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of seeing and philosophical theories about
perception. The work often appears to be

a kind of personal meditation on these
positions in relation to contemporary art
practice. This is work that wholeheartedly
embraces the credo of producing beautiful
things whilst never once losing sight of

the fact that so many systems made up of
smaller constituent parts also inform how
we determine what is beautiful. And, by
implication, the values and judgements that
we make about art and design are mediated
through systems and structures composing
what other systems and structures interpret.
Art here is, in effect an organic structure,
not in the sense of free and wild, but in

the sense of relying on complex organisms
operating in a kind of unison.

This does not, however, mean a cold
and clinical position within the artistic
practice. Nor does their work purport to
offer a unifying theoretical doctrine or a
prescriptive analysis for art in general.

On the contrary, highly emotive or
subjective human experiences have often
constituted a content starting point and the
processes defining ultimate presentation
remain strongly intuitive. Some of these
have been surprisingly dramatic or operatic
at times. In the past they have included
extremity of almost tabloid proportions.
For example, works referring to the true-life
story of a Hollywood actor’s cocaine related
death and subsequent circulation of death
scene photographs by Internet. Or the Sarin
attack on the Tokyo underground system by
apocalyptic Buddhist cult members.

The more recent works, however, are

drawn from more impressionistic personal
experiences on the part of the artists,
moments from their respective lives at home
in Antwerp or during busy travels abroad.

Even if these are less mythologized or
extreme in their nature as starting points,
they nonetheless form a firmly human

layer visible in the work: a Fassbinder film
glimpsed on TV; elaborate decoration in the
Piccadilly foyer of an insurance company;
the television reception aerial atop a New
York building; the wrought iron curves of

a railing outside a familiar house. These
images are presented as photographs on
glass. They are printed in a palette that,
when combined with the effect of the
mirrored backing, subverts their actual
colour photography to something that

we see as a kind of black and white. This
technique of mirror-backed photography
plays with almost contradictory value
systems. We naturally think of the kitsch
commercial application of a cheaper version
of the technique; scenes of idyllic waterfalls
or Christ’s sacred heart printed on mirror
and available from bargain basement stores
in the wrong part of town the world over.
Yet, here, with the immaculate and precise
application of the technique in a different
context, we are immediately made to think
of the Bauhaus and other defining styles for
both art and good taste in design. Arocha
and Schraenen offer the ambiguity and

question the systems defining and affecting
what we think of as beautiful.

Once again, we are forced to shift our depth of
focus, from standing back and making sense
of the picture to leaning in and understanding
how the image is made, to scrutinise it on a
material level. Or, to focus on another layer
altogether and engage with content.

Despite a certain literal and metaphorical
opacity, the shimmers of human narrative
cannot be hidden. We may not know exactly
what unmade film these images constitute,
but we can sense the presence of the emotive
qualities nonetheless. And of course, all

the time, the topic of the technical aspects
of vision are never completely absent. The
television and rooftop aerial, for example,
all evoke an awareness of scientific systems
constructed to make visible what could not
otherwise be seen.

Perhaps the congruence of their overriding
preoccupations are most easily seen in

the work, “Marauding in London” (2007).
In this work, presented as a photographic
print on glass backed by mirror, the
outcome is constructed from a photograph
taken of an elaborate staircase decoration
in the Piccadilly foyer of an insurance
company, probably dating from the 1970’s.
It is a found object, something perhaps
photographed during one of the artists’
notorious nights out.

The careful reworking and re-presentation of
what is essentially a documentary photograph
works with a mechanism something akin to

a lenticular postcard. These trashy postcards
that can be found in tourist traps around the
world make use of a simple technical conceit -
a thin layer of corrugated transparent plastic -
to give the impression of movement; a kind of
binary animation flipping our vision between
two static images, most usually to give a sense
of action. The fat lady’s skirt blows up. The
daytime vista of a city turns to night time
skyline...

The careful thought and reworking of what

is effectively a journey souvenir photo,

in Arocha and Schraenen’s hands works

with similar levels of simultaneity and
difference. Our eyes home in on the reality,
the documentary and understand the human
element: the evocation of a night of bad
behaviour in salubrious surroundings. Or
they flip to the formal layer, the documentary
image of the wall decoration speaking of

- or even standing for - the art historical
developments of Modernist painting or
Bauhaus photography. Viewed in this new
way, this is no longer a photograph or
someone else’s design, but a new work using
the language of Modernism, speaking of
Modernism and its systems of visual language.
Similarly, the sculpture, ‘Circa Tabac’ (2007)
with its 45 mirrored pyramids, also reads as
an object in the Modernist tradition. Yet, like
“Marauding in London”, it too speaks of the
personal experience, being based on an Art
Deco brass frame encountered in the women’s
toilets of a bar in New York called “Circa
Tabac”, one of the few remaining places in
which smoking is allowed indoors.

Of course, in the case of “Marauding in
London”, the end object is not a cheap one-
line joke aimed at tourists. It constitutes

a kind of congruence that simultaneously
indicates more than just the human and
formal layers. It simultaneously demands
that we consider the constituent parts and
the system operating to construct the image
itself. Beauty here is something that involves
complex systems and relationships between
smaller elements. The recognition of exactly
how this image has been made - and the use
of smaller building blocks to make it - refracts
our attention to consider how the aesthetic
values embedded in visual languages cannot
exist without certain biological and emotional
human responses. This is a precisely made
documentation of a piece of decorative

art in a bar until we see something else. In
the hands of the artists, the original object

is transformed and reconsidered. But it is

the perception of the viewer, drawing on
biological and social systems, that completes
its transformation into an artwork. No longer
neutral, it speaks of anatomy, art history, lives
lived and beauty. KP

Carla Arocha & Stéphane Schraenen are
presenting a special project coinciding with
the Berlin Biennale at the Schlechtriem
Brothers project space in Berlin in April 2008.
They will subsequently present a new solo
project at André Schlechtriem Contemporary,
New York in June 2008. They will also be
participating with a site-specific work in ‘The
Urban Tendency’ opening at P3, London as
part of the London Festival of Architecture
2008 in July.

All images courtesy of the artists, Koraalberg, Antwerp;
Monique Meloche Gallery, Chicago; André Schlechtriem
Contemporary, New York and Schlechtriem Brothers,
Berlin or as detailed in the credits.
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Carla Arocha and Stéphane Schraenen, ‘Marauder’,
2007, 640 x 120 x 340 cm. Mirrored plexiglas and
stainless steel. Installation view at Monique Meloche
Gallery, Chicago. Courtesy of Schlechtriem Brothers,
Berlin and Monique Meloche Gallery, Chicago. Photo:
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Carla Arocha and Stéphane Schraenen, Installation
shot of Untitled (Chris), 2006. At Andre Schlechtriem
Temporary. Private collection. Photo: Stéphane
Schraenen.
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Carla Arocha and Stéphane Schraenen, ‘Marauder’,
2007, mirrored Plexiglas and stainless steel, 640 x 120
X 340cm. Installation view at Monique Meloche Gallery,
Chicago. Courtesy of Schlechtriem Brothers, Berlin and
Monique Meloche Gallery, Chicago. Photo: Stéphane
Schraenen.

Carla Arocha and Stéphane Schraenen, ‘Selfportrait
(Circa Tabac)’, 2007, 150 x 120 x 56cm. Mirror and
steel. Courtesy of the artists. Photo: Stéphane Schraenen.
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Carla Arocha and Stéphane Schraenen, ‘Marauding in
London’, 2007. Colour print on glass, backed by mirr
108 x 81 cm. Courtesy of Schlechtriem Brothers, Berlin
and Monique Meloche Gallery, Chicago.
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