss Institute (New York, 
2010), Kunstverein Munich (2010), 
Konsthall Charlottenburg (Kopenha-
gen, 2011), Kunsthalle Zurich (2013), 
among other institutions and gal- 
leries. 

Burkhard Meltzer (1979) was part  
of the curatorial team at Neue Kunst 
Halle St. Gallen (2003–07). Since 
2006 he has been working as a lectu- 
rer at Zurich University of the Arts, 
and as a freelance curator. He has 
initiated several research projects 
on contemporary arts perspective 
of design at the Institute of Critical 
Theory. He co-edited an anthology 
on this research topic, It's Not a 
Garden Table (2011). As a writer, he  
publishes regularly in magazines  
including kunstbulletin, Frieze and 
books on issues in contemporary art. 
Meltzer lives in Zurich.

Tido von Oppeln (1974), is a cultural 
theorist from Berlin living in Zu- 
rich. Since 2002, he has been part 
the board of the Werkbundarchiv — 
Museum der Dinge, Berlin. He has 
been working as a writer and cura- 
tor, as well as being involved since 
2005 in various shows on design, art,  
and architecture at the Werkbund- 
archiv, the Vitra Design Museum, and 
MARTa Herford. He is a regular con- 
tributor to the Belgian art, archi-
tecture, and design magazine DAMN. 
Since 2009 he is lecturing on design 
theory and history in Lucerne, Zu-
rich, and Potsdam and is taking part  
in several research projects on con- 
temporary arts perspective of design 
at the Institute of Critical Theory at 
the Zurich University of the Arts. Co- 
Editor of an anthology of this re-
search topic: It’s Not a Garden Table, 
Zurich 2011.

Mamiko Otsubo (1974) lives and works 
in New York. She earned a degree in  
Economics from UC San Diego before  
studying Fine Art at Art Center Col- 
lege of Design in Pasadena. She holds  
an MFA from Yale University. Otsubo 
has participated in group shows at  
venues including Artists Space (2006),  
Sculpture Center (2007), Daniel Reich 
Gallery (2007), and Room East (2012)  
in New York. Her first solo show in 
Europe took place in 2006 at Galerie 
Mark Müller (Zurich). In 2011, Otsubo  
was invited by the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Houston as Brown Foundation  
Fellow at Maison Dora Maar in Mé-
nerbes, France. This summer, she has  
been invited to be a resident at Sta-
tens Værksteder for Kunst in Copen-
hagen in preparation for a show Røn- 
nebæksholm to open in Spring of 
2014. Her solo show at Lullin + Ferrari 
in Zurich will open Fall of 2013.

Sarah Owens (1977) is a graphic  
designer, design historian and design 
theorist. She currently co-directs 
the Bachelor’s degree programme in 
 Visual Communication at Zurich 
University of the Arts, where she has 
been teaching design theory since  
2009. She is a graduate of the Univer- 
sity of Reading and the Royal College 
of Art in London, and in 2009 was  
a fellow at the Akademie Schloss Soli- 
tude in Stuttgart. Her research and 
writing focuses on graphic communi- 
cation, popular culture, and the social  
and philosophical aspects of design.
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