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VICTORINE MULLER
Texte extrait du catalogue d’exposition du Kunstmuseum Solothurn

BODIES IN LIGHT

On the Symbiosis of Performance, Sculpture, Painting,
and Sound in the Work of Victorine Muller

«Faced with endless surfing in rhizomatic networks,
every now and again Victorine Mdiller turns to a much
older sport: meditation, concentration.»

Sabine Folie’

Victorine Muller has been active as a performance artist for the last fourteen years.
From the outset — she put on her first performances in 1994 at the Steirischer Herbst
in Graz — she has appeared on the international stage. As well as performing for almost
all the major Swiss art museums, more recently she has also been invited to perform at
the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London, at the Museum Belvedere in Vienna, and
at the Hamburger Kunsthalle. For some years now, in her sculptures, objects, and draw-
ings Victorine Muller has developed an ceuvre that arises and survives independently
of her performances, and yet is connected to it in a multiplicity of ways — in terms of
both content and style. While the intention in this text is to illustrate and discuss the
interplay of different media in Muller’s work, the exhibition concentrates mainly on her
sculptures and drawings.

A performance artist’s body is as the painter’s brush to the painter. It is their most
important means of expression. As a consequence, performance art often takes on
aspects of dance, drama or film, with the artist’s actions of necessity tied into the tem-
poral progress of the event. By contrast, the viewing of traditional visual art generally
involves — to a greater or lesser extent — a certain simultaneity of perceptions. Whereas
a painting or a drawing can be registered at a single glance, a sculpture encourages the
viewer to scrutinize it from all sides. And it is only by walking around a sculptural figure
that the viewer can fully appreciate the essence of its corporeality. Victorine Muller’s
performances and sculptures differ in a number of ways from traditional examples of



these genres: while it seems on the surface that «nothing is happening» in her per-
formances, because there is no obvious action, her sculptures are not so much static
figures as living, breathing creatures whose form is only maintained by a constant in-
flow from an air pump. In a performance, when Muller emerges inside one of her air
sculptures, members of the public are so transfixed by the almost magical aura of her
appearance and its effect that, as a rule, they choose not to walk around the piece.
They tend to stand in a circle around the glowing figure, simply gazing at it — often for
the entire length of the performance which can last between thirty and ninety minutes.
Whereas she used to test her own body to the limits, generating extraordinary ten-
sion in the audience, nowadays in her performances she casts an extended spell over
the spectators. Victorine Muller’s performances are unforgettable experiences, during
which the members of the public bond with each other in a strangely moving way — as
though they had together witnessed a mythical vision. Both in solo performances and
in group events there seems to be some kind of a transference of energy between per-
formers and spectators. And that this should occur despite clear lines of demarcation
is remarkable. The performers are in glass cubes and cylinders, on branches in trees,
or inside PVC housings. Nowadays Victorine Muller appears inside transparent PVC
sculptures. She always was and still is visible from every angle and yet protected — for
viewers to gaze on with their eyes but not to touch with their hands. Nevertheless, by
the strength of her personality and the glowing colors of the iridescent «skins», she

exerts an undeniable fascination on the audience. Ultimately the distinguishing feature

of Victorine Muller’s performances and sculptures is their palpable «aura» — in the sense

of those occult rays that emit from a human being, revealing yet also defining and con-
taining their personality. In connection with the air sculptures the notion of «aura» is all

the more appealing since the meaning of the Latin word aura is in fact «gentle breeze,
breath of air». When she is seen standing and breathing inside one of her sculptures,
alive and in action, it is as though she transcends the limits of her own body and enters

the realms of the metaphorical being of the «animal» she has made, filling it with energy.
As though by animist magic, Muller becomes a bird, a frog or an elephant. And it is not
only the incessant «respiration» of the air pump that breathes life into the sculpture, it
is also her own human breath. Even as Victorine Muller sweeps away traditional notions

of static sculpture, she does the same for dramatic or dance - based performance in

such a way that these different genres coalesce to become new, wholly autonomous

works of art.

Victorine Muller’s art is riddled with paradoxes. However three-dimensional the glow-
ing bodies of the performers in their sculptures appear to us, they are equally «paint-
erly»: Muller «paints» with colored lights, composing glowing «pictures» from the

brightly colored costumes of her performers. And wholly in keeping with the nature of
painting is the calm and apparent stasis of her performances which are not about nar-
ration but about showing, about just looking — and ultimately about sheer existence.



While Muller’s early performances, where bodies are skinned (Hdutung, 1995) or welded
in (Umarmung, 1998, subp.spiro, 1999), have a simple yet clear plot line, her later per-
formances are an expression of steadfast endurance. The public has «the chance to
absorb something of the concentrated energy of a meditation exercise, in the hope that
it may take hold in their own physical self-awareness. The ritual, the slowness of the
exercises, and their duration are all put at the public’s disposal like markers in nothing-
ness.»? Victorine Miller's works invite lengthy, peaceable contemplation, that is sim-
ilar to the concentrated, unerring gaze at a picture yet also generates more pictures:
remembered pictures. Muller has often talked of the significance of the spiritual and
emotional side of her work and has made particular mention of its pictorial nature: «I'm
interested in creating moments of sensitivity, moments when our defenses are down
and we are open to new things. Moments of powerful concentration. ... | create zones,
put forward pictures, show processes that touch the viewer, that invoke associations
on various levels, transport people into a different state, so that things hidden may be-
come visible, accessible, opening up possibilities — to demonstrate something that is
not said and cannot be said, but that IS.»3

The extent to which Muller’s artistic work is designed to communicate concepts and in-
visible forces becomes evident in her comments on her own Frihlingsfest. Hommage an
Meret Oppenheim (2003). In her words, it was «the sacred element, the ritual, the act of
shared celebration»“that had attracted her to Meret Oppenheim’s surreal «spring fertility
ritual» performed in Paris in 1959 and had inspired her own performance. While Oppen-
heim covered a naked model with a buffet of foodstuffs for her guests, at her own per-
formance in Bern, Miller appeared as the goddess of fertility with wine flowing endlessly
from her «breasts», much to the delight and enjoyment of the plentiful audience.
Streams, streaming, and emission are forms of movement that frequently occur in
Victorine Muller’s output. And in the process notions of giving and taking are tempered
by existential questions. The titles of performances over the years — Durchstromung
(1997), Fluidum (1998) panta rhei (2002), can’t stop (2003) — and of the installation Durch-
stromung Il (2003) underpin the importance of this fluid leitmotif in her work. However
motionless the works may appear at first sight, in reality they are filled with life: med-
itative stillness does not mean standing still, and endurance is not necessarily stasis.
For Victorine Muller space is always also a space of time. The members of the public
at her performances are, like all of us, prey to «the time virus ... that commonly makes
time seem so short, that derisively drives us and makes us forget that now and then
we should just let ourselves drift. Victorine Muller helps us to just drift. Stretching the
body in time.»® Sometimes we also become aware of the flow of time through musical
sounds: in the light installation AUM (2001) we hear a resonant, thirty-minute meditation
exercise intoned by thirteen women. At the same time, on two walls we see video images
of the performers dressed in intensely glowing colors. The colors, reflected in a circle
of light on the floor, connect the two sets of projected images. The principle of fluidity



connects the musical sounds with the color tones, which we can only perceive thanks
to light rays — be these natural or electrical. Although AUM is not a live performance
but video images of a performance within an atmospheric light installation, it has a
deeply moving effect: «Bearing in mind the power that issues from sounds and musical
tones and plays such a large part in the rituals of all cultures, Victorine Muller uses the
resonances that became a fundamental aspect of the art of meditation in the ancient
past of India. ... Of all the arts, performance art tends most towards religious practices,
as a Western version of shamanistic actions. Josef Beuys did much to promote this
aspect of performance art in his own intense Actions when - for instance by «talking
with animals» — he entered realms that can neither be understood nor grasped with the
intellect, but which rather tap into our intuition and subconscious.»® Probably the most
astonishing form of musical sound and a very unusual type of «talking with animals» is
seen in Victorine Muller’s performance La peau chantante (2001). Illuminated by a cold-
blue spotlight, she was clad in a transparent, double-skinned costume from which
emanated the chirping of a thousand crickets. With the crickets having been inserted
with great difficulty into this unusual abode, it looked to the audience as though they
completely covered the performer’s body.

The relationship between outer skin and contents is a recurring theme in Muller’s work.
In her very first performance, Hdutung (1994), Muller was already addressing the mat-
ter of surfaces and what is hidden behind them. As she herself said, her focus in this
piece was on «a second skin, on being all <spick and span>» - «| painted a second latex
skin onto myself, and then tore it off again.»” And she showed just how revolting the
smooth, flawless latex skin can be four years later in her performance Ohne Titel (1998),
when — as «a kind of cyborg»® — she appeared before the audience silent and dumb like
a doll. The notion of a «second skin» also features in the (literally) breathtaking perfor-
mances Umarmung (1998) and subp.spiro (1999). In these Mdller (on her own at first;
joined by a whole group of people later on) was sealed into large plastic housings with
the help of a suction pump. The bodies of the people locked into this «embrace» stood
out in sculptural splendor. Meanwhile other, as yet shapeless housings, gradually turned
into transparent animal sculptures by means of the air pumped into them, rather than
extracted from them. And there was also a reverse process in terms of content. While,
in the earlier piece, the artist ripped off her constricting latex skin in a forceful act of
self-liberation, the PVC housings in the later work become a form of shelter and a place
of refuge. And in yet another work — the dreamily nocturnal performance him (2004) - a
positively heavenly sense of well-being ensues as the artist makes herself comforta-
ble on a huge transparent wing that we imagine may belong to «him», to her imaginary
guardian angel.

With the increasing complexity and range of expression of these «housings», in recent
years it has become clear that Miller’s animal sculptures had ever less need of their
creator to make them come alive. At the same time of transition, around 2004, Muller



also started to use other artificial materials to make a number of installation-sculp-
tures in the shape of human figures, some white, some colored. And in 2005, when
Victorine Muller participated in the exhibition A kind of magic. Die Kunst des Verwan-
delns,in Lucerne, she took the opportunity to deploy a PVC sculpture of a huge elephant
(timeline, 2005) both as a work in its own right and as the basis of a performance. At
the performance, with the elephant in an upright pose, she inhabited its form, demon-
strating the live alertness of the mighty creature. For the rest of the exhibition, she laid
it on its side, showing it in a very different state, sleeping, or even dead: «An elephant
in a quiet, dark space, motionless, awe inspiring yet also arousing our sympathy.»®
This work was followed by more transparent sculptures presented as works of art in
their own right. And the changed relationship between the performer and her «newly
independent» animals is exemplified in the performance Belichtung (2007). For the
first time Muller is entirely unencumbered, lying on the floor, dreaming, between a
panther and a lioness — as though she had left their protective «skins». Paradoxically
the three sculptures surrounding her — which also include a strange hybrid creature
with splayed legs — look less like the artist’s «brain children» than she looks like their
brain child.

From the start there have often been features associated with embryos in Victorine
Muller’s work. And the most recent works, created for this exhibition, also revolve
around «pregnancy» and «birth», albeitin avery general, metaphorical way. The gigantic,
seven-meter long Calamar (2008), which seems by its shape to suggest a multiplicity
of male members, has within its transparent body the glowingly figure of a woman - a
figure within a figure, a fetus. Male fantasies, figments born of overactive imaginations?
Two new hybrid creatures, one made from colored fabrics, the other from transparent
PVC are more closely related to the female body than any previous pieces. The two
sculptures are shown in a particularly intimate situation, sitting or lying on the floor,
each with her legs trustingly opened wide towards the other. While the transparent
figure appears to be under the protection of a falcon, silhouetted on a pane of Plexiglas
suspended from the ceiling, the fabric figure on display in the last room is unaccom-
panied. She is entirely absorbed in the act of giving birth; an organic form, in glowing
colors, is emitting from her lower body. Her arms are strikingly long — always at the ready
to give (and take). As in the case of the elephant in the Lucerne exhibition, the sight
of this creature inspires conflicting thoughts: frailty and determination, vulnerability
and strength.

Victorine Muller’s entire output is an exploration of existential issues and desires. And
this is related to her interest in things spiritual, which is reflected in the great impor-
tance she attaches to light. Her works are incomplete without light, which also partly
accounts for their particular appeal. When it is not possible to generate light by means
of lamps and spotlights, she finds ways to introduce it in some other form: through
fluorescent fabrics and paints or glow lamps and the glitter that she uses in her
tenderly delicate drawings. All her works are «light bodies» — just as we are all bodies
under the same light, with this one common connection. With her rare talent for giving,
touching, communicating, and connecting Victorine Muller reminds us of this in an un-
usually courageous, comforting manner.

Christoph Vogele
Translated from the German by Fiona Elliott
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