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Angsthase
Anne Faucheret
“Without anxiety, there would be no creativity. And I might even say that there
would be no people,” said Romain Gary 1.
As a key to existence, and to creativity,
anxiety simultaneously and paradoxically
puts a brake on them. The blank page that’s
not written on, the sculpture that doesn’t
acquire a shape, the thought that’s fragmented, the communication that’s not verbalised: these situations are generated by
anxiety – and in particular that of failure.
Sofia Goscinski’s work is marked by the
triad of anxiety, creativity and existence,
and by their characteristic interlocking.
Existence is anxiogenic. Anxiety is existential and creative. Creativity is existential,
between catharsis and necessary individuation; which is what the first two works
“encountered” in the exhibition thematise.
Selfportrait for the Future is a chrome- plated mask with a human face, long hare’s ears
and a man’s hat, impaled on a metal rod and
set on a plinth. This hybrid object combines
a pop, or indeed commercial, aesthetic, in
an evocation of a death mask, with that of a
display unit in an anthropological museum.
But on closer examination, it is seen to syncretise legacies that are generally contrasted. It is like a hybridisation of Jeff Koon’s
chrome-plated rabbit 2 and Joseph Beuys’s
gilded face wearing his typical hat and explaining paintings to a dead hare 3. Goscinski’s face, appearing here for the first time in
her work, was moulded to obtain the mask.
Between superstar artists, she and her entire generation are subject to an historical
heritage often dominated by male positions that are “loud”, or even macho. Her

own “bunny” inverts the empty-headedness
displayed by the sexy “bunnies” of popular imagery. Both grotesque and absurd, it
reflects its environment on its surface. In
other words, it grabs us. It absorbs us. But it
also evades us. It induces a Lacanian “Unheimlichkeit”, or “uncanniness”, that occupies
a specular register. The image that sustains
us simultaneously gives a glimpse of something “beyond”, something elusive, something elsewhere, outside of symbolic reach.
Behind Selfportrait for the Future, at the
far end of the space, is a work that speaks
to us in a very different way. It is a standard punchbag, hanging on a chain from
the (high) ceiling, covered in rabbit skin.
Awaiting a hug, or a punch, the rotund
form calls for a physical response, whether
affectionate or aggressive. This may be a
hint on the artist’s part: for her, as for us,
the expression of subjectivity involves cathartic eruptions. The training function
remains clearly identifiable. As a phallic
symbol, it is smothered in the luxurious fur
that covers and embellishes it. The eponymous Angsthase, from the German word
for a coward who takes off (like a hare!) at
the slightest danger, determines the exhibition in a twofold way, through its irony and
its tragic dimension. Faced with anxiety
and historical or ideological conditioning,
what strategy can an artist bring to bear,
other than flight, camouflage or patience?
Places, figures and action are crystallised
in both graphic, photographic and sculptural works. An index of oddities and hybridisations, props, masks, or again mysterious sketches. Holes stand upright, men
have rabbit ears, rabbits have none, and
props are covered in fur. On the ground
floor, imagery and technique vary from
one work to another. With those on the

mezzanine, there are subtle divergences
from reality. Some bear traces of this, or
constitute its obverse, as in the mouldings
or the photographs, such as Selfportrait
for the Future, or Cast Of A Rabbit Hole.
By contact, Goscinski shapes and fleshes
out beings, but also essentially improbable, impossible or unthinkable places. A
series of painted drawings on paper show
the outlines of a black parallelepiped, hollow like a vase, but opaque. The Sketches
(for Rabbit Holes) are in fact studies based
on a rabbit-hole motif. A geometric volume, like a black box containing an entire space – a space for withdrawal, and at
the same time a space without an exit. A
metaphor of the brain? Goscinski’s works
map out (and ritualise) the places of her
thinking. Seven large photographic panels
show totemic forms, between stelae and
boundary markers. As the title of the series, Cast of a Rabbit Hole, indicates, these
are black-and-white images enlarged by
mouldings, in negative, of hares’ burrows
verticalised and photographed. Goscinski transforms narrow spaces of refuge and
survival, necessarily invisible, into monuments on a human scale that bring together,
in weird ways, species and their creations.
Throughout the exhibition, the human
figure (apart from the artist’s face) is both
nowhere and everywhere, by default, in
the dimensions of the works, their incitement to interaction and their production.
This is a presentation of what Goscinski has
internalised, and which at the same time
has incorporated her. Lying on the ground
in the space marked out by the raised-up
rabbit holes there is a terracotta sculpture,
Untitled (I killed my Angsthase). It is a
small creature, half-man, half-rabbit, its
fragility accentuated by the massive char-

acter of the photographs. Where the face
with ears of the Selfportrait, on the ground
floor, recalls Harmony Korine’s Gummo 4,
this rabbit projects us, rather, into the
sombre universe of Donnie Darko and his
manipulation by a hallucinatory double
with a death’s head and hare’s ears 5. In I
killed my Angsthase, the “I” has overcome
its anxiety. Here, the animal is a transfer.
But the work cannot be reduced to a psychoanalytic interpretation. It evokes animist
myths, and denotes a signposted history of
the arts. Goscinski integrates its symbols
into her own aesthetics. Constructed images float in tension towards a resolution
which, though seemingly imminent, never
occurs. But who’s speaking? Who’s the victim? The place of death you enter – is it a
place of grieving, or of liberation? Goscinski disconcerts the viewer both aesthetically, by undermining any possible trendiness, and also conceptually, by concealing
the interpretive trails. The tension emitted
by the works is powerful. One doesn’t feel
totally at ease. The anxiety stems firstly from
a sense of the imminence of what escapes
representation. But it also suggests another,
whose intentions are enigmatic, or an “elsewhere” that cannot be represented. Victims
of anxiety are often unable to say anything
about it, other than to describe the effects
it produces on the body, i.e. its physiological symptoms: aggression, asphyxiation,
dizziness. These show that anxiety is not
without a body – and a body which is not,
perhaps, limited to being the place of the ordeal of anxiety, but which also generates it.
The duplicity of language, its indexical
(dys)function and the mixture of languages
contribute to this anxiety, as do the intricacies in the titles and images of the animal,
its habitat, and human life. Nor is humans’
use of animals spared. Rather than separat-

ing out the different realms, with a view to
identifying and pinning down that which
is the human being – or perhaps the artist? – Goscinski proposes a hybridisation
experiment in “becoming animal”. Gilles
Deleuze and Félix Guattari had already
put forward this metaphorical fusion in
Mille Plateaux, 1980, whose political aim
was to break down the frontiers modernity had established between humanity
and the animal kingdom, reason and intuition, life and survival; and immersion
in the minority experience. Beuys said he
wanted to speak for animals, which couldn’t
speak for themselves. But he also wanted
to impose his logic of production and his
scale of values. The white Western male remained the measure of all things. By contrast, the symbols constructed by Goscinski
deconstruct the unified figure of the artist.
Her work expresses not only the impossibility of communication, and isolation – in relation to normalisation and discipline – but
also permeability to another way of thinking.
In Goscinski’s work, the negative, the inexplicable, the animal, the unconscious and
the intuitive are used to disrupt rational
(and anxiogenic) logics of production.
“The truth is you already know what it’s
like. You already know the difference between the size and speed of everything that
flashes through you and the tiny inadequate
bit of it all you can ever let anyone know.
As though inside you is this enormous
room full of what seems like everything in
the whole universe at one time or another
and yet the only parts that get out have to
somehow squeeze out through one of those
tiny keyholes you see under the knob in
older doors. As if we are all trying to see
each other through these tiny keyholes.
But it does have a knob, the door can open.

But not in the way you think... The truth is
you’ve already heard this. That this is what
it’s like. That it’s what makes room for the
universes inside you, all the endless inbent
fractals of connection and symphonies
of different voices, the infinities you can
never show another soul. And you think it
makes you a fraud, the tiny fraction anyone
else ever sees? Of course you’re a fraud, of
course what people see is never you. And of
course you know this, and of course you try
to manage what part they see if you know
it’s only a part. Who wouldn’t? It’s called free
will, Sherlock. But at the same time it’s why it
feels so good to break down and cry in front
of others, or to laugh, or speak in tongues, or
chant in Bengali – it’s not English anymore,
it’s not getting squeezed through any hole.
So cry all you want, I won’t tell anybody.”
In David Foster Wallace, Oblivion, 2004

1 In Pseudo, 2012 (1976), published under the pseudonym Emile Ajar.
2 Rabbit, 1986.
3 Beuys’s celebrated performance took place at the
Galerie Schmela, Düsseldorf, in 1965.
4 An independent film (1997) on “white trash” culture
and adolescent boredom in small-town America, aggravated by the passage of a tornado.
5 The eponymous anti-hero of Richard Kelly’s 2001
film Donnie Darko is a young schizophrenic tormented by fear, and by hallucinations that lead him to
commit crimes.
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... Men’s evil manners live in brass; their virtues We write in water.
William Shakespeare, Henry VIII

In a world obsessed with industrial over-production, the concept of waste plays a
vital role, and the practice of recycling material is of immediate, vital importance.
Due to their artificial nature, plastic objects have proven the greatest source of
adversity with regard to this practice. Notoriously, the North Pacific currents are
merging much of the plastic waste that has been dumped into the sea and have
created a veritable island of garbage the size of Texas. Art, by nature, recycles the images and the dynamics of life and society, and—as though in
an alchemical experiment—literally and symbolically transforms matter into
something that goes beyond its original meaning and function, creating the
very scrap and the particular means of passage needed to produce the kind
of detonation that leads to a chain reaction of implications and critical issues.
The plastic cups represent, at various levels, the actual dynamic and, simultaneously, a parody of the cycle of consumption, and of the failure in the recycling process. They replace the fragility and preciousness of the eternal reusability of glass. They are disposable par excellence as it were, so easy to break
and crack that they entice consumers, through a process of sensual neurosis,
into reducing them to pieces, or crushing them altogether, once emptied from
liquids, so as to carelessly toss them wherever they may fall in the intoxication of the party’s end. In Sofia Goscinski’s installation, the battlefield that
is left at the end of the party has been frozen and emphasised through the
alchemic conversion of the plastic cups into brass. This material, flexible, resistant, and sensually golden-hued, presents the beholder with a tactile and
visual oxymoron through its allusion to the seemingly transient thinness of
the plastic, and anchors, thus extending through time, the melancholy of the
‘game over’ on the floor, now elevated to a stage at the end of a portrayal, in
an effort to transmit, or better coagulate, the invisible gap between art and life.

Party Cups (ongoing series)  brass, size variable   Exhibition views ich weiss nicht - Growing Relations between Things MAK, Vienna 2017   Soravia Collection
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Party Cups (ongoing series)  brass, size variable   Exhibition view Party Cups, abc Art Berlin Contemporary 2015   Collection The Belvedere, Vienna

Sunshine Depression 2 2016  rubber, acrylic paint, approx. 140 x 140 cm   Exhibition view OFF IS, Vienna
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Fishing for Compliments 2014  rubber, tissue (traditional Philippine Trapos) approx. 100 x 500 cm   Exhibition view I love you, 1335Mabini, Manila

Documentation of a performance inside an installation in the exhibition Rejection at Ve.sch, Vienna, 2010. A  2 x 2x 2,20 m space, a light source built into the
ceiling, walls painted white and completely covered with bird spikes. Black paint was poured from the top all around the space. by the end of the exhibition the
installation was dismantled and the former walls where presented as artefacts of the perfromance in an exhibition at unttld contemporary, Vienna, 2015.
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Following pages: Kreisstudien 2013/16  iron oxide on paper, 98 x 120 cm

Without Head
2013   
video-performance with sound
[...] the black wooden box could be perceived mainly as a
sculpture – a coffin-like box with sliding doors on top and
a loophole in the middle to accommodate the head of the
user. Goscinski used it to perform herself, burying her own
head and reciting a rather agitated mantra wherein every
opprobrium, accident or restriction one can meet in life was
declared to be avoidable if approached ‘without head’.
[...] The size of the box, which is significantly larger than
that of a human skull, is a powerful allegory for how
Goscinski sees the brain – an entity that transcends the
physical space it occupies and which represents a
capacity that requires a much larger container. Indeed, this
is where one of the most interesting contradictions
emerges. The brain is regarded as a burden, a negative
force to rail against, an obstacle toward achieving a sense
of inner peace. Yet, it is precisely its power to engender
negative considerations that provides the foundation for any
critical discourse.
Michele Robecchi
(excerpt from the text ‘Please Mind Your Head’, for the monograph Sofia
Goscinski, Rainbow Coutry, published in 2013 by Verlag Walther König,
Cologne)
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