
Tobias Madison, Bora Bora  
Structure for Malmö, 2010,
Installation view, Johan  
Berggren Gallery, Malmö,  
2010
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A conversation. Part 5

Burkhard Meltzer, Tido von Oppeln, Sarah Owens

In the interview included in this issue, Tobias Madison refers  
to product aesthetics as a language, seeing it as a challenge  
to understand and successfully apply this aesthetic in his artistic 
practice: 

«Form is actually a language that one (as an artist) speaks better  
than the people who originally invented it. If you view the 
market as the creator of a formal language, and if you then adopt  
this language and speak it better than the market or the end 
user, then you acquire a certain power. Because you are also able 
to redefine the idiom.»

Here, Madison explicitly links language and form, at the same 
time as describing art’s possibilities for criticism, even if we  
must assume that this criticism is addressed less to industrial pro- 
ducts and more to the quality of art as a commodity.

The Design Real show in 2010 was set up as a counter-model to  
the exhibition space in the art autonomy machine, as an ex- 
ample of a world-changing (and in many cases world-improving)  
force. The same year, as curator of the Black2 group show, 
Konstantin Grcic referred to what is probably one of the most 
famous paintings of the twentieth century, Kazimir Malevich’s 
Black Square (1915). Grcic took this Suprematist gesture — not 
as a point of departure for breaking with tradition — but as 
the founding moment of a genealogy of modern design. Could 
Malevich’s «end of art» be seen as the beginning of a new line  
in the tradition of design? For Grcic, the black square stands for  
a design principle in the spirit of reduction, minimalism and 
stability; a totally rectangular, monochrome plane.

The enthusiasm for design exhibitions announced as «sculptural»  
are displayed as «limited editions» — in design galleries or at 
the Design Miami fair — has noticeably cooled off in recent years.  
Especially in the context of art exhibitions, the main emphasis 
is more on the context in which design is used and the «cultural 
meaning» generated by this usage. From a more general cul- 
tural-theoretical perspective, both art and design work «on the 
forms of inhabiting a cultural sphere», as Kathrin Busch writes 
in the Power of Things (IMAGE, 2008). Even in exhibition con-
texts, the audience’s conventions and habits of usage are never 
totally suspended.
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Exhibitions that try to create an exemplary and inhabitable set-
ting can be considered as cultural practices of usage in their own 
right. Here, unlike in the case of an autonomous object in the 
isolated sense, the emergence of a work depends on the cultural 
meaning of the exhibition context. And the cultural meaning of 
the work on show only develops with the idea of its use; in the 
future, in the past, or as proposed within the exhibition situation 
itself. Ever since the lavish presentations of industrial products 
in large-scale exhibitions in the nineteenth century, exhibition 
contexts have established themselves not only as alienating auto- 
nomy machines, but also as a «form of dwelling», as a moment 
whose «cultural meaning» can only be accessed in connection 
with the various contexts of usage.
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