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This summer Maureen Paley and Herald St
announce Gebrochenes Pferd, an exhibition
of new works by German artist Alexandra
Bircken, taking place in both galleries’ East
London premises. Comprising sculpture,
wall installation and photography, this body
of work continues Bircken’s clinical dissec-
tions of cars and motorcycles to reveal our
visceral connections to the machines which
empower us. Through weaving and chromed
surfaces, Bircken expands her focus from
that of the singular body to the enmeshed
systems which simultaneously protect and
stifle the individual.

It’s so great to be able to speak. | have been
a fan of your work for some time, having first
come across your exhibition at Herald St in
2020. And so, | wanted to start this interview
by asking you to introduce your forthcoming
exhibition, Gebrochenes Pferd, that will take
place simultaneously across Herald St and
Maureen Paley in London, from 19 Septem-
ber-2 November 2024. How long have you
been working on this project and what works
will be included in the show?

| started thinking about the show about
ayear in advance. Production started nine
months ago and ended last week. The works
in the two shows range from sculpture to
wall-based objects, photography and wall-
paper. The works feed each other and were
mostly developed simultaneously.

German for ‘broken horse,” for me the ex-
hibition title alludes to several significant
genealogies. Firstly, to the rebellious spirit
and formal mélange of Dada, which itself
has the French etymology of ‘hobby horse.’
Secondly, to Freud’s notorious case of Little
Hans-a young boy whose phobia of horses
was used by Freud to instantiate his theory
that unconscious anxiety is displaced onto
harmless external objects. Where did the title
for the show come from? And how do you
conceive of the horse, the motorbike and
other key motifs in your work?

Horses as a metaphor for transport and
traffic, for locomotion, power, elegance and
dynamism have accompanied my work for
a long time and have often been used as
a counterpoint to the motorbike, the so-
called ‘modern’ horse, in my installations.

Recent research on this began in 2021,
when | prepared for a sculpture in public

space for the city of Munich. Munich, like
many other western cities, is plastered with
equestrian statues that almost exclusively
portray male dominance and are an expres-
sion of our centuries-long patriarchal sys-
tems. Equestrian statues are always about
power, war, dominance and winning, and
are a purely male affair, with a few excep-
tions, such as Joan of Arc on horseback in
Chignon. In every case it is about power
communication. The rider represents the
apparatus of power.

Pferdchen, 2019. Wood, leather, sawdust, screws,
hinge, varnish 67 x 54 x 51 cm / 26.4 x 21.3 x 20.1 in
Courtesy the artist and Herald St, London. Photo by

Andy Keate.

| wanted to break with this form of rep-
resentation and with what is associated
with it: A Broken Horse.

My work Gebrochenes Pferd (Broken
Horse) (2024), which will be exhibited
at Maureen Paley, is a slightly modified,
scaled-down version of the work in Munich.

The horse is divided into two parts. A
break has taken place, so to speak, and
the horse comes to a standstill. This break
symbolically takes it out of the power struc-
ture and brings it into the nursery. The front
and rear parts of the horse are connected
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with a hinge and offer the possibility of res-
urrection.

In Max Ernst’s work, the horse appears
again and again in the form of Loplop,
whereby the word Loplop- as | called my
motorbike swing which | showed at Seces-
sion in 2019-is actually a children’s word
for gallop, coined by Max Ernst’s son. On-
omatopoeic.

It is interesting you mention the rider as an
apparatus of power. The human body is intri-
cately related to the subjects and discourses
you describe, as is often the means by which
our fears and desires— for some, fetishes—for
empowerment, velocity, arrest and domina-
tion are brought to bear. And so, it is the
human body, or perhaps its absence, which
I am most drawn to in this dual presentation.
Are you thinking about the human body itself
in relation to these ideas?

The body seems to be dissolving: a motor
can imitate the lever action of the human
body, and so our interest is now focused
primarily on imitating the brain. But women
still have their periods and children are still
born from the body cavity. It’s a paradox.
I’'m less interested in the representation
of the body right now; less motivation to
depict it, at most in resolution. Maybe I’'m
past the body.

The interwoven cable harnesses in the
works Autobiography (2024) and Automat-
ic (2024) are witnesses to this dissolution.
The complex cable systems, which were
the central nervous system responsible
for raising and lowering the car windows,
moving the windscreen wipers and all the
other electronically-controlled functions of
a car, have been stripped of their function.
The car-understood as a kind of human
prosthesis—was their host. A new system
is created in the form of a condensed cable
fabric, a kind of barcode or part DNA of a
machine that no longer functions.

For me, these two works are interesting in
that despite their abstraction they continue
to evoke and allude to the body. Not least
because some are composed of car cable
harnesses, the nervous/vascular system of
the vehicle, but because they betray your on-
going fidelity to techniques of knit, weave,
drapery and hosiery—processes instinctive-
ly related to fashion and the production of

wearable fabrics. Can you tell us a bit about
your background in the fashion industry and
how it informs the works you will make in this
exhibition?

In the years that | studied fashion and
worked as a designer, | studied the hu-
man body intensively. The human body is
sculpture in motion. My practice was es-
sentially about dressing it and pursuing my
interest in reinventing form and identity. |
have intensively researched techniques
for producing fibres and the possibilities
of linking them into a coherent fabric. Every
materiality already makes a statement and
is a way of making a statement, a means of
communication.

At some point, removing materiality from
the body and placing it alone in a space
interested me more as a form of expression
than the connection between body and ma-
teriality. In fashion, the body is not simply
a body but always a social construct of
beauty-a tight fitting corset. In fashion, the
body is also a vehicle for transporting ide-
as, whereby the body and the tight corset
of an idea of beauty must always dominate.
At best, this expresses contemporaneity. In
this sense, fashion fulfils a function.

Art, on the other hand, has no function.
I’'m a fan of that.

What | find so compelling about this story is
how fashion—an industry known for its exal-
tation of haute culture, luxury products and
brand identity— in this case has led to a com-
plete dismantling of traditional hierarchies in
your work through a deeply materialist focus
on the relationship between our bodies, its
‘second-skin’ and the various modern pros-
thesis we embed ourselves within; often with
sparsely veiled eroticism, and at times a de-
liberate drive towards new forms of desire,
pleasure and violence. In this sense | know
you are inspired by the radical artist Leigh
Bowery. How has your engagement with their
work shaped your approach to art?

| once saw Leigh Bowery in a London
club in the late ’80s and was completely
mesmerised by his appearance. As well
as playing with different identities with ex-
tremely elaborate costumes, | was particu-
larly fascinated in his reinvention of body
shape and contours. A reimagining of aes-
thetics. A rewriting of our viewing habits
and a reimagining of the concept of beauty.
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Lily, 2022. Bronze. 27 x 12.8 x 6.8 cm / 10.6 x 5 x 2.6 in.
Courtesy the artist; Herald St, London; and Maureen Paley, London. Photo by Andy Keate.
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Origins of the World, 2019. Human placenta in
Kaiserling Solution 25 x20x7cm /9.8 x 7.9 x 2.8 in.
Courtesy the artist and Herald St, London.
Photo by Marco Cappelletti.

The breaking of many taboos was inherent
in his appearances, in the costumes and
performances. | think | took something of
that with me.

Indeed, this relationship between the body,
materiality and its construction space is ex-
plored in several pieces installed across the
two galleries, albeit in less graphic style. This
includes a mirror of objects related to the
dissected bodies of human prostheses, as
you mentioned previously, including a stain-
less-steel bicycle seat at Maureen Paley and
a windscreen and mudguard in chromed
finish at Herald St. These works push the
exhibitions from a sculptural into an environ-
mental format.

The first mirrors used by humans were
most likely pools of still water, or polished
stones. Humans were always drawn to their
reflection to grasp their own image and to
gauge their own effect. Yet a mirror, or a
looking glass, as it used to be called, can
also be highly irritating as it plays with our
senses. For instance, a mirror is an object
that only becomes visible through the re-
flection of the objects that it reflects in its
even surface. A mirror on a wall in an empty

white cube is hardly visible, as its reflec-
tions and its surroundings are equal. For
these reasons | like to implement mirrors
in my work and installations. They unsettle
the coherence and visual logic of an envi-
ronment and of an object. They unsettle
the viewer.

I can control the form of an artwork like
the bicycle saddle, but | cannot control the
environment which inscribes itself onto
the mirrored surface as it travels through
the world and is exhibited here and there.
The work itself acquires a surreal, almost
ephemeral quality and becomes hard to
grasp as an object. The mirrored wind-
shield and mudguard are part of a half
BMW bike. Usually a see-through compo-
nent of a generic bike. In its mirrored state
it is devoid of its function and acts like a
repellent to our glance.

In Gebrochenes Pferd these mirrored ob-
jects sit within an environment with large-
scale wallpaper installations which repro-
duce the signature of Christine Lagarde,
current president of the European Central
Bank, as a repeating ornamental pattern.
Can you tell us more about this element of
the show? It is not uncommon for you to ref-
erence figures from high European politics in
your work, such as Angela Merkel or Ursula
von der Leyen.

Recently, out of boredom, | studied a 50
euro note for some time and then com-
pared it with other euro banknotes. Sud-
denly | became very aware of Christine
Lagarde’s signature, which adorns every
euro banknote printed from 1 November
2019. | found it quite striking that the sig-
nature of one of the most influential women
in the world can be found on every euro
note. Her signature is reproduced millions
of times, and is one of many features that
authenticate a banknote as real and valid,
qua the authority of her position.

A signature is traditionally considered
genuine only in its uniqueness through the
subtle variations in each individual repe-
tition, and in the same moment it reveals
something about the character of the own-
er, something quite private and personal.
On the bank note it is reduced to a graph-
ic representation of a single version of the
signature. The writing loses its semantic
quality and readability, and is passed daily
through the hands of millions of Europeans,



Installation view, Alexandra Bircken, Studio Voltaire, London, UK, 2011.
Courtesy the artist; Herald St, London; Maureen Paley, London; and BQ, Berlin.
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UZI, 2016. Metal. 52 x 56 x4 cm / 20.4 x 22 x 1.5 in. Walking house, 2016. Leather boot, plaster, wood, metal, wool.
Courtesy the artist and Herald St, London. Photo by Andy Keate. 184 x50 x 60 cm / 72.4 x 19.6 x 23.6 in. Courtesy the artist and Herald St, London. Photo by Andy Keate.
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Doppelhaushilfte, 2021. Powder coated steel, wax, mannequin leg, branch, doll house, screws, hammer
head, digital print on paper, acrylic paint and ball of wool. 171 x 60 x 49 cm / 67.3 x 23.6 x 19.3 in.
Courtesy the artist; Herald St, London; and Maureen Paley, London. Photo by Andy Keate.
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becoming merely a graphic form. Similarly,
the reproductions of the signature, which
are here removed from their functional con-
text and arranged in a grid, are transformed
into an ornamental pattern that covers the
walls of both galleries.

To tie this new piece back to my earlier
works referencing Angela Merkel and Ur-
sula von Leyen: by zooming in on some of
their distinctive features—such as the typi-
cal hand posture of Angela Merkel-I want
to put a focus on these women of pow-
er even though | do not strictly support
everything that they stand for. Today there
are still much fewer women than men shap-
ing our world in leading positions in politics
and economy. The many repetitions of the
signature on the wallpaper also make it in-
flationary, a nod towards the inflation we
are currently experiencing in the eurozone.

Beyond Gebrochenes Pferd, is there any-
thing else you are currently working on that
you would like to share?

PS (Horsepower), the large public sculp-
ture | mentioned above, will finally be
erected in the centre of Munich in October
2024. We are currently in the final stages
of production and installation planning.
The parts weigh a ton and we need a large
crane for installation. | learnt yesterday
that the city of Munich forgot to order the
road closure. Can you believe this? Now
we have to set up on two nights between
22h-5h in the morning. But the night work
makes everything much more expensive...
so | have to renegotiate with the city of Mu-
nich on Monday and ask for extra costs to
be covered. So, it goes on and on. There
have been many obstacles on the way in
the three-year long process. It’s a great
opportunity to realise a large-scale sculp-
ture as a permanent installation in a prom-
inent location like this one, and I’'m really
looking forward to the moment of seeing
it installed for the first time. But unlike in
other countries, when realising a commis-
sion for public art in Germany, the artist is
solely responsible to oversee the planning,
production, finances and warranty. | have
become a building contractor, so to speak.

Speaking of practicalities, a final question
from me is about the process behind the
dissected motorcycles. They look as though

they were sliced with a butter knife, but clear-
ly there is a very meticulous methodology.
How are they made?

I’'m interested to see the insides of an en-
gine as seemingly undisturbed as possible
without visual traces of the vast effort it
took to achieve a precise surgical cut. The
process is quite complex. Once the line of
the cut is marked on the outside, the bike is
taken apart and emptied of all the liquids.
Depending on the materials that are to be
sectioned, different methods of sawing are
employed. While the hardest metals of the
engine like piston, rod and cylinders are
cut by means of wire erosion, softer met-
als and other materials are cut with a band
saw, or, depending on the thickness, even
a circular saw.

Maybe one day I'll give it a spin.



*ayalz suar Ag ojoyd "uiag ‘g pue ‘uopuo ‘Aojed usainely ‘uopuoT ‘1S plelaH ‘1siie ay} Asauno)
1202 ‘3Q ‘uipeg ‘1y Aresodwaluo Jo) a43ue) TANIY ‘OWes) Jied ‘ueyollg BIpUBXS|Y ‘MITA UOTIR[[RISU]

o
3,

-

Al P

. —— ¥

[45__ i T Alexandra Bircken



/45 Alexandra Bircken Interviews /49

Mutual Consent, 2023. Acrylic, wool, polyester. 190 x 154 x 20 cm / 74.8 x 60.6 x 7.9 in, framed. Husky, 2024. Bronze. 48 x 17.5 x 6.5 cm /18.9 x 6.8 x 2.6 in.
Courtesy the artist and Herald St, London. Photo by Jackson White. Courtesy the artist; Herald St, London; and Maureen Paley, London. Photo by Jackson White.
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Installation view, Alexandra Bircken, Unruhe, Secession, Vienna, AT, 2019.
Courtesy the artist; Herald St, London; Maureen Paley, London; and BQ, Berlin. Photo by Sophie Thun.
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Chariot, 2012. Skateboard, bicycle frame, screws, branches, plaster bandage, hair, dried grass,
fabric, rubber, wire, coal, copper plated fruit peel, waxed cloth, latex, Kevlar, brushwood, tin can lids,
firecracker, scissors. 224 x 143 x 171 cm / 88.2 x 56.3 x 67.3 in. Courtesy the artist and Herald St, London.
Photo by Andy Keate.

Amme (Wet nurse), 2022. Wool, wood, tank cover, metal, rolls, plastic 207 x 63 x 53 cm / 81.5 x 24.8 x 20.9 in.
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Courtesy the artist and Herald St, London. Photo by Jens Ziehe.
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Setup, 2009. Paper, mat, dried fruit, tampons, fabrics, metals, sand,wax leather photographs, plastics, wool,




