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HEINZ MACK
Seeing the Liglht

BY SARAH GOLD AND KARLYN DE |ONGH A pioneer of light, land, and kinetic art, Heinz Mack, who lives
and works in Ménchengladbach, Germany, and in Ibiza, Spain,
has been pursuing his utopian synthesis of aesthetics and sci-
ence since the 1950s. After graduating from the Disseldorf Art
Academy, he teamed up with Otto Piene in 1957 tc establish a
new artistic direction; their “Zero Hour” experiments with kingtics
and light soon formalized into @ movement that attracted the
interest of Jean Tinguely, Yves Klein, Lucic Fentana, and Piero
Manzoni. From ZERO to desert expeditions, to silver reliefs,
prisms, cubes, and rotors, Mack’s diverse investigations into

2002. Anodized aluminum, 300 X 30 X 20 ¢m. Above:

tichtrelief (Lightrelief}, 1960. Aluminum and hard- the perception of light, space, and color are now inspiring a

board, 30x 42 x 4 cm. new generation of artists.

Opposite: Lamellen-Stele (Stele with Slats), 1966/
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Sarah Gold: [ icve your statement,
A5

limits of the possibie
ifvis fuscinaimn wiih light ?

Heinz Mack: Light has made a big impression on me
since | opened my eyes for the very first time, which
was 82 years ago. During the war, another light fasci-
nated me —manmade light, created on the night when
the city of Krefeld was devastated by heavy bombard-
ment. When light dances on the moving surface of the
sea, an infinitely large relief comes inte being, and
the old gods Poseidon and Apollo return once more.
I myself am a medium for light.

SG: You have stated, "I don't i

Above: Light experiment, 1968-97. Aluminum, dimensions variable. View of work in the
Wahiba Sands, Oman. Below: The artist unfurling his flag, 1968. Metallized Ultraphan film,
1.2 x 8 meters. Action in Tunisia.

ar g5 light is

ir fdeas ? And have yei been able Xpress them
i satisfaction?
HM: My ideas fall from the sky like stones and jeopard-
ize my life —| create birds out of them and let them
fly again. It gives me great satisfaction when coinci-
dence guides my hand and something is created that
I would never have expected.

Karlyn De Jongh: Duchamp

AT

Lhe Work )
as a imoterial and the changing, refl Gt
HM: Light enters into the marble when the night leaves
and the stone uncovers itself —that is the transforma-
tion from materiality into immaterial appearance.

40 Sculpture 2.3
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KD|: You fiave said that “light never goes

aeound th

ver, bui atways shines steaighl

ahead.” Light has often been used as g

metaph

0iway

ce: ebserving [ts state gnd tiving

it change il

HM: The human condition is a metaphor for
my life, for my creative work. People say
that | am a radical humanist. In my work, |
recognize who | was, who | am, and who
| may become, when [ will no longer be.
KDJ: {0 ihe 19565 and b, Yo
Plene gttempred varicus utopian projects.

Do you think that any of them have a chance Above: Large Space arrow, 1976. Silver aluminum plates, 15 meters long. Work in the Algerian Sahara.

sy ana O

Is 1t possible T oh

of being realiz
life through art? tall. View of work in Tunisia.
HM: Rilke’s poem about the torso contains
the line: D Rt dein feben dndern ("You
must change your life”). No one knows the
parameters of utopias or of the unknown
spheres that we dream to enter without
crossing the dialectic border between being
and not being. But our bold expectations,
our waking dreams, our ideas, and our
actions will unravel, vanish, and eventually
betray themselves because we are willing
to entrust our works te the confused inven-
tory of the world. Cultural institutions,
thought to protect our interests, demon-
strate the unchanging nature of cemeter-
ies. Qur attempts mislead us and only
sponsor their conservation. Here is one of
my favarite lines from Seneca: “Only he
who is awake, can report his dreams.”

KDI: You sften wear silvery materials, giving

ange Below: Light-stelae in the desert, 1968. Aluminum, Perspex, and stainless steel, max. approx. 7 meters

igl surface similar to that

af your sculptures. How do ye
tiorn between yourself and your work?

HM: My shining aluminum clothes were not
costumes; they complied with my desire
not to enter the spaces of the desert and
the Arctic in civilian, urban dress. Besides,
aluminum is ideally suited to reflecting not
only light, but alsc great heat.

KDJ: in th: 50s, yeu plgeed so

light sielue in ite Tur

b ate e p Ak Ty

<

in deser!. They
ifke beautiful Fota Morganas in photographs,
ps .

Layers of air ar gifferent temperatures

chariged Lhe “shape” of the objecis as you
created then
connect with

wies itusi

L Hight does net aiv
/Ufh '. i

s, What rote does oplical itiu

sion play i your werk?
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HM: Optical illusions are a sort of pointless
luxury.
SG: Some people h

i mentioned that your
orcjects coiild b

as Land Art. Would
You ggiee with this designotion?

HM: My Sahara-based work was documented
in “Ends of the Earth: Land Art to 1974”
at MOCA Los Angeles and later in Munich.
Since my work is of a plural nature and so
diverse, it hasn't yet been classified within
art historical drawers.

in which your

o ihe

cal lines of vour “tetem

ing tight, lang, an

horizon. The ver

v are
1ings interiupting 9 vost land
scape. Why did you choose the form?
HM: | have always avoided figurative sculp-
ture, but the stelae remain a last formu-
latien of man, standing upright —with
dignity —in space. To me, the Greek grave
stele is the vertical counterpart of the hor-
izontal grave. The no longer visible, the
dead pure and simple, lies under the sur-
face of the earth, adapting to the earth’s
curvature, The visible, the admonishing,
that which is not te be consigned to obliv-
ion, stands upright, mediating between
earth and sky.

But even earlier, humanity had already
erected signs, vertical manifestations,
as fixed points in the endless expansion of

42

Light Architecture, 1976. Model for a floating Arctic research center, 94 x 140 X 80 ¢cm.

space, setting up slim stone rectangles, constructing towers, crowning mountains. In
this ancient, archetypical sense, my stelae also stand for the upright standing, hieratic
man—the stabitiras
enment.

Greek stelae, Egyptian sculptures of the gods, and the medieval kings of Chartres present
themselves frontally, like all figures whose abstraction is an expression of mental mani-
festation. The frontal view permits a direct meeting between work and viewer, and their
dialogue permits the spell of instantaneous fascination, as well as meditative seeing. My
stelae also show this same confrantation.

KDJ: Placing yvour works in the desart or in the Arctic

, the moral self-evidence of the Renaissance and of the Enlight-

cquires travel ang encounters with

different cullures, Did your dndersiandiog of Gght and Gie change Unough hese encaun

ters?
HM: People who stay for some time in such remote locations must, with a very elemen-
tary vitality, be able to give up everything that makes no sense there.

v and Fien

unded

CCAT, YOU WEl

fons thal reflecizd iighi

happened?
HM: There is a sensual polychromy in some of my new paintings. Celor constellations
enter into dynamic relationships and effect harmonic structures, dematerialized by the
aura of the colored light. My colors are luminous colors

KDJ: in the desert, the light is very strang, and | can imogine that its strength infliences

your physicai congition. Is light mainty g visual experienca, or Gre Your cther seinses

fnvolved, (067
HM: All senses react equally to the light, extreme heat, borderless space, and timeless
time, to the absence of all conceivable odors, to extreme drought, and to extreme silence,
sometimes stirred up by the music of the wind.

KDJ: Light determine: hms of the dgy
sun s strongest, when it discppears. Do

work?

vhen the

oy get up with the sun,

yeu consiaer These cyeles af light in your

HM: My light-reliefs, in particular, change their appearance as the light becomes weaker

Sculpture 2.
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or brighter, when the angle of the incoming light and
the angle of the reflected light correspond, when the
position of the viewer changes.

KDI: /t seems that Gve GIWGYS Deen apen to “orezy”

ancial limitotions,

from given reality, and it is assumed that this roman-
tic remoteness implies a worldview. In the end, how-
ever, all utopias are oriented toward a paradise. Even
when this is enly a projection, only a dream, it is at
least already anticipated as a last possibility.

Maybe the best dreams are those that question their
realization. As long as those dreams do not have a place,
a time, or borders, they are closer to paradise than
any attempt to materialize and realize the immaterial,
unteuchable, indescribable, inexplicable, unimaginable,

Right: Fire crest, 1975. Rendering for an unrealized project.
Below: Vier Stein-Stelen (Four Stane Steles), 1995. Black granite,
4 elements, approx. 340 x 60 x 90 cm. each.
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Stone Water Glass Scuipture, 2007. Marble, Perspex, water, and lighting, 3.2 x 20 x 10 ¢m. 2 views of
work installed at Santander Consumer Bank AG, Monchengladbach.

unattainable. Because none of my actions met these demands, they remained utopian
ideas, particularly the idea to project a large light-spectrum on an ice surface through a
large prism, possibly close to the South Pole.

For some time, a totally different idea seemed to be realizable in the Arctic, but it was
thwarted by objections from the Danish Ministry of Defense. | had proposed to create a
300-meter-long, but not very deep, slit on a large piece of floating ice, using a snow blower.
From a helicopter, this slit was to be filled with paraffin and petrol, which weuld be ignited
at dusk
SG: As an artist you use very diverse materials and technigue

i oddition fo phosphorus

iso mage

pictures ond fire sculptures, light /S, L re L and cubes, you h

mangmenial stone scalplures. You vse Plexiglas, afuminum, and wood, even oil paini

Whot ore your criteria for chioosing specific moteriais?

44
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HM: They might correspond to ideas, maybe
to materials. Often the material evokes my
ideas—one has to understand the language
of the material to be able to speak with it.
KDJ: Samatimes y:

N L O
vloyful.” though you deal w

rWOEKs Seem quite

Does (his playuipess refie

idens about (ife?

HM: It is about the aesthetics of Friedrich
Schiller, who said that the playing man is
the human man. In play, guilt and atone-
ment are worked through withouit tragedy.
KDJ: Why are your works frequenily siruc

tured through o grid?
HM: During the time of ZERQ, | tried to
replace composition with structure (the
grid) in erder to get clear, vibrating energy
fields similar to those which emerge in
scanning electron microscopes. In my later
work, the visible spectrum replaced white
and black and their continuous serial dia-
logue. This approached Goethe, who rec-
onciles observing thoughts and thought-
ful observation. The concept of beauty as
a metapher of order and vital harmony
can be perceived by the senses only in
painting.

KDI: The exgerience of creating yeur Hght

erl musi have been very

e in ihe

them placed in the

UECHMGH CoUNLysy

s location
influence Lhe experience of your work?
HM: The particular space and the various
positions within that space influence per-
ception, just as they affect the visihility
of objects in space. Every space has its
own light, its own dimension, and its own
time.

KDJ: Raumspiegel (Space-mirror}, wihich

Jor €

w, mireors s

VO TG walinn,

changing —may

What is the relation between light and

expanding” —

28

spae?

HM: They are interdependent. You know it
is a very complex relationship when a physi-
cist like Stephen Hawking describes it by
quoting Einstein who, in his later years,
declared, like Galileo: “For the rest of my
life, | will reflect on what light is”

genz, Ausiria, you recenily extib

ited the Japanische Trias (79

sl which

gre thiee of your rotors de the first

of these works in

1559, Row did ihey

develop?
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HM: Rotors are dynamic, kinetic objects. | developed
them to overcome the static state of the artwork. The
influence of Duchamp, whe in my opinion is greatly
overrated, reached me through his colored, visually
illusory works. My rotors are suns or clocks, but they
don’t indicate time. Their continuous movement shows
their own immanent ritual, the way we turn in a dance
or the wind forms a spiral. And there are a hundred
more characteristics, of course.

dread, fear, confrontations with nothingness, “being-
toward-death,” and other basic existential experiences.
To understand them philosophically, | turned to Camus’s
ihe Kebel, as well as Sartre and Kafka.

At university, in addition to required reading such
as Aristotle, | focused on the ontelogy of Nicelai Hart
mann. He started with Husserl’s phenomenology and
developed a metaphysics in which the timeless being
of classical ontology becomes an abstraction and
no longer an absolutely essential, universal, perfect
being only reflected by objects and things. | believe
that Hartmann developed a kind of theory of relativity
in metaphysics in which the absolute is no longer con-
ceivable.

Naturally, the light-based mysticism of Plotinus is
of great interest to me. Dionysius the Areopagite had
similar views, and he gives me food for thought. The
speeches of Buddha, which impressed me as a school-
boy, might be sermans, but they are imbued with deep
philosophical insight and great wisdom. | have also
been influenced by the sincerity with which Seneca

ertight”) seifes, which is i chemicolly

tation of light on photographic paper,

v e ot these works?

Whal have v ¥
HM: These black and white photographs and photo-
grams reveal the original artistic fascination with the
phenomenon of light. | have used the black and white
medium of the photo-technical reaction as an instru-
ment to develop sculpture —silver belongs to the

chemistry of a photograph. Moments from reality and
an enhanced perception of everyday objects inspired
the expansion of artistic media. So the black and white
recording— now already obsolete —of my own work
becomes the most accurate representation of my artis-
tic intention.
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Above: Karo-Stele (Chequered Stelej, 2000. Embossed anodized aluminum, brass, and
wood, 600 x 25 X 25 cm. Below: Sifver Doublerotor (Entwurf 61}, 1998. Aluminum, wood,
glass, and steel, 155 x 307 x 24 cm., motor base: 70 x 152 x 28 cm.
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