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<Short Cut> 2003 Mixed media 250x850x300cm © Galleria Massimo De Carlo; Museum of

Contemporary Art Chicago Collection Photo: Jens Ziehe
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Elmgreen & Dragset:
Public Art,
Penetrate the Essence of

Human Life

Interview by Kim Mihye

Q. You've done public art projects from very early on. Now that

COVID-19 has changed many things, contact may not last and
the meaning of space and community may change. How do you

expect the scope and definition of public art to change?

As it has turned more problematic to gather in museums and art
galleries throughout 2020, the presence of outdoor public art
works has become even more urgent. Public art is a celebration
of our shared spaces and of the idea of togetherness itself - in
spite of all our differences.

The commission process when planning an outdoor public
sculpture is relatively long so it still too early to see if public art
as such has undergone any changes due to the pandemic and
the way our societies have changed. What is about to be realized
and installed right now are projects that have been on their way
for the last two-three years mostly. However, already before
the pandemic one could sense certain new modes in public art
projects, which have dared to include bolder statements, rather
than just being more neutral and discreet backdrops within our

city scape.

. Every day, a variety of new technologies are announced and
incorporated into existing technologies, producing another
technology. And all of this is done so quickly. When public art
meets with digital resources, what synergy do you think can

create? How will the form change?

We don’t really work in digital media but when we create our

sculptural projects we make use of new advanced programs

to render the project in a realistic way, both in order to plan the
execution of the art work and also to get a clear impression of
how the sculpture will fit into the surroundings. As artists who
take in the significances and contexts of the physical sites where
our art is exhibited, we look closely at locations throughout
the creative process, especially when making public art, and
being able to visualize our ideas in this way is key. However, the
materiality of a physical sculpture is particularly important in
our age of virtual reality - as a reminder of us still being physical

beings even though we might spend a lot of time online.

. But the important point is that someone can be left out in

the process. It is too self-evident that the most important
component of a city is its citizens. What role do you think public
art should and can play for the socially disadvantaged, relatively

marginalized?

First of all, public art is free - there is no admission fee. It is also
a counterpart to all the commercial advertisements that we find
in our public spaces. Sometimes a public artwork can make
the passers-by more cheerful or hopeful, or make them upset
or thoughtful. When a public sculpture succeeds in becoming
part of a location’s DNA, it can even have the potential to make
locals feel a sense of belonging - like when people suddenly
use a sculpture as a point of navigation, saying for instance
“let’'s meet by this or that sculpture”. It is of course important
that commissioners of public art take care to invite people from
different backgrounds to come up with proposals for public art,
so the world doesn’t end up with art works that are representative
of a small fraction of the population. Often public art projects
can stir some debate, which we also regard as something quite
healthy since it proves that people still feel that they should have

a say about what happens in our cities.

. As technology is developing, simultaneously, climate and

environmental issues are facing us. What do you think is the
true meaning of smart city? So how do you think public art can

communicate in a democratic and smart way in this process?

We all need to turn greener and unfortunately it also seems like

we all need to reduce our travel activities in order to reduce each
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our carbon footprint. That means that we must be more local and
more focused on resources that are within our proximity. Public
art can help communities become more aware of their local
resources. Sometimes citizens are simply not aware of spaces
that are in principle shared spaces, belonging to everybody. Our
work A Greater Perspective, a black patinated bronze sculpture
in the shape of an oversized telescope on a tripod that’s too
big for anyone to look through was installed on The High Line in
New York in 2015. There, it drew attention to an obscure view of
the Statue of Liberty, which was likely to be soon concealed by
developments. But by rendering the telescope dysfunctional, it
was possible to also draw attention back to the very space where
the work was installed - The High Line itself and how important it
is as a shared space for New Yorkers. Public art can be a powerful

tool for highlighting realities existing in our cities and societies.

Q. What do you think are the important concepts and keywords

we should take into account post-COVID-19? What attitude or
concept do you think we should take? If you could introduce it to

your project?

We think that the lockdowns that we experienced globally in 2020
taught us how precious socializing actually is, how much we need
each other. But it is probably anillusion that we will learn a lot from
this pandemic since history has shown that we humans quickly
forget and then re-establish the structures from before. No one
seemed to learn much from the 1918 influenza pandemic: things
slowly returned to normal, things like travel began to accelerate
again, and many of the precautions taken then are the same as
those in place today. That being said though, following World
War | and the effects of that pandemic in Germany, both Dadaism
and the Bauhaus movement developed in the arts, with two very
different theoretical and artistic approaches. Maybe we’ll again
see a combination, or juxtaposition, of some sort of escapism
and communal vision. Strangely, we have witnessed that images
of our older works have been used online and in articles lately,
to illustrate the current feeling of social isolation and loneliness,
combined with a fear of loss of social welfare. Art can perhaps
still be a reminder of human vulnerability, and a warning against
powers that exploit this vulnerability. It is also a way to tell each

other: hey, we are among many people that feel the same way!

Q. From exhibition spaces to artists and works, the scope of art is

rapidly changing with COVID-19. What are the biggest changes
and challenges you are feeling as artists now? Tell me about

your future plans.

We are very fortunate and have many projects planned for the
next couple of years. Some parts of the process now have to
happen in new and more remote ways, through Zoom, emails
and other forms of long-distance communication but luckily,
we have also been able to do exhibitions both in Berlin and in
Helsinki where we could be present ourselves. In May, in Berlin
our solo exhibition Short Story was held at Kénig Galerie, where
we transformed the space with a large site-specific installation of
a tennis court with three new figurative sculptures. Two of these
sculptures were boys who have seemingly just played a game
of tennis - one is the winner and the other is defeated. These
sculptures have now just been installed outdoors on a real tennis
court in a new exhibition at Pace Gallery in the East Hamptons,
USA, where a new audience can see them. In Finland, our solo
exhibition, 2020, just opened, where we transformed the brutalist
exhibition spaces in the museum into a car park, incorporating
real cars, road markings, and a selection of our sculptures. We
gave this exhibition the title ‘2020’ because this year has felt
somewhat like the atmosphere you might experience in a car park
- something you want to leave soon after you have entered.... a
little bit eerie with lots of unexpected events.

Next year our biggest project will be in Milan and fingers
crossed that the situation allows for more normal conditions at
that time. There might even be some more public sculptures in

the pipeline, you'll have to keep your eyes peeled (laughs). &

Elmgreen & Dragset, who have collaborated as an artist duo since
1995, live and work in Berlin. The artists, across multiple mediums
including architecture, performance, installation and sculpture,
not only create narrative scenarios but also draw on absurdity to
undermine the power systems that are embedded in the society
we live in. Their works can be found in major museums including
the Hamburger Bahnhof - Museum fur Gegenwart, the Museum of
Contemporary Art Chicago, the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, etc.
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© Commissioned for the Mayor of London’s Fourth Plinth Programme Trafalgar Square Photo: James O Jenkins

<Powerless Structures, Fig. 101> 2012 Bronze 411x174x442cm

<A Greater Perspective> 2015 Bronze, steel, black patina, wax 370x375x190cm

© Galerie Perrotin Photo: Guillaume Ziccarelli
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