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Solitude for Two, Shared:

A walk with Ida Gianelli


IDA GIANELLI: The setting for much of your work is public - whether indoors in a museum or 
outdoors in a park - yet the originals seem to be very personal and the result of what could be called 
a synthesis of a dialogue that transpires between the two of you.


CLAES OLDENBURG: In public sites, our sculptures reflect both the surroundings and their 
context, but through our imagination and selective perception - which is what makes them also 
personal. We feel free to use all the approaches that come naturally to our non-monumental works: 
variations in scale, similes, transformations, a wide range of materials, and, of course, our use of 
familiar objects. We want to communicate with the public but on our own terms, even if the images 
are stereotypical.

Our dialogue, which leads to the definition of a project, may take place anywhere, but we usually 
make decisions in our studio where we are surrounded by objects, models, notes, and drawings from 
the recent past and present, stimulated, whenever possible, by recollected observations of a site. We 
work our way through one image after another in words and sketches, testing them in models that 
can serve as the starting point of fabrication in large scale.


COOSJE VAN BRUGGEN: A few years ago, when we were in our studio in Beaumont, I asked 
Claes how he became such a scavenger. The accumulation of all kinds of leftovers - canvas, nails, 
wire, clothesline, and model-construction remnants, such as bits of wood, dowels, and a rubber ball 
cut in half for plaster-casting, even branches and leaves - had me wondering if it was because he 
wanted to rely only on himself, to have at hand all the materials needed to transform one thing into 
another. Or, maybe it was to maintain a simplicity of form, a certain gestalt? I know that it works 
out: a chunk of Styrofoam left in a Fed-Ex box was picked away at until a sliced apple core 
appeared. One of several marbles brought back from the Faites-le Vous-Même (Do it yourself) store 
in Tours was covered with white paint and transformed into a pearl that was mounted on a little 
piece of cardboard folded into a miniature envelope - small changes rather than great jolts. In 
Resonances, after J.V., the pearl and envelope landed on top of a softened viola da gamba. This 
tableau is about a woman's vision (mine) through a man's hand (Claes'), and in that sense similar to 
Study for Cross Section of a Toothbrush with Paste, in a Cup, on a Sink: Portrait of Cooje's 
Thinking, made from scraps of cardboard coated with resin, with a length of clothesline functioning 
as the toothpaste.

The predilection for deliberate, improvisatory primitiveness, the recovery of the inherent nature of 
materials or of the magic of a previous life present in a bundle of ancient burlap, for example, turn 
the studio into a state of flux, a place that is a source of images changing into other, equivalent ones. 
Italo Calvino talks about "a field of analogies, symmetries, confrontations." That's our particular 
landscape, the one in which we function. Working together supposes an almost complete 
understanding of the other, an impossibility in any case, so instead we choose a unity of opposites, a 



convergence of our different dynamics, of symmetry and asymmetry, of acceleration or implied 
speed and stillness, of a polychrome and monochrome palette, gravity and lightness - all 
interrelating and interchangeable elements to be used by either one of us. Juxtaposed or 
superimposed, the components are put together into an image through a dialogue between us that 
proceeds like a game of Ping-Pong, to and fro, toward its ultimate crystallization, first into a sketch 
and then into a three-dimensional study or a model, a process of using the senses rather than 
analysis, in sharp contrast to the rational fabrication phase that follows.


CO: A good example is the Mistos, for Barcelona. It was early 1987 and, as usual, we were working 
on several projects at once, especially on pieces that would become The Haunted House. After Il 
Corso del Coltello, Coosje had formulated a new approach, using discarded, fragmented objects 
freely floating in space or brought together by the forces of nature, which she called "flotsam." One 
of the first sculptures in this direction was a wooden match about half burnt that had been made at 
Coosje's suggestion for an AIDS benefit at the Leo Castelli Gallery. This had led to a larger, room-
scale version, which I was in the process of carving out of Styrofoam in Brooklyn. As a result, there 
were fragments of matches in various stages of use all over the studio and studies of matches for 
projects under development in Vail, Colorado, and Middlesbrough, England. Coosje's response to 
the commission in Barcelona was a field of paper matches torn from a matchbook, some burnt, 
some not. The concept had an affinity for a sketch made in Madrid the year before of shoes dancing 
on a stage among dropped fans, which lent support to the image.

The composition needed a focus and Coosje proposed placing the remaining match cover the source 
of the scattered matches - in the center. The profile of a half-opened fan on the Madrid stage 
suggested the position of the match cover seen from the side.

A little model was made out of day and painted paper in which the small object of a match cover 
showed itself surprisingly capable of monumental scale. Coosje then set down the mostly 
unconscious intuitive reasons for our attraction to this image for the site in Barcelona, some of 
which she included in the lines of a prose poem she wrote on a drawing of the proposal we first 
presented shortly afterward while participating in a symposium on projects for the city.


CvB: The symbolic subject of fire is concealed within a simple, everyday object in the form of a 
matchbook, passing from hand to hand and carried around in a pocket, a communal object. Within 
the small paper packet, rows on rows of matches stuck together, each a slender piece of wood or 
paper with a red phosphor tip, exude the rigidity of perfection yet contain the potential for 
momentous chaos leading to both illumination and negation. The individual touch creates infinite 
variations of form: the user's mood and skill in striking any given match against the rough surface 
of its cover, through the force of combustion, determines the appearance of what is left: of the 
original. The idea of the individual gesture and explicit style leaving traces of how the disposal of 
each match took place defines the end result of the Mistos: torn-up, unlit, single matches, bent and 
crumpled, lie on the ground along with partly burnt ones, scattered over the site in order to 
humanize the otherwise foreboding scale of the matchbook.

Only one match is aflame, like a beacon, its contour transforming into a lance or a fiery pen, 
recalling the words of Cervantes' Don Quixote of La Mancha: "The lance has never blunted the pen 
nor the pen the lance." The matchbook, like the typewriter eraser, over the years has become an 
archetypal object on the verge of disappearance, subject to a telescopic perspective that shifts 
between the emotive intimate hand-held object and the detached nearly abstracted large project with 
an architectonic structure and scale.




IG: Creating in such a large scale has necessarily brought you into an interaction with architecture. 
How does this interaction work?


CO: Vision for me consists of shapes of all kinds, near and far, seen without function or 
identification, in fluctuating scales as a child might see them - and as an artist ought to.

In the real world of fact, large urban scale is defined in terms of architecture. A large scale sculpture 
in an urban setting is not only architectural in itself, but must necessarily be related to the 
architectural forms around it.

We have all heard the complaint, "Why should buildings always be boxes?" That was some time 
ago. Architecture has certainly begun to move away from that - except that now I notice that boxes - 
stacked - are becoming part of the variations.

I enjoy taking vision literally, for example, making a pencil as large as a skyscraper by holding it 
close to my eye, and inserting it into the postmodern aperture on top of the Equitable Building in 
midtown Manhattan - reminiscent of the zeppelins that were expected to moor at the tower of the 
Empire State Building when it was first erected. Another use of the subject was a large-scale project 
in the form of a broken pencil, its point stuck in the ground, in New York's Financial District, with 
the fallen tip of the Woolworth Building lying nearby for comparison. In the realm of the feasible, 
there is the Blasted Pencil (Which Still Writes), a sculpture in the scale of a building, proposed by 
Coosje as a memorial to students and faculty members who disappeared over the years during a 
pattern of violent government incursions into the National University of El Salvador in the course 
of which the Library of Social Sciences was set on fire. A detailed model with exact engineering 
plans was donated to the university, although the work was never realized.

When Coosje and I worked with the architect Frank O. Gehry on projects for downtown Cleveland, 
Frank told us to follow our whims - all the stops were out. Some of the inventions had a certain 
authority because of the resemblance between building and objects, such as the roof for a 
skyscraper in the form of a vast folded newspaper, or a huge C-clamp as an architectural component 
holding a fitness center to a plaza overhanging a freeway.


CvB: By that time we had long ago left behind the safety of the pristine white walls of the museum 
and were working in large scale as part of the urban landscape. We had formulated a more and more 
complex vocabulary combining geometric architectural structure with a softer organic approach, 
executed in an industrial style derived from early shipyard and aeronautical-engineering techniques, 
such as welding, box construction, casting in aluminum and stainless steel, carving in foam, and 
molding in fiber-rein forced plastics.

Increasingly, the dynamics of the context influenced our work. We began to move away from the 
specific object or monolithic sculpture that draws all energy into itself, in favor of a looser, freer 
configuration that emits the reflected energies of the urban surroundings. The large-scale projects, 
in their hybridization, fragmentation, and scattering of objects, and in their relation to prominent 
features in the skyline, became both anchored to the site and expanded beyond it. Examples include 
the Batcolumn, in which the diamond pattern of criss-crossing steel bars relates to the Hancock 
Building in Chicago, and the Cupid's Span for Rincon Park in San Francisco, one of our later 
works, which not only frames the splendid vista of the bay and its bridge but also, through the 
angles at which bow and arrow are set in the landscape, evokes sailboats tacking in a direction 
diagonal to the trafile that flows alongside the sculpture.

Situated on the ground, on the street, along the banks of a river or in the median of a road, our large-
scale projects are objects in transition. Through precision of contour, shape, hue, and the freezing of 
a specific moment in time, they can be read as still life. Yet, perceived over time, these sculptures 



become emotive signs, the identification of a park, a building, a neighborhood, or even an entire 
city.


IG: Your art obviously has a theatrical intention and your aim of creating a lasting symbol can also 
be achieved through theatrical means. Do you see these two coming together in Il Corso del 
Coltello?


CvB: As performed in the Canaletto-like panorama of the Campo dell'Arsenale, Il Corso del 
Coltello was the paradigm for the ebullient process of discovering cultural and physical properties 
of a site that could be transformed into the equivalent of a large scale project. The ultimate 
summation of the complex Venetian environment was one image - the Knife Ship - which was 
launched from the ancient naval yard, raising and lowering its blades and corkscrew while rotating 
its oars. Within the panorama, contending forces swirled in many disguises, reflected in the 
characters and props.

Spectators had the chance to see objects and performers in action, eclipsing one another or 
embedded within props. Many of the characters were hampered in their movements, which were 
often repeated over and over: Basta Carambola in wooden leggings, recalling the pool table on 
which he played; Chateaubriand, the front end of a lion, carved from soft foam, concealing a 
performer; or the two performers sitting in a large fish head that was rolled about, with only their 
eyes visible through a hole. Objects and human beings seemed engaged in an ongoing tug-of-war.

In the aftermath - the performance was presented only three times to a total of 1,500 people - certain 
props were sidelined, receding from view after the performance itself. Other strong, mnemonic 
images, like the costumes of the leading characters, Dr. Coltello, Georgia Sandbag, and Frankie P. 
Toronto, or the Architectural Fragments and the Houseball, in their strong reverberations of implied 
movement, plasticity, and painterly qualities, especially through the skin-like appearance of their 
canvas surfaces, became soft sculptures larger than life. This was not unlike some of the soft props 
found in the Ray Gun Theater, from the early 1960s, such as Freighter and Sail boat and The 
Upside Down City. The whole idea of soft sculpture evolved out of these early props.


CO: Il Corso del Coltello offered us a tremendous motivation to produce smaller scale works, 
providing relief after our exclusive concentration on large-scale projects. Inspired by the 
performance, and having been given the opportunity to interact with museum sites since Documenta 
7 in 1982, we started a form of indoor installation that was a residue of action, like the conditions of 
a site after a performance, staged, yet as if chanced upon. We continued with the techniques and 
materials used in the performance: cardboard, carved Styrofoam, and stiffened canvas, painted in 
strong colors. The Haunted House was the first piece based on the aftermath of an event envisioned 
by Coosje, in which used-up objects and fragments were imagined to have been thrown through the 
windows of the Haus Esters Museum in Krefeld, Germany - the apotheosis of her "flotsam" subject 
and, ironically, a way of returning to exhibiting "inside" a museum.

Although the concept was Coosje's and we developed the parts of the installation together, she 
chose to write a description of the exhibition for the catalogue from the outside viewpoint of an art 
historian - which she was well prepared to do. In a somewhat tongue-in-cheek and deliberately 
histrionic way, she examined the work of an artist called Oldenburg, a stance that allowed her to 
analyze the exhibition and its connection to earlier works in objective minute detail, only leaving 
herself out of the picture.


IG: Soon after the Haus Esters installation, the two of you created the Project for the Walls of a 



Dining Room: Broken Plate of Scrambled Eggs, with Fabrication Model of the Dropped Bowl 
Fountain, in 1987. How did this come about? Did The Haunted House engender the room?


CO: No, but the focus on the aftermath of throwing things and broken crockery might have carried 
over. Miami's Art in Public Places, which had commissioned the Dropped Bowl with Scattered 
Slices and Peels, was asked to participate in the Triennale of Milan in 1988, with a contribution that 
would involve Frank O. Gehry, Ed Ruscha, and us, among other American artists and architects. We 
decided to feature a rather elaborate presentation model we had made of our Miami project, which 
would be realized the following year. Since the model seemed lost in the space of the exhibition 
hall, next to a portion of a ship by Gehry, we felt it needed a container of its own, a room within a 
room. Our thoughts went back in time to the earliest piece that had dealt with broken flying 
fragments, a model of which Coosje had once unearthed among discarded works at Broome Street. 
This image, of a plate of scrambled eggs breaking against a wall, in fact had served as a starting 
point for the design of the Dropped Bowl.

A version of the scrambled eggs model in large scale, its shards executed in flat aluminum 
silhouettes and its eggs in painted Styrofoam, was mounted onto a wood frame - the interior of the 
room stripped down to its wooden studs - through which both the scrambled eggs and the model of 
the Dropped Bowl could be seen from all directions. We tilted the room, leaning it up against the 
wall, making it appear as if the room itself had been thrown. The installation was donated to the 
Castello di Rivoli after the Triennale, where the open structure proved serendipitously functional in 
the setting of the castle rooms, admitting views of the historical murals as a background to the 
flying plates and scrambled eggs.


IG: This installation was followed a year later by From the Entropic Library, your largest indoor 
work and perhaps your most symbolic statement.


CvB: It was conceived for a survey of global art, with an emphasis on non-Western forms, called 
Magiciens de la Terre. The brainchild of Jean-Hubert Martin, the exhibition was held in a huge 
hangar-like space, La Grande Halle, in the Parc de la Villette, on the outskirts of Paris. The work 
expresses the inevitable frailty of technology and human culture in the face of the processes of 
nature. Arranged between bookends that take the shape of a hybrid between an outboard motor and 
an elephant's head are decaying books - symbolizing the accumulation and loss of knowledge - 
which one can imagine to have been left behind by an explorer who, while discovering untrodden 
corners of the earth brings in pollution, and leaves his alien effects behind, which as the years go by, 
finally erode. The earth is full of ruins of civilizations, such as the successive destructions by fire of 
Alexandria's library, or, more recently, the 1966 flood in Florence when two million books were 
irreparably damaged by the waters of the Arno River. Equal in impact to natural disasters, however, 
are the inexorable facts of nature, chiefly time. In time, knowledge becomes obsolete, and like a 
flower dried between the pages of a book, gradually disintegrates into dust. Single words are 
scattered around the library, dropped out of disconnected phrases, such as Proust's "Houses, 
avenues, roads, are, alas, as fugitive as the years"; H.D., quoting her psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, 
"In Rome, even I could afford to wear a gardenia"; William Carlos Williams' "No ideas but in 
things"; and fragments of conversations overheard in the street - all leading in multiple directions 
and sparking the hope of approaching truth, a hope that, in its turn, will be doused by time.

Executed in architectural scale, the books of From the Entropic Library stand like dilapidated 
tenements, with here and there an alleyway, a crack of light between them.




IG: The European Desktop has not been discussed as much as From the Entropic Library, perhaps 
because the former seems more enigmatic. Can you talk about its origins and content?


CvB: The European Desktop is the third and the last in the series of theatrical installations that grew 
out of the Coltello performance, after The Haunted House and From the Entropic Library. All three 
are about history, the past, and are centered in Europe. The European Desktop was shown in Milan, 
and has several affinities with that city, but exists in a less defined context than the other two 
installations. While the composition is based on objects that could be found on desktops from the 
past - a pad, a quill, an ink bottle, a blotter, and a postal scale - which we studied, especially in Paris 
and London, it resembles a jagged landscape, perhaps a battlefield.

I wrote a prose poem, starting with the line, "Crashing surfaces of shredded treaties," which 
expressed the reaction I had to a head line in the International Herald Tribune: "Undoing Yalta, 45 
Years Later, a New Europe." The general theme of The European Desktop became a war over 
national boundaries, a battle that ultimately vanishes into willful amnesia. That it takes place on a 
desktop as well as in a blasted landscape summons up the succession of broken treaties of the past. 
Inkblots recall the bottle of ink thrown by Martin Luther at a fly, which, according to legend, he 
identified with the Devil (hence, the exploding ink bottle). Today, such desktop objects are artifacts; 
they have been deprived of their basic use, and are about to be lost in time, which lends them 
overtones of pathos, while their shapes and appearances have become more abstracted.


CO: The time span of The European Desktop is a continuum in which certain events from different 
dates coexist. Handwriting, today also old-fashioned, plays an important part - ink solidified, 
tangible, as the evidence of history. From the distant past there is the handwriting of Leonardo da 
Vinci, cryptic lines about "the great bird" taking its first flight "on the back of the great swan"; from 
the present that of Coosje's prose poem composed while thinking of the nineteenth century and the 
disastrous stay of Georges Sand and Chopin in Majorca, interrupted by the cacophony of sirens in 
contemporary New York. The scripts are intermingled by their transfer to a blotter, which reverses 
everything, making the handwriting of da Vinci, who wrote backward, legible and Coosje's illegible 
- in fact, Coosje can write backward too, and both are left-handed. The roughly carved shapes and 
gray hues and dark greens of the sculpture reflect the ponderous landscape of Milan and evoke the 
nineteenth century tomb statuary of its cemetery and that of Genoa. The grouping of disparate 
objects was influenced by seeing the Bagni Misteriosi fountain by Giorgio de Chirico, located 
behind the Triennale building in Sempione Park, in 1989, when the fountain was in a neglected, 
inoperative state. The European Desktop may be seen as an opera for several object-characters, for 
which the spectator has to provide the libretto.


IG: After the historical vision of The European Desktop, it seems you began an increasing 
involvement with present-day Europe, particularly France.


CO: We began traveling to factories in La Rochelle and Arcachon, working on the Buried Bicycle 
(Bicyclette Ensevelie). Seeing the French countryside brought back to Coosje memories of time 
spent in France during her youth and a desire to establish a second residence there. In 1992, she 
discovered the Château de la Borde (castle on the riverbank), an estate in Beaumont-sur-Dême, 
forty kilometers north of Tours, which we then acquired. Having concentrated on nineteenth-and 
early-twentieth-century French literature as a graduate student, Coosje was naturally attracted to the 
Loire region, an area saturated in literary history. While a demanding schedule of fabrication of 
large scale projects continued, with travels between New York, California and other parts of Europe, 



Château de la Borde provided us with a retreat for inspiration where ideas could be pursued without 
interruption - truly a place of solitude. Our capacities for production at the château were kept to a 
minimum. Sketches and models for larger works to be completed elsewhere were improvised in the 
former stables, which came to be our studio.

In 2000, the château's eighteenth-century salon became a site for a group of our sculptures in the 
form of musical instruments that had begun as studies for larger works but had taken on a life of 
their own. The techniques used to produce them were kept simple, with the emphasis on the 
concept. Each subject was deconstructed and its parts remade and reassembled to perform a new 
function according to our vision. The viola, turned into a soft form, hung against the wall of the 
salon like a hunting pouch full of game. Two ghostly white soft clarinets, facing each other, curved 
expressively onto the mantelpiece in place of the traditional coat of arms. On one side of the room 
hung a French horn, its length unwound to resemble the hoses in our garden, its flaring bell cut in 
half, as if the horn were embedded in the wall. On the opposite side of the room hung a purple 
violin, its strings slack and dangling, sliced into sections that in a way recalled the instrument's 
construction and were spread like a fan, which suggested the movement of a pendulum or a distant 
echo of salon gatherings. A trumpet shape of cardboard profiles and canvas strips, splashed with 
yellow enamel, stood on a table, its valves and tubes compressed by the knot of a length of red-
painted rope. The ensemble was presided over by a Silent Metronome, whose authoritarian posture 
was undercut by its frayed canvas construction.


CvB: Balancing between rigidity and a state of repose - in anticipation of an orchestra about to 
perform or during its aftermath - each instrument in what we called The Music Room is isolated in 
time and space and, in the decomposition of its essential parts, is reconfigured into correspondences 
between vivid colors, explicit forms, and actions imposed on them, such as tying, slicing, 
unwinding, and entwining. With hints remaining of their original individual identities and 
objectness, the recomposed instrumental pieces, cut off from their habitual function, turn into stand-
ins, projecting absurdist overtones. Each piece, now with an intensified tactility, bears the imprint of 
human presence, in absence.

The sensation of gravity possesses all the pieces, particularly Falling Notes, in which pages tumble 
and send musical notes into a free fall, spilling off their staves as if captured by a sudden gust of 
wind - the kind that causes chestnuts to drop, linden seeds to spin, and leaves to sail in the air. We 
also imagined a giant Leaning Clarinet, like a wheelbarrow propped up against a tree trunk, which 
we developed into a freestanding version, twisting, curving in resistance to the wind, its keys 
loosened into restless shapes resembling stirred-up branches and leaves. Recalling the brilliant blue 
of the summer sky through the canopy of the tree, I mixed a cerulean blue with a slight touch of 
green to enhance the clarinet's crisp, lucid sound - the outdoors brought indoors.

We have always been involved in the relationship between nature and man-made nature. But until 
we began to spend time in Beaumont-sur-Dême, we worked mainly within cityscapes, with 
architectonic structures, such as skyscrapers, bridges, ferryboats, water towers, chimneys, and the 
like. In harmony with the beauty of the overgrown and neglected park at the Château de la Borde, 
our inner resources were released into a more organic approach to sculpture. This approach is 
expressed in our recent Dropped Flower which can be seen as, in Baudelaire's words, one of "ces 
fleurs mystérieuses dont la couleur profonde entre dans l'oeil despotiquement"- "those mysterious 
flowers whose profound color imperiously seizes the eye."


