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Wondering whether the objects that inhabit the world have a good life, as 

opposed to just an ordinary one, might seem something of a conversation-

stopper. Ontologically speaking, the question would be misplaced, since we 

clearly cannot invite inert entities to enter into dialogue. Yet who could have a 

greater interest in these objects’ wellbeing than ourselves, their owners, given 

that they may well accompany us for decades or even our entire lives? One 

might add that the objects that interest and appeal to us as consumers and users 

are those that instil a certain bonvivantisme, in terms of an economy based not on 

hedonism, but on policies of style and good taste. We have reached such a 

boiling point that it is possible to consider works of art being classified as 

belonging to the great family of objects, without the apparent superiority of the 

former over the latter representing any sort of threat. Over and above any 

attempt at categorisation, there is a compelling need for an ecology within that 

system of objects. Anthropologist Gregory Bateson argued that "There is an 

ecology of bad ideas, just as there is an ecology of weeds”,1 and one might 

likewise speak of an ecology of objects and forms, in their often unreflexive and 

gratuitous overabundance. This idea is particularly well suited to art practice, 

where repeated questioning of the condition of the object has failed radically to 

banish the fetish once and for all; an art domain without objects, without 

commodities, has been imagined but not yet consummated. The situation might 

well be compared to that other utopian notion of a society run without the 

mediating presence of money, also so often dreamed of as an ideal and truly 

radical projection. 

However, asking whether objects aspire to a good life can become an 

ontological challenge sustained by a fragile tension, in which the ambiguity of 

the question provides valuable information on the orientation of an ethical and 
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responsible design. We all know that the relations of economic exchange 

continue to dominate the art world, and that attempts to dematerialise the art 

work have not always been sought defetishisation, while reification of the 

merchandise persists.  

 

Having said this, Koenraad Dedobbeleer’s art is related as much to the tradition 

of art, architecture and design as to the nature of things. His gaze breathes new 

life into these things in much the same way as writing (this essay itself), in 

parallel, speculates on the existence and raison-d'être of those objects. These, the 

objects, are everywhere: they do not exist as isolated entities but, extending the 

framework of vision, are linked and spliced to other objects and these, in turn, 

are linked and spliced to other (artificial or natural) fields, progressively 

enveloping the entire world. The eye and the gaze participate in this order of 

things. Dedobbeleer's sculpture stands at that point where the object (tables, 

chairs, domestic utensils and so on) triggers another parallel reality. The 

sculptures act as mirror images of objects inspired in real life, now transfigured 

and altered. A key concept is mimesis (or mimicry), i.e. the adaptation and at 

the same time the exceptionality of the sculpture within the object system. 

Mimesis is the capacity for adaptation possessed by some animals and plants 

where they can make themselves seem like other beings in their surroundings 

and the adoption of another’s behaviour. This equivalence is interesting in the 

history of the sculpture, especially from the self-referentiality of minimalism 

and the post-minimal poetics. Just as nature participates in this phenomenon of 

mimesis, where the principle of adaptation within which things exist occurs to 

the extent to which they camouflage themselves in their surrounding 

environment, Dedobbeleer sculptures act in the same way, in contrast to 

mutation (e.g. of an insect) which can only occur once and at the beginning of 

the process. This mimetic condition is in some way inherent to its founding 

poetic of the post-minimalist object – and we do not have to go back to Richard 

Artschwager, with his minimalist hybrid and his appreciation of pop art, to find 

evidence of this.  



 

One sculpture, Assertions that Supposedly Fuse Together, Eventually (2009) is 

symptomatic of this type of approach: two round pre-cast concrete bollards 

covered in gravel) like those used on the street, have been re-used, by being cut 

at a point in their circumference and rearranged in an 8-shape. But mimesis 

does not necessarily mean levelling out. The objects are out there and they 

remain relatively autonomous, their contours with other things reveal all their 

possibilities of action. When this affectation is transferred to sculpture, what it 

highlights is its uncertain or random nature, that is to say, the point at which 

the doubt, the uncertainty and the discovery of the form are subject to an open 

process where encounter, chance and surprise play a crucial role, escaping from 

mechanical fact and also distancing themselves from the empowerment, control 

and submission of the object to the artist's brute force in a stereotyped 

masculinity within the sculpture. The gap between intentions and results can 

only be resolved in practice, not in the ideal. Moreover, the status of each piece 

may change from one presentation to another, whenever the specific context or 

display requires them to be placed differently. As Dedobbeleer has said, the 

presentation is “the act of offering or proposing something that is deliberately 

open and available”.2 This term, “presentation” takes on a connotation that 

relativises the sculpture’s modes and uses.  

 

Collecting and the new commodity 

In the midst of this profusion of bodies there are still people who collect things! 

One of the most singular features of A Privilege of Autovalorization is that the 

exhibition incorporates the varied lives of the objects the artist produces; some 

pieces are acquired by collectors or public institutions to form part of their 

collections; others, however, are given away to the artist’s friends, who place 

them in visible positions in their apartments, surrounded by other decorative 

features. Many of these works are camouflaged amidst furniture and other 

household objects or become merged into arrangements of interior architecture 
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and carpentry. Again, mimesis. These afterlives pose the question of what 

happens to a work once its time as an artwork in a gallery has come to an end. 

Packed away or shut up in a wooden case in some dark warehouse, their 

virtuality is enhanced all the more. Now, the artist proposes a twin method of 

presentation for two radically different situations, tracing a parallel between the 

domestic interior and the exhibition hall and, at the same time, emphasising the 

non-identity of the work as something immutable, more like a body in 

continuous transit. In doing so, he exhibits the dominant device in art itself: 

presentation. Without having to resort to a ritual unveiling of the statue, any 

exhibition participates in the liturgy of presentation; this occurs here (in the 

place) and now (in time).  

 

Dedobbeleer's contextual sensitivity, in turning his attention to the later life of 

the thing produced, makes us (as participants in the game he proposes) ask 

ourselves about the buyers, the reason for their purchase and the place the 

artwork occupies in that relationship. Like a mirror in which they view 

themselves, the collectors, the new owners, project their imaginarium onto that 

object, with which they begin a coquettish dance of mirroring identification. 

Collections are memories, and the similarities between collections of the most 

diverse items often lie in the passion of their collector. A simple glance at a 

bookshelf can lead us to certain conclusions; two identical books of architecture 

placed side by side, for example, may indicate that this is the home of two 

architects, whose destinies became entwined at some point. These details end 

up shaping a whole sentimental-object baggage. 

But what happens to works when they pass from the sphere of the gallery to the 

intimacy of the home? An ontology of the object re-emerges, since the work is 

the same but its status is altered. Walter Benjamin defined collectors as people 

with a tactical instinct: the collector is a paradigm of private, closed subjectivity; 

he/she is someone who takes pleasure in his/her intimate, secret world. 

Benjamin, himself a compulsive collector, once wrote that “every passion 

borders on the chaotic, but the collector’s passion borders on the chaos of 



memories”.3 As he himself saw, there is a kind of childlike acquisition to be 

found in the true collector, whose ultimate aim is to renew the old world. Adult 

collectors are moved to gather the things that fascinate them in a desire to place 

individual things beside one another to produce new and intriguing 

juxtapositions –as a child might– providing themselves with some intellectual 

justification for their work. Yet the collector has also commonly been seen as 

belonging to the bourgeois sphere, while that same bourgeoisie projects its own 

publicness. Even while speaking to us of his/her singularity and his/her 

contacts with the exterior, the collector is above all cultivating his/her interior 

with the act of collecting becoming a substitute for human relations. Politically 

speaking, the route from the private to the public is seen as being beneficial for 

society and in this light, many private collections are presented inserted into 

institutions, whereas the opposite direction, from public to private is viewed as 

being ideologically suspect. The fact that private collections submit to this 

dialectic tells us nothing about the specific intentions in each case, in the same 

way that we take it for granted that the owners of the works must –almost by 

moral obligation– loan them when they are needed to complete individual or 

group exhibitions. This type of relationship gives the public sphere back its 

dose of publicness. One way of breaking the rigid binary oppositions between 

the private and the public is to reclassify much of what surrounds us as semi-

public and/or semi-private. It is a condition that can also be applied to the 

contemporary artist, run through with individuality but at the same forming 

part of a larger group, exponent of a publicness insofar as he or she participates, 

by exhibiting his/her work, in this politics of presentation. But then there is also 

the collecting artist, like Dedobbeleer and others: not just a subjectivity 

collecting other items (furniture, books and films), but a personality who 

conceives the presentation (the very exhibition I am writing about, for example) 

as an opportunity to create a universe, a constellation and an archipelago of 

pieces associated with each other, recreating itself in the discovery of 
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unsuspected connections and links, in which each piece never cedes its own 

autonomy, while at the same time emerging from a totality, and where the 

sculpture ends up delegating its objecthood to the service of the exhibition as a 

medium. This may here be the definition of an aesthetic, i.e., the coherent 

means whereby the parts form a whole.4 

 

The publication Based Less on Substance than on Profit, reproduced in this 

catalogue, is attractive precisely because it shows the conditions of alterability 

of the works depending on various factors, suggesting that the three-

dimensional space is considered as being of key importance together with a 

rereading of the objects. What is a work of art? What is a commodity? The path 

that leads from the studio to the gallery or museum often ends there, depriving 

us of the subsequent image in the hands of the collector. Now, Dedobbeleer 

confronts that condition of artwork as commodity, conspiratorially 

“kidnapping” the works from their current positions and reinstalling them in a 

new totalising display. This retrospective look might well be seen as an exercise 

in restoring the identity of the artist himself, a game with the past and a search 

for completeness not far removed from the childlike, fantasizing, reconstruction 

of the Benjaminian collector. It is a two-way journey: from the gallery or the 

“white cube” to the interior or the warehouse, and back to the institution in a 

deferred time and space in a somewhat melancholic choreography of loss. But, 

what is the “normal” state of the work? If we agree that it is its material object 

self, stripped of the aura-like spotlight of its presentation as an exception, then 

the work can show its own credentials, its ontological being, questioning the 

mechanisms that make art just that, art.  

In this exhibition, this great manoeuvre involves entering the privacy of many 

homes to take photographs. It is orchestrated jointly with the institution, so that 

the habitual device of the loan acquires an even more wide-ranging complicity; 

or rather, this operation becomes the content itself, rather than just a hidden or 
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collateral mechanism of the sort used in exhibitions today, with their 

complicated logistics that become invisible once the exhibition opens. Here the 

device is presented openly and forms part of the results. To make this possible, 

another complicity is required, that of the collectors – who lend a package of 

their private lives, first for the photographs and then, temporarily, by loaning 

the works. What emerges from this all is the collusion with the art centre in 

question, in an overall strategy that could well be allied with certain forms of 

Institutional Critique.  

 

Depicting the interiors 

These images of interiors, stores and gardens are related to a certain tradition in 

the new objectivity of photography which poses questions about its 

documentary functionality. One feature shared by several artists is that they 

never view the artwork as an autonomous entity but always reconnected to 

another material reality. In this regard, these photos add another layer of 

meaning by becoming a document of the work, just as photography is used to 

represent works of art within the current system, and evidence of another 

objectivity; the interior, the piece, the sitting room, the domestic space. The two 

elements, the artwork and the background, blend and merge, establishing a 

relationship where camouflage, fetishism, possession and idiosyncrasy revolve 

around specific forms of usage. Once again, the mimesis is doing its job. 

Whereas conventionally, photographs of sculpture have been considered best 

when only the object is visible, isolated from any visual contamination of the 

background, here this law is turned on its head. It seems to be narrating a path 

from the “white cube” to the sitting room and back. Historically, the “white 

cube” —as a model of an authoritarian and universal modernity — has 

uniformised the conditions in which the works are perceived, neutralising the 

wearing effects of time on the work. Nineteenth-century salons and cabinets 

were the counter-models to this pure and free reception. The whiteness of the 

(modern) exhibition room provided relief against the black hole into which the 

works were hurled once their initial inscription was passed. In the case of the 



white cube, the space would work in the service of time and the opposite would 

be little less than a corruption.  

 

But the virtue of these pictures of Dedobbeleer's work lies in their referential 

removal, in the decentring of the contents, in the shift from the work to the 

three-dimensional space that is depicted. The genre is that of the portrait, but 

ambivalent: about the Belgian artist or a catalogue of typologies– that of a 

certain liberal class (the collectors), or the habitats of artists and architects – in a 

topology of Belgian interiors. It would be almost impossible here not to recall 

one of the most important exhibitions of recent decades, Chambres d’Amis, 

organised by Jan Hoet, in Gante, in 1986, when international artists were invited 

to exhibit and intervene in scores of private apartments, extending the 

framework of the contemporary art museum and placing art and the spectator 

in a new unconventional arrangement, while at the same time bridging the gap 

between art and the everyday.  

One is also inevitably reminded of the moment when sixteenth century painting 

began to publicise the accumulation of capital, with the great personalities 

depicted in their own interiors, surrounded by their accoutrements and their 

instruments of enlightenment. But, unlike these paintings of merchandise, 

which soon became privileged commodities in themselves, the photographs 

here have a merely documentary or informational value. They are not artworks: 

they represent artworks and sitting rooms and also (though in absentia) the 

people who inhabit those places and own those works of art, thus questioning 

the role that they, as distinct from the decoration, are supposed to play.  

 

Walter Benjamin (again) delved deep into the meaning of the interior and the 

salons when he wrote that “One need only study with due exactitude the 

physiognomy of the homes of great collectors. Then one would have the key to 

the nineteenth-century interiors. Just as in the former case the objects gradually 

take possession of the residence, so in the later it is a piece of furniture that 



would retrieve and assemble the stylistic traces of the centuries”.5And he went 

on to talk about the “World of Things”. Similarly, the things and the world 

coexist in a way that is both troubled and harmonious at the same time, where 

order and disorder lead to interminable recreation. The objects and spaces 

establish a dialectic relationship. In The Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard set out 

a whole topophilia, a poetic of homes and an exploration of the house as lived 

space: any inhabited space has as its essence the notion of the home. 6 Interiors 

contain the psychological dimension, formed by things remembered and things 

forgotten, and they are the first domain of everyday, authentic “microcosms”. 

The home, moreover, is a unit of image and memory. The question therefore is, 

where and how do those exceptions called works of art come to rest? Just as 

works are installed and hung in houses, the houses enter here and now within 

the “white cube”; just as the artist, Dedobbeleer, psychologically occupies the 

institutional space and traverses it with his presence and his objects, making it 

his own, the circle closes between spaces and postponed times.  

 

Towards a New Objecthood 

By reducing every object to its mere value of usability, the dogmatic Adolf Loos 

developed his theory of the predominance of technique, postulating the 

aesthetic principle that useful is beautiful and advocating “good form”, i.e. that 

which is not invented from scratch but which exists in nature and therefore 

only needs to be plucked from it. Loos appeared to believe that the idealism of 

form naturally distinguishes between good and bad form.7  

Transferring this debate to a contemporary setting is little less than an 

anachronism disguised as rhetoric. However, more than being an “object”, form 

represents the relations between social (and collective) modes and individual 

projects and it is therefore entirely a mediatory resort. One of the innovations to 
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be found in Dedobbeleer is his consideration of form as being inseparable from 

the object as sculpture. A “poetic object” can be associated with post-minimalist 

sculpture when the latter breaks down self-referential and meta-linguistic 

narrowness to communicate affects, creating controlled dramas based on scale, 

sequence, colour, simplicity, surface, material and its own nature as an object; in 

other words, when it concentrates on its form, on its objecthood. What 

distinguishes this sculpture is above all the inspiration that it takes from 

“nascent” forms of reality. The new reality of the object differs considerably 

from the referent, from the original: the “salient” forms have been subjected to 

processes of compression, miniaturisation, folding, simplification, gigantism or 

miniaturisation, and especially by one of the most common strategies: 

displacement, replacement, objectual and/or contextual emptying. This 

dialectic of the large and the small, the miniature and the immense reflects 

values of subjectivity that often lie within us and not within the forms 

themselves. The remarkable thing is that even in their multiple states of 

physicality (solid, liquid or even gas) these objects do not rival those of the 

everyday, but in some way coexist on equal terms, albeit in different worlds. 

Recycling a kitchen table, by removing the top surface and painting the body a 

bright black is a step towards achieving a new framework on which to support 

something that appears to be a nopal, also black, in Want You Come See Me Clean 

Shaved (2004). Indeed, this new objecthood encourages not that self-referencing 

that made the minimalist object an inescapable presence, but rather the self-

reflection of the object that knows itself to be temporary and transitional or the 

object in continuous disintegration. 

But how do these forms, turned now into not entirely identical doubles, work? 

In the same way as someone finding themselves in front of a mirror may not 

immediately recognise the figure there, these objects encounter themselves in 

their non-identity. Their scientificness is similar to that of the Elective Affinities; 

as in Goethe's novel, the objects unite, separate, diverge, dissolve and return to 

life as a result of the mutual attraction certain bodies give off. They function in a 

similar way to the minerals studied by the alchemists, some attracting each 



other, some repelling each other. This sculpture is also abstract and realist at the 

same time, or rather: it is not either abstract, realist, figurative, minimal or 

transcendental but is instead all this at the same time. Phenomenologically their 

empiricism is vague; “vague essences” to use Edmund Husserl's term. The 

corporealness of a “vague essence” lies between an essence/concept and a 

thing, for example roundness, something intermediary between rounded 

sensitive things and the conceptual base of the circle (one of the chapters in 

Bachelard's book, I recall, is on the phenomenology of roundness). It is also true 

that a nascent form can be explained by examining the situations in the artist's 

workshop or studio, i.e., the results are not the executed calculation of a prior 

idea but the result of diligence, the accumulated time spent in the studio 

transfigured into a resulting thing.  

 

Very often, Dedobbeleer's procedure begins with an analysis of architecture and 

street furniture; these are structures that shape space, its reception, its history, 

and its conditions of production. In itself, displacement or detournement serves 

for little. What is vital is experience, i.e., the transformation of something based 

on the laws of work, inactive time, coincidence, encounter, subjection and 

intuition. Is it possible to speak, in this context (or any other) of an ontology of 

experience? The tactile qualities of sculpture should not, therefore, be 

underestimated. Touch takes us back to the hand, to the making. Whether it is 

by making the pieces or by taking them to a workshop to be made by a 

specialist, the presence (in craftwork), or absence (in mechanised manufacture) 

of the hand denotes the revaluation of labour and of the technique used. For 

example, Benjamin claims there is a correlation between the craftsman and the 

storyteller, since the very act of storytelling is a skill or a craft, which leads us to 

reflect on the operations of craft storytelling and communication as the 

quintessence of individual experience and personality.8 The shift from 

craftwork (with its insistence on the hand in the production process) to 

                                                 
8 Esther Leslie, “Walter Benjamin: Traces of Craft”, Journal of Design History, Vol. 11, 

No. 1, Craft, Modernism and Modernity, 1998, pp. 5-13. 



mechanisation left its mark on the modes of memory. The hand touches; it 

possesses practical knowledge. But this gloss of the craft technique is not some 

sort of romantic championing of the cause; on the contrary, it operates along 

similar lines to when Gerrit Rietveld (dressed in his carpenter's clothes) 

designed and made the Red Blue chair, removing individual subjectivity in 

favour of an aesthetic suitable for mass production while at the same time 

producing an object of unmatched beauty and perfection. But moreover, 

Dedobbeleer not only shows an object; he tells the story of how that object has 

been made. In other words, he narrates the mode of production itself, 

humanising mass-produced objects, and producing craft-industrial sculptures 

(or vice versa) that humbly display their singularity. This new objecthood does 

not seek to impose itself or sweep all else away but rather to initiate a 

progressive approach of exchange, conversation, discovery and experience with 

the observer. Its objecthood does not shout out, seek to be the centre of 

attention, or try to attract immediate attention; instead it remains timid, resting 

on its own discretion, waiting to be activated. In From Dissent to Resistance 

(2009), for example, a little Lego table lies upturned; but here it is on a 

monumental scale and made of painted iron instead of plastic. By 

resingularizing the standardised, the attributes of the cheap mass-produced 

reproduction now turn around another new reality, similar to that of the child 

creating imaginary worlds.  

 

There is an accepted rule that the more one interrogates an object, the more 

silent it becomes. The capacity to make an object speak, either through 

prolonged quasi-shamanic contemplation or by writing a critical text (in its 

attempt to put words to a series of objects and actions), appears to be a fruitless 

or frustrating task insofar as it never manages entirely to satisfy the demand. It 

is also important to bear in mind the strange paradox whereby the fact that 

something appeals to you enormously does not enable you to write more and 

better on it. However, the identity of the object under scrutiny does not remain 

static; instead it participates in the movement, gravitating like a satellite around 



its planet. Just as the dialectic has shown us to see the rest in action and 

dynamism in stasis, we can find movement and action in inert things, without 

needing to resort to a Kantian metaphysical debate on the object with defined 

outlines and borders. 

So, the “contingent object” is that which is supported in a poetic of the 

everyday but transformed, sublimated in sculpture; it is an entity which bears a 

great similarity to the original referent (a table, a glass, a chair), but is now a 

new substance or artwork. The dictionary tells us that contingency is the 

probability of something happening or not happening, something partial and 

open to change. Space Calls for Action (2008) is significant in this regard: three 

stones, interpreted by the observer as being in their natural state which are 

actually granite replicas of the real stones found. Natural or artificial, found in 

some urban cranny and transferred to the exhibition hall, this sculpture depicts 

the inverted phenomenology, a double of the real (cobblestone, urban stone or 

potential weapon), constantly hinting at its being. And this is one of the keys to 

this sculpture: it provides images and things with an ontological value. 

 

Visual kleptomania and scopic regime 

But the objecthood is still subject to the laws of phenomenology and perception. 

To some extent the basis of Dedobbeleer's work is an appreciation of the 

sensitive. The reality, with its system of objects, built atmospheres and 

inhabitable architectures forms a dense web of unexpected associations. 

Capturing these happy spaces from poetic imagination is nothing short of a 

Decalogue of the subjective praxis of architecture. But the apprehension of 

reality centres not only on things and places, but also on signs, symbols 

(ciphered codes). Appropriationism and citation are the parallel subterfuges to 

the phenomenology of imagination and the poetic. What should we call this? 

Kleptomania, perhaps? Explaining this inclination consists of defining quest. 

Appropriating elements from the external world is relatively easy: one simply 

steps back, looks through the viewfinder or frames the scene with one's hands 

and takes a snapshot. “Catching” (or “stealing”) are synonyms that are too 



violent for an appropriationism that more closely attuned to the act of 

gathering, as an activity that unites dispersed items, as one gathers fruit from a 

tree. Gathering and collecting involve a similar activity. And to collect is also to 

recollect, to recall, to memorise.  

 

A phenomenological perception of the objects and the spaces also requires 

viewing devices. Various Difficulties Entailed in the Act of Recollection (2009) is a 

simple XL plastic cup painted red. Supported on the ground at one end it 

appears to be floating or suspended by a centrifugal force that keeps it 

horizontal. The red cup attracts our eye. These and other objects catch our 

attention like things that shone outwards and insofar as they exist thanks to the 

light. Lacan once explained the relationship of light in the process of the 

constitution of the subject, based on a childhood memory, when the glittering 

light from a can floating in the sea caught his eye. “You see that can? Do you 

see it? Well it doesn't see you!”9 Using this anecdote, his reasoning on the 

otherness produced by the scopic regime is that, precisely and despite 

everything, that can does “look at me. It was looking at me at the level of the 

point of light, the point at which everything is looking at me is situated”.10  

In another sculpture, An Exterior Destiny to the Inner Being (2009) this luminosity 

on the element –a formica-covered coffin standing beside a window– bounces 

off the human eye. What initially appears to be the reflection of the light on a 

geometric corner (perceived as white light) turns out on closer examination to 

be an area painted white, in contrast to the dark colour of the rest of the piece. 

Translating the light as white and the shadow as black is simply a way of 

tricking the eye, a trompe l’oeil. The duality of the subject and the object is made 

iridescent, glittering, and active in its continuous inversions. In this way, the 

manipulation of the light in the objects and an extreme delicacy as to the 

                                                 
9 Jacques Lacan, ““The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis”, The Seminar 

Book XI, W. W. Norton & Company New York / London, 1998. p. 95.  

10 Ibid. p. 103.  



perceptive and retinal possibilities of sculptural interpretation becomes one of 

the artist's more subtle games of semantics and shifts in meaning.  

 

There must without doubt be a psychoanalytical loop correlating visual 

kleptomania, an affection turned into a positive impulse that generates 

associations between the creator's intimate sphere and the external one, with 

the scopic regime, the angle of vision and the perspective of our position on the 

earth surrounded by correspondences between people and things, things and 

surroundings, people and contexts. This kleptomania is not far removed from 

that of the contemporary artist as flâneur, encountering something “interesting” 

just around the corner: architectures, urban solutions, still lifes, materials, inert 

bodies. What this flâneur can do, above all, is to stop, step back, frame 

something and shoot. The key word here is digestion and not consumption. 

Dedobbeleer makes this behaviour a habit while at the same time enriching his 

referential background of forms. Between attention and distraction, vigilance 

sharpens the instinct. But, is it not true that this sculpture goes back to the real 

as it alludes to the history of art? “La citation c’est fait directement” said Jean-Luc 

Godard once, referring to his own work. Now, this rule is inverted: the citation 

is made indirectly, through deflection and short-cuts that maintain the suspense 

of the form sustained between its phenomenological identity and the order –

referential, objectual and also sculptural– to which they refer back.  

 

Language as sculpture 

But in addition, the artist gives the object a schizoid identity when he 

linguistically oversignifies, using the titles as his base. The titles become 

rhetorical linguistic statements, half-way between oxymorons and phrases that 

are either meaningless or of such an ambivalence that their ambiguity rivals 

that of the thing named. We need to distinguish between the language of things 

and the disordered apathy of language and things in which we move. The order 

of language interacts with manufactured objects, and it is possible to see the 

union of poetry and art as a sculptural language in its own right. Bertolt 



Brecht's poetry, for instance, in its deliberate nakedness and its dialectic intent, 

is thought and reflection and at the same time possesses a density close to 

sculpture. We do not need to prefigure letters as forms to understand the 

relationship between the sculptural density of the word and poetry. Another 

artist, Lawrence Weiner, has developed an entire sculptural oeuvre using 

language as his material. 

In Dedobbeleer, the “contingent object” is never self-sufficient, but requires an 

external agency to be activated, and this interaction is with the environment or 

with the language, that performs the function of resignification. In the sculpture 

itself, the emphasis on the syntax of things, on their construction, may refer 

back to the order of language, to the creation of a vocabulary. What the object is 

lacking, an oral or written language, is substituted by the assignment of phrases 

(titles) which, when joined together, generate a text. Just as the accumulation of 

works in the space might refer to the alphabet, reading the titles generates its 

own textuality in the exhibition space. What these titles generate is, on the one 

hand, the disconcertment of seeing the object separated from its name (which 

has little or nothing to do with the thing) and at the same time the certainty that 

the title, however deliberately or circumstantially it may have been chosen, is in 

itself a significant to be decoded with the same obstinate passion with which a 

fussy gourmand food critic might dissect some culinary delight. The purpose of 

language is, moreover, to obfuscate the literariness of the work, its literary, 

narrative or even metaphorical component. There is poetry but no metaphor. 

Appropriation and citation take on a new level: the titles are taken from pop-

rock songs, fragments of text from rock poetry, de-contextualised, with the 

same sort of linguistic effectiveness as that seen when My Bloody Valentine 

released Soft as Snow (But Warm Inside). 

In Dedobbeleer the shift is similar; when the things are alienated from their 

context or when a line from a song is isolated and reallocated to another 

function. The already twisted messages of songs by pop-rock bands are 

subjected to an alienation, and it is not necessary for us to know where they 

come from in order to understand the distancing mechanism they produce. For 



example an exhibition at the Haus Esters Museum in Krefeld entitled Won’t 

Starve as Long as I Feed It included works such as An Exterior Destiny to the 

Interior Being (2008), Anguish Concealed by Emotionless Formulation (2009), and All 

Too Much is Lost in Never Enough to Save (2008). This association of sentences 

reorganises the meaning of the abstract and the specific. However, Dedobbeleer 

rarely brings text into his work, while at the same time the titles are really 

“statements”, defined by Gilles Deleuze as linguistic propositions whose rarity 

lies in the fact that they have “a ‘discursive object’ which does not derive in any 

sense from a particular state of things, but stems from the statement itself”.11  

 

Architectural landscapes and environmental buildings 

The perception of modern architecture turns our attention towards the 

construction of our surroundings. Dedobbeleer centres on the perceptive 

aspects of buildings - modern, postmodern, brutalist or whatever. Moreover, 

the urban landscape and its constructions are hieroglyphics through which one 

can decipher the keys to a given social mode of production. Architecture is not, 

however, exactly the same as context. Taking the “context” depends on a praxis 

which is established in a break with the “pretext”. Context is the circumstances 

of time and place, the invisible aspects of a discursive mode or a form of 

address. In Dedobbeleer, architecture and context are the other great territory of 

experimentation.12 They are more of a point of departure than of arrival. Time 

Ceases To Quicken Memory (2009) is a photograph taken on holidays in Greece; a 

half-finished house with cement-daubed walls rises out of leafy vegetation in 

what could be a dream village, with that half-built state which makes it look 

half-rationalist, half-brutalist. The artist photographs the house being made, in 

its contingency, highlighting its potential as a radical architecture. A subtle 

alteration of the light gives it an even greater sense of strangeness. Partly 

                                                 
11 Gilles Deleuze, Foucault, Paidós Studio, Barcelona, 1987, p. 34.  

12 Here it is worth remembering UP, a fanzine published by Dedobbeleer with Kris 

Kimpe focussing on interesting architectures which appears “regularly at irregular 

intervals”.  



sublimated and decidedly forced, an ordinary house is distorted in an 

International Style archetype, but with a bunker’s roughness — at the same 

time, vaguely reminiscent of Raoul Hausmann’s architecture of the 1930s in 

Ibiza where he was staying with some leading members of the European 

intelligentsia. 

 

Architecture and context are projective spaces. Sometimes, the works not only 

form part of the architectural framework; they become prolongations of that 

same framework. On other occasions, the sculptural constructions act as 

doubles or extensions of the exhibition building. The referential limit of 

architecture allows it to make progressive approximations to the space. Another 

example, The Dissipation of Creative Energies (2009) consisted of reinstalling eight 

Mies van der Rohe lamps, as part of an exhibition held in a house designed by 

the architect in 1927. Another work from the same exhibition, The Authority and 

the Competent (2009) centred on repainting van der Rohe’s original hanging 

system in the exhibition room in matt grey. This subtle intervention would go 

unnoticed were it not for the contrast of the grey on the white of the wall and 

because the picture-hanging system can support no hooks, and thus, no art 

works. Another version consists of transferring architectural structures to the 

display area, reinforcing the temporary nature of the presentation. In Tight: 

Repeating Boredom / Hall / Privaat (with Rita McBride) the artist transfers a 

replica of a structure with beams of wood from an attic (his apartment) to an 

institutional exhibition setting.13The structure of the beams is faithfully rebuilt 

and subsequently installed on site.  

 

The approach to this contextualism is free and poetic, yet it does not spurn 

certain chapters of spatiality to be found in the Institutional Critique (as in a 

Daniel Buren or a Michael Asher). Traditionally, the opposition of discursive 

movements has been a constant, so that a critical, contextual or revealing 

                                                 
13 Tight: Repeating Boredom / Hall / Privaat, Koenraad Dedobbeleer and Rita McBride, 

Frac Bourgogne, Dijon in association with the Berne Kunsthalle and Mu.ZEE, Ostende.  



approximation of the institutional borders was accompanied by an avoidance of 

the physical object, while in contrast, the praxis of achievable objects was often 

accompanied by indifference towards that same contextual framework in which 

they were inserted, thus reinforcing the complete autonomy of the work, and its 

inalterability by symbolic external agencies. But in today's art the limits of these 

dilemmas have to a great extent been overcome and it is possible not to see 

things in terms of exclusion, of one thing or another, but rather in terms of this 

and the other, opening up a new territory where contextualism and sculpture 

mutually complexise each other. This type of intervention may moreover be 

considered within the development of the Institutional Critique, because 

despite its occasional hermetism, it always needed the condition of sensorial 

perceptibility. An exhibition is a place of experimentation which the 

presentation and the architecture invite one to explore. Dedobbeleer makes 

sculptures that sometimes play with density, isolation, confrontation, 

separation, the full and the empty, occupation and/or disoccupation, imitation 

and/or contrast. In whatever case, we are reminded that as well as the remote 

control, an appreciation of art still requires an encounter between sculpture and 

audience.  


