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ARTS CRAFTS
Between tradition, discourse and 
technologies
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Duration: 15.11.2019–16.02.2020
Curated by Barbara Steiner
Information: +43-316/8017-9200, www.kunsthausgraz.at
In cooperation with Galerie für Zeitgenössische Kunst Leipzig and Kestner Gesellschaft Hannover.

The new special exhibition in the Kunsthaus Graz reflects the interest of contemporary artists in 
material, in (handi-)craft processes, in experimenting with materials and techniques. This has 
grown noticeably in recent years. In this, works are created that draw equally on artisanal, 
folkloristic, artistic traditions as well as contemporary and technological discourses. These 
artists’ engagement with traditional knowledge, diverse materials and processes does not isolate;
rather it opens up – to other cultures, to modern and contemporary art, to current discourses and 
to digital developments. On show are works by Azra Akšamija, Olivier Guesselé-Garai, Plamen 
Dejanoff, Olaf Holzapfel, Antje Majewski, Jorge Pardo, Slavs and Tatars, Haegue Yang and 
Johannes Schweiger. After the exhibition ends, ARTS ⇆ CRAFTS can be seen in the Galerie für 
Zeitgenössische Kunst Leipzig from March 14, 2020 onwards, and in the Kestner Gesellschaft 
Hannover from July 13, 2020 onwards. 

Growing social interest
Social interest in crafts has grown enormously in recent years, whereby there is great diversification 
in how crafts are viewed, with developments occurring in various directions. On the one hand, 
greater neo-conservative awareness of quality has taken place, and with it the attendant rise in the 
consumption of crafted goods; on the other hand, DIY movements, above all so-called ‘Craftism’, 
have gained momentum. And not least of all, we can observe how crafts have been assimilated 
alongside such terms as homeland, the people, folk art and tradition. 
ARTS ⇆ CRAFTS arose from the context of these developments and from the web of meanings that 
these days are associated with ‘crafts’ and ‘handicraft’. The title hints at a relationship between art 
and crafts, yet allows each term to stand independently of the other. The signet for the exhibition, 
designed by modern temperament, Berlin, addresses these exchange-based relations, these shifts in 
position, that in essence have continued through the centuries, in the hierarchies existing between
art and crafts, crafts and art. The exhibition poses the question as to what a productive dialogue 
between art and crafts might look like today and shifts both into a larger social context. The 
meaning and appreciation of crafts as an essential element of material culture, cultural identity and 
community is thereby connected with social and economic conditions in a globalised world. The 
artists thus challenge cultural categories, concepts of identity or categorisations of all kinds. The 
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works show the extent to which local identifications and global developments have long since been 
interlocked in one another. Moreover, they ask – without any glorification – how, given current 
economic conditions, a ‘crafts-based’ relationship between workers and the objects of their work can 
still be conceived – and realised.  

Between art, crafts and new technologies
The exhibition begins with an old drawing of boundaries, namely between art and handicrafts, in 
order then to dissolve this step by step, so as to carve out the connections between 
modern/contemporary art, crafts and new technologies, between European and non-European art, 
and between classic antitheses. Starting out with a great interest in materials, materiality and 
handcraft traditions, the artists also devote themselves to definitions, attitudes, hierarchies, 
ideologies, constructions, classifications and preconceived notions which cling to our view of, 
dealings with and reception of materials and forms of treatment. Why do we today too hastily
describe a carved wooden door as old-fashioned? Plamen Dejanoff shifts these to a clearly 
contemporary context. When faced with the material felt, we perhaps think of Joseph Beuys, even if 
at the same time associations may arise in our minds of Christmas and medieval markets. In his 
works Johannes Schweiger devotes himself to contradictory notions that weigh down felt and other 
materials. Do female artists create important works? These days this is naturally answered in the 
affirmative. In earlier times, women were seen to be better off in the realm of handicraft and applied 
arts. This followed from seeing autonomously conceived art as the expression of (higher-quality) 
mental processes and applied art as its (lower-quality) realisation. How do we evaluate the works 
today – for example, of Cameroonian artisans? Are the cloths covering private parts which they 
produce – meantime sought-after collectors’ items – to be regarded as on a par with abstract, west 
European art? Olivier Guesselé-Garai and Antje Majewski formulate in their works a critique of art 
history writing that ‘forgets many artists, categorises visual art and subsumes it territorially, in the 
way they wish to have it – in relation to beyond Europe, too.’ Their contribution is directed against 
divisive categorisations in the relationship between cultures. The same applies for the works of the 
Slavs and Tatars, Haegue Yang and Azra Akšamija.

If, therefore, in and with their works the artists make a plea for intermediary spaces, transitional 
zones, opaque spaces, and show themselves sceptical towards categorisations, binarity and 
oppositions, then they open up a space in which practical approaches can take place. Thus Friedrich 
Teppernegg, a Styrian rope-maker, Fatou Kamdem, an African hairdresser in Graz, and the artist 
Olivier Guesselé-Garai have collaborated on the work titled La Mur murmura. Yet, notions of 
handicrafts that are associated with manual work, are also up for renegotiation in the exhibition: 
Jorge Pardo works easily with new technologies such as CNC cutting, punching and laser machines. 
Pardo, like Olaf Holzapfel and Azra Akšamija, break away naturally from another classic division: 
between manual work and technology. The interest shown by the artists in the intermediary area, in 
transitional zones, does not necessarily signify imprecision or indeed arbitrariness, however; it 
compels an even greater precision in their treatment of the same, and hence an ‘attitude’, as 
Holzapfel puts it.
At the start of 2020 a catalogue is published by the Verlag für moderne Kunst, Wien, which will be 
available for purchase at the Kunsthaus Graz shop. 

At the same time as the ARTS ⇆ CRAFTS show, an exhibition by Barbara Edlinger will take place on 
the so-called Cat Tree for Art in the foyer of the Kunsthaus titled Fields.


