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Elmgreen & Dragset | The Scandmavmn duo have

*g
:3

rtists Michael Elmgreen

and Ingar Dragset are mis-

chief-makers with interna-

tional clout. They may not

be household names yet,

but over the past decade the Scandina-

vian duo have been making a mark with

public art that is at once witty, poignant

and potent. Theirs, for instance, was the
golden boy on a rocking horse on Trafal

gar Square’s Fourth Plinth in 2012

(“Powerless Structures, Fig. 1017), a

playful rebuke to the bellicose military

statues all around it. In Berlin, their

“Memorial to the Homosexuals Pelse-

been ma.kmg a mark w1th publicart that is at once

poignant and potent. By Gareth Harns

survey — 26 early pieces spanning more
than 20 years and six new works —
opening later this month at the

Whitechapel Gallery in London.
Elmgreen & Dragset are unapologetic
about giving their art a comical, provoc-
ative edge. “People ask, ‘Why doyou use
"humour in your works?" It's pure anger
with

workx as gﬁb but many o{thcu pnecu

2006, they pres:mcd The Welfm show

1t’s better
laughter than just scream,”

al' ndon’s Serp Gallery, a sear-
f the welfare model in

says, over fruit and coffee at thenr ele-
gant 1920s studio in Berlin.

Their easy chat and unguarded
nature are testament to a long and col-
ourful history. The pair metin 1994 ina

cuted Under the Nati

Regime” (2008), a forbidding grey cube

gay nightclub called A(ler Dark in
C h and wereina
unu! 2004. They first worked on joint

that originally housed tender h)olage of
kissing couples, is a p fixture
onthe Tiergarten.

Their profile is set to rise further. In
October they plan to install 100 bronze
starfish, all unique, on the Place
Venddme in Paris to coincide with the
Fiac art fair. Next year will see the
unveiling of “Bent Pool”, a mind-

pieces — the medium was
the perfect fit g:ven that Elmgreen

d acting

Y
— while pursuing their own rather
esoteric interests: Copenhagen-born
PR P

Dra;et 49, v.hoh‘;x]s&omNorwa;',

westem society. In their scenario, the
system was fraying under the strains
imposed by neoliberalism. A series of
waiting rooms peopled by bored uni-
formed officials symbolised the soul-
less, bureaucratic aspect of the public
sector; strip lighting and white noise
added to the sense of visiting a night-
marish day-care centre.

One of the pieces exhibited at the Ser-
pentine show, “Modern Moses” (2006),
comprises a lifelike wax baby in a cot,
lying at the foot of a cash machine.
Seeing a helpless human abandoned at
an ATM elicits uneasy, conflicting

bending, arch-shaped swimming pool
sculpture in Miami. But the main event
in the immediate future is a major

maxhetzler.com

manmdlebandcalledmla'mday(sell- reacuons but the work points
0 a Mexi perawas a ly to the issue of collecti |
hzg,h poml forthc group) individual ility.

It would be easy to label some of their

“Modern Moses™ will be among the |

From left: Elmgreen &
Dragset; ‘One Day’ (2015);
‘Powerless Structures,
Fig. 101" (2012) -t e
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works appearing in the Whitechapel’s
retrospective. According to curator

don’t poke fun at the audience, which
might explain why their art is so
ing). “Donation Box” (2006), a

Laura Smith, Elmg & Dragset
prompt us to question how society is

ommsed. ‘They make us aware of the

perspex cube filled withdetritus such as
grubby trainers, mocks the way

sur-
round usall.” she says.

Dragsetremarks that putting The Wel-
fare Show on now would be more fraught
than in pre-economic crisis days.
“Things just seem much more complex
today — things have accelerated.” EIm-
green goes further. “At that time, back in
2006, you would at least consider peo-
ple equal under the law. Today you can’t
because there are parts of the popula-

T.Lu‘lv h f h
bia, stirred up by tabloid media and cer-
tain populist politicians,” he says.

He used to divide his time between
London and Berlin but has now
3 4 oot

capital, feeling aggrieved by the UK’s
decision to divorce from the EU.

Nonetheless, the Whitechapel show
may seem at times like a wistful love let
terto London and the Brits, The UK —its
quirks, ways and politics — is the back-
drop for this ambitious mid-career sur-
vey. The title, This is How We Bite Our
Tongue, draws on the stereotypical Brit-
ish penchant for reserve and pent-up
emotion, the pair say.

A judge’s wig hangs forlornly on a
steel hanger (“Heritage”, 2014), the
outline of a head taking shape in the
void created. “The work shows how
tradition is embedded in all British
institutions. Britain still thinks it’s an
empire. lt 's crazy. Blmgmn says.
There i in
London’s East End via a major new
commission which, for now, is under
wraps. The installation, which takes
up the entire ground floor, depicts an
abandoned civic space, a calamitous
casualty of the UK government's

policies.

1 point out that in the Whitechapel
show, the issue of masculinity also
emerges as a concern and concept.
“Invisible” (2017) comprises a sculp-
ture of an anxious schoolboy huddled
inside a grand fireplace. “One Day”
(2015) consists of a boy figure looking
up admiringly at a rifle in a glass cabi-
net. “Violence is a masculine problem,”

needily solicit handouts
from visitors.

Meanwhile visitors are encouraged to
sit at a small table, browse a diaryand
sip whisky for the work entitled “The
Bottle and the Book” (2015). “Perhaps
you can just come and get wasted; that
mll | generate an entirely new kmd of
f this melan-

cholic, funny plcce.

The question that springs to mind,
though, with any working partnership
is: do they really get on? Dragset admits

“The work shows how
tradition is embedded in all
British institutions. Britain
still thinks it’s an empire’

that if they do not fight during the
course of a project, alarm bells ring, “We
gave up authorship in a way by being
two people,” he says. “Every dayislikea
set of disappointments because there is
constant negotiation.”

1 come back to the humour in their
art. Are they hoping that audiences will
react by screaming with laughter? Up to
a point, Dragset replies. “We still want
people tolisten,” he says. “If you scream
too loud, it means nobody is going to

Elmgreen explains. “Certain expecta-  hearanything”

tions of boyish behaviour might create

violent tendencies lateron.” “This Is How We Bite Our Tongue’
But humour, albeit of a d Vhitechapel Gall ber 27-

sort, defuses the tenser moments (they  January 13, whitechapelgallery.org




