
JORGE PARDO

Jorge Pardo Sculpture is not a classical artist’s studio, not a classi-
cal handicraft workshop, and not a classical industrial enterprise. Even 
though the company name is composed of the artist’s name and ‘sculpture’, 
architects, carpenters, painters, engineers for lasers and CNC technolo-
gies work there in a division of labour structure. For an industrial com-
pany the production capacities are too small, for a manufactory the share  
of manual work is too small. The quantities range from one to 40 pieces.  

Pardo combines different production logics: digital image process-
ing, computer-aided serial production, manual work, subjective decisions 
and specifically placed gestures. Without distinction, the same principles 
are applied to painting, design and architecture. The objects serve to trig-
ger dynamics, ‘make the machine run, really rotate’, and raise the ques-
tion of ‘what the object is’. What gestures are needed to challenge cer-
tain notions—of art, the artist, and exhibiting, for example; in what con-
texts do objects take on what meanings; in what ways can they be used, and 
when, by whom? And: Where does the work of art begin, where does the 
work of art end?

Elements, materials and processes are used in such a way that they 
trigger discursive processes. The large shelf, which shows works from differ-
ent years, is a 1:1 replica from the studio in Mérida. There it serves to deter-
mine freight volumes.
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my hands, because then I become a viewer. That is very important. I have a 
double dialogue with the things being made: There is the dialogue with pro-
duction that I am involved with, and then there is what I think might be an 
interesting gesture as an artwork.

Let’s talk about materials. Your approach goes beyond the classical definition of 
what materials are.

I would never use material as a primary concept. If you look at my 
material selections, these are all selections by default. I like using plywood, 
MDF or extira, a lot of composite material. Actually, I am interested in mate-
rials but in a different kind of material. So that the information, history and 
ideas in that work are materials. Early on, when I used to give my work quite 
stupid titles in a very anecdotal way, I did a work with my mother and I used 
her as a material: ‘steel, fabric, wood, my mother’. 

You address functions, but your work does not necessarily follow the expectations of 
useful objects.

I do not make functional objects. Actually, I prefer the word ‘instru-
ment’. Whenever I use things that are functional, like other types of art 
forms or other cultures, other sorts of practices are taken into the work, 
into my practice. What I like about infiltrating functionality is that it makes 
you do a double step. The artwork is never given to you directly, only indi-
rectly. So the problem of a work that exists, be it a house, a chair or a paint-
ing, always has to be driven through some ridiculous form of thinking that 
there is a difference between something functional and what can be an art 
installation. 

Functionality is an instrument, like painting is an instrument. I want 
to make things where people get lost in a more serious way. They have to 
negotiate between something they are not quite sure why the hell it is there 
and what is it supposed to be, and painterly issues, like the history of abstrac-
tion. I am interested in sort of convoluting all those things.

I have always been interested in the idea of how can I deliver insta-
bility to a viewer, how the objects have to behave so that they can do that, 
especially for myself. I may be interested in fishing, so I have all that equip-
ment, so let us probably make a boat, and what I like to start that boat with is 
an exhibition history. The first exhibition in Switzerland I did with the boat 
started a process that aimed at complicating the object. I was very sure that 
nobody would want to buy that object afterwards, so I thought, ‘I will prob-

You have chosen a huge shelf that shows a selection from the production of the last 
25 years.

JORGE PARDO: We both chose the shelf (laughs). Maybe it’s quite 
unusual to have a studio like mine as an artist. I have a fairly high capacity 
for digital production here. Most artists use companies that have this capac-
ity. I like being in the company. We have workers, people responsible for the 
CNC machine, for the laser, we have carpenters, others are responsible for 
assembling and finishing, we have painters who finish and paint. The stu-
dio is structured like a small company. Different people have different roles 
and jobs. I am the person who designs what the exhibitions are going to be, 
what those exhibitions require, what kind of objects, responses or gestures 
we make. 

How do you view the relationship between hand and machine?
You need both. A machine cuts with much more precision than a 

hand. We make the parts, and the fitting is done by hand, the finishing—
you have the sand and the paint—this is all done by hand. It is always a mix 
of hand and machine. Actually, I don’t see any difference between craft and 
making aeroplanes. At the end of the day, they involve very similar impulses. 
They both control an object to a high degree, in terms of controlling pro-
duction.

When I make something, I really have this mentality of ‘panelisa-
tion’, even if things are three-dimensional. This is the way printers and some 
robotic operations work. It is all different layers and you build something 
up, putting things together. It is very straightforward. I am very interested 
in these processes sometimes. 

The use of CNC machines allows repeatability, which is something you deliberately 
work with. Almost the same, yet also different.

All our machines are designed for repeatability, and the difference in 
repetition is almost nothing. We may design a group of lamps, there is the 
first one and the second is slightly different, and the third again … that is 
the whole point of having this kind of shop. You can install all those varia-
bles into the process, the production, and we do. We rarely make more than 
20/30/40 of the same, slightly different things. The maximum number in a 
series was 100—our lamp edition The Subscription Lamps. If there is a kind 
of mechanised way to do things, a distanced way to make something, I like 
that. I really enjoy it when the parts we make do not have much to do with 
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show at Kunstverein Hamburg, I am working in a library in L.A., I like this 
table, I want to have it there. For Graz, it is a similar gesture. Actually, it was 
you who proposed the shelf when you visited me at the studio. With these 
simple things, instructions and restrictions, you can get the machine to start 
really spinning, that throws into question what the object is.

The eccentric-looking frames for your family photos were produced by your studio 
staff. The frames have hardly been sold so far. I think it’s very important work.

The frames were made by different people in the studio. I just put out 
a big group of photographs of me and my family on the table and asked all 
the folks at the studio to pick photos they liked and make frames for them. 
The selection and the request are extremely personal and impersonal at the 
same time. To read my family through these frames and the invitation is odd, 
especially when one considers the quality of competition of each individual 
person in the studio and their individual solutions. I invented a strange lit-
tle instability machine … some viewers may ask why would one do this. I 
do, too …

ably get it back, maybe I will use it in the water’. So I was already thinking 
about how this object can acquire complexity. Through an individual inter-
est, maybe the history of where it has been, the boat went to Switzerland 
first, turned into an exhibit, came back to America, went with me to Mexico. 
There it turned into a boat-boat I use for fishing. I wanted to make objects 
that would go beyond the exhibition stage. Where does the artwork start, 
where does the artwork stop?

You once said you like colours because they create strong emotions.
Colour is emotionally mushy, muddy, wet. People say, ‘Oh, I can never 

live in that colour’ or ‘I love this colour’. To me that is kind of interesting 
because it is completely arbitrary. Colour is a facsimile for emotional states. 
You can catch fish with colourful lures … fish have a much more interest-
ing indifference to colour than humans. Colour is used in the work to bring 
people in, to catch people and guide them to a place where they can get lost. 
Willingly or unwillingly, they are putting themselves into something that is 
much more complex than the anecdotal colour relationship they own. And 
last but not least, colour is a traditional mode of expertise in artists´ prac-
tice. I make virtual paintings. Sometimes, they are dishonestly virtual, they 
may feel very real.

The point of departure for your work is very often things and people you are close to.
When I was young, I was interested in how subjects emerge from 

the ordinary. I still am … In the end these were things very close to me. I 
am somebody who thinks of subjectivity all the time. How does the subject 
appear? How do you subject yourself? What is the actual distance between 
me and—let’s say—my mother? Can I call her material, what happens when 
I call her material? What happens to the politics in this kind of operation? 
Thinking of subjectivity as a material-machine in a way is productive, it’s a 
good platform for complexity, I always think of how to make artworks that 
are difficult to totalise.

The shelf we have in the show is exactly the shelf you have in your studio in Mérida, 
the same size but in Graz it is given a different function. I remember the project you 
did for Backstage in Hamburg in 1993. It was the table from the library where you 
worked at that time. A shelf and a table are similar gestures, I would say.

For your Hamburg show, I took all the measurements, sent the infor-
mation about the material. You see, by simply putting it into play: I have a 
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