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From Painting

Prior to the invention of photography, we used to think primarily of paintings when it came to
pictures. They were utilized for representation and visual narration, compressing time onto the
canvas. Events and story lines are depicted side-by-side, overlapping, and taking on an abstract
form.1 Photography put an abrupt end to the long reign of this traditional conception of the image.

to Photography

It introduced the present tense into visual tradition and eclipsed the past tense of painting. In

and Object

be shared and instead must be passed down to us.2 The invention of photography atomized the

a subtractive process, photography selects from a current situation and creates an image of a
reality. At both a narrative and an objective level, photography shifts the focus to the presence,
immediacy, authenticity, and reality of the moment. With a little imagination and fantasy, viewers
can participate and share in the reality the photograph depicts, whereas in paintings it cannot
traditional understanding of pictures. With painting only recently having arrived at naturalism, the
visual arts were confronted with a fundamentally broadened concept of the image.
Shaken to its foundations, painting began to question its validity and purpose, and embarked
upon the deconstruction and dissolution of representation and narration (the two essential characteristics that it had now lost to photography). Finally, in the early twentieth century, avant-garde movements began centering their efforts on abstraction, moving to nonobjective and mono-

Lynn Kost

chrome paintings. They sought to liberate painting from the chains of illusionism. This evolution
was a response to the inflexible and constrictive structures of society, which—in the field of art—
manifested themselves in the form of strict institutionalization and conformity to rules. As happened at societal level, painting too began to free itself of these restrictions.3 It gave free rein
to color, abandoned its reliance on proportion and the structures of perspective, experimented
with multi-perspectives and found objects, and began exploring the medium of collage. In the
end, Marcel Duchamp and dada gave up the canvas. Suprematism demanded a new system of
thought that tolerated neither resemblances nor representation and saw painting as a purely
spiritual form of expression. Piet Mondrian reduced his pictures to the geometric essentials of
space and primary colors, prescient of developments in the 1960s. All modernist avant-garde
movements shared in a dissection of naturalistic perception.4 Painting still persisted as paint on
a canvas, but the familiar pictorial traditions that represented and upheld the old orders of society
were subverted. Manifestos openly called for social change and a break with the conservative,
institutional values of the press, art criticism, authorities, institutions, and the state. This took
place at a time when photography was experiencing its first efflorescence.
The cornerstone for a new tradition in visual imagery was laid in the 1910s and 1920s. While photography may have played a decisive part in triggering this development, for its part it remained
trapped in its infancy.5 Abstract and nonobjective painting, however, entered into the canon, although it was still too early for the radical departures from tradition that Duchamp propagated.6
Instead, the cult of genius prevailed once again, in the development of abstract expressionism
and art informel. Poetic narrative supplanted the epic, and the blow of losing naturalism to photography was soothed by an excursion into the metaphysical. Finally, in the 1950s, there was a
radical break with the narrative image. The logical consequence was the liberation of materials
(such as paint) from their bondage to illusion and narration. Paints, stretcher frames, canvas,
painting utensils, amongst other materials, became themselves the subject of representation.7
This departure from the function of the image is representative of the attack on the dominant,
conservative art discourse that continued to uphold painting as its paradigm. The one-way
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relationship between artwork and viewer was no more. Materiality was to be felt, spaces and

apply. He has a K
 afkaesque way of playing with gray values and perspectives, leaving the viewer

interactions experienced, and meaning imbued on a participatory basis. Viewers were now to

feeling uncertain. But the realism of his images does not stem from their naturalism, rather, it is

become an active part of the works: they could choose their own point of view both spatially and

induced by the high degree of abstraction in the pictures, which is in turn the product of the light-

mentally, and could no longer act as mere passive consumers.

ing and of the medium of black-and-white photography that often tends towards the monochro-

Frank Stella provided the impetus for such processes with his conceptual approach, and by

matic. In this way, the artist deconstructs our preconception of the image. By undermining our

radically “de-skilling” artistic activity. Subsequently, Donald Judd, along with several other artists

expectations of what an image is, of what the motifs of photography are, and of what techniques

we classify as purveyors of minimalism and conceptual art in its nascent stage, sought to sys-

are involved, the artist challenges viewers to think for themselves, instead of adhering blindly to

tematically deconstruct the painting. It was dissected into its separate parts, released from the

narrative readings.

canvas, and its individual components showcased. The subject evolved into an object—it be-

His unique approach to photography also finds expression in his fascination with being able,

came the opposite of what it had been before. Now the viewer could engage actively with a coun-

by means of a series of images, to create a syntax that facilitates a non-linear interpretation of

terpart, with an object. Narratives became a thing of the past. Instead, the objects themselves

themes. In his images, he consciously deviates from familiar pictorial traditions. His photography

addressed the themes of perception, physicality, and space, and referred to their own materiality,

neither describes circumstances nor narrates in the past continuous tense. His pictures neither

questions which viewers could then explore for themselves. As a result, paintings creating a

depict a moment in time, nor do they narrate in the present tense. Likewise, they do not replicate

spatial illusion (within the boundaries of the frame) in order to stage stories or historic episodes

reality nor do they make us feel secure in our beliefs and preconceptions. Instead, Danuser uses

largely disappeared. It is remarkable that in the conceptual scheme of thought of the 1960s,

the camera to create pictures that converse with their viewers not only by means of pictorial mo-

hardly any photographic experiments pursued a deconstructive approach toward the picture or

tifs, but by means of their material, spatial, and physical presence as well as their serial syntax.

the “reality of pictures.”9 In the late 1980s, Hans Danuser took up this thread in his work and was

He makes the viewer the focal point of his series of images. While the pictures of the In Vivo

one of the first to apply it systematically to photography.

series still present recognizable motifs, they anticipate the concept of the Frozen Embryo and

8

Erosion series.
While a complete change in paradigms took place in painting within just sixty years, building on
a pictorial tradition of many centuries,10 photography was only assimilated into art discourse

Active in the youth unrest of 1980s Zurich, to which he paid homage with his work Harlequin’s

in the 1980s. There is an element of irony in the fact that photography first acquired enduring

Death (1982), Danuser’s interests included political and social conflicts, as well as forms of op-

relevance in art discourse at the moment it submitted to the outdated notion of representation

position to the prevailing system. Early on, he began his search for imagery as an artistic means

in painting. Painting for its part turned emphatically towards the world of art again. The Junge

of responding to social conditions and times of change, looking for visual means through which

Wilde (Wild Youth), however, was a movement that neither sought a comeback of the figurative,

to adequately address system-related violence, or to alienate it in order to illustrate his take on

linear narration of classical notions of painting nor the nonobjective traditions of the 1960s, but

the issue. It is not only his choice of motifs that reveals his distance from—and opposition to—the

rather undermined the prevailing codes, the intellectual discourse of the time, and social rules

system, but also the technical and formal ways in which he realizes the pictures. This triad of

in general, in the tradition of the Punk movement. Breaking taboos, throwing rules overboard,

motif, form, and technique is greater than the sum of its parts. Their reciprocative impact defines

provocation, pop culture, posters, and street art were characteristic of this movement. Photogra-

Danuser’s artistic strategy as much as his commitment to maintaining a clear distance from the

phy, on the other hand, filled the vacuum left by the disappearance of classical painting. A major

prevailing political and artistic discourses does.

genre within photography emerged with staged scenes (sometimes whole series), constructed

Hans Danuser hones in on intrinsic systems, those structures that influence people and their

pictures, montages, monumental formats etc. Its basis was the pictorial tradition of painting

actions. The Party is Over series still employs the documentary format in order to address this.

and its principles of composition. Danuser clearly distanced himself from trends such as these

With the In Vivo series, he established his formal independence and found his thematic leitmotifs.

11

right from the start of his artistic career. He had no intention of being a classical narrator or ag-

The image of a frozen embryo is featured towards the end of the series. It marks the pivotal mo-

itator. In his self-understanding as a free photographer, that is, not working on commission, but

ment in his work and heralds the beginning of the Frozen Embryo series, as well as his transition

also free of the categories of applied and artistic photography, he made the most of the attention

to the systematic deconstruction of photography’s established visual tradition.

enjoyed by the medium at the time and worked with the camera on a different kind of image—to

Neither visible perspective nor vanishing points are present in these photographs, and their

be presented in an art context. Both in terms of form and content, his pictures assimilated im-

motifs are displayed frontally in full-bleed images. As a consequence, the motif of ice—destined

portant elements from the abstract movements of the 1910s and 1960s, which were radically

to conserve embryos—is stripped of its context and is scarcely identifiable. While working on In

apparent in his Frozen Embryo and Erosion series. The point of departure was the series In Vivo

Vivo, Danuser discovered that the different structures and colors of ice that has been frozen by

(1980–1989), for which he took pictures of places that had played a key role in developing the in-

nitrogen to -191 degrees centigrade correspond optimally with the color values of photographic

novations which benefited affluent societies (energy, medicine, animal testing, space research).

paper coated with silver bromide. The colors and specific structure of the ice fascinated him.

These places—situated between life and death—are represented by the system. In archetypal

Ultimately, the work is not concerned with the ice, the object, but rather with our perception of

images, Danuser captured those forbidden zones where the rules of power and morality do not

this material, its color, and its structure. With this in mind, Danuser probes the interplay between
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black-and-white photography and the corresponding photographic paper in a quest for an equiv-

form of cloning—, and the uniqueness of the individual. Society’s ethical stance towards these

alent to the materiality and color of the objects. He attempts to produce an image by means of

issues is faltering, and our perception is infected with the same sense of uncertainty when we

photography, but extending beyond the usual naturalism of photography. That which existed only

view these pictures. The Erosion series was Danuser’s reaction to the crumbling of the Cold War

rudimentarily in In Vivo becomes concrete in this series. Only abstraction can enhance realism

balance of power at the end of the 1980s, when the demarcations between the Eastern and West-

for the viewer. Realism must become manifest in the mind, not on the retina. Danuser strives to

ern blocs began to dissolve. A general feeling of instability became a constant feature of Hans

display dimensions in such a way that they become detached from the object. One of his ways

Danuser’s work. Building on the Frozen Embryo series (the investigation of color and materials,

of achieving this is to present the pictures so that their center lies at a height of 2.2 meters.

all-over composition, and objecthood), the erosion of slate lent itself perfectly to displaying the

The artist wishes to represent a material aspect, to make the paper the object. He describes

materiality and color in analog photographic processes, and to expressing a concrete feeling in a

it in terms of millions of tiny sculptures: particles of light-sensitive silver bromide emulsion on

concretely visual way. But this time Danuser goes a step further. He firmly rejects the insistence

the photographic paper which produce the image. The image varies according to the angle at

of the Western pictorial tradition on horizontal pictures and their presentation on a wall—as well

which light hits the surface, and the angle at which the viewers are positioned as they move

as the mode of reading from the top left-hand corner to the bottom right. He continues to de-

around it. This materialization of photography can only be achieved with analog photography.

velop the objecthood of his photographs by transposing them from the wall to the floor as an

When creating the series, Danuser switched between 24 x 36 mm and the medium format of the

installation. He grouped the series into areas. Viewers can move along these areas or traverse

Hasselblad camera (6 x 6 cm). The alternation of formats highlights the elimination of the axes

them. Making the transition to installations assimilates fundamental trends of the 1960s.18 The

and undermines the expectation of a horizon line in a landscape format.14 Furthermore, Danuser

artist no longer determines what is the top, the bottom, or the sides of a picture, as in the Frozen

dispenses with a frame and mounts his full-bleed images directly on aluminum in a 150 x 140 cm

Embryo series, and leaves that up to the viewer. Viewers no longer stand face-to-face with the

format. The slightly distorted square format enhances the overall effect, giving the illusion that

works in order to read them in the conventional manner, but rather do so according to their own

the image flows into the exhibition space. All these factors enable the viewers to concentrate ful-

position and perspective in relation to the works. They are free to change their position as they

ly on their perception, without disturbance. The fact that the work is photographic is secondary.

please. On the other hand, they fall victim to this freedom. They are forced to take a stance and

All the connotations that are echoed in traditional discourse and in the interpretation of photog-

choose a perspective, both of which change with every movement. Danuser strives to show that

raphy disappear into the background. The viewer is submersed directly in the material. Danuser

traditional values have been rendered uncertain, creating a sense of disorientation. He further

planned every last detail of his approach, and it was at this point that he abandoned the hitherto

demonstrates that there can never be a single correct position or perspective. He addresses gray

accepted classical tradition of visual imagery. He emphasizes the objecthood of his pictures and

areas, figuratively speaking: those zones in which obscurity dominates, in which suddenness and

therefore also defines them as distinct from photography and paintings in the way he presents

accident are concealed, in which opinions and emotions are generated and continue to evolve.

them. During the same period, photographers such as Andreas Gursky and Thomas Struth sub-

Hence we are not only looking at sand in these images—we feel as if we are mired in quicksand,

scribed to the tradition of painting by framing their monumental formats classically. The Frozen

an impression which is heightened by the color of the photographs, the shimmering shades of

Embryo series is exhibited without frames and consistently suspended several centimeters away

gray that have been produced by the technical implementation. To an extent, Danuser wrenches

from the wall. By choosing a square photographic format, the artist defines each negative as

the images into a gray area between photography, object, sculpture, and installation.

12

13

15

the original of eight possible prints: rotated four times around its center and again upon a mirrored axis. Hence eight originals can be reproduced from one negative. These pictures, although

The notion of the image has changed radically since photography was first discovered. Over time,

identical, have been rotated or are mirror images. Shown in series, they reveal how deceptive

photography had appropriated all the most important facets of painting for itself, and today it is

our faculty of sight can be, since we primarily perceive differences. These quasi monochrome

no longer the painting but the photograph that we equate with pictures. On the other hand, paint-

and serial “pictorial objects” question the viewer’s perception and morph into a physical counter-

ing expanded the notion of pictures beyond their narrative and representational function to en-

part through which the viewer negotiates the issues of uniqueness, difference, interchangeability,

compass the monochromatic and the non-representational, and thus found a new relevance with-

series, and individuality. The work’s complexity resides in the fact that these questions corre-

in art discourse, with many repercussions. This led, as described above, to new forms of painting,

spond to the topics implied in the title, such as genetic research, genetic engineering, mutation,

sculpture, installations, and an orientation towards performance. The interaction between viewer

and cloning. The extensive abstraction and, in this case, the fact that the object of the image—

and artwork, as well as the focus on materiality and space, became the motor for these chang-

the embryo—is missing, have a decisive impact on the intensity of these pictures and the way

es. Hans Danuser sees analog photography as a means of working with—and on—material. The

they function.

artist’s exhibition at the Bündner Kunstmuseum Chur in the summer of 2017 is titled Darkrooms

16
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of Photography. The photographic material is developed and processed in two darkrooms: that
The point of departure for Hans Danuser’s pictures is his social engagement, which finds formal

of the analog camera and of the photo lab. Danuser’s reference to the physical metal particles

parallels in his work. The Frozen Embryos series is based on embryonic research as well as the

of the silver bromide emulsion on the baryta paper is significant. He sees these particles as a

complex and controversial issues of reproductive medicine and genetic modification. In an ab-

sculptural surface that reflects the light falling on it in ever new ways, in this way also influencing

stract sense, the series present subject matters such as the body as object, reproduction—in the

the colors we see when viewing the images. The importance which he attaches to materials is
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shown by his penchant for researching emulsions and even developing his own.19 In the 1980s,
when photography acquired a major role in art discourse and in the tradition of classical painting,
Danuser resorted to widening the scope of photography, taking it in new directions. In his eyes,
the silver bromide emulsion does not just fulfil the function of print-making. It has a materiality
of its own and additional functions that are independent of the reproductions it produces. It is
exactly at this point that he adopts the principles of the 1910s and especially those of the 1960s,
rejecting illusionism and concentrating instead on materiality, on liberating pictures from their
place on the canvas, and moving towards objecthood, spatial development, and transformation
into installations. In short, he removed his pictures from the wall and brought them into the room
to interact physically with the viewer.
Hans Danuser thus departs from accepted notions of the photographic image. Since he employs the classical techniques of analog photography and only carries out marginal retouching
on the images, they remain strictly objective. Formally, however, they do not correspond with
the criteria of the classical notions of painting and photography. With his various series Frozen
Embryo, Erosion, and Landscape in Motion, he creates images that have powerful, sensuous qualities. But their effect can only unfold fully when they are confronted with a physical and intellectual counterpart. His photographs do not narrate stories; they invite us into dialog. The resulting
image is multi-layered. But these layers do not necessarily fit together neatly like the pieces of a
puzzle. Complex thoughts and their many repercussions are the subject of the viewing process—
thoughts and repercussions that concern our society today, and that greatly concerned Hans
Danuser.

1
The past continuous is the tense used for objective, visual narratives. Examples include the oral tradition of fairytales (beginning
with “once upon a time,” and ending with “and they lived happily
ever after”), as well as to legends, sagas, and epic narratives such
as The Iliad and The Odyssey, or standard religious texts. Stories
such as these connote universal validity.
2
However, whether or not the pictures have been manipulated is
irrelevant. The important thing is for the event of the photograph
to be authentic.
3
Expressionism, cubism, futurism, constructivism, suprematism,
and dada, each in their own way, invalidated pictorial traditions in
ever more radical ways.
4
The fact that painters discarded the use of perspective and proportion (one of the fundamental characteristics that painting
relinquished to photography), that is, naturalistic representation
in three-dimensional space, is interesting to examine with reference to the emergence of photography as an art form. It appears
logical that photography becoming a widespread medium was an
important factor in the crisis of painting as an illusionistic and
narrative form of expression; the way in which the two events coincide, at least, is remarkable.
5
Photography did play a role in surrealism and in constructivism,
and the first photographic movements—straight photography and
new vision (Neues Sehen) —were underway by this point, these
developments remained straws in the wind to the world of art discourse. Furthermore, it was not until much later that the impact
was felt of Alfred Stieglitz’s cloud pictures, which explored the
idea of abstraction very early on. The influence Malevich had on
Stieglitz is worth a mention.
6
Duchamp did not seek to break with painting. Instead, he wanted
art to be established on a new foundation. Painting, regardless
of the extent to which it developed the above-mentioned pictorial traditions, was still painting: still paint on a canvas and thus
dependent on the eye or (retinal) perception. It was therefore
necessary to abandon the canvas entirely, rather than using it to
try out new things. Duchamp’s invention of readymades laid the
cornerstone for conceptual art. Duchamp’s friendship with and artistic affinity to the photographer Man Ray highlights, in the broad
sense, the potential of the relationship between the concepts and
approaches of the two artists, and between the readymade and
photography.
7
Exemplarily in the work of Jackson Pollock and characteristic of
the art of Frank Stella, Morris Louis, Helen Frankenthaler, Kenneth
Noland, etc.
8
As a result, the art world saw the development of shaped canvases, specific objects, minimalist sculptures, installations, conceptual art, and performance art. All these developments undermined
the predominance of the square or rectangular-painted surface
as the focal point of art discourse. According to the critic Michael
Fried, the weak point in the term “specific object”—as coined by
Donald Judd and which became the buzzword for minimal art—
was that specific objects (mostly presented in series and groups)
declined into theatrical settings and were no longer art, because
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they were no more than simple objects. Michael Fried, “Art and
Objecthood,” Artforum 5 (June 1967), 12–23.
9
John Baldessari was the exception. His Cremation Project (1970)
programmatically represents his artistic engagement with the
representational function of paintings and its deconstruction. For
his artworks, which often address this subject matter, he used
various media, especially photography, for instance in the piece
Throwing Three Balls in the Air to Get a Straight Line (1973).
10
This shift in paradigms is however only valid for the minority of
painting at the time. But looking back, it is justified to speak of a
decisive development in art history.
11
With the work of Cindy Sherman, Andreas Gursky, Wolfgang Tillmans, Jeff Wall, Gregory Crewdson, etc., this genre became very
important from the 1980s onwards in visual arts discourse and
paved the way for the recognition of photography as a medium
of the visual arts.
12
The principle that reality—or the completion of the work—first
takes place in the viewer’s brain is visible in the art of Marcel Duchamp in a radical form. Basing his work on this concept, and discarding what he dismissed as retinal art, Duchamp was incredibly
influential for the following generations of artists.
13
Hans Danuser in conversation with the author at his studio on
February 20, 2017.
14
This presentation can likewise be viewed as a reference to Kazimir Malevich’s Black Square. When the latter was first mounted in
an exhibition it was hung very high up, in an allusion to the classical presentation of icons.
15
Since the 1950s, the old pictorial traditions of painting had been
rejected, especially that of the frame. The painting was no longer
to be a restricted illusionary space. Pictures no longer told stories
and because they were without a plot or action, they no longer
needed a frame. Thus the frame became a backward-looking reference to old pictorial traditions.
16
The series are each made up of a different number of pictures
(from three to ten).
17
The Frozen Embryo II series (see p. YX) is the only exception in
this regard. In reference to and in connection with In Vivo, the
point of departure for the entire Frozen Embryo series, an embryo
is featured in three of the eight pictures.
18
Carl Andre’s floor installations address this aspect from 1967
onwards, and Les Levine presented photographs in his work Systems Burn-Off X Residual Software (1969) as an installation that
viewers could actually walk through.
19
On the relevance of material and Hans Danuser’s research in this
area, see the contribution by Kelley Wilder in this publication, p.
XY–YZ.

FROZEN EMBRYO SERIES VIII
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Contra Gnosis:

Artistic research is a twenty-first century buzzword. In artistic discourse and debates on education policy, it has become almost a battle cry. Accordingly, Henk Borgdorff’s definitive work on
artistic research has borrowed its title from Immanuel Kant: The Conflict of the Faculties. It can be
said, simplifying somewhat, that one side in the conflict is fighting for the autonomy of the (fine)
arts—that is to say, is insisting on having its own rules distinct from those of science, politics,

A Con-Text on

and society. The philosopher Christoph Menke summed up this attitude as follows: art typifies a
“freedom not in the social, but from the social.”1 The other side stands for artistic research as a
genuinely interactive, collaborative, dialogical, socially rooted, and ultimately useful way of making art: embedded art, so to speak. Art-as-research understood in this way is part of a growing

the Role of

reculturalization of the arts and sees the freedom of making art as analogous to the freedom of
the sciences. It regards the autonomy of art as a well-meaning myth or a bourgeois fetish.
In the often heated debate over artistic research, it can sometimes seem as if this research
were something entirely new. The flurry of activity surrounding education policy skirmishes that
are ultimately concerned with sources of funding, accreditation, legitimization, or power rela-

Research in

tionships conceals the fact that artists have always (also) done research—long before they were
imprinted with a seal of recognition for this work, with their projects being awarded European
Credit Transfer and Accumulation System points. The philosopher of culture Dieter Lesage put it
pointedly: “Art that does not operate with research is bad art. […] The institutions that now offer
courses of study in artistic research alongside courses of study in art are making an enormous

Hans Danuser’s

mistake.”2 Because, taking up Lesage’s point, when advanced art sets out for new shores, when
it takes an interest in knowledge and expands horizons, when it addresses questions, problems,
and challenges of more than just (auto)biographical relevance, and communicates its results
(by means of art), it necessarily becomes research. This form of artistic research avant la lettre
characterizes Hans Danuser’s oeuvre.

Work

It is not (or not just) that Danuser advocates a dialogical approach, cooperates with natural and
social scientists, and was a visiting professor at the Collegium Helveticum of the Swiss Federal
Institute of Technology in Zurich (ETH). Artistic research does not depend on scientific support;
nor does it necessarily have to involve working in or with a collective obligatory. On the occasion
of this retrospective, it is appropriate to recall the early phase of Danuser’s artistic career in the
1980s, since both his own personal approach to research and the general features of a brand

Jörg Scheller

of artistic research that truly emphasized the artistic were crystallized during that period. Or, as
Danuser remarks in an interview: “I have always believed in the image.”
Research is inseparable from the concept of the new or of the implicit that has not yet been
made explicit. Research unearthing the known and familiar would be a contradiction in terms.
The new, in turn, is closely related to the taboo. Wherever the truly new is being explored, controversies almost inevitably ignite—not only of a scholarly, but also above all of an ethical and moral
nature. When Hans Danuser was working on his cycle In In Vivo (1980–89), as a photographer
scouting out the inner lives of nuclear power plants and chemistry laboratories, he touched on
such taboos. Nuclear energy, genetic research, and the chemical industry, along with the usually
unspoken-of areas of pathology and anatomy, are phenomena that most of his contemporaries
knew only from the consumer side: electricity, medicines, therapies.
Danuser did not just call attention to these highly inaccessible yet omnipresent areas of modern societies. Newspaper articles or television reporting could do a better job of that. Danuser
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presented the indexically grounded (through analog photography) and subjectively interpreted

them to the unveiled. Because much of modern art is inherently drawn to acts of deconstruction,

atmospheres of these places, and offered new perspectives on them. Even more than that—or,

such art can be understood as a corrective to those systems of thinking or, rather, “systems

more precisely, even less than that—his photographs show that some things cannot be shown,

of opinion”, that do not question their own premises and transform into formalized “schools of

that something cannot be represented in the representation, that the photographs always con-

thought.” Ludwik Fleck, who coined both terms in his classic Entstehung und Entwicklung einer

ceal as well as reveal. As Urs Stahel wrote of In In Vivo in 1989, it is striking “that in several […]

wissenschaftlichen Tatsache of 1935 (translated as Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact),

photographs one hardly sees anything at all,” that Danuser “fades the so-called factual into the

spoke of “a closed, harmonious system within which the logical origin of individual elements can

white” or allows it “to sink into the black.” Negation hardly ever plays a role in traditional docu-

no longer be traced. […] They are not mere aggregates of partial propositions but as harmonious

mentaries or reportages. Danuser, by contrast, produces images that call themselves into ques-

holistic units exhibit those particular stylistic properties which determine and condition every

tion. But not only themselves.

single function of cognition.”5 Innovation needs vexation. Modern art specializes in this role. That

3

Looking at the photographs of In In Vivo, it is almost impossible to understand oneself as a

vexation has become convention in liberal societies is another story.

sovereign subject that exercises control and mastery over that which it has created or that which
was created by others. This is by no means a self-evident realization. Pictures, especially those

If one considers against this backdrop the ideas that circulate about, for example, genetic re-

created using single-point perspective, play an important role in the secular story of the self-em-

search—clinically clean, professionally organized, strictly controlled laboratories, on the one

powerment of humanity, according to Martin Heidegger: “The fundamental event of modernity is

hand, and menacing chimeras, monsters, and spectacular accidents on the other—it becomes

the conquest of the world as picture. From now on the word ‘picture’ means: the collective image

clear what essentially distinguishes Danuser’s photographs. In works that are as unspectacular

of representing production […] the unlimited process of calculation, planning, and breeding.”4 Da-

as they are portentous and atmospheric—including Strangled Body (1995) and Frozen Embryo

nuser’s photographs can be understood as a critique of such pictorial practices. Whereas, on the

(1998–2000)—he hybridizes two kinds of “schools of thought” and “systems of opinion”: on the

one hand, he opens up difficult-to-access spaces to the public eye, on the other hand, in his pho-

one hand, the common self-image and self-perception of scientists and institutions and, on the

tographs he closes off the proverbial unlimited possibilities and the expansion of areas of control

other, the popular imagination about what might be going on behind closed doors. He opens up

that people in the secular West have expected of the new since the beginning of the modern era.

a space between these two poles—a space that will be discussed later. This hybridization of the

In his photographs, the supposed overcoming of taboos never completely emerges from the

established, this opening of spaces, is a basic impulse not only of the modern arts but also of

shadow of the taboo. Whether it is the production of gold, laser research, or temporary storage

research. Not coincidentally and with some justification, the curator of documenta 13 (2012),

of nuclear waste, the photographs of In In Vivo are dominated by the un-thought, the unavailable,

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, once called (advanced) art basic research.6

the imponderable.

Art as research or artistic research proves that a changed representation of the world is already
an integral part of research, since each new representation is preceded by a new perception of the

We might draw a parallel at this point with Danuser’s most recent works: his Type Images. Su-

world. Anyone who is at one with the world, anyone to whom it seems entirely familiar, will not re-

perficially, the two have nothing to do with one another. But, for example, when Danuser writes

search it. Only those who perceive it afresh will do so. The work of the photographer, which Vilém

counting-out rhymes in colorful letters on the walls of the administration building of the Depart-

Flusser once compared to the gesture of philosophizing, since in both cases the goal is to ana-

ment of Health of the Canton of Zurich, he points, albeit in a more playful and more cheerful way,

lyze and interpret a detail of the world,7 is by no means limited to a representation of the world.

but nevertheless with comparable force, to the tension between control and imponderability, the

Consequently, artistic research can be understood as research in the original and proper

open and the closed. Counting-out rhymes are, on the one hand, children’s games and, on the

sense: not as a walk through a brightly lit white cube, in which fully developed photographs are

other, basic techniques of control, which can never truly conceal their own inadequacy and pro-

presented, but rather as experimentation in a darkroom full of imponderables. The scholar of

visional nature.

science Bruno Latour remarks in this context: “While Science had certainty, coldness, aloofness,

Here, artistic research comes into play, in the truest sense of the word. In essence, it is distin-

objectivity, distance and necessity, Research appears to have all the opposite characteristics: it

guished by the fact that it shows the limits of (supposedly) sovereign, controlled and controlling,

is uncertain; open-ended; immersed in many lowly problems of money, instruments, and know-

informed and informing, exhaustively explaining and intersubjectively verifying science. It points

how; unable to differentiate as yet between hot and cold, subjective and objective, human and

out the blind spots but does not pretend, in the manner of a miracle healer, to make the blind

nonhuman.”8 For Latour, therefore, research precedes science. Science is the formalization and

see—fading into the white, sinking into the black …

standardization of that which idiosyncratic, unconventional research unearths.

In short, modern science was the discipline of the sovereign individual who subjugated nature
and transformed it into a white cube that promised a completely transparent view over the phenomena assembled within it. Artistic research properly understood, by contrast, is the in- or in-

Research Is a Jungle, Science Is a Park

terdiscipline of the skeptical individual who dreams not of the conquest of the world and of total
transparency, but rather lifts the veil of his or her surroundings in order to discover additional veils

Long before artistic research became a watchword, when Hans Danuser was gaining access as

beneath it. In doing so, it never overlooks the makeup of the veils themselves but rather relates

a layman to the aforementioned institutions and companies and transforming his impressions
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not in a documentary or scientific way but in a decidedly artistic fashion, both his methods and

clients, institutions, or partners from industry, but in the end it produces artefacts that are com-

his results corresponded to Latour’s understanding of research, and also to the more formal,

mitted to the openness of the aesthetic experience. Danuser’s oeuvre is thus exemplary of an ar-

normative criteria that Borgdorff cites as the conditio sine qua non of artistic research: expansion

tistic research that does not succumb to the temptation to pledge itself to science or fuse with its

of knowledge, new research in and through works of art, addressing important questions, doc-

contexts, so to speak, and therefore of an artistic research that insists on its own laws precisely

umentation, and dissemination. It was artists such as Danuser who paved the way for artistic

as it enters into contact and exchange with the sciences and other realms of life.

9

research, without really trying to do so. They were guided by curiosity and a thirst for knowledge,

It is, however, also exemplary of the concept of research that Latour advocates: that research

not by ready-made methods or “handbooks” published on artistic research. They entered the jun-

is, as it were, a nomad or a joker and cannot be pinned down to a discipline, an institution, or a mi-

gle before it had even been mapped.

lieu. While systematics may be a common denominator of all forms of research, systematics are
not limited to science. Pop musicians do research when they systematically develop new sounds.

Danuser began his career in advertising and fashion photography. He never studied art. Presum-

Painters do research when they systematically explore new forms of representation. Beekeepers

ably for that very reason, he developed an independent, unprejudiced eye, and he has retained it.

do research when they systematically experiment with new forms of beekeeping. Danuser’s work,

Research thrives on such external impulses and vexations. Educational institutions, in turn, tend

too, has all the ingredients of research: the searching, questioning, and scrutinizing, the planning,

towards over-structuring and over-organization: they strive for innovation and yet cannot help but

the organizing, the experimenting, the systematizing, the presenting, the commenting, and the

conventionalize this striving. Danuser had the advantage that he did not first have to force his

documenting. However, Danuser deliberately stops short of the scientific program, the binding,

questions and concerns through the filter of a bureaucratic apparatus. Whether he was develop-

intersubjective conclusio. Wherever he is making use of technical or scientific methods or work-

ing photographic techniques such as the so-called matograph, photographing corpses laid out in

ing in their institutions, technology and science are always subordinated to a genuinely artistic

the pathology department, or cooperating with the architect Peter Zumthor and diverse scientific

expression. That is also true of his project The Last Analog Photograph, which he initiated with

institutes, he did it as the photographer Hans Danuser, not as a representative of an institution.

Reinhard Nesper at the Institute of Inorganic Chemistry at the ETH Zurich in 2007; photographs

The slow, focused, concentrated, and independent work that is typical of Danuser is probably only

from it are published here for the first time.11
This self-confident juxtaposition of the (fine) arts with their scientific counterparts, which are

conceivable under those conditions.
An exchange of letters between Danuser and Agfa-Gevaert AG from 1992 demonstrates how

supposedly superior because they can be quantified and implemented in non-symbolic areas, is

free artistic research on the one hand, and scientific and industrial research on the other hand,

especially important today, because the arts sometimes put themselves in the labyrinth of the

differ from each other, but also that it is this process of exchange that causes their differences to

practical necessity of art as science, art as activism, art as politics, art as therapy, art as invest-

widen further. Danuser wanted to tint the coating of the photographic paper before it was covered

ment, art as stimulus for the creative industry, without keeping a hold of the Ariadne’s thread

with black-and-white emulsion. To develop such a complex process, he needed partners with ad-

that would help them to emerge from the labyrinth again. The open—but non-arbitrary—quality of

equate financial resources and technical infrastructure. He wrote in his request to Agfa that “this

the aesthetic is always an important corrective and a particular challenge when discourses end,

would open up new, fundamental possibilities for art photography.” But the company rejected

when that deceptive feeling of certainty arises that your aim and your methods are good, right,

him: too expensive, too involved, too specialized. In addition, “an intervention in such an auto-

and unquestionable. Who would want to object to art benefiting society? The art historian Claire

matic and very critical procedure is absolutely unthinkable.” At least since the boom in third-party

Bishop observes aptly in this context: “And so we slide into a sociological discourse—what hap-

funding, even research projects at universities usually have to prove their large-scale relevance

pened to aesthetics? This word has been highly contentious for several decades now, since its

and justify the expected benefits. Danuser, by contrast, gave himself the privilege of escaping this

status—at least in the Anglophone world—has been rendered untouchable through the academy’s

utilitarian logic—and ultimately convinced his partners in industry to join him in developing the

embrace of social history and identity politics, which have repeatedly drawn attention to the way

matograph, which was included in the Swiss Trademark Register in 1996.

in which the aesthetic masks inequalities, oppressions and exclusions (of race, gender, class, and

10

so on).”12 Yet the opposite is the case. In the fine arts, but also in pop culture and in the places
Whereas artistic research at universities can have the reputation of applying art and making it

where they overlap, it is precisely the openness of the aesthetic that permits different groups and

useful—significantly this first became a political issue in Europe in the wake of the Bologna re-

individuals to formulate and communicate their concerns and interests.

forms, which sought to bring the universities closer to business—Danuser’s works, or at least the
finished ones, are all clearly located in the realm generally known as “free art.” Naturally, this term

With this in mind, it pays to look back to the eighteenth century. In 1795, Friedrich Schiller wrote

is simplistic, problematic, and misleading, but it does signal a distinctly different direction, a dif-

in his Briefe über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen (On the Aesthetic Education of Man in

ferent aspiration, to that of embedded art. Art is not free but rather the (utopian) embodiment of

a Series of Letters): “In the midst of the fearful kingdom of forces, and in the midst of the sacred

freedom—and freedom does not fall from the (revolutionary) sky. Its development is dependent

kingdom of laws, the aesthetic impulse to form is at work, unnoticed, on the building of a third

on protected spaces and incubators. That, and only that, can guarantee “free” art.

joyous kingdom of play and of semblance, in which man is relieved of the shackles of circum-

In Danuser’s works, the process of creation may play out in the applied field; it may be based

stance, and released from all that might be called constraint, alike in the physical and in the moral

on a number of technical, political, or social issues; it may depend on fundraising, sponsors,

sphere.”13 Under pressure from the modern “differentiation of […] spheres of value,”14 from the
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increasing division of labour, and from the excesses of the French Revolution, Schiller sought for
a way to turn the “natural man” back into a man “ennobled … as Idea.” The true revolution of society cannot occur, in his view, if “egotism,” “unbelief,” “lethargy, and […] depravation of character”
make total experience impossible.15 Since religion no longer possesses its traditional influential
powers, art is now in demand, he argues: it allows man to experience wholeness insofar as it
makes the synthesis of imagination and reason possible, and illustrates to the self-determined
person that the uninhibited development of his or her talents can also help bring about a development of society: “For, to mince matters no longer, man only plays when he is in the fullest sense
of the word a human being, and he is only fully a human being when he plays.”16
And suddenly the circle closes, from Schiller by way of art, aesthetics, and artistic research, to
the work of Hans Danuser. Schiller’s synthesis of reason and imagination correlates to the synthesis of photographic objectivity—which, it goes without saying, is never absolute and is always
relational—and open aesthetic interpretation in photographs like those of In In Vivo. The tension
that Schiller describes between the cruelty of nature and society, on the one hand, and free play,
on the other, correlates to the Janus face of Danuser’s Type Images, in which control and systematics are intertwined with the playful, childish, and even foolish—the last being understood to
be a “fragile balancing on the seams of meaning.”17 If not in a semantic sense, at least in a structural one, research of the sort Danuser does represents an intermediate position between art and
science, just as for Schiller, aesthetics represents an intermediate position between nature and
society.
Danuser’s five-part series Harlequin’s Death (1982) can be interpreted as a key work in this
context. The combination of a staged photograph showing a young man covered with blood lying
on asphalt at night, photographs from In In Vivo, and images of a squad of police in the city of
Zurich during the youth unrest of 1980–82, points to the constitutive role of the fool in culture
and society. Like (free) art and basic research, the fool occupies the position of a mediator who
is potentially anarchic and self-referential. Cultures without fools are cruel cultures. They do not
permit any non-identical, non-utilitarian spaces in which one can negotiate, explore, provoke, and
play without concrete results. If the fool dies out, only the serious and a rigid logic of the either-or
are left to reign. It is as if Danuser wanted the subtext of all his works to be: do not believe you
have to choose folly or seriousness, art or science, critique or aesthetic, context or autonomy.
They all have their times and their spaces, they condition each other, build each other up, permeate each other, replace each other. Oscillate between park and jungle! Have the courage to be ambivalent and ambiguous! Do not allow the gnostic in you to prevail! But do not forget that art, the
court jester of free societies, is primarily what makes this simultaneity or succession possible.
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