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“TO LIGHT

The innovative artist, whose works
range from opera sets to light boxes,
explains his inspiration

BY MARK BEECH
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hilipp Fiirhofer’slife changed forever after amedical
examinationinhismid-20s.

Frombirth, the German artstudenthad a problem
withhisheartvalves. Usually when this conditionis
discovered (andinhis caseit was diagnosed quitelate
because of mild symptoms), the courseis to monitor
health with the notice that patients might eventually
encounter problems, but perhapsnot for three
decades. In Fiirhofer’s case, the outlook was much

more grim.

“‘Ifwedonotoperatenowit willbe toolate, the
doctors told me,” the artist,now 36, recalled. “They
said: ‘Youwillbe dyingin afew months.’ For me it was
acatastrophe and Iwasknocked out forhalfayear.”

Firhofer said thathe was an ambitious and
competitive student. Now he wasbeinginformed that
itcould beall over.

In2019,some 13 years on and with asuccessful
operationleadingtoacareerinblossom, he canlook
backin gratitude. Not only did he survive, but the
healthincident was a major inspiration.

Firhofer wasinterviewed recently while sitting in the upstairs area of London’s
Royal Opera Housein Covent Garden, where final preparations were taking place
for the director Stefan Herheim’s version of Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s most
ambitious opera, “The Queen of Spades.” Fiirhofer was the opera’s designer and was
oncallbecause ofan emergency costume fitting for the dressrehearsal. Hisartis
multidisciplinary, ranging over paintings, sculptures, installations and set
designs.

Firhoferisstudiously articulate, speakingin English while strokinghis trim
beard and replying thoughtfully and enthusiastically. Hewasbornin 1982,in
Augsburg, nearthe Bavarian capital. He went to Munich on weekends to enjoy the
operaand the museums. Hewarmed tothe first question ofthe interview: did he
alwayswanttobe anartist?

“Itis funnyyou ask thisbecause Iwasveryrecently at my parents’house and
theyjust showed me something from my first yearin school at maybe six or seven
yearsold,”hesaid. “Iwas asked towrite somethingon whatIwantedtobe.IsaidI

PhilippFiirhofer
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Setandcostumedesign:Carmen,
KonzertTheaterBern, 2018,
GeorgesBizet,
director:Stephan Marki,
conductor:Mario Venzago.

COURTESY T&T PHOTOGRAPHY
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PHOTO HEIKKI RIIHIJARVI / T+T PHOTOGRAPHY

“TheFlying
Dutchman,”
setdesign, 2016,
Finnish National
Opera,directed
byKasperHolten.

wanted tobeanartist.” Whilehe was always painting as akid, after high school
Fiirhofer briefly hesitated between choosing music (piano) or visual art. “Iwas fine
butnot phenomenally talented as amusician, but Iwasaverygood painter and I
realized that was more myinstinct. Iwant to prepare thingsin my studioand
prepare astagerather thanbe onstage myself.”

Fiirhofer moved to Berlin, and modestly said “miraculously thingshappened
very smoothly for me.” He was accepted for the School of Fine Arts at the University
of Berlinstartingin2002.

“Thisshould have been a clear way at this point but then Thad avery essential
crisis,”he said. Thiswas the heart transplantin 2006 and many monthsin the
hospital. “Surviving that made things crystal clear. It focused my mind on what was
importantinlifeand whatnot, onbeinghealthy and doingwhatIwanttodo.”

Aparticularturning point camein his hospital room studying the X-raylight
boxes ofhisthorax. “Itinspired me massively, getting away from the more
traditional paintingto alight box or three-dimensional object thatisblinking or
pulsinglikeamachineoranorganism.” Describing the acrylicblack boxes thathe
later created as art, he said: “Each work hasits own rhythm, ticking like clocks,
constantly switching every few seconds.”

Firhoferearned hismaster’sdegreein 2008. Where his contemporaries were
inspired by events such as the reunification of Berlin, Fiirhofer noted that hislong
hospital sojourn “made merealize the fragility of my own life: the feeling that
nothingisstable or set, everythingisin aflow and canbe changed or switched off
immediately.”

Aspecificaspect ofhisacrylicglassboxesisthat they arefilled both with his own
objects aswell asready-made detritus. Fiirhofer said that they are hard to showin
static photographsbecause ofthe constant changes: some may show sunsets and
thenswitchintomirrors. Itisunclearifsome of the wiresinside arereal or painted.
Hehasan assistant for all the electrical material and also gets help for modeling
stagesets, tomake them asrealistic as possible, thoughhe doesall the painting
himself. The works are truly mixed media and contain mirrors, acetate, bulbs,
tubes, transparent paintings of body parts orlandscapes, plus old plasticbags
transformed by paint: “They make people think about what they throw away and
how wesave our planet.”

Bothwithstageandart, Fiirhoferisinterested in how light can add “alot of
fluidity and ambivalence.” Thishasled directly to some of his monumental shows,
such asthe2017-2018 “[Dis]connect” eventin the Schirn Kunsthallein Frankfurt.
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setdesign, 2014,

“Alcina,”
62 MODERN PAINTERS APRIL 2019 BLOUINARTINFO.COM




PHOTO TANJA DORENDORF / T+T PHOTOGRAPHY

A LOT OF ARTISTS ARE NOT REALLY
INTERESTED IN THE DRAMATIC STRUCTURE
OF AN OPERA. THEY ARE INTERESTED IN
DELIVERING THEIR IMAGE OR THEIR BRAND
SO T CAN GET VERY BORING'

The artisttransformed the circular Schirn Rotundaintoanillusionary space,
playing with visitors’perceptions and reality. He was citing the optical mechanical
playhouse that Louis Daguerre opened in Parisin 1822. Fiirhofer placed two mirror
ceilingsinline with the height of the Rotunda’s two upper floors and used light to
create twodifferent spatial situations. When the floor of the Rotunda waslit up, the
lower, semi-transparent mirror looked like a false ceilinginstalled above the heads
ofthevisitors whowere passing from the city hallinto the dome. This served to
visuallyreduce the space. When the light was switched to the upper area ofthe
Rotunda, thelower mirrorbecametransparent and afforded a view of the entire
circular structure with the two mirrors makingthe circular structure look
infinitely tall,like a skyscraper. The two spatial situations alternated every 10
secondsinaregular, pulse-likerhythm.

“The completely different perspectives pushed passers-byinto adifferent
rhythm,” Fiirhofer said. “It was confusing and irritating: the onlooker appeared
and disappeared. Yousaw yourselfthen lost yourself. The space grew from small to
eternity. Itisasimpletrick butitbecomes existentialin away. Thatislike an opera
setinthatthereisdevelopment:itisnotonly onestaticpicture,ithastoreactto
different scenes, thedramaand stories.”

Philipp Demandt, the director of Stadel Museum and Schirn Kunsthalle, wrote
thatthe “[Dis]connect” displaylaid “bare theillusions” and demonstrated “what it
means towant tograspreality.”

In 2018, Munich’s Kunsthalle asked Fiirhofer to design the exhibition “Dubist
Faust.” He mixed Goethe’s puppet theater with Gothicrooms and semi-transparent
screens for maximum effect and greatly enlivened a show of more than 100
artworks from avariety of artistsinspired by Goethe’s classicdrama.

“Iamavisual artistfirst,”he said. “At acertain point I was asked todoset design
and afew yearslater Idaredtodocostumedesign, whichisatotally differentjob
and somuch work, but Iwas more annoyed about having costumes within my set
thatIhadnocontrol over. The whole visualimpact from stage should come from one
pointunlessyouhave avery good collaboration.”
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“Mein Schicksal
reiftmichfort,”
2016,
242x60x60cm.,
acrylicandoilon
acrylicglass, spy
mirror, LED-lights
andcables.
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Fiirhofer said his art comes about
becauseheis“fascinated about how
images can change, things could develop.
Alotofartistsarenotreallyinterestedin
thedramaticstructure ofanopera. They
areinterested indelivering theirimage
ortheirbrandsoitcan getveryboring.”
(Thewar againstboredomis something
thatisaconstantthemeinhisever-
changing works.) By contrast, Fiirhofer
enthuses about the “War Requiem”
setting by Wolfgang Tillmans and some
ofthe “phenomenal” stagings by the
South African artist William Kentridge.

Firhofer’sown operabreak camea
decade agowhen he met the Norwegian
director Herheim. “Iwasastudentand
thedirector came tome. Iwasjustdoing
flat oil paintings and he asked me, ‘do you
have anythingtodowithsetdesign?’ and
Isaid, ‘NobutIwouldlove to.” Herheim
introduced him tothe German director
Hans Neuenfels, who did Wagner’s
“Lohengrin” at the Bayreuth Festival (in
2010). Neuenfelsis aleading exponent of
German experimental theater and the
young artist assisted him for two years,
meeting his set and costume designer, Reinhard von der Thannen, whobecame a
good friend.

Herheim madehisRoyal Operadebutin 2013, directing Verdi’s “Les Vépres
Siciliennes” with designs by Fiirhofer. It won the Laurence Olivier Award for best
operaproduction.

Firhofer’sother designsinclude “Der fliegende Hollédnder” at the Finnish
National Operain Helsinki, directed by Kasper Holten, and “Eugene Onegin” for
the Dutch National Operain Amsterdam. His work usually has subtle associations
withthe culture and style of the original opera, while Onegin was trademark
Firhofer. Ratherthan astaticset,he devised an opening glass box with effects
variously described askaleidoscopicand dreamlike: are the audience watching the
singers or seeing themselves in the mirrors?

BOTH PAGES: COURTESY PHILIPP FURHOFER



PhilippFiirhofer,
installationview of
“RobotRoomMoody,”
exhibition.
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Setandcostumedesign:
Macbeth Badisches
Staatstheater,Karlsruhe, 2016,
Guiseppe Verdi,
director:HolgerMiiller-Brandes,
conductor:Johannes Willig.
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TS LIKE IN OPERA, YOU MAKE SOMETHING
VISIBLE IN THE MUSIC THAT WAS NOT SEEN
BEFORE. T IS REALLY ALWAYS JUST THE
CREATIVITY TO SEE THINGS DIFFERENTLY”

“Inoperadesignitisall about the music. Ifyoudo Shakespeare’s ‘Macbeth, you
canbringinaband or whatever, butifyou do Verdi’s‘Macbeth’the music gives the
tone,” he said.

Firhofer has won many admirers. His friend Thierry-Maxime Loriot, who chose
theartisttodothe scenography ofthe current “Thierry Mugler Couturissime”
traveling exhibition thathe curated, said: “Ifoundin hiswork a universallanguage
thatIdeeply connected and related to, not only because of its powerful visual poetry
quality, but alsobecause ofthe closelink toheart (disease) his works have and
brought us close toeach other asweboth are ‘survivors.” Most people connect with
hisartbecausehe mastersstorytelling and illusionism with absolute beauty, with
the mystery he creates by mixing singular materials fromlights, mirrors, spy foils,
wires and contemporary detritus. Ithinkitisimportant that people understand his
visual references when he creates sets actually come from his work and not the
other way around. Operainfluences him but he makesithis own practice.”

Nathalie Bondil, thedirector and chiefcurator of the Montreal Museum of Fine
Arts (which organized the Thierry Mugler show) agreed, saying thattheart
“touches cutting-edge questions about trans-humanism: How to combine our
emotional body with artificial components? How to keep our humanism with this
augmented mankind?”

Firhoferishappywith his career growth sofar. Some artists ofhis generation
started with big shows and were later dropped by large galleries. His work hasbeen
presented in artfairs and solo and group exhibitionsin Paris, Milan, Sydney, Hong
Kong, Hamburg, Cologne, Munich and Berlin. Heis working with German
galleries, Galerie Sabine Knustin Munich and GalerieJudinin Berlin. Heis
looking for moreinternational representation and happy tobide his time before big
auctions because “the art worldis abit tricky.”

Hesumsuphiswork: “Itislikein opera, you make somethingvisiblein the music
thatwasnotseenbefore. Itisreally alwaysjust the creativity to seethings
differently.”

Firhofer has more operas and shows coming up. His ever-changing works will
surely allow more people tosee things differently. mp

Fiirhofer’s next opera projects include the Royal Danish Opera, Copenhagen with
“King and Marshal” directed by Peter Heise premiered on March 23

and the Bayerische Staatsoper Munich with “Castor et Pollux” directed

by Hans Neuenfels premieringin June 2020. The Mugler exhibition, which
runsthrough September 8in Montreal, will tour to Kunsthal Rotterdam

in October 2019 and to Kunsthalle Miinchen in spring 2020.



“Goldim Fluss,” 2016,
200x200x80cm.,
oilonacrylicglass,wood,
aluminium, cablesand LED-pipes.
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IS IT IN
Y HEAD?"

In a visit to Philip Fiirhofer’s studio,
our critic confronts works that
play with illusion as a reflection
of the human condition

BY LOUISA ELDERTON
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Tuckedjustbehind Berlin’s Hamburger
Bahnhof Museum, Philip Fiirhofer’s studiois
inthe midstofachanginglandscape. When
onestares outthe window on a typically grey
Berlinday, the view beyond is one of
construction works, cranesfillingin the gaps
toerectthenextchapterinthecity’shistory.
Thisisfittingbecause Fiirhofer’s work is about
thedissolution ofboundaries, and about space
asfluid and unfixed, transforminginto
different states.

Whilehehasdeveloped asuccessful career
asanoperaset designer, Fiirhofer considers
himselfapainteratheart,havingtrainedin
visual art at Universitit der Kiinste Berlin.
Hisartpractice compriseslightboxes that

P

incorporate painting and sculpture. These
haveatheatrical quality: when thelights are
on, one world is apparent; when they are off,
another takes over. These works often move
between the states of abstraction, figuration
and landscape painting. Take, for example,
“WalpurgisnachtI”(Walpuris Night, 2017),
justone of the works mounted on his studio
wall.Itisboth a forestedlandscapeand a
mirrorthatreflectsthe viewer’sownimage, as
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well asthe surrounding environment.

The work references Saint Wulpurga, who
was celebrated by German Christians for
battling pests, rabies, whooping cough and

COURTESY MAX ABADIAN
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“GreenFalls,”
2017,
230x178x37cm.,
acrylicandoilon
acrylicglass, spy
mirror, plasticfoil,
LED-lights, wood,
cablesand
electrical
controlsystem.
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THE AUDIENCE IS THE VITAL INGREDIENT FOR
FURHOFER’S ILLUSIONISM: WE MUST MOVE
OUR BODIES IN SPACE TO FEEL THE SHIFTING
DIMENSIONS WITHIN HIS ARTWORKS, TO SEE THE
PAINTED IMAGE INCORPORATED WITH OUR OWN
ENVIRONMENT, TO WITNESS OUR OWN IMAGE
BEING SUCKED INTO THE WORLD BEFORE US

alsowitcheraft. In German folklore, onthe eve
when witches convened in the Harz Mountains,
people prayed to God through Saint Walpurga
toprotect themselves from such sorcery.
Fiirhofer’s piece uses acrylicand oil paint on an
acrylicglassboxtocreatesucharealm,one
where moonlight slices through silhouetted
treestoilluminate adark, eerie forest. His
methodincorporateslongwires thatemerge
from the edge ofhis containers, draping down
andintertwining with one another. These are
connected toLED lights thatirradiatea
two-way mirror. When on, the dark woodland
emerges, alayered painting defined by asense
ofthree-dimensionality; when off, a colder
two-dimensional plane takes over as the mirror
gleams and the paintings become flat.
INlusionis aninherent quality in Fiirhofer’s
art, utilized to create such theatricality. He
describes wanting tospark questionsinthe
viewer: “DoIbelieve?Isitinmyhead?Isitan
illusion? Isit my eyes creatingit? Isitjust
cables?” Heisinterested in how thisreflects the
human condition: we are not one thing or
another, buta complex set of states that often
interweave and replace one another depending
onmood, input, time and our surroundings. We
canbeillusory, performing for one another.
Fiirhofer considers such existentialism: whowe

74 MODERN PAINTERS APRIL 2019 BLOUINARTINFO.COM

are, how we choosetoexistand therolesthat we
play accordingly.

From asideview, the materials within these
acrylicboxes are densely packed into place: the
mirrors are curved, appearinglike waves, and
wires are overflowingin front or behind this
rippling plane. Lightbulbs, too, are often
scattered on the floor ofthese containers, piled
atop one another. Equally, other forms of debris
alsorestatthebase, such ascansofpaintand
rags. The artist gathers such matter from his
immediate environment, and describes how he
“moreorlessreacts tothe thingsthat
surround”him, continuing: “I'm disturbing
thingsthatareallaroundus.”

“TequilaSunrise”(2017) has abright
register, a picturesque sunrise bursting with
orangey light that emanates through a cloudy
sky. Light bulbs fill the sea, their smooth round
surfaces doubling as enormous water bubbles.
Fromtheedge, thelightisastark, bright white
—the amberhues perceptible upon the surface
planealone. Another quixoticlandscapeis
suggestedin “Gold im Fluss” (Gold in the River,
2016): Ahazyrainbow radiates withina
turquoise sky, while white wires protrude from
the front of the work and spray paint dribbles
from what appear tobe thunderous clouds. This
createsasenseofaliminal space, asurreal



ARTWORKS IMAGES BY HENNING MOSER, COPYRIGHT PHILIPP FURHOFER STUDIO, BERLIN

atmosphere shifting from peaceful calminto
turbulent furor. The viewer traverses this
vision. Indeed, the audienceis the vital
ingredient for Fiirhofer’sillusionism: we must
move our bodiesin space tofeel the shifting
dimensions within his artworks, tosee the
painted image incorporated with our own
environment, towitness our ownimagebeing
sucked into the world before us.
Suchdramaisreminiscentofhistorical

artists such asJosefHoffmann, a Vienna-
based painter and set designer bornin the
mid-19th century. The works alsorecall the
19th-century German Romantic painter
Caspar David Friedrich, whose allegorical
landscapesincorporated twilight skies and
morning mists.

Fiirhofer references Hoffmann’s painting
“Der Freischiitz” (1870)in his work “Nichts
fithlt mein Herz als Beben” (Nothing Feels As

My Heart Quakes, 2018). In Hoffman’s work, a
fallentreehangsaboveachurningriverat
nighttime, while small figures are caughtupin
some unexplained conflict. Fiirhofer’s work
reinterprets thislandscape, his painting
delineated within a mirrored blue box, the

“Fromheaventhroughtheworld,” 2017,
180%x346x40cm.,acrylicandoilonacrylic
glass, spy mirror, plasticfoil, LED-lights, wood,
cablesandelectricalcontrolsystem.
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BOTHPICS:

“Sundowner,” 2018,
92x92x20,5cm.,
acrylicandoilonacrylicglass,

spy mirror, bulbs,cablesandwood.
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same trees, cliffsand rocks defining the
composition. Aswith all ofhis creations, itis
broughttolife withlight and the viewer’s
reflection evaporatesintonature.

Like Hoffmann and Friedrich, Fiirhofer sets
ahuman presence from afaded perspective,
extensive and all-powerful landscapes
overshadowingeverything. Assuch, his
paintings take on ametaphysical dimension,
considering thenature ofreality and the
relationship between mind and matter.
Lookingintohisstrange mirrors, we might
imagine ourselves within amuch wider
context,ourbeings andidentities dependent
upon time and space, and ultimately something
thatwill depart, die, while thelandscape
remains. Thatisthenatureoflife,and here, itis
art.mp

BOTHPICS:

“Walpurgisnachtl,” 2017,
200x190x23cm.,
acrylicandoilonacrylicglass,

spy mirror foil, bulbs, print, cables,
wood, electricalcontrolsystem
andLED-lights.
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