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John M Armleder (Swiss, b.1948) studied at the Academy of Fine Arts Geneva (1966-1967). Together with
Patrick Lucchini and Claude Rychner, he founded the Suisse Ecart group in 1969, which was close to Fluxus.
The exhibition John M Armleder Selected Furniture Sculptures 1979-2012 is curated by Swiss Institute
Director Gianni Jetzer in close collaboration with the artist. It consists of both historical and new works, as
well as two restitutions of historical pieces reported as missing. Several works in the exhibition were ini-
tially produced in the 1980s on the occasion of Armleder’s solo shows at John Gibson Gallery, 568 Broadway,

in New York’s SoHo. The presentation of these pieces in SoHo at Swiss Institute serves to trace and continue
the artist’s history.
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On John Armleder’s Furniture Showroom
(A Misguided Tour)
Bob Nickas

Sculpture was once famously defined as what you
bump into when you step back to look at a painting.
This almost never happens with John Armleder. Be-
ginning with 7 June 1980, designated as FS1,1979, he
introduced his concept of Furniture Sculpture more
than thirty years ago. In these works, everyday ob-
jects such as chairs, tables, cabinets, and lights, but
also musical instruments, mirrors, and even surf-
boards, accompany canvases or are painted upon
themselves. There are precedents, to be sure, most
notably the combines of Rauschenberg, the dom-
estic sculpture of Oldenburg and Artschwager (and
the glories of formica), as well as the inescapable
readymades of Duchamp. There are any number of
particular examples which might be useful in terms
of connecting the dots between artists and ideas,
setting the stage for the Furniture Sculpture, so to
speak, never forgetting that Armleder is very much a
master of staging. But in terms of opening up to a
larger view, one must look to the painted elements to
more fully grasp the radicality of the artist’s gesture,

revealing the canny mind at work here, and above all
his intention to interweave art and life, originality and
appropriation, folly and fidelity, abstraction and rep-
resentation, the realms of the real and the unreal.

And what has been painted? Dots, circles, stripes,
checkerboards, monochromes, seemingly random
marks and pours of paint. In terms of the language
that was popular at the time the Furniture Sculpture
began taking on greater visibility in the mid-’80s,
these signs of painting were themselves readymade.
Armleder’s paintings were as instantly recognizable
to us as the vernacular objects with which they had
been paired. But when combined with an armchair or
flanked by a pair of conga drums [FS143,1987], geo-
metric or gestural abstractions would partake of a
new reality. Not only would paintings and vernacular
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objects simultaneously ground and liberate one an-
other, they would perform, and often comically. Why,
for example, was a painting immersed in a fish tank?
[FS166,1987] Why had a chair been hung thirty feet
above the ground, from a tree trunk in the park?
[FS85a,1985] Armleder’s gestures can be both ab-
surd and direct, an artist for whom there has always
been a reverence and an irreverence with regard to
the act of painting. He didn’t pull the rug out from un-
der painting. The rug became the painting’s support
[FS30,1982]. And the figure/ground relationship was
established from the moment the viewer walked
into the room and gazed down upon a composition
to which he or she would momentarily participate.
Armleder’s engagement with happenings and perfor-
mance in the ‘60s and ‘70s should not be underesti-
mated, for their insistence on the reciprocal nature
of an audience/performer situation, as well as for the
animation of objects and instruments. In later years,
his use of furniture, both painted and unadorned, set
on the floor, tilted and balanced against the wall, or
installed on the ceiling, would amplify their other re-
ality as props, and for Armleder so too would paint-
ing function as such.

Armleder has never made a figurative painting, and
yet the human form is always present in relation to
the Furniture Sculpture. He has likewise never produ-
ced arepresentational painted scene, and has never
had to. Four chrome stools with red vinyl cushions,

Untitled (FS196), 1988
Courtesy Collection Bo Alveryd
Vaumarcus, Switzerland

placed in front of a blue monochrome hung low to the
wall [FS196,1988], represent a classic streamlined
‘60s diner as well as, or even more evocatively than a
photo realist painting. This calls to mind one of the
great strengths of this work: the power of suggestion,
and the exchange between abstraction and narrative.



In a museum, when one encounters a pair of large
monochromes behind a bench messily heaped with
children’s clothes and two skateboards on the floor
[FS237,1990], one imagines that this could very well
be a scene displaced from a collector’s home. Paint-
ing, for Armleder, is also intimately related to design
and decor, to presentation and display. His friend
Olivier Mosset once joked that some artists make pa-
intings that you can hang above the sofa, while John
gives you the painting and the sofa. It’s an amusing
remark on the face of it, and certainly true, yet it also
points to the fact that art is routinely subjected to
the vicissitudes of daily life, to happy and unhappy co-
incidence. Coming from Fluxus, Armleder welcomes
chance while at the same time he orchestrates the
set of circumstances we embrace as art. When you
encounter a pair of electric guitars hung on either side
of an otherwise austere canvas you acknowledge the
fact that Armleder intends not only to instrumental-
ize painting, but also the everyday. There are other
artists who “sidelined” into furniture production,
Donald Judd most notably, extending their esthetic
from sculptural to functional realms, meaning they
want their desk to function as a desk.John Armleder
wants to repurpose and transform an object, mean-
ing that he needs a desk to participate equally in a
composition, to take its place within an arrangement,
either harmoniously or anarchically. Simply put, this
is the difference between a desk by an artist and Art.

John Armleder’s Furniture Sculpture is the one as-
pect of his wide-ranging body of work which was
given its own official designation. It appeared to
dovetail neatly with the emergence of so-called
Neo-Geo painting in the second half of the ‘80s, and
the re-emergence of the readymade at around the
same time. It was fortuitous, of course, but obscures
the fact that Armleder is an artist who had been en-
gaged with an intermingling of art and life since the
mid-to-late ‘60s, and with geometric abstraction
since the ‘70s. A hazy black-and-white photograph
identified as Installation, 1967, has occasionally been
reproduced in his catalogs. In it, we see a pair of tuft-
ed French boudoir chairs illuminated by a floor lamp
in a darkened room, with a framed painting dimly
visible in the background. Evocative of a Proustian
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John Armleder, Assemblage, 1968
Gefangnis St. Antoine, Genf

film noir, it precedes by more than twenty years a
trio of similar chairs, presented on a low platform,
that constitute FS230,1989. Another occasionally
reproduced image which is captioned “Assemblage,
Prison St.-Antonie, Geneva, 1968, offers a glimpse
of a proto-Furniture Sculpture. Here, we see a table
upended on a laundry line, as if held in mid-air by
an open umbrella and a broom. Improvised while the
artist was briefly held, and on friendly terms, as a
conscientious objector for refusing his obligatory mi-
litary service, the piece was recreated in 1992 for the
exhibition, “1968,” at Le Consortium in Dijon, France,
underscoring its whimsical/political dimension.

Two years prior to the debut of his Furniture Sculp-
ture, Armleder exhibited an animated tableaux of co-
mmon objects which he titled, Here Comes My Face,
1977. An oscillating fan set on the floor turns in front
of an upright mirror, while a bare lightbulb hung low
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from the ceiling sways back-and-forth in the bre-
eze. While this may be as close to a self-portrait—
at least rendered with objects—as the artist has
ever come, we can clearly see that the Furniture
Sculpture, a body of work that has been ongoing for
more than thirty years now, regularly offers a gli-
mpse of the man himself. Although John Armleder
may neither surf [FS201,1988] nor play the trombone



[FS227, Seafoam, 1989], he has always maintained
perfect poise and an elegantly incongruous balance.
He walks into the room and one is met with a man
meticulously dressed. Only after a moment do you re-
alize that his tie is imprinted with puppies or skulls,
and only when he turns to leave are you aware that
his hair falls to his waist, although in a perfect braid.
Unfailingly well-mannered, he is also possessed with
a wry sense of humor and an incisive perception,
gentlemanly and devilish in equal parts. If this also
seems to describe the formally anarchic spirit of his
Furniture Sculpture, it is certainly no coincidence.
The man and his art are without doubt very well put
together, a study in the equilibrium of poised and
free-wheeling associations. And nowhere is this more
evident that in his endlessly fascinating and mischie-
vous work with Furniture and Sculpture.
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Sculpture 18, 891 Again, 198081
able harscot finée u plafond par s plaica
o

Callection prinie. Genine

Le sousititre de cette version augmente ma per-
plesité face & ma mémoire. Je crois que je I'si attri-
bué en partic par erreur quelques années plus tard.
Again se justific par la reconstruction de cette pitve
& quatre reprises au moins. 891> était le titre de
mon exposition au Kunstmascum de Bile en 1980,
Centaines pitees réalisées dans ce cadre (cal. = 3 et
4) ont cu des ftres pendant la durée de Uexposition,
wmais o w'en suis plus trés sir. Lexposition de Bile
avait lieu en 1980, millésime dont on obticnt ce
chiffre B91. en réfractant le 0 ef en remversant s
Tecture. 1 s'agissait bien entendu de rappeler Stie-
itz jouant aux échees e nom (291) de sa galeric
avee Picabia qui se lappropriait ainsi pour sa revue,
< suite (391) et quebques péripéties suivantes aux
patemités changeantes (491, 0 on and again!).
Cetie exposition comptait des dessins et la sculpture
présentée plus loin (cat. 1= 4). o Picabia ot ausi
cité. Lextravagante installation de cette pifce sonne
asecz daditc, mais jo ne crois pas qu'il y  matiére
A titre ou sousditre pour autant. Depuis longtemps,
e ne donne pas de titre 3 mes pitves of en fait, jo
Wen ai que tris ranement donné auparavant. Les tic
tres cataloguent confortablement los aruvrs, mais
en sont un peu la police. Je déteste les uniformes.
Bien entendu, Sans fitre et & mon il mon orcille
un bien beau titre! Langlais untitled cst encore plus
Subtitled et encore micrs... Cost généralement une
occurrence indsistible, lo nom dun @ément, d'une
couleur, d'un liew qui fournit la piéce, of son sous-
titre. O quelque histaire inteme. un commentaire.
Je crois avoir pensé cette pitce en effectuant le
vol transatlantique pour I'exposition organisée par
Olivier Mosset & New York. Jamenais une série de

petites gouaches constructivisics, que j'allais accro-

cher en une composition qui les disperserait sur les

murs. Mais (presque) jamais au sol ou au plafond.
Nous allions chercher partout, Olivier ¢ moi,

nous achammer incroyablement 3 Varrimer au pla-
fond de cotte galeric. Céait unc table & quatre
pieds, tenus dans un cadre soutenant un_ platean
rond. Sous Fangle que Ia sculpture posée offrait, on
pounait done voir ce carré inscrit. dans un cercle; le
sujet justement d'une des peintures au mur. Enfin,
e qu'on ne voyait pas, c'était b plafond perforé sur
toute la surface recouserte par ba table.

La pitce réalisée au Centre d'ant contemporain 3

affectif, méme si je confesse 3 grand peinc cos deus
vices. Car, sans doute, je voudrais quon n'y voie
rien d"autre que des propositions formelles.

Version réalisée & Genive, pour une exposition
au Centre d'ant contemporain avee Helmut Federle
et Martin Disler en 1981

o g AR )
par Ofivier Mosset, (avee Helmut Federle et Chris-
tophe Gossweiler) 3 C Space, New York, en 1980,
troisiéme véalisée par Ben Vautier pour sa collection
& Nice. en 1984 quatriéane par les organissteurs de
Texposition «Alles und Noch Viel Mehrs, Kuns-
thalle de Berne, 1985.
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