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KARLA BLACK 
OCTOBER 25, 2019 – JANUARY 19, 2020 
 

INFORMATION ON THE EXHIBITION PUBLICATION 
 
Karla Black, edited by Katharina Dohm, with an interview with Karla Black by Katharina Dohm as 
well as views of the installation in the Rotunda, bilingual edition (German/English), format 23 x 33 
cm, published by VfmK (Verlag für moderne Kunst). To be published during the course of the 
exhibition. Ca. €15 (SCHIRN), ca. €18 (bookstores). 

 

INTERVIEW 
 
“My work is always and only sculpture.” 
Karla Black in conversation with Katharina Dohm 
 
DOHM Most of your sculptures are site-specific. The one you’re producing in Frankfurt is for the 
Schirn’s Rotunda, which is a special yet difficult space. It’s neither a gallery nor a white cube, 
neither interior nor exterior space. The ground floor is surrounded by columns and is where 
visitors gain entry to the Schirn Kunsthalle as well as to the Schirn Café, a busy area. Can you 
provide a brief description of what you’re going to present?  

BLACK I’m going to make a sculpture that could be loosely described as a giant cellophane bag, 
held up by strips of Sellotape, its inside surface smeared with Vaseline, and to which powder paint 
and spray paint are applied. The title of the work is Conditions—a play on the relationship of the 
word both to the weather and to the state of an artwork when it is inspected on its arrival. 
 

DOHM How important are the titles for your works? Do they always have a close connection to the 
space? 

BLACK The titles are always secondary. The work begins in an unconscious way, but then the 
conscious mind, which includes language, editing, referencing, etc., kicks in. Making the work is 
almost like “acting out,” and then giving it a title is a bit like naming that behavior in a 
psychoanalytic sense. 
 

DOHM Besides the huge sculpture that you’re planning for the ground floor, you will also be 
positioning sculptures and paintings on the second floor of the Rotunda. What triggered your initial 
thoughts with respect to the work for Frankfurt?  

BLACK I came to visit, and I looked around the little, thin, circular corridors. I wanted to work 
directly on the windows and to place thin works on or slightly in front of the walls to emphasize the 
thinness of the space and the relationship of the work to painting. 
 

DOHM The space is always very important for your work. You react to the space and your work 
enables new insights into it. How much do you need to know about a specific space in advance, 
before you start developing a work for it? 
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BLACK I like to face up to practical realities. The truth is that I don’t need to see a setting before I 
begin to work in it. I can get a sense of a space from photographs and diagrams and come up with 
a vague idea about what I’ll do there, just so that I can have enough material to use, and then I 
react directly to the space when I’m in it. The work only becomes what it is when it bumps up 
against the particular practical reality it finds itself in. 
 

DOHM Your works live on after they’ve been removed and can be installed somewhere else or 
possibly combined with existing works. Could one say that the space is a necessary trigger but 
that the work is still independent? 

BLACK I think of the work as being very formal and traditional in that what matters most is a very 
careful abstract aesthetic—material, color, composition. The aesthetic decision-making is so 
important that when it’s finished, I want it to stay exactly as it is at that moment forever. This is one 
of the many contradictions in my work, or the problematic nature of it. I know that to retain marks 
or forms for as long as possible, they should probably be made out of metal or wood or stone. I 
made the difficult choice quite a long time ago that I didn’t want to lose the life and the energy I 
gain from my raw materials for the sake of an easier permanence. It’s a difficult trade-off and one 
that remains uncomfortable for me. 
 

DOHM While you’re producing the sculpture in situ, you don’t want any restrictions and you place 
yourself in the work. It’s almost like a performance but belongs to the invisible part of your work 
(nearly invisible except for traces of your hands and fingerprints on the surface). How much of the 
process that takes place can be planned beforehand? How much is done in the studio 

BLACK There are different categories in my work—standing sculptures and painted mirrors, as 
well as some hanging works that can be made in the studio and transported to an exhibition 
venue. Then there are works that can only be made by me in situ, at least the finished aesthetic 
detail of them. In that case, I don’t have to do much in the studio. I just think of what materials I will 
need and what colors I will use, and then I make the work on site. 
 

DOHM In 2011 you represented Scotland at the 54th Venice Biennale, and your work Doesn’t 
Care in Words was nominated for the Turner Prize. In both cases, large amounts of plaster 
powder and colored sugar paper were used. Vaseline, cellophane, spray paint, Sellotape, and 
cosmetic products are materials that could be called “typical” for you. And they also vary. For 
example, you insert pieces of broken glass into the Vaseline surface, gold leaves, painted glass, 
mirrors. The materials you use and the way you shape them into sculptures lend them a highly 
haptic quality. When I look at them, I sense my gaze as “haptic viewing”—I’m really tempted to 
touch them but at the same time the forbiddance to do so is very palpable. Can you tell me why 
you choose to work with this material? When did you start doing so? 

BLACK I always say that the work seeks to elicit at least an impetus towards physical response. 
It’s important that the context of the institution/the gallery dictates that the work shouldn’t be 
touched, because then a visceral, physical response must be transformed from a bodily 
experience into a cerebral one. For me, this is what art is—a civilizing of the drives. My choice of 
materials began a long time ago. I’ve been exhibiting sculptures for 20 years, and before that I 
was in art school. I love powders, oils, gels, creams, and pastes. I gave myself permission very 
early on to do what I want to do. It’s difficult enough to make an artwork at all, so I decided not to 
paralyze myself at the beginning of the process. I operate out of desire, out of unconscious mind 
at the beginning of making something, before the conscious mind inevitably introduces editing, 
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referencing, and language. It’s also important to note that the bulk of my art-making materials are 
traditional ones—plaster, chalk, paper, paint. There are little bits of cosmetics and toiletries, but 
the powder I use is plaster powder mixed with powder paint. The colors play with the mind a 
little—we can easily be tricked into associations with confectionery, make-up, baby products, etc. 
 

DOHM You do not distinguish between the origin of the material (art/everyday), and you say that 
you don’t care about what it connotes (classic art products and cosmetic products such as lipstick, 
for instance). Yet people continue to think in terms of stereotypes, and role models still exist—the 
use of eye shadow or the color pink are often described as “female.” Why do you think 
people/viewers are still annoyed by the use of cosmetics in an art space when these 
stereotypes/role models should be obsolete? And are questions about gender or feminism 
important for your work? 

BLACK It just shows that those kinds of cultural judgements come from without and not from 
within. I didn’t know I was a girl until I was told so, and I feel like a living creature, like an animal, 
rather than having a particular sense of myself as a “woman.” You can’t gender a color, surely, or 
a material. Of course I am a feminist and it bothers me greatly that only women's work is 
gendered, that the “normal” artist is a man, most often a white man, and that work made by 
anyone else is “other.” It’s insulting to me and to all women when my work is labeled “feminine” 
because it’s perceived as slight, ephemeral, fragile, pale. I fail to see how those qualities are 
“feminine.” Franz West made lots of work in powder pinks and pale blues, and Richard Tuttle 
makes the most fragile sculpture I know. Have you ever heard their work being called “feminine”? 
My work is mostly very large in scale, utilizes tons of heavy materials, requires physical strength 
and endurance to make. Do those qualities go unnoticed because the works are made by a 
woman? Are those traits not feminine? I have no doubt that they are. 
 

DOHM What is the connection between the viewer and your work? 

BLACK The person in my work is the person looking at it. It is entirely for her or him. 
 

DOHM What relevance does the meaning of the “body” have for you with respect to your work? 
The body of the work, the body of the viewer?  

BLACK It is everything that we are. I don’t differentiate between body and mind. I have a piece of 
work called “brains are really everything.” 
 

DOHM In the actual works you also integrate painted glass, glass façades/windows, and gold. To 
me, the combination of Vaseline and cellophane opens up a space of “between.” It is not really 
transparent, the Vaseline is soft and always reacts (it does not solidify). On the other hand, the 
use of gold or glass seems to be different and has a stronger art historical connotation/connection. 
The mirrors, the “looking glasses,” do not reflect anything; a self-portrait isn’t possible because 
they bear marks of paint. Is the use of different materials with very different qualities also linked to 
different interests or questions?  What is the “mark making” in contrast to the “cellophane” 
sculpture? 

BLACK I’m only really interested in the mark making. I want to try mark making as sculpture. The 
marks need a surface on which to exist. 
 

DOHM In your work, do you distinguish between material, painting, and sculpture? Or do you see 
your work as a single “body”? 
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BLACK My work is always and only sculpture. It is almost sculpture or only just sculpture, but 
sculpture all the same. My work skirts in between mediums, gets close to painting, to performance 
art, to installation as close as it can before it recoils and remains a sculpture. Sculpture is its root, 
its discipline, its limit. Sculpture is so important to me because it is the medium that, from the 
1950s on, exploded into all the new forms—performance art, land art, sound art, video art, 
happenings … I want to get in among all of that experimentation and development, but I feel that 
what got lost in postmodernism was aesthetics. In that regard, I am trying to pull all of that 
experimentation back towards the careful, formal aesthetics of abstract modernist, autonomous 
sculptures and paintings. 
 

DOHM The Vaseline on the cellophane can be seen as an abstract landscape in which one can 
still detect traces of your fingers. And although it is “abstract,” to me it evokes a strong association 
with skin; the way you position the broken glass pieces into it seems like you’re “wounding” the 
surface. How do you gauge the erotic quality of your works? Does this have any relevance to you? 

BLACK No. It doesn’t. I suppose it relates in some way to my belief that art is a civilizing of the 
drives. A direct, physical relationship of the human being to the earth, the land, or material in 
general is what I concentrate on, rather than the relation of one body to another in terms of sex or 
eroticism. 
 

DOHM To me, the use of Vaseline and cosmetic products is closely linked to the human body, and 
you apply it to the gauze and the mirrors with your fingers. Do female artists of the 1970s such as 
Hannah Wilke or Judy Chicago have any influence on your work? The chewing gum sculptures by 
Wilke, or Chicago’s Atmospheres?  
 
BLACK I like those works, but my work doesn’t involve applying material to a body. It’s more an 
absorption in the physical world, or an engulfment by it—like a person alone in a landscape. 
 

DOHM In an interview from some time ago1 you mention that you want to overwhelm the viewer, 
and that in the end the sculpture should somehow open up ideas and thinking about what 
sculpture can still do, still be today. Would you agree that this is still an important possibility that 
your work provides the viewer? 

BLACK I think about art as an escape. It’s a little, fenced-off area of civilization where human 
beings are given permission to behave like the animals they are. If art is an escape, then the 
traditional painting—the window onto another world—is a cerebral, optical escape. Sculpture, on 
the other hand, being as it is a rooting of us in physical reality, is as much of, if not more of an 
escape, but one that is achieved through engulfment and absorption in the concrete here and now 
rather than in an “elsewhere.” 

                                                 
11 “Karla Black in Conversation with Barry Schwabsky,” in Karla Black, exh. cat. Kestner Gesellschaft, Hannover 

(Cologne, 2014), pp.13–15. 


