Art on a Leash

In his show at the Cristinerose Gallery in Mew York, Robert F
Hammerstiel examines our conditioning as social animals and the
emotions and desires we project on our pets.

f owou and your dog want ta be

fampus, come to the museum!® an

advertisement in a Saachriicken daily
read two years ago. At Ehab Eime,
Austrian artice Rebert F. Haspmorstiel
wat Looking far subjects to phetograph
for his exhibition at the Center for
Contemparary Art in this German town,
Many degowners followed his call; "]
might have made contemporary art less
alien to mary people,” recalls Rabest F
Hammasstiel with a chucide,

Simee the mid-19805, the §3-year-
old  photegraphes-turned-concepteal
artist has created works that dwell an
the familiar, arising perhaps from a casu-
2l glance or an interest ino scaroely
noticed overyday phenomena, Hammer-
stiel removies subjects from their natural
settings and recanfestualizes thesm in
group warks and irstallations. The work,
rather than foossing on & precise repre-
sartation of real objerts, emphasizes the
perceptual 2nd associative relationship
batween viewer-and depiction,

For his lamge-scale show in Saar-
bribcken, Hammersticl printed eversized
portrait shaks of dogs. They locked
directly at the wiewer and their gaze
seemed o bespeak a stronger individual-
ity than the police-like, diminutive
mugshet Hammerstiel took of their awn-
ers. In an inenic twist, the artist revessed
thet roles of man and bis best Biend,

In the exhibitban A Deg’ Life at
Cristineroge  Gallery in New Yook
(February 24 to March 31, 2001}, hie con-
tinues o elabprate on the subject,
Hammerstiel justaposes dog. leashes
with partraits of dog cwners, He match-
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s portraits of dogs with syminges uied 1o
implant identification microchips {a
desice cammenly inserted undes a dog’s
iin 1o detect its whereabouts in case of
bites), and assembles photographs of a
variety of plastic toys for degs. A subthy
satirical commentany addresses issues on
many scales, from the persenal ke the
global, Emational dependense, desine for
panwer and sublugatian, chanaeling emo-
timns thrawsgh the promise of the world of
mass production, and the theeat of the
impending spread . of technolegies . of
alsolute control are among the topics,

The leash, physically and wigually
analogous to a noose, deseribes the rela-
thanship betaeen magter and dog, refes-
encing Westem attiudes bowards nature
ar b individual's desine for an object to
{ove and doaninate,

Hammerstiel presents a2 complict
link batwesn sodety amd an industry
that thrives cn dogs and their awners.
Feom the praduction of feed to the mar-
kiting of tays, there s a legible antho-
pamarphization of the animal. The
micrachip implanted bereath the skin of
the dogs cam be read as an exprossion of
this humaniration because, as daes a
fingerprint or genetic code, it testifies to
the individuality of the bearer ‘e,
Hammesstiel’s work makes us awarne that
it anby confirms the existence of a prod-
ek and it location within a system,

Hammerstiel's photographic inyes-
tigations also examing bacoground, the
visual scenery that infosms our concep-
tigns of happiness, intimacy and privaoy.
Viewers, all too accustamed to the role
this background plays inctheir private
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realm in defining their experences,
often remain unaware of ils impartance
as a surface for projecting wizhes and
emations. In Saarbabeken, for example,
Hasnmerstiel aimed his lens 2t the potted
plank, refating it to cur desire to retum
to the Garden of Eden,

The thematically organized wark of
Hammerstiel's reoint pask may be Seen
as descriptive catalogues of conflicts
between our conditioning 25 socdal ani-
mle and cur desine for protected intima-
oy Thewark Begins with the chservation
that in the realm of images and chjects
man is.an unconscous achar rather than
a dingctor in full command. Hammesstiel
atks to what extent an individual can
xpress b ar ber identity through the
abgects they chosse to surmound them,

A complex tension 5 generated
between unigue images and their senal
production; the individusl metifs provide
the Ffoundation for exploration and
inquiries inte the mechanisms or presen-
taticn and their resultant physical mani-
festations, These issues of representa-
tion (symbolisny, possession, productian,
functionality} and the subbext behind
their physical counterparts {astificiality,
pretense, imitation) are  recurrent
themes i Hammerihel's work.

Far mare infermaticn en the exhibit
A Deg's Ljfe, please see the calendar
sectbon of this issue,

E=I The article is based an infarmation
provided by the Crstinerode Galleny.

Austria pegltur
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