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an actor in a human-zoo within the instal-
lation’s theatrical arena, in which drifting 
spotlights evoke both a spectacular  
celebration and authoritarian surveillance.

MAAT will reach full completion in 
March 2017, with a new bridge, restaurant 
and a group show, ‘Utopia/Dystopia’, which 
will extend Gonzalez-Foerster’s themes 
through works by artists ranging from DIS 
to Aldo Rossi, Hito Steyerl and Superstudio. 
Exhibitions from Portugal’s playful elder-
statesman painter Eduardo Batarda and 
filmmakers Apichatpong Weeresethakul 
and Joaquim Sapinho, opened in the power 
station in November, to complement ‘The 
World of Charles and Ray Eames’s which 
travelled from London’s Barbican.

That the Eameses’ work helps inaugu-
rate a museum freshly dedicated to a 
multidisciplinary mode of thinking about 
the contemporary makes perfect sense. 
But both MAAT and Lisbon would do well  
to remember one of Charles Eames’s state-
ments: ‘The role of the designer is that of  
a very good, thoughtful host, all of whose 
energy goes into trying to anticipate the 
needs of his guests.’ Tourism to Lisbon has 
increased by 50 percent in the last five 
years, yet many young Portuguese are 
forced to leave the country in search of 
work. With so many recent journalists, 
realtors and holiday makers keen to trade-
mark Lisbon as ‘Europe’s coolest capital’, 
MAAT’s bold cultural ambitions come with 
heavy responsibilities: the institution could 
be simultaneously a salve and a symptom 
of a city renegotiating its role as a host to 
residents and visitors alike – a crucial 
design project indeed.
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Viennese artist Anna-Sophie Berger’s 
‘Places to Fight and Make Up’ celebrates 
her winning the first Kapsch Contemporary 
Art Prize for young Austrian artists. The 
show occupies a harshly lit white room in 
the museum’s basement, filled with 13 
pieces in various media, ranging from 
objects repurposed from public space  
to found objects from her own studio, to 
MANUAL, a 240-page artist’s book.

Berger’s work explores the way our  
consumption of mass media shapes our 
lives and emotions: face-to-face dialogue 
has been replaced by staring into screens; 
neither everyday objects nor sublime 
landscapes respond to our swiping them 
with our index fingers. This sense of dis-
connect is most successfully explored in 
Parabolic Reflectors (2016), consisting of 
two concrete structures Berger took from a 
Viennese children’s playground – ugly, dirty, 
grey curved dishes bolted onto cuboid 
bases – placed opposite each other in the 
centre of the room. The placement of the 
reflectors allows voices and sounds to be 
echoed and amplified between them. 
Berger’s only addition has been to tag 

them, graffiti-style: one in green with  
a goofy face, the other a scrawl (or a 
crossed-out heart) in red. By adding  
a dash of human mark-making, Berger 
emphasizes the objects’ cheerless func-
tionality. The reflectors look more like 
primitive satellite equipment than  
children’s playthings.

Berger’s intervention changes their 
function twice over: once playthings that 
looked like satellite dishes, as art objects 
they now hover between use and useless-
ness. They occupy a space that Arthur C. 
Danto identified as being between monu-
ment (marking the myth of origins) and 
memorial (commemorating a loss). The 
Parabolic Reflectors could almost be  
monuments to the founding of a cold 
war concrete utopia, but they stand here 
inert and ugly. They could just as easily  
be a sombre memorial mourning the ‘end’ 
of face-to-face dialogue, reflecting  
how the fickleness of human-to-object 
relationships also haunts human-to-
human relationships.

The contrast between these solid 
reflectors and the organic form of Pea 
Earring (2015) – a tiny pea clasped in silver 
sterling – is intensified by its lonely 
mounting on the wall. The wall opposite is 
blank, and the mount and lighting make 
the seed’s potential for growth impossible, 
so that it seems withered long before its 
time. Strewn along the gallery floor, the 
broken Biergarten ale benches of The Kids 
Are Alright and Agony Half-Hourly (both 
2016) are less coherent as symbols of 
communication. To point out that the 
seats, snapped in half, resemble broken 
bridges (and thus ‘broken’ communication) 
would be to take them too literally. If the 
reflectors suggest grim socialist infra-
structure, then the benches seem to long 
for a communal past.

The most problematic inclusion in the 
show is MANUAL, which os placed at  
the entrance, next to the A4 exhibition 
guide. This states that the book is both 
part of the exhibition and an extension  
of it. Manual’s title is, perhaps, not ironic 
enough. At best, the texts by Georg 
Kapsch, CEO of the prize’s sponsor, and 
curator Marianne Dobner read too much 
into Berger’s developing project, crudely 
instructing us how to look at her work. At 
worst, they abolish the subjective tension 
between viewer and object, usually pre-
served by an artworks’ independence from 
the written materials that inform our expe-
rience of it. ‘Places to Fight and Make Up’ 
shows that Berger can do a lot with limited 
resources, but the tensions developed in 
Parabolic Reflectors dissolve in MANUAL’s 
heavy-handed self-reflexivity – its failure 
to distinguish between work of art and the 
work of the art industry, stopping just 
short of advertising our own experiences 
to us as we are experiencing them.
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Untitled, 2016, Epson UltraChrome  
K3 ink on linen, 3.3 × 2.7 m
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Pynchon Park, installation  
view at Oval Gallery, MAAT,  
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Parabolic Reflector (2), 2016,  
concrete and spray paint,  

1.8 × 1.4 × 0.5 m
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