
Alexandra Bircken in conversation with Kathleen Rahn 

‘‘How you look at it.’’
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On 8 June 2025, the solo exhibition SomaSemaSoma  
by artist Alexandra Bircken opens at Kunsthaus 
Biel Centre d’Art Bienne. To mark the occasion, 
STUDIO Magazine asked the artist to talk to  
an author of her choice. Alexandra Bircken chose 
Kathleen Rahn, director of the Museum Marta 
Herford since 2022, who had previously realized a 
solo exhibition of Bircken’s work in 2016 during 
her directorship at Kunstverein Hannover. The artist  
and the curator took the opportunity to share their 
thoughts on the artist’s work – which was a good fit, 
as a new collaboration in Herford is planned for  
2026.



KATHLEEN RAHN	 Almost a decade ago, we already had a conver-
sation about your work. Back then, you said that for you, “the exhi-
bition space represents a negative space. If you move a sculpture 
within a space, it’s not the sculpture that changes but the space 
around the sculpture.”1 Susanne Titz added during the four-person 
conversation that, “You put the visitor in the same space as the 
sculptures, so in a sense it is part of the real world. The motorcycles, 
the machine guns, and the tights are real. The bronze vagina con-
fronts you at eye level, as do the motorcycles cut in two. It is ex-
tremely intimate, like human hides with the sexual organs exposed.” 

You are currently preparing an exhibition that 
will be shown at several venues, and thus in dif-
ferent architectural spaces. When you’re in  
the studio, do you already have the spaces in 
mind – perhaps even physically in your body – 
during production? What role does the space 
play in allowing your sculptures to find their 
place in museum settings and thus, in turn, 
open up these “real spaces”?2

ALEXANDRA BIRCKEN	 The space and its potential are always an impor-
tant starting point for any exhibition I create. A space can never be 
neutral; it always comes with its own identity. Existing structures 
like radiators, lighting, windows, or architectural features automat-
ically communicate with the viewers and the art shown within them. 
These elements are much more noticeable in a sculpture exhibition. 
For example, a radiator next to a three-dimensional object is per-
ceived as such, whereas a radiator next to a painting can more 
easily be overlooked by the eye. The framing of the sculpture is 
space. In this context, one cannot be thought of without the other.

I always find it more interesting to work with the 
given conditions rather than against them. In the 
exhibition you curated at Kunstverein Hannover, 
I used the potential of the artificial light ceiling 
by opening some elements of the glass ceiling 
to allow the figures from the expansive and in-
stallative work Eskalation to be positioned over 
the normally visible glass ceiling. 

I adapted this site-specific work, Eskalation, to the conditions of 
various institutions, such as at the Venice Biennale (2019) and the 
Kindl in Berlin (2021). The boiler house – a former brewery turned 
exhibition space in Berlin-Neukölln – was once also used as a 
club, a history I referenced in my staging of the exhibition. In col-
laboration with Thomas Brinkmann, we created a scenographic 
space, charged by his soundtrack, the arrangement of the figures 
and their relationship to other objects. I’m interested in spaces’ 
origins or former uses and, at the same time, in reinterpretations 
initiated by specific stagings and positionings of my works in 
relation to a given space. This draws attention to something; 
spatial inconsistencies and disruptions arise.

1  STRETCH, Alexandra 
Bircken, edited by  
Kunstverein Hannover, 
Museum Abteiberg,  
Le Crédac. Walther 
König, 2017. 135.

2  Ibid.
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Motorcycle fuel tanks, wood, screws, nails,  
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Material

KATHLEEN RAHN	 Flipping through the books you’ve made, the 
many materials stand out – fabrics, ropes, leather, tights, straw, 
wood, iron, steel, ceramics, and many more. It’s clear that you’ve 
always been involved with material: initially, with textiles and  
organic materials you used to wrap or depict the body – starting 
in the realm of fashion, but in essence, a continuous engagement 
to this day. The acts of connecting – through weaving, braiding, 
collaging – but on the opposite also tearing open, creating open-
ings and cuts, are working methods you’ve continually explored 
across all materials. Working the material yourself and integrating 
the process into the work has always remained important to 
you. What role does your engagement with material play – alone in 
the studio, and with others who assist you? What is your working 
process?

ALEXANDRA BIRCKEN	 Material never exists in isolation – it is always 
connected to the techniques employed to manipulate, process, 
or treat it. Only then do form, structure, consistency, and effect 
emerge. This direct engagement with the material is so important 
to me because I make countless decisions during the creative 
process. To verbalize the processing steps I envision, how I want 
to use the material and what I want to happen with it, seems im-
possible to me. Since these decisions directly affect the genesis 
of the work, I need to do it myself. That’s crucial for me and lies 
at the core of my practice. My assistants in the studio support me 
on other levels by handling a range of processes, but the direct 
creative interventions remain my responsibility. I believe this 
is also because, even when parts of my works have a serial char-
acter, I still see them as unique pieces.

Trophy, 2013
Bronze
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My Space, 2023
Mannequins, wigs, clothing, shoes, jewellery, mobile
phone, scissors, seats, metal, wood
134 x 212 x 69.5 cm
Photo: Roman März

Gebrochenes Pferd (Broken Horse), 2024
Larch wood, black stain, LED optical fibe, cable, metal
102 x 224 x 120 cm
Photo: Jackson White



KATHLEEN RAHN	 The human body – its interior and exterior, its 
vulnerability, skin, and organic nature – plays a central role in your 
works. Increasingly, you’ve created works in the context of 
human-machine relations, using machines like motorcycles, 
autonomous lawnmowers, or rocking horses (which are also 
vehicles). These are objects that surround or move us, set us in 
motion, and become strange cyborgs or metaphorical convey-
ances in your works – developing a life of their own. The body, 
including your own, plays a role in your art. For example, you once 
exhibited your and your daughter’s placenta. How important is 
your personal perspective in perhaps conveying or embodying 
authenticity?

ALEXANDRA BIRCKEN	 Isn’t the personal perspective always already 
the starting point for artistic expression? In the sense of devel-
oping one’s own form or language, even if embedded within the 
readings of the canons of art and culture? Everyone claims this 
for themselves, which makes the idea somewhat banal. Some 
terms seem overcharged with meaning, though they often offer 
little substance. Authenticity involves the author.

In both in the creation and reception of art, 
many layers are at play. If we understand art as 
some sort of result, then it arises on one hand 
from a specific discourse of the respective 
author – which, on the other hand, must be 
transcended. A discourse that opens up and 
can in turn open itself up.

Body
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RSV 4, 2020
Motorcycle, steel
Two parts: front: 117 × 112 × 77 cm; rear: 100 × 103 × 57 cm
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Social

KATHLEEN RAHN 	 On one hand, there is the solitary studio work 
with materials and the conception of exhibitions; on the other 
hand, there is discourse – both aspects play a role in your artistic 
practice and, ultimately, in your long-standing teaching career.

Louise Wilson at Central Saint Martins in 
London played a key role in your own education. 
And you taught there yourself for eight years, 
long before your teaching positions at the art 
academies in Munich and now Düsseldorf. What 
did Louise Wilson convey to you or your peers? 
How did she challenge or support you? How did 
she influence you? And which influences or 
sources remain important to you today in your 
own teaching? What do you try to pass on?

ALEXANDRA BIRCKEN	 Louise pushed students and us colleagues un-
til the quality was right, the silhouette cool and edgy, and the re-
sult convincing. Mediocrity was of no interest to her. One of her 
sayings was: You’re up shit creek without a paddle. She was 
ruthlessly honest; sometimes tears were shed. Much of what 
she threw at the students would probably cost her the job today. 
She had an incredible drive and saw it as a privilege to work with 
young people, proudly calling herself an educator. She com-
pared the educational institutions the students had attended 
before Central Saint Martins to prisons, where independent think-
ing and creativity had been unlearned and where the courage 
to be eccentric had withered. Louise tried to bring these often-
buried qualities back to the surface, coupling them with building 
a toolbox of at least a single skill.

Her intense and direct way of working with 
students and taking them seriously has 
shaped me. It’s about identifying the indivi
dual strengths of each student and teaching 
them to really look. This “how you look at it” in-
cludes much more than just seeing – it involves 
all the senses, even a sixth sense, related to 
balance. And perhaps there’s even more, from 
which something new can emerge.

In essence, it’s simple – but it can also be excruciating – to con-
stantly question yourself, analyze the material closely, but also 
look around at the world. These basics are what I now try to pass 
on and also constantly test on myself.

Mutual Consent, 2024
Acrylic, wool, polyester, plexiglass
191 x 155 x 23 cm
Photo: Jackson White


