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“Ei pruà a scrì n valgun pensieres sun cieche ie ué fé y arjonjer tres la scultura che feje, ma ne son nia stat bon, ajache l ert se muev te dimenscions che ie ries da splighé. Te chël mumënt che n proa a tucé ite l senificat dl’ ert te na parola, se rënden cont che l ne n’ië nia puscibl. Y chësc ie nce drët inscila. Sce n fossa boni, pona ulëssel dì che l ert ie zeche che a da nfè cun na logica o n pensier. Ma l ert ie zeche che và plu sot. L và sota la pel ite y arjonj y mët a lum sentimënc, pensieres y sensazions che nstëss ne n’on mo nia cunesciù dant. L ert juda a me dè la ntuizion de ciche pudëssa vester la urità. Na urità che vel me per mè y nia per duc, y che nce per me nstëss se muda tres ora y tol ite de autra formes. Dut ie n muvimënt y perchël iel nce rië da ti dè forma o la cuncé ite te na parola. Tl’ert ne vala mei de cie che n aud,n vëij o n liej, ma de zeche de auter che ie plu sot.”
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Blancia





For thirty years now, the work of the artist Walter Moroder (born 1963) has followed a remarkably steadfast trajectory. Hans-Joachim Müller was the first, in 2007, to draw attention to the striking position of Moroder’s painted wooden figures within contemporary art.1 Among his works in diverse media—prints, drawings, small sculptures, and installations—these sculptures demand the focus of our attention. From the outset, they have grappled with the possibilities of human figuration today, possibilities that have been exhausted in contemporary art.

Moroder’s human-sized full-body figures, which reject any kind of mimetic imitation of human existence, are considered the quintessence of his oeuvre. While they are free from any claim to pictorial representation and lack any resemblance to real people, they evince a certain unmistakable proximity to archaic and animistic pictorial traditions. The deliberate restriction of their physical existence to standing and waiting coalesces into an existential singularity and whole identity, endowing them with a discrete, subtle life of their own in the here and now.

Taken individually, these visual objects possess a human inner life and likeness. Yet at the same time, they are figures that are nobody; they are not images of real people with physical bodies and passions to offer the audience. Each one of these creatures proves to be a sculpture of a human self that does not reference or mirror an external reality, provoking a subversive transgression of the sensations of vitality and visibility.

This publication aims to provide an overview of these works, which are found scattered across various locations, based on a representative selection from two decades. The objective is to explore and analyze the individual works, which have been chosen and juxtaposed according to their use of similar motifs. The focus throughout lies on the remarkable distinctiveness of this work, which skillfully combines a claim to autonomy with a sensual invitation to viewers to abandon their position of detached observation. The works thus clearly distinguish themselves from the forms of Western Christian figuration, while their sculptural wholeness and totality also contrast with the dissolution of genre boundaries in contemporary art.

Another motivation for the publication stems from looking back at the lively presence of Moroder’s works in solo and group exhibitions since 2003, in museums like the Käthe Kollwitz Museum in Berlin, the Hildesheim Cathedral Museum, and the Museum Pfalzgalerie Kaiserslautern, and in galleries in Frankfurt, Vienna, Freiburg, and Ortisei. The experience of reconciling the sensual elements of the figures’ inner realities with their real external presence in the context of an exhibition plays an important role here.

The works in this volume were selected from Moroder’s entire oeuvre based on a detailed private catalogue that goes back to his beginnings as an artist in 1985.2 The majority of his works are privately owned or held in private and public collections, with some available from the artist’s galleries.3

In addition to the painted life-size wooden figures, with their strange clothing or skin, Moroder’s main body of sculptural work includes a few groups and individual works executed in bronze. There are also small bronze preliminary versions, up to forty-five centimeters in size, of the large-format works. These works are presented in the catalogue Die Bronzen 1995–2021, which was published by the Galerie Albert Baumgarten.4

How the figures relate to a coherent space was not predetermined from the outset. Occasionally, however, questions or incompatibilities have emerged with designed or available spatial conditions or with concepts aimed at dramatically staging the works in available exhibition spaces—situations that reduced the individual figures as objects to their interactions with the audience.

The artist has also found himself confronted with this dilemma when documenting the works. A long-standing collaboration with the photographer Augustin Ochsenreiter has produced images with a subtle combination of transparency and intimacy, although they naturally cannot replace taking a full physical and sensual measure of the works. We have Ochsenreiter and his collaboration with the artist to thank for the majority of the photographs in this publication.





	1 See Hans-Joachim Müller, ed., Walter Moroder (Cologne: Wienand, 2007).


	2 Walter Moroder’s catalogue of his works is arranged chronologically and contains signatures for sculptures, bronze casts, reliefs, bronze models, pictorial works, photographic works, woodcuts, and drawings. See Walter Moroder, “Das Werkverzeichnis,” unpublished manuscript, recorded since 2010, in the author’s possession.


	3 Walter Moroder has been represented by the Galerie Appel in Frankfurt am Main, the Galerie Albert Baumgarten in Freiburg im Breisgau, the Galerie Chobot in Vienna, and the Galleria Doris Ghetta in Ortisei and Milan.


	4 See Albert Baumgarten, ed., Walter Moroder: Die Bronzen 1995–2021 (Freiburg im Breisgau: Galerie Albert Baumgarten, 2021).













Seeing Figures
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Since emancipating himself from his early work following a decisive artistic reorientation at the turn of the millennium,5 Walter Moroder has been confronting us with visual messages of unconditional urgency and determination. His works’ affinity with classical sculpture does not detract from their capacity to break away from the great forms of expression in the history of art, as well as from the local artisanal tradition in South Tyrol, so as to work on activating the relationship between the artist as author, the artwork as medium, and us as addressees in our lifeworld.

As representational figures, these works refer to the human form and are paradigmatically arranged so that we engage with them in our experience and thoughts. Above all, we register their formal and aesthetic composition as autonomous art objects. But precisely such a focus on what is depicted and what we can aesthetically experience before our eyes, on what is present and visible, demands that we expand our gaze from what the works present to what they conceal or do not reveal, to what they may uncover and trigger in us.6

These works cannot be assessed using our knowledge of humans and of pictorial representations of humans; that would be a relapse into naturalism and psychologism. Beholding and perceiving a work, a sculpture, by Walter Moroder is not a passive process of reception or an act of knowledge; nor is it a Romantic invitation to feast the eyes and experience something emotional or inarticulate. It is rather a visual beginning that awaits continuation through critical, sensual participation and encourages us to avoid familiar automatisms. That is why these works are not able or willing to fulfill any clear expectations about how humans should be represented or about a proven inventory of human forms. But to ignore what we know about other forms of human images when viewing these works would mean looking at them with innocent eyes and succumbing to subjective satisfaction.

At the same time, it is clear that humans and the human are the starting point for the material and experience of Walter Moroder’s full-body sculptures, whose core focus is on the human figure. Generally life-size and positioned in a waiting posture, these figures are for the most part females or human relics that also entail the material disappearance of the body. Their bodies only schematically adhere to human anatomy and do not exhibit any explicit physicality. Here the human body acts as a point where the self and the Other intersect in various ways, their model-like existence serving as a static counterpart to our own living presence as viewers.

Appreciating these figures’ power to fascinate means granting them an open and ambivalent essence—a quality of sensual experience and pictorial transcendence in the form of lifeless matter, which reveals and displays itself to us in its physical finitude and formal closure.7 This can also be understood as a negation when we realize how these bodies are degraded when we look at or think of them, for the sake of recognizability, as objects detached from the invisible—what we call spirit, soul, mind, or psyche.

Comparable to the human body in social reality, these figures are many things at once: real and imaginary, vulnerable and autonomous, interior and exterior, individual and collective, subject and object. Because—like living beings—they claim the quality of being able to evoke similar impressions or analogous energies. While their initial effect is one of connection and emotional engagement, they also produce a sense of disenchantment and disillusionment.

In parallel to this, the formal vocabulary of these figures revolves around the pictorial traces and influences of Moroder’s research trips to ancient and non-European cultural spaces in the Far East, Egypt, Central America, and places with animistic visual practices. One might wonder here what mission, drive, and qualities—which might seem suspect from a modern perspective—lie hidden here. Is it an appropriation of foreign aesthetic tools or even a revision of the artist’s own tools, or merely a game of secret citations and resemblances? And how consistently has it been carried out?

From the outset, we can say—and this will continue to shape our engagement throughout—that Moroder’s work deals with his dissatisfaction with the media and content that are fashionable within large swaths of contemporary art, such as obligatory sociopolitical engagement at the expense of an artwork’s objecthood. But it also refers to modernist visual purification and self-assertion, a stance that the major positions in twentieth-century art were committed to and that today is considered a stylistic marker of the historical avant-garde.

Is this relevant? Yes. This oft-invoked thread linking the forms of art with those of the lifeworld is broken in Moroder’s work and reconnected at another point. His works do not affirm their purpose by recounting their creator’s experiences of external reality and the world or by capturing in the human figure an idealization of the creaturely, an existential sense of alienation, or a barbarization of the human. And the ciphers of a foreign past are just as unsuitable to use as building blocks for what is relevant today. We are too aware that materiality and sensuality cannot be mastered and controlled at will, as Giacometti’s modeled striders have shown us.

Walter Moroder combines his steadfast work on the form of the body with an intellectually stimulating force that reconfigures the role and attitude of the detached observer of sculpture in such a way that it cannot be maintained, redirecting viewers into a confrontation with themselves. The formal tool he uses for this, the human figure, is not a vehicle for prefabricated projections or meanings; it is a meeting place for sensations and inwardly directed intensities, empowering the audience to engage in a comprehensively participatory activity.8

In their autonomy, these figures assert a discrete life of their own in the here and now, although this requires the presence of living beings who react to the imaginary vitality of inanimate matter with activity of their own. They are visual objects with a human inner life and likeness. Yet at the same time, they are figures that are nobody; they are not people with physical bodies, not identifiable individuals with passions to offer an audience. Each of these creatures proves to be a sculpture of a human self that does not mirror an external reality or refer to something beyond itself in which a viewer could find or lose themself.

This publication focuses on the remarkable work of transcending the boundaries of the pictorial in sculpture and human figuration and thus on exploring both the universal and the present moment through this medium. It strives to provide unclouded photographic access to the sensations of presence and absence in this work, while using the means of language to accompany the experience of the visual, which is beyond reflection and discourse. But just as the experiences that serve as the artist’s starting points cannot be understood as subjugating his sculptures to the domain of the visible and material, the nondiscursive and unspeakable, which are equally part of these works’ pictoriality, can hardly be translated into the clarity and comprehensibility of language. That is why a third element is needed to connect the two. This link requires us, humans, as the beholders of these works.
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Zuversicht
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Zuversicht









	5 Hans-Joachim Müller notes the “precocious serenity” and “tentative development” in these works, without perceiving a departure from Moroder’s “abstract early chapters.” Hans-Joachim Müller, “Walter Moroder: Auftritt, Zutritt, Übertritt,” Künstler: Kritisches Lexikon der Gegenwartskunst 82, no. 11 (2008): pp. 2–8, here p. 2; all translations of sources by Anthony Mahler unless otherwise noted.


	6 A lot suggests that sculptural figures initiate concrete experiences of visibility and inscrutability through their manner of revealing and concealing in a way that is analogous to the real social practice of seeing and being seen. For further reading on this topic, see Hans Blumenberg, Phänomenologische Schriften, 1981–1988, ed. Nicola Zambon (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2018), pp. 437–99.


	7 The exploration of the relationships between vivid self-evidence and empathy or affect in the debate on iconic difference owes much to Gottfried Boehm’s foundational contributions. See his essay “Augenmaß: Zur Genese der ikonischen Evidenz,” in Movens Bild: Zwischen Evidenz und Affekt, ed. Gottfried Boehm, Birgit Mersmann, and Christian Spies (Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink, 2008), pp. 15–43, here pp. 15–16.


	8 Walter Moroder’s work has been deeply affected by the debate surrounding the audience’s participation in artistic practices. Instead of reacting to modernist disenchantment with political activism or an aesthetic purification of the sensual, his works’ sculptural presence insists on actively linking empathy and emotional engagement with experience and understanding. On the current debate in art, see Alexander García Düttmann, “Die teilnahmslose Kunst,” in Was ist Gegenwartskunst? Zur politischen Ideologie (Paderborn: Konstanz University Press, 2017), pp. 69–95.













The Human: Material and Experience
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What can be said about humans with regard to these works proves to be a disparate narrative made up of old, new, and futuristic findings. It is undisputed that there is more to them than can be seen. With his exhortation “Ecce homo” from 1908,9 Friedrich Nietzsche expressed both the greatest mystery of humans and their simplest everyday experience.

Humans occupy the locus of existence, each encountering the world as a self. What is relevant here is that while humans emerged from biological evolution like all other living beings, they alone are simultaneously measure, object, and actor. They achieve this using the tools of language—in words, writing, and images. Words express what they name and define in concepts, while images show or make present what they refer to.

Using language and images is interpreted as an act of existential self-preservation, which can only be achieved through the combined perception of self and Other. From an anthropological point of view, this knowledge is based on optimizing both visual perception and visibility. Humans are the only primates that continually walk upright on two legs; they can see and be seen, which increases visibility for themselves and others and makes them opaque. When Hans Blumenberg warns, “Be aware that you are being seen when you want to see,” he is referring to intersubjectivity, which arises from the exchange between one’s own experiences and those of others.10 The primary object of self-observation and instrumentality is the human body, which facial expressions and gestures transform from an instrument of action into a vehicle of expression.

This makes humans the only biological beings capable of simulating and dissimulating themselves. They are masters of self-fashioning. They idealize their bodies, perceive them as beautiful or flawed, and refuse to accept what they look like in the mirror. They are virtuosos at concealing themselves in their bodies, and their bodies can be altered. The human body is permeated by visibility and the ability to see. This is the basis of the culture of clothing, with the shame of nakedness and the convention of covering up, including the possibility of exposing and disguising oneself. As for their faces, humans belong only half to themselves; the other half is an expression meant for others. Humans thus reveal themselves not only in their actions but also in their appearance, as when we say that we can see what someone else is thinking.11

Despite all the justified reservations against anthropocentricism, we can also say that humans are exceptional in how they have made themselves the subject of images ever since prehistoric times.12 Regardless of whether an image has a cultic or an ornamental function or is considered a masterpiece of ancient or modern art, what they all have in common is a representational mode of figuration, namely, a mimetic or recognizable manner of fashioning human figures or bodies.13

This applies to images that impress or even deceive the viewer by visibly embodying and making present figures or persons with human attributes, in other words, by depicting or representing them. This includes images of people and bodies that evoke the enduring presence of someone absent, overcome visual forgetting, or recall a person’s social status. And it even applies to figural representations that lack a physical object and do not aim to imitate or reproduce anything but rather endue an imaginary and autonomous figure that is not found anywhere else with a vivid pictorial form.
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