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Izzy Bilkus tracks down Paloma Varga Weisz,

whose latest project involved her studio being

watched by the public 24/7

Installation view, Studio Paloma Varga Weisz. Photo: © Thomas Lannes courtesy MASSIMODECARLO
How do artists work behind closed doors? And
what would happen when the line between
public and private is blurred, and the secrecy of
the artist's studio is set against the exposure of a
gallery space? For Paloma Varga Weisz's latest
project - and the first of its kind at Massimo de
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transforming it into her temporary studio. For
two weeks she filled the studio with furniture,
tools and works-in-progress as she created two
figurative sculptures, all whilst being observed
by the public through floor-to-ceiling windows
and live-streamed 24/7 on the gallery's website.

Exposure like this might drive some artists mad,
or add a level of self-consciousness that could
interfere with the natural creative process, but
this wasn't quite the case for Varga Weisz. “It's an
incredible experience to be on show in this way.
It's not just working in the gallery, it's more like a
performance because I'm interacting with
people,” she tells me via Zoom. "The window is
almost invisible, so people have been bumping
into it. It almost looks like I'm working outside.”

Massimo de Carlo's Piece Unique gallery on Rue
de Turenne was conceived by gallerist Lucio
Amelio and artist Cy Twombly in 1989 and was
originally designed to be fully exposed to the
street and visible 24 hours a day. The space has
carried forward the legacy of this project by
offering a series of single-work exhibitions,
visible day and night - the opposite of a normal
working environment for most artists. “At my
studio, | can schedule time to have alone,” Varga
Weisz adds, “but here, people stand outside
watching me, taking photographs and filming.
They like seeing the different stages of my work,
from sharpening my knives to adding layers of
polychrome and sculpting faces.”

Piéce Unique live studio camera
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something I'd never done before, and would
never do again. I'm a big fan of Atelier Brancusi in
front of the Centre Pompidou. It's so wonderful
to see. You can walk around the studio and see
all the unfinished works and tools. It's fantastic
for the public to see the working space of an
artist.”

The process of breaking down these boundaries
between public and private, and challenging the
archetype of the gallery seemed to unfold
naturally throughout this “social project,” as
Varga Weisz puts it. “People come inside without
knowing that this is a gallery, they've just seen
me working and assume it's a wood carving shop.
The concept of a ‘high-level’ artist is forgotten.
People are coming in to speak with me about
what they're up to, their artist friends and what
they're working on. The barrier between
prestigious art galleries and the general public is
dissolved for a moment. One person came in with
their sausage dog and asked if | could create a
little sculpture of him."

The project also allowed Varga Weisz to explore
her connection with the city of Paris, as her
father, Hungarian artist Feri Varga, once lived
and worked in the Marais. “My father was quite
old when he had kids. He was born in 1906 and
came to Paris in 1924 to study art and escape the
Nazis. He then went to the south of France and
met a lot of artists from that area - Picasso,
Cocteau, Chagall, Matisse. He had a very close
relationship with Jean Cocteau. They
collaborated to create an illustrated collection of
his poems.”
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Installation view, Studio Paloma Varga Weisz. Photo: © Thomas Lannes courtesy Installation view, Studio Paloma Varga Weisz. Photo: © Thomas Lannes courtesy
MASSIMODECARLO MASSIMODECARLO

“I've come here with a lot of personal baggage,”
she continues. “l brought a book with me, full of
images and articles from my personal archive of
my father's story. To me, this feels like the
beginning of a journey where | can reconnect
with my past and my family.”

Piece Unique takes up a similar space to that of a
small shopfront. | was keen to learn more about
Varga Weisz's studio environment back home in
Diisseldorf, and how important physical space
was to her. “l just visited the Giacometti
Foundation where you can see the space where
Giacometti worked - it's a tiny room, similar to
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Picasso had a much bigger studio, he took a
whole chateau to work in because he could
afford it. Francis Bacon's studio was just a small
room filled with his work. I'm lucky enough to
have a big studio, but I'd also love to have a
smaller space to be completely immersed in my
work - like a little cosmos.”

Paloma Varga Weisz. Photo: © Thomas Lannes courtesy MASSIMODECARLO

Ideas of immersion and introspection run
throughout Varga Weisz's work. Her approach is
deeply informed by childhood memories of
spending time with her father in his studio, her
formal training and her attention to materials.
She intuitively sculpts and shapes her
anthropomorphic and hybrid figures, carefully
fusing the personal with the surreal.

So what's the secret to staying focused with so
much exposure? “I need my music. | need to be in
a bubble. Every morning when | come to the
gallery | listen to Nina Simone's Little Prayer and
Here Comes the Sun. | listen to the same songs
like a mantra that brings about a mood to start
working. When | listen to music and look at the
people outside through the window, it feels like a
film. It makes me laugh, and then the people
outside start laughing and then they come inside
to ask me what I'm laughing at, but | obviously
can't say ‘It's because you're in my film!"”
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‘The Searchers’ Is a Gift to Anyone Determined
Enough to Find It

The 2022 edition of High Desert Test Sites, curated by Iwona Blazwick, sees the likes of Dineo
Seshee Bopape and Jack Pierson scattered across the Californian desert

BY JONATHAN GRIFFIN IN EXHIBITION REVIEWS, US REVIEWS | 05 MAY 22

‘CAUTION: DO NOT DRIVE BETWEEN OUR IRONAGE SITES AND HWY 62. IRONAGE RD IS FULL OF
WASHBOARDS AND SOFT SAND.’ The warning on the map was clear, but by the time I saw the cars zipping
past on Highway 62, it was too late: I'd missed the art works I was hunting for on Ironage Road, an apparently
perilous stretch of unpaved single track through the majestic but remote Wonder Valley, about 60 kilometres

east of Joshua Tree.

The irony of the title of the 2022 edition of High Desert Test Sites (HDTS), curated by Londoner Iwona
Blazwick, was not lost on me. ‘The Searchers’ may call to mind the romantic non-conformists who have long
rattled around California’s southern Mojave. But out here on the ground, what you're searching for is a small
white placard and an art work of unspecified media and dimensions that its maker has hidden in a vast and
unforgiving landscape. The search is part of the tradition of High Desert Test Sites. Now in its 11th iteration,

the biennial has long been causing suburbanites to get their Hondas stuck in the sand.
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Two pieces, this year, are more or less unmissable. Beside a long, straight road, a giant, naked woman sits
against a shipping container, gazing down impassively at the log that mysteriously transpierces her torso. If
Paloma Varga Weisz’s Foreign Body (2022) sounds violent, the surprise is that it is mainly just sad, and
beautiful. Across the road is another outsized apparition: Jack Pierson’s THE END OF THE WORLD (2012),
which all but filled Regen Projects’ high galleries when it was first exhibited in 2013. The silver-painted
plywood letters, typographically reminiscent of the Hollywood sign but more dimensionally substantial, are by

turns tragic, melancholic, ironic or defiant, depending on how you connect them to their context.

In the desert, scale is an unforgiving mistress. Alice Channer’s Rockpoo! (2022), one of the pieces I missed
along Ironage Road, spreads across 18 metres of barren desert floor, but is dwarfed by the space around it. The
birthmark-like blotch — white rock salt hemmed by a ribbon of red steel — transcribes the shape of the 2010
Deepwater Horizon oil spill. The work is overwhelmed not only by its site but also by its reference, their

mediated meanings dampened by the humming immanence of the desert, and the actual salt refinery glimpsed

on the horizon.

Courtesy: the artist and

One of the most powerful pieces in ‘The Searchers’ is Dineo Seshee Bopape’s compact Lerato le le golo (... la go
hloka bo kantle) (A Big Love [...that has no outside]), 2022). Schlep far enough from Ironage Road and you
might encounter two squat stacks of handmade bricks, perhaps an arm’s span wide. Arranged on top are
rosettes of dried mud and, on one, a bundle of dried twigs. Bopape’s, indeterminate altars, formed from local

earth, draw in their context rather than trying to reach out to it.

It's a fine line between giving and taking, for site-specific art such as this. The least successful examples of the
genre arrive from elsewhere and co-opt the area’s most obvious referents and resources. Erkan Ozgen’s video
HARESE (2020), screened in a local community centre, shows local military veterans adapting weapons as
musical instruments. Notwithstanding Ozgen’s laudable community engagement — the nation’s largest Marine
base is nearby — the work could have been conceived and/or made almost anywhere, except for the picturesque
Joshua Trees in the background. Rachel Whiteread’s cast-concrete cabins, Shack I(2014) and Shack II1(2016),
private commissions in desirable, off-grid Pipes Canyon, veer towards desert poverty chic — an endemic

aesthetic fetish in this unevenly gentrifying region.
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Such contextual quibbles aside, every work in ‘The Searchers’ is a gift to anyone determined enough to find it.
High Desert Test Sites, a free public art offering for everyone and no one in particular, remains one of the best

reasons to turn off Highway 62.

The Searchers’ is on view at High Desert Test Sites until 22 May.

Main image: Alice Channer, Rockpool, 2022, 2 tonnes of locally extracted coarse salt, hand-curved, powder-coated and lacquered steel, 2000

x 643 x 20 cm. Courtesy: the artist and High Desert Test Sites; photograph: Sarah Lyon
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remains outside the gallery like an omen or watchman.
Varga Weisz is also preparing to install an eight-meter-
tall female figure, Foreign Body, in Joshua Tree National
Park, in the Mojave Desert, as part of High Desert Test
Sites, curated by Iwona Blazwick.

Born into an artistic family and trained in traditional
techniques of woodcarving, Paloma Varga Weisz, who
lives and works in Diisseldorf, Germany, uses sculpture,
watercolor, and drawing to explore a world of masquer-
ades and disguises, revealing histories and creating
narratives. After she entered the art world in the early
2000s, her career took off quickly, with numerous
international exhibitions, stipends, and awards.

Varga Weisz’s most recent exhibition, “Bumped Body,”

Anna McNay: You were classically trained at a small
school in Garmisch-Partenkirchen in Bavaria and
were taught traditional techniques of woodcarving,

Pedro Cera

debuted at the Bonnefanten Museum in Maastricht, the
Netherlands, before traveling to the Henry Moore In-
stitute in Leeds, U.K., where it was reinstalled in a com-
pletely new iteration. Scheduled to be on view through
January 3, 2021, the show closed twice for Covid-19
lockdowns. Bumpman on a Tree Trunk, however,

34 scuipture m 40/1
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modeling, and casting, before attending art school in
Diisseldorf in the 1990s. What made you want to learn
the traditional techniques? And how different were the
two experiences?

Paloma Varga Weisz: It was really by accident that I
ended up in Garmisch-Partenkirchen. I had applied

Madrid
Calle de Barcel6 13
28004 Madrid, Spain

Bumpman,

Polychromed lime-
wood and wood,
70 x 26 x 45 cm.
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to the art academies in Diisseldorf, Stuttgart, and THIS PAGE:

Frankfurt, but kept receiving rejections. A friend of
mine went to the school, which was how I knew about
it. Its primary purpose was to teach people to become
carpenters, but there was a smaller class where you
could learn woodcarving. There were only 15 students
in total, five in each year, so it was extremely personal,
and we had a wonderful teacher. Ending up there really
was the best accident I ever had; I was surrounded by

OPPOSITE,
LEFT TO RIGHT:
Waldfrau (Woman
of the Forest),

Limewood, fabric,
and tree trunks,

Bumped Body,
nature, learning very traditional techniques of mod-
eling in clay, making forms in plaster, drawing, and ﬁ:]";;;p;zted

life drawing. Student took it in turns to undress and
model—this was completely normal.

After my three years at that school, I applied again
for the academy in Diisseldorf and was accepted. The
first thing they told me was to forget everything I'd
learned because it was old-fashioned and had nothing
to do with art. For a long time, I felt very confused
and insecure. I put my chisels away and became more
involved in student politics. I was in Gerhard Merz’s
class, and he was a very conceptual artist. We were not
allowed to work in the classroom. He was extremely
selfish, always talking about his own work; by the end,
everybody was making work that looked just like his.
Today, I would see this as a form of abuse.

110 x 40 x 40 cm.

AMc: How did you move on from this after leaving
the academy, and how has your practice developed
in the intervening years? Would you describe it now
as a combination of traditional techniques and more
contemporary methods?

36 sculpture m 40/1
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310 x 145 x 260 cm.

PVW: It was really at the end of my time at the academy
that I rediscovered wood. I wouldn’t be where I am now
without that period of confusion. I had this dream of
trying to say what I wanted to say in a very simple way—
just having a small piece of wood and a knife is enough
to bring your work to life. I had the minimalistic idea of
not needing a big workshop, of being able to work any-
where, and so my first works after graduating were very
small, delicate figures. One of them is in the exhibition
at the Henry Moore Institute—Deer, standing (1993).
The end of my time at the academy was my true starting
point. A couple of years later, I had my first exhibition in
a gallery in Diisseldorf, showcasing a group of ceramic
models. I was lucky. It’s hard to go from a community of
students and professors into a world where you are a no-
body and a beginner and to have to find an entrance into
the art world. I had a lot of luck, and people introduced
me to galleries. I had my first collaboration in Hamburg
with a very well-known gallery. I was able to make a
living. This was in the early 2000s, which, in terms of
the art market, was a good period.

AMc: You talk about working directly with simple tools
and the wood to say what you want to say. Is there an
underlying message to your work?

PVW: Every work has a story of its own. There is a
thread running through my different materials—the
drawings, single sculptures, installations, mixed-media
works, film—but I think it’s a story that is going to be
told in different ways.

AMc: Does it develop as you go on?

PVW: Yes, I would say so. I think it gets deeper. Es-
pecially when you do a museum show, you become a
choreographer for all the works from different periods
of your life. In the end, they come together, and it’s

like a spider’s web. Everything is connected. It’s also
interesting for an artist to revisit early works. They
have a fresh naiveté about them, which sometimes gets
lost when you become more professional and learn “the
trick.” You have to be careful of this trick, otherwise
your work can become boring and repetitive.

AMc: How do you stop yourself when you realize
you’re going down that route?
PVW: I think my daily life is very intense because I
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am running a family alongside my working practice.
Quite often I feel as if my inner reserves are empty.
But, to me, that is always a good sign, because then
you can fill them up completely afresh with new ideas.
Running out of ideas is one of the greatest fears for
an artist, or for anybody in a creative business. But
it’s actually at that moment that you're ready to start
something completely new.

AMc: Where do you look for inspiration?

PVW: I really don’t know. The last time I was working
intensely was at the beginning of lockdown, and I
really enjoyed that time. I reconnected to drawing,
and it just bubbled out of me. Sometimes I look in

a magazine and see a face, which then develops into
something, but this time, I felt extremely free not

to focus on any given subject. I had just had a heavy
schedule of shows and projects, and I needed to re-
cover from having so much on my plate.
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AMc: How significant a role does drawing play in your
practice? Do you think of yourself as a sculptor, or do
you prefer the term “artist”?

PVW: I'm definitely not a painter. Sculptors see things
and think in three dimensions. They are physically
more involved with the material. I don’t think I'd
necessarily call myself a sculptor, but, at the end of
the day, I am still a very traditional sculptor. I would
say my approach to sculpture comes from a different

angle. I'm more like a storyteller, narrating through
sculpture.

AMc: Do your drawings relate to your sculptures? Are
they a means of playing with ideas?

PVW: They're definitely not sketches. They're as
important as the sculptures themselves, maybe just
the “easy part,” because they are quicker to make and
involve less organizing. I can talk to people while I'm

Pedro Cera Madrid
Calle de Barceld 13
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practice, and maybe a different output, if I didn’t have
my family. But then I wouldn’t be me. I am happy to
have kids, and I am lucky to live the life of a woman
artist with children—something that does not have a
long history in the art world.

AMc: Your father, Feri (Ferenc) Varga, was a Hungarian
painter. Was he an important influence on your decision
to become an artist?

PVW: Extremely so. He influenced our family enor-
mously and was a very special person. I learned a lot
from him, and, after school, before I approached the
academies, I spent a year training with him. He was
my model. I was constantly making drawings of and
modeling his face. It was a very intense relationship.

AMc: You are named after Picasso’s daughter, because
your father mixed in those circles.

PVW: He was living in the south of France, on the Cote
d’Azur, after fleeing Paris when the Nazis arrived. He
met all those artists—it was one big community. He
was very close to Francoise Gilot, Paloma’s mother. He
was an even closer friend of Jean Cocteau, with whom
he collaborated on a book of poetry and prints. It was
a difficult time, because a lot of these people left to go
to America, and my father was Jewish as well. Meeting
a German woman and then moving to Germany in the
late ’50s, when the war was still recent history, was not
easy. He kept his past secret for most of his life.

AMc: Am | right that all your work is done in your studio,
or do you collaborate with fabricators and other special-
ists in materials?
PVW: I work alone in my studio, except for when I'm
making things in bronze, when I work with a foundry.
I am also connected to a workshop that specializes
in ceramics. But my preference is for working in my
drawing. I wouldn’t say I have a daily practice of doing Installation view of studio and doing things by myself, or sometimes with
this or that. It comes in phases. I recently exhibited BZ?L:;Z: \éﬁ; V\S;Zry an assistant if it’s necessary.
some of my drawings at Gladstone Gallery in New Moore Institute, Leeds,
York, as part of the group exhibition “Drawing 2020.” UK., 2020. AMc: You said earlier that your drawings aren’t sketches.
Do you make sketches at all, or do you just have the
AMc: | was going to ask if you had a particular routine. idea in your head and start working? And how does this
PVW: I wish I did, but I don’t. Being a mother, family develop as you progress?
comes first. This is something that I really understood PVW: I would say it’s a journey, especially with the
during lockdown. I would have a completely different bigger installations. Most of the time, I model my
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Bumpman on
a Tree Trunk,

Bronze, view of work

outside the

Henry Moore Institute,

Leeds, U.K.

OPPOSITE:
Father, old,

Glazed ceramic,
65 x 45 x 28 cm.
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idea in clay and then transform it into wood. But,
other times I need help, as was the case with Foreign
Body, which was made for High Desert Test Sites.
I transformed the small sculpture into something
eight meters high. It’s divided into parts and will be
reconstructed in situ in Joshua Tree National Park.
The sculpture is of a woman, sitting on a container,
with a huge branch piercing her body. The branch
looks like a bone, or it could also be seen as phallic. It
goes through her and is quite aggressive. She has an
extremely melancholic, vulnerable pose. The container
will have a pop-up food stall, selling vegetarian dishes
and vegetarian burgers.

The idea is linked to California roadside architecture
from the 1930s, 40s, and ’50s, which featured monu-
mental figures, like signs, that could be seen from far
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away. For example, you might buy your milk at a drive-
in, between the legs of a cow. Some of these structures
are still there, but many have been destroyed, because
they were made from very simple materials. Of course,
there’s also an association with Hollywood stage archi-
tecture. My figure will be a very big sign in the middle of
nowhere, which you will be able to see from far away.

AMc: “Bumped Body,” at the Henry Moore Institute,
has closed twice because of Covid-19, but Bumpman
on a Tree Trunk (2018) has remained on public display
outside the museum. Do you know what the response
has been to this figure? | heard that at one point
someone put a mask on him.

PVW: When we chose him to go outside, we had no
idea of what would happen just a few weeks later. I
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am very interested in images from the Middle Ages
and 16th-century pamphlets depicting what, in Ger-
man, you would call Wundergeburt. It doesn’t really
translate, but they are monstrous people— babies
with two heads, misfits—who were seen as holy, sent
from God as signs. Bumpman was inspired by one of
these images, and so I feel that he is very connected
to that history. He became a sign without being in-
tended as such. When I made him, I wasn’t interested
in making a sign; I was approaching him as a sculp-
ture with lymph nodules all over his body. But then,
suddenly, there was a whole new lens through which
to see him.

AMc: There’s definitely a strong sense of illness about
him, something to do with a virus or plague.

PVW: Yes, but I think he is also a character with whom
you could make friends. He has a peaceful expression,
and he gives you a feeling of happiness, like you want
to hug him. I don’t know—I'm not the person who
should give you an interpretation, but I think he has a
glimmer of hope, and I would like him to be seen as a
positive sign.

AMc: How involved are you usually with the installa-
tion of an exhibition?

PVW: Extremely involved. It’s very important how the
works are installed, which room is the best for which
work. At the Henry Moore Institute, it was quite tricky
because, although it’s a big institution, the space isn’t
easy. The exhibition was shown first at the Bonne-
fanten Museum in Maastricht, which is much bigger.
We had to change the whole setup and bring things
together that were not together before, but I really
enjoyed doing that. Having a traveling show isn’t easy
because you are meeting new people and a new space,
but you are restricted to a given list of works. It’s inter-
esting to flip the choreography and the importance of
the works about a bit.

AMc: You also make cabinets, filled with smaller
sculptures —like Wunderkammern. Are their contents
fixed, or do you also use the cabinets in different exhi-
bitions with different contents?

PVW: They are fixed. I see them as a form of poetry, with
the shelves as lines of writing. On each shelf, there is a

Lisboa
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sentence. It’s a poetic way of installing work. I use a mix
of found objects, private stuff, and small sculptures.

AMc: You’ve mentioned that you don’t think you
should be the one to interpret your works, but how
important is it to you that viewers should know some-
thing about your sources of inspiration or about you
as an artist?

PVW: I just had this discussion with my assistant,
Sophie, after filming some short interviews with
Laurence Sillars, head of the Henry Moore Institute,
for the website. In the final episode, we talked about
some very private stuff, and I was wondering, “Do

I want this? Is it necessary?” I don’t know. A lot of
artists have private stuff in their work and, because
of that, I perhaps have my doubts as to what really is
private. Makers and their stories are just ingredients.
The work is an independent thing, and the connec-
tion to the viewer is another independent thing,
because you always bring your own story into the
viewing of a work.

Madrid
Calle de Barcel6 13
28004 Madrid, Spain
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Paloma Varga Weisz
The Dorf, May 29, 2018
Katja Hiitte
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PALOMA VARGA WEISZ

A naked man hangs from the ceiling. His long-limbed, life-sized body is the rst thing
coming into view, as the heavy studio door opens. The room with high ceilings and the
cathedral-like windows is located in a former factory building of the “Duewag” on the
edge of the Lierenfeld industrial estate. There is a strong smell of wood in the air. The
male nude’s eyes are closed. He is slim, slender and made of limewood. This is the wood
from which most of the sculptures of the Diisseldorfer artist Paloma Varga Weisz are
made.

*** Hier geht es zu deutschen Version des Beitrags / Click here for the German version of

sokk

the article(https://thedorf.de/gesichter/ein-tag-mit/ein-tag-mit-paloma-varga-weisz

The man hangs helplessly — in the ropes, so to speak, on straps. His joints are flexible,
like a life-sized puppet on strings. His expression seems forlorn and he has an aura of
vulnerability about him. He is literally hanging in the air. And is sentenced to
immobility. This hanging man is an example of the incredible precision in the
craftsmanship and artistic language of Paloma Varga Weisz.
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Paloma Varga Weisz
The Dorf, May 29, 2018
Katja Hiitte
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The silence in the wide, well-structured studio space has almost something sacred.
Everywhere you look, other beings come to life. Contemplative, introspectively beautiful
faces or busts, with open, expressionless or closed eyes, lying, almost sprawling female
nudes, in showcases, on boxes or shelves.

Or, here and there, just a pair of arms or legs rise in the air. There are 37 tools lined up on
the workbench — from at carving tools to ne knives. “That’s not all, by far”, says the
sculptor, stroking her short brown hair and a smile flickers across her beautiful, open
face. The artist first shapes her models from clay, then from clay into plaster, and finally
transfers them to wood.
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Paloma Varga Weisz
The Dorf, May 29, 2018
Katja Hiitte

A “Beulenmann” (bumpman) is secured in the vice. His body is covered with balloon-like
boils. Here the excessive growth of elephantiasis, but also the bumps of the plague
provided the inspiration. The “bumpman” seems to have relaxed into his fate. His right
hand is placed on his left. His left leg is crossed slightly over the right. Him and his form
or rather disfigured form display an inexplicable ease. Beside him on the workbench sits
the “mouse-child”. A squatting mouse with the face of a human child, eyes closed. Her
mother used to call her “mousechild” when she was little. A term of endearment
transformed into art.

Ponti (1), the tiger-dachshund, with one green and one blue eye, and Feri (12), one of
Paloma Varga Weisz’ two sons, roam through the adjacent living area. His grandfather
was also called Feri. Feri Varga Weisz was Hungarian and also an artist. He was already
61 years old when Paloma was born in 1966. Her name is inspired by one of his friends in
Paris during the golden era of the twenties — Pablo Picasso. If you wanted to tell Paloma
Varga Weisz' whole life story, it would 1l a book. In any case, her father followed her
mother from France in the fties to Neustadt at the Weinstrasse.

The fact that Paloma Varga Weisz became an artist is, in her view, a path that was
already mapped out. “It’s like children of doctors often also study medicine”, she says
with an earnest look on her face. The artistic work was something completely natural in
her childhood. Feri Varga, the father’s artist name, spread his paintings across all walls,
including those in the rooms of the three children. And they were encouraged to draw
and paint, too. “We organised exhibitions and sold the works to our parents. An early
preparation for the art market”, says the artist and smiles. Initially though, she wanted
to be an actress. After falling asleep over studying the text “Antigone” for an entrance
exam, however, she decided: That’s not for me!
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“I then became my father’s apprentice”, says Varga Weisz. But her portfolios were rejected
by all art academies. What followed was a formative period between occupied houses and
the beautiful landscape of her surroundings, with her boyfriend at the time and people of
all professions: “The full hippie programme. There were no pubs. We met, made big bon
res and had great parties.” And then a friend raved about a school in Garmisch-
Partenkirchen, a “rock solid” education for carpenters and wood sculptors — with only
five admitted at a time.

Lisboa Madrid
Rua do Patrocinio 67E Calle de Barceld 13
1350-229 Lisboa, Portugal 28004 Madrid, Spain

info@pedrocera.com
www.pedrocera.com



Paloma Varga Weisz
The Dorf, May 29, 2018
Katja Hiitte

Paloma Varga Weisz passed the entrance exam immediately. The lessons included life
drawing, drawing, molding, carving. “In this incredibly beautiful environment”, recalls
the sculptor. “The only town on the edge of the Alps. Mountains of 3000 metre right
outside the door. This time grounded me and connected me to the material.” It was a
“school of seeing” for her.

When she finally came to Diisseldorf’s academy of fine arts in 1990, the professors of the
orientation classes said to her: “At first, you have to forget everything!” She should free
herself of woodcarving and look for her own topics. “That was confusing for years”, she
says, seemingly still amazed of how she returned to woodcarving in the end.

From Tony Cragg she changed over to Gerhard Merz. At that time she carved her
legendary meerkat for an end of year exhibition. Its human-like behaviour fascinated
her. The same goes for her stag. She had read about the peculiar posture of the animal
standing on its hind legs in the papers. On school trips with Gerhard Merz to Florence
and Siena she discovered the renaissance period — especially Piero della Francesca. “I
was actually more fascinated by the paintings.” But sculptures also influenced Paloma
Varga Weisz. She mentions the reclining Christ of Holbein. One of her reclining female
nudes is inspired by Cranach.

All these works provided a source for her own language. From then on, the artist’s aim
was “to get to the present moment, to find a contemporary language” in which the
medieval works echo, but which, moreover, gives way to a truly personal and original
voice.
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“Carving out a career in art in Germany is not that easy”, she says, looking thoughtful
again. There isn’t an obvious reason for it. But one thing is certain: Immediately after she
finished her studies in 1998, Paloma Varga Weisz had her first solo exhibition in the now
defunct Galerie Bochynek in Diisseldorf. Today she is represented by Konrad Fischer
Galerie. Her art has won several awards. She has a presence on the international stage,
including as a participant at the Venice Biennale and is represented in New York by
Barbara Gladstone, among others. The most successful collaboration to date is with the
Londoner gallerist Sadie Coles(https://www.sadiecoles.com/exhibitions/current/). The next show

is scheduled forJune 2018
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Then the artist tells a little anecdote. While still a student at Diisseldorf ’s Art Academy in
1996, she participated with two small sculptures in a group exhibition in Stockholm — a
co-operation between the Rhineland and the Swedish capital. Paloma Varga Weisz
positioned one lying and one standing nude in a couple of available niches in
Stockholm’s house of culture. Then disaster struck: Just before the opening one of the two
figures was stolen — the standing female nude. It caused a big upset. “After all, Queen
Silvia of Sweden was conducting the opening ceremony”, recalls Varga Weisz.

An ad appeared in the newspapers pleading with the thief that if he hands in the work at
the reception, he would not be punished. But nothing happened. Interpol got involved and
Paloma Varga Weisz found out her work was included on the list of missing works of art
and was listed directly behind Vincent Van Gogh. She was intrigued by that. What she
wasn’'t impressed by was having to stay silent about the theft during the opening in order
not to disturb the proceedings. A strict protocol was followed, all around the Queen’s
appearance and many other official guests. “Queen Silvia was kindly chatting with me in
German and I stood there in front of her with a tied tongue.”

Back at home in Diisseldorf, the anger flared up again. without further ado she wrote a
letter to Queen Silvia and added a picture of the stolen sculpture. She was sorry that the
Queen had unfortunately missed the wonderful work, because it had previously been
stolen and she was not allowed to mention anything. However, she would give her the
opportunity to see it now by providing her with picture of it.
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Today, Paloma Varga Weisz laughs about the audacity of her younger self. Shortly
thereafter she received a letter from the Queen. “She apologised for her country and gave
me a check for double the amount of the insurance for this work.” About two thousand
Deutschmark. An insurance value Paloma Varga Weisz can only smile about today. “But
the story is so beautiful, it's almost worth that the sculpture was stolen”, says Paloma
Varga Weisz, laughing. In February she was invited to a group show in Stockholm again.
Nothing was stolen this time. But she discovered a perfume entitled “1996” instead (the
year of the first group exhibition). An artist friend gave it to her after she told him the
1996 anecdote. The standing female nude is still missing today.

Katja Hiitte(https://thedorf.de/author/td katja/)
Sabrina Weniger
(http://sabrinaweniger.de/)© THE DORF 2018
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Bonnefanten koopt sleutelwerk Paloma Varga Weisz
Digitale Kunstkrant, April 17, 2018
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Celso Martins
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Paloma Varga Weisz “Root of a Dream” at Castello di Rivoli
Mousse Magazine, December 13, 2015
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Paloma Varga Weisz “Root of a Dream” at Castello di Rivoli
Mousse Magazine, December 13, 2015
Vincenzo Latronico

The works of Paloma Varga Weisz are primarily human figures carved out of wood or drawn on paper with pencil and
watercolor. Any attempt to describe them summons up terms like “grotesque” or “uncanny”.

A woman with two faces, her disjointed figure hanging from a lush piece of fabric, as if caught in mid-air as she fell. A
man with a huge, erect cock where his nose should be. A teenage caryatid holding up a capital with her graceful body,
which is covered in hair. A shy little man sitting naked on his perch, with dozens of iridescent nodules sprouting from
his skin.

A man with a goatee, a vagina, and three small breasts. These are some of the works on view in the first museum show
in Italy by Varga Weisz, a German artist approaching 50: “Root of a Dream”, curated by Marianna Vecellio, at Castello
di Rivoli. The descriptions given above are tech- nically accurate, yet essentially false. Varga Weisz’s sculptures and
drawings do not convey a sense of grotesquerie, but rather a feeling of peace, all the more inexplicable as it seems to
contradict the disturbing situation from which it springs. This conflict of inter- pretation is what gives Varga Weisz's
work its core appeal—what it has to say to the viewer.

Jennifer Higgie wrote in fiieze that the ideal setting for Varga Weisz's work would not be a white cube, but a haunted
house. At the Castello di Rivoli, that's what it has found. In ten rooms of the castle normally used to show the
collection, an extraordinarily sensitive and intelligent curatorial scheme allows each piece to reveal its full ambiguity,
through a careful use of natural light and a skillfully woven dialogue with the thematic frescoes in the rooms.

These ambiguities start with the materials. The pregnant man Bumped Body (2007) is covered in gleaming enamel
that perfectly mimics a polished copper surface; the lumpy man, Beulenman (2003) is treated with a series of paints
which are then abraded, to look just like polychrome ceramic. The most recent work in the show—Lying

Man (2014)—shows a dismembered corpse with African features, stretched out like a drowned migrant; the black of
the scorched wood underscores this interpretation. But the carving on his face and hands reveals the layer of light
wood below; the pigmentation of his skin suddenly takes on the appearance of blackface.

Upon closer observation, even the subjects of the sculptures seem to be in inner contrast with their outer condi- tion;
serene when they ought to be desperate, timid when one would expect arrogance. The patriarch with the huge phallus
on his face, Ohne Titel - A Glorious Man (2008-15) is a little old man, sitting at a table with the awkwardness of a
schoolboy; the symbol of overbearing virility makes him feel embarrassed and deformed. The hairy

caryatid Waldfrau (2001) has the distant smile of a little girl despite a body she can’t seem to identify with; a similar
expression—serious, but not gloomy, just absorbed—can be found on the shiny pregnant man. The man whose skin is
covered with tuberous growths (sitting small and alone in the middle of a light blue chamber called “the veil room”,
due to the frescoed piece of tulle that hangs gauzily from the ceiling) is not crushed or disgusted by his condition, but
as bashful as a young girl.

One is strongly tempted to associate Varga Weisz's work in sculpture with a certain vein in the oeuvre of Thomas
Schiitte. There are the same dark moods, the same realistic yet deformed bodies. Here too, we find human beings who
look like victims of some trauma. But Schiitte’s figures have afflicted or bewildered or terrible expressions, and to look
at them we must grapple with repulsion; their faces show the suffer- ing they have undergone. Varga Weisz’s faces are
just the opposite. Though dealing with equally traumatic situations, they express not desperation but a mild serenity,
a sort of peace. This disorients viewers, then bewitches them. Rather than repulsion, one feels fascination and calm.

So it is not to Schiitte’s desperate faces that these sculptures should be compared, but to Francis Bacon’s obtuse,
alienated ones. A famous essay by John Berger saw the essence of Bacon's art as describing a world where the worst
has already happened: a world where all effort is useless. Bacon’s distorted faces are bordering on inhuman, and do
not reflect the pain of trauma, but the desperate realization that it has already come about, and there is nothing that
can be done. Paloma Varga Weisz's characters also inhabit a world where something trau- matic has taken place
without giving them any choice in the matter; but this does not mean they have no power. Their effort—plainly
visible—is to understand, accept, move on: it is this inner strength that allows them to find peace despite their
deformity, their double heads and excrescences. While according to Berger, Bacon showed what it meant to succumb
to alienation, Varga Weisz shows what it means to remain human, in spite of it all.

Vincenzo Latronico
at Castello di Rivoli
until 10 January 2016
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Around Town: Turin
Frieze, December 4, 2015
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Writing critically of the artist-curated show format in an article earlier this year, Claire Bishop dismissed
it as producing ‘an ambience that you just kind of feel rather than understand’; here, looking from
Ruscha’s painted Skier (1987) to archival photographs of (sometime-ski instructor) Carlo Mollino (and

friends) on the slopes and beyond to the snow-tipped Alps, it seemed to me that feeling is its own way of

understanding.
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Artforum, November 2015
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Paloma Varga Weisz | Spirits of my Flesh | Chapter Gallery | Cardiff
Aesthetica Magazine, December 15, 2011
Luke Healey
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Paloma Varga Weisz
Art Review, March 2009
Morgan Falconer
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