
Johannes Schweiger is interested in the physical properties of mate-
rials such as felt, linen or jacquard, for particular processing techniques like 
weaving and felting and their social contexts. 

Nostalgie für Obsoleszenzfreunde explores the shifting perception of 
linen, which went from being a simple fabric to a sophisticated home tex-
tile and so the expression of a neoconservative lifestyle. Schweiger had linen 
cloth rewoven on historic looms in Mönchen gladbach, a city in what was 
once an important textile region of Germany. The new version of the his-
toric original in white makes this a projection surface for the images and 
meanings that we associate with fabrics. In Jockdom, Emphase der Flatness 
Schweiger uses felt, which appears in the handicrafts corner, in medieval 
fairs and also in fine art, and is tied to corresponding increases and decreases 
in value. 

In a series of works, the artist looks at the possible ‘gayness’ of tex-
tiles. He asks in what contexts materials, titles or forms of presentation 
become ‘charged with gayness’ and charts the shifts from hippy culture to 
gay culture into mainstream fashion and back. An example of this is Sample 
Schlaufen, a mood board for a fictitious (men’s) collection with a focus on 
‘strips’ and ‘fringes’. Other examples include Industrial Permanence: Basic  
Tissues 2, White Linen, Fake and Economic Imperative LR 8000, which present 
two important ‘craftswomen’ of the 20th century—Marie Likarz-Strauss 
and Lucy Rie—placing them in a contemporary context. 
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What materials do you mainly use, and why?
JOHANNES SCHWEIGER: Textile interests me: weaving, cloth, fabrics, 

in both a stricter and a broader sense. Here I try to work out something 
that is also to do with my fashion work within the context of ____ fabrics  
interseason, a brand I ran with Wally Salner from 1998 to 2011, as well as  
the current design project WIENER TIMES (with Susanne Schneider), in 
which we focus on the textile interior. For me it was and still is more about 
garments, clothing and coverings, about fashion or interior design. In my 
artistic practice the focus is about reflecting on textile art. What does it 
mean today from a man’s perspective to engage with textiles? It is a field that 
is still sometimes very stereotypically occupied by women. When we think 
about textiles and clothing we immediately envisage the body. Yet for me, 
textiles are in principle just as much of a material substance as cardboard, 
wood or concrete. What can I do with it? How can we use textiles to think 
in terms of abstraction? These are the kinds of questions that occupy me.

Materiality and materials always exist within a particular context. It seems that a 
lot of your work deals with the shifting cultural associations of textiles? 

To a certain extent, fabrics and textiles are always inscribed with 
ideological and political potential. It’s something you can easily demonstrate 
with a fabric like linen: linen is a priori a very traditional material whose 
history stretches back to before ancient times. The natural fibre was origi-
nally grey. Bleaching the fabric white and dying it involved a very expensive 
process, meaning that for a long time it remained the preserve of the higher, 
noble classes. Linen also underwent an economic transformation, however. 
While our grandparents still slept on linen sheets because cotton was not 
grown at our latitudes and had to be imported, nowadays it has become hip 
again to use linen for sheets, tablecloths and household textiles throughout 
the home. On the one hand this is a good thing, because it guarantees a cer-
tain amount of sustainability. On the other hand there is a movement that 
seeks to celebrate ‘good old-fashioned items’ with a very reactionary impli-
cation. White linen, of course, essentially stands for purity—which again 
takes us back to ideology.     

From cheap to exclusive and the high-price segment—these are huge changes in how 
fabric is valued. 

These changes in value are possibilities inherently borne by a fabric. 
It matters to me how I use any given fabric. I deliberately choose whether 

I take a piece of plastic, linen or, in the case of my new work Jockdom/
Emphase der Flatness, wool or felt. This choice of material also determines 
the scope offered by the material in terms of design and content, and in 
what contexts it has already appeared—and this also affects how I react 
to it. 

This means that you keep in mind where the fabric was first used, how it was appro-
priated and how its use and meaning have changed over the course of time. 

Take the technique of felting, for example, a very simple and very old 
craft method. It’s something you learn as a child or in preschool, so we first 
arrive at the arts and crafts corner. Its use in the Middle Ages and reappear-
ance at recent ‘medieval fairs’ show the extent to which the material and 
the technique are absorbed and adopted. Its reinterpretation by visual art 
is exciting. One inspiring example of this is the ‘Fibre Art’ movement in the 
1970s, promoted mainly by artists with strong empowerment and becoming 
more important again today. In contrast, at around the same time Robert  
Morris and Joseph Beuys also worked with felt, but primarily in a large, 
archaic, at times macho gesture. 

Why Maria Likarz-Strauss? Why Lucie Rie? Why Wiener Werkstätte? The women of 
the Wiener Werkstätte are only really just beginning to be rediscovered.

Due to my socialisation and studies I tend and have always tended 
more towards minimalism, more towards the abstract than the ornamental. 
And yet it is also very easy when dealing with form to get lost in the orna-
mental and discover qualities. Maria Likarz-Strauss was a member of the 
Wiener Werkstätte, but didn’t really fit in there in terms of her designs. She 
didn’t have the typical geometrical, rigid and abstract design vocabulary—
hers was more playful. Whereas Lucie Rie’s work embodies the consistent, 
minimal execution of two ceramic shapes: the vase and the bowl.  

So you’re looking beyond the main narrative of the Wiener Werkstätte.  
I think it is important not just to study Josef Hoffmann or Koloman  

Moser, it is also about re-evaluating the reception of the Wiener Werkstätte 
and the role of the women. Very many women were responsible for the con-
cepts and design in the various workshops. When the Wiener Werkstätte 
closed they completely vanished from public awareness. For me it is not 
chiefly about gender, but also the obscurities of a canon of work, about good 
and interesting work and the mind that expresses it, something that lies 

117



118JOHANNES SCHWEIGER

beyond the main narratives. Gender issues are of course implied here, but 
the question is: what lies in the shadow? 

What is it that you find interesting about the ‘sketch’ ?
In textile production, sectional drawing is a preliminary phase for the 

product, which is always regarded as the actual result. For me the pattern 
itself is an extremely important and exciting tool I want to show because 
many of my works also have a state of incompleteness. I find the pattern and 
sketch to be of vital significance. Why is a sketch cheaper to buy, although it 
often conveys the content far better than the final painting or sculpture? In 
the field of textiles there is also this ‘sketch’, a hand-drawn design that you 
place on the loom behind the warp to follow when knotting the carpet or 
tapestry. Of course the carpet is the artwork. If, however, it gets eaten by 
moths, the drawn design is still available, and you could use it to knot the 
carpet again. My felt work Jockdom/Emphase der Flatness can, for example, 
also be seen as a large-scale sketch for a blanket. 

Why did you replicate Lucie Rie’s buttons?
I was interested in her precarious financial situation—while in exile 

in London, Rie had to make buttons in order to survive. In the interwar 
period, the British government introduced a law requiring all arts/crafts-
people to produce something useful and practical for society. My work  
Economic Imperative LR 8000 explores this situation. During a stay in Tokyo I 
started to produce buttons myself—a small range of about 300 to 400 but-
tons were made using the raku technique. The other 7,500 buttons I sim-
ply fired in a kiln in Vienna. The buttons are arranged into groups, there are 
standard sizes of types of button: shirt button, suit button, coat button and 
two or three geometric shapes of button. These were shaped, cut out and 
finished by hand, then fired, glazed and fired again. 

You are interested in the ‘gayness of textiles’. What do you mean by that?
The decidedly gay, ‘gayness’, is important for me in connection with 

textiles—the term ‘queer’ would be too vague here. Black leather fringes, 
for example, could make you think of a hippy handbag, however black leather 
fringes within a gay context quite clearly mean something else. The ‘locker 
room’ can be evocative of a porn setting, but of course it could also just be 
a changing room. And what is a rolled-up felt blanket doing in this kind of 
setting? Everyone will have their own reading of it. Nothing could be further 

from my intentions than making a didactic statement. Through research for 
one of my seminars I came across e.g. wool fetishism, a fascinating phenom-
enon that I had never encountered before then. Various possible readings 
and interpretations are important to me in order to make the work more 
open and exciting.    

Christmas market meets modern art, handicrafts meet highly sophisticated produc-
tion techniques, established masculine art traditions meet female outsiders …

In Sample Schlaufen, I tried to evoke various substantive charges by 
combining different materials. The leather fringe appears, of course, but 
amongst many other kinds. Fringes and strips are the ‘yuckiest’, most taboo 
thing that exists in traditional men’s fashion. For me the fringe is also always 
the ‘governess of the edges’. Fringes are not in the centre, they hang off the 
edge or in a seam. If a fabric comes apart and frays, they always form the 
hem of something. 

My material output over the years is the result of my interest in mate-
rial culture, in materials and how they are used, their possibilities, how they 
can be formed, which ultimately leads me to design—but also interests me 
from the commercial aspect. I could actually describe myself as a designer 
because I do something and produce something with these things, but I 
think I’m an ‘error designer’. I never have the feeling that I need to produce 
the perfect suit, cushion or chair. The alternatives seem far more interest-
ing to me.
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