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JUTTA KOETHER: SEXY, SOVEREIGN, ETC.

It seems important to
write about Jutta Koether in the form of
a conversation, as her own approach has
long emphasized the conversational format.
This approach saw a foundational moment in
The Inside Job (1991) where Jutta, newly
arrived in New York, invited a number of
people to see a large painting, The One
one, on the ﬂoor in her studio apartment and
then to have a conversation about said
picture, recording these exchanges and
somehow adding them to “the work” as she
went. I very much like this ambiguous status
of the conversation as art, or more speciﬁcally
as “part of the art,” as it harks back to a way
of looking at and thinking and talking about
painting that seems more reﬂective of the
actual way art works, to this day.
More recently, another kind of conversation
entered the picture, a much more structured
one—namely the psychoanalytic session.
Jutta’s three recent works Viktoria (2013), Luise
(2013), and Isabelle (2013), which were
ﬁrst shown together at Campoli Presti in
London as “The Double Session” (and which
now reappear, albeit each one separately in
stages as “The Double Session, Reloaded”
MONIKA SZEWCZYK:

at PRAXES Center for Contemporary Art in
Berlin) are made in reference to conversations between Jutta and two friends, which
followed and somehow doubled both friends’
psychoanalytic and psychotherapeutic sessions
in the neighborhood of Viktoria-Luise-Platz,
where Jutta lives in Berlin. The conversations
between friends, which always immediately
followed the conversation between doctor
and patient, not only extended the patient’s,
the friend’s, work on his or her own psyche,
it seems that the works by Jutta made
at this time ask to be psychoanalyzed in
turn—and in such a way
where analysis becomes
DIETER ROELSTRAETE: That’s a complicated
pleasurable (again). So this
question—the answering of which may
is partly our task—let’s
lead us too far astray for the purposes of
analyze Viktoria and Luise,
this conversation—but somehow I imagine
and Isabelle. But before
this would greatly please Jutta: painting
we do that I just have to
as a conversation starter with an unruly will
ask you to explain one
of its own. It’s important to add, in that
thing—why is it that you
regard, that The Inside Job required seeing
are excited about Jutta’s
the painting in one room (in what we
work, when so often you
must assume would have been a devout,
don’t have so much time
concentrated silence of sorts) and then
for painting?
going into another room to talk about
it based on one’s memory of the object no
longer within visual reach. That seems
to suggest that, unlike so much other
painting that was done at the time and that
is still being done today, Jutta’s painting
isn’t so much about painting proper as it
is about art more generally—and that,
to me, is an important distinction: one
between painting that happens to be art
and art that happens to be painting.

MS: Hmmm, can you expand?
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Jutta Koether, Isabelle, 2013
Installation view "Isabelle"
PRAXES Center for Contemporary Art,
Berlin, 2013.
Photo: Eva Lechner.
Courtesy of the artist; Campoli Presti,
London / Paris.
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I’ve always felt strangely unable
to say much about the former because
it so often seems to require a certain
linguistic proficiency that I just don’t
have (I find it very difficult to say things
like “brush stroke” or “impasto”—it makes
me feel like an impostor),
whereas I have of course
MS: I think Jutta manages to assume a critical
oodles to say about art
distance towards painting on the order of
(art that in this case just
the critical distance that one might assume
happens to be painting).
towards a lover—in other words, the distance
And the very mechanics of
is there but the dimension to measure it
her works’ staging seems
is not one we understand very well. Somehow
DR:

devised to compel us to speak about art
rather than “mere” painting.
That said, I of course also know a painting
when I see one—though it certainly helps
to discover that a certain suite of Jutta’s
paintings is based, for instance, on Nicolas
Poussin’s Four Seasons cycle; I’m refer-ring
here to the works that made such a deep
impression upon me in the 2012 Whitney
Biennial. Though why they did so I have,
once again, difficulty explaining...
What is it that excites you in her work?

Isabelle gets to the heart of this mystery
—how much fun must it have been to make
this painting of a penis!!? Jutta emphatically
calls it a phallus, but it is a penis-phallus
amongst many other phallic ﬁgures out there
(skyscrapers, totem poles, pipes, cigarettes,
logs, you name it). I don’t always get excited
by representations of penises, but this one did
the trick. It has an interesting relationship,
of course, to Louise Bourgeois’ famous
Filette (1968), but the abstractly naughty
girl (indicated by the title of Bourgeois’
infamous bronze sculpture) is perhaps not
as appealing to me at the moment as Koether’s
painting of a phallus which carries the name of
a very speciﬁc woman, who is both an
intellectual force and a fox.

DR:

Isabelle Graw, no doubt.

MS: What we get here is a rare encounter with

the female phallus. We’ve recently touched
on this subject but left it dangling at the end
of another conversation. This time, it might
be worthwhile to consider it from the outset
and elaborate…

The painting you’re
talking about inevitably
invokes other associations
and (less grandiosely) gut-level reactions in
the actual owner of a penis—though that
possessive relationship could well be inverted: perhaps it’s the penis who owns the
man, as it is the phallus, as an emblem of
power and empowerment, who ultimately
owns the powerful... In any case the penis
in this painting has an eerie resemblance,
to me at least, to a gun. Something to do
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with the shape of the frame to be sure.
I’m not going to wonder how much of this
is intentional in the critical framework of
the ejaculative para-digm of the type of
raunchy, bad-boy neo-expressionism that
this work of art seems to be in dialogue
with, but it was certainly interesting
to reread Isabelle Graw ’s “Classics of
Modernism,” her text on Jutta’s work in
the catalogue that was published on the
occasion of her exhibition at the Kunsthalle
Bern and the Kölnische Kunstverein.
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In it, she talks of “an Oedipal trait” that
is “naturally inscribed in every recourse
to canonized pictures”—as in Koether’s
appropriation of the gestural language
of Courbet and Van Gogh (this has
obviously more to do with gestures than with
pictures). This casts an interesting light on

the political economy of art’s investment
in phallic phases and oedipus complexes.
And come to think of it, the one phallic figure
you forgot to mention in your enumerationof
erections and elongations is that of the
paintbrush of course…

MS: Kirchner would love you for

remembering that one…
Anyway, it’s probably worth pointing
out that the aforementioned essay by
Isabelle also includes a discussion of an
early work series by Jutta titled Ursprung
der Welt (it dates back to 1990, and two
works from this series are occasionally
entering the space at PRAXES), a homage
to Gustave Courbet’s L’Origine du monde
—the other phallus. Does this suffice, in
terms of “touching” upon the question of
the female phallus?

DR:

MS: Yes,

I think we are getting a better handle
on it now. I’d like to move from Phallus
to Sovereign by way of Viktoria and Luise,
which are the other two works in the suite that
is collectively titled “The Double Session.”
When I met Jutta in Berlin this past summer
it was on the Viktoria-Luise-Platz. And
walking over to a cafe where we would sit and
chat she told me about this long loved and
quite modern Prinzessin who lived in Berlin
after the war and after whom the Platz was
eventually named. Viktoria Luise Adelheid
Mathilde Charlotte von Preußen, Herzogin
zu Braunschweig-Lüneburg, Prinzessin von

Hannover, Prinzessin von Großbritannien
und Irland lived until December 1980. Her
title is as over the top and rococo as the
Koether sculptures which carry her two
(main) names. These polyethylene and clear
resin vessels support (with so little eﬀort it
seems) gorgeous assemblies of pastel and
metallic chachkas, which include details that
are or resemble that most recognizable symbol
of the female pleasure zone—the pearl in the
shell. But while such fun puns help put these
in the ranks among Jutta’s sexiest works, I don’t
want to lose sight of their fuller signiﬁcance.

DR:
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Jutta Koether, Luise, 2013 (detail)
Installation view "Luise"
PRAXES Center for Contemporary Art,
Berlin, 2013.
Photo: Trevor Good.
Courtesy of the artist; Campoli Presti,
London / Paris.
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I think, it has to do with their aesthetic
alignment to a time in part deﬁned by a
complex mingling of artists and aristocrats,
power and representation. In speaking, Jutta
and I discovered that we both hold a particular
book in great esteem, namely Watteau’s
Painted Conversations (1992) by Mary Vidal.
This book lends great insight into the milieu
that the painter of French courtiers and
bourgeoisie was able to enter—a milieu
that is interesting in so far as its power
dynamics are based on a highly reﬁned notion
of conversation. Look at one of Watteau’s
paintings and you feel relaxed, yet the eye
keeps moving—there is no clear center,
no one takes the focus, no one seems to hold
the proverbial talking stick for too long.
There is also a certain
discretion preserved so that
DR: Thanks for handing me back the talking
the viewer never knows
stick… Speaking of which, and with regards
what the conversation is
to the sculpture titled Luise in particular
about. It is with a hint
—looking at it from afar I couldn’t help but
of this atmosphere that I
be reminded of Denis Diderot’s libertine
perceive Viktoria, Luise,
classic Les Bijoux indiscrets (The Indiscreet
and Isabelle—and much
Jewels), the philosopher’s first novel, dating
of Jutta’s work dating as far
back to the middle of the 18th century,
back as The Inside Job.
the height of the Rococo period. It tells
I could say more, but I’m
the story of a magic ring given to sultan
getting dangerously close to
Mangogul of Congoqui, which has the
turning a conversation into
capacity to make women’s genitals speak…
a monologue…
Michel Foucault paraphrases the allegory
MS:

of this delightful ornament (“charm”) in
his introduction to The History of Sexuality
(1972), in which he famously challenges the
“repressive” hypothesis that sex is western
society’s great unspoken—according to
Foucault, ours is a society that cannot stop
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talking about sex. Of course, in a sense
Jutta’s Luise is our own indiscreet jewel—a
talking stick of sorts, passed back and forth
in our own little double session (we keep
coming back to sticks, shells, and pearls).
But I bring up Foucault in particular because
of his deft triangulation of sex, power, and
knowledge—exactly what appears to be at
stake in Jutta’s exhibition at PRAXES (most
explicitly—no pun intended—in Isabelle),
as well as in the Rococo paintings that
you’re referring to when talking about the
“art of conversa-tion” (to quote the title of
an essay you wrote on the subject some
years ago). Viktoria, Luise, and Isabelle:
they are the eloquent protagonists, it seems
to me, in a beautifully staged conversation
piece addressing the entanglement of sex,
power, and knowledge. Three graces.
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Jutta Koether, Viktoria, 2013 (detail)
Installation view "Viktoria"
PRAXES Center for Contemporary Art,
Berlin, 2013.
Photo: Elmar Vestner.
Courtesy of the artist; Campoli Presti
London / Paris.
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Thriving on the notion of exchange inherent in Koether’s artistic
practice—notably her seminal project The Inside Job (1991) and her
current (therapeutic) dialogues with friends—curators Monika
Szewczyk and Dieter Roelstraete “analyze” Viktoria, Luise, and Isabelle
and how this trisected triptych held audience at PRAXES. From the
two embellished sculptures and their namesake—the daughter of the last
German Kaiser, Princess Viktoria Luise—to the gouache Isabelle, the
conversation assays “painting as art” versus “art as painting” as well as
questions of jewels, genitals, guns, and puns.
Monika Szewczyk is Visual Arts Program Curator at Logan Center for the
Arts at the University of Chicago. Dieter Roelstraete is the Manilow Senior
Curator at the Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago. From 2003 until
2011 he was a curator at the Antwerp museum of contemporary art M HKA.
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