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STAGING ZÜRICH STAGING THE SUBJECT
ON MIKE BOUCHET’S THE
ZÜRICH LOAD AND THE
POSSIBILITY OF A
POLITICAL SPACE
The phenomenon of space gives rise to the greatest
shibboleth amongst architects. Typically invoked as architecture’s final outcome, space is produced by architectural
forms and lends itself to phenomenological musings before
being politically understood. Space is abstract, something we
always already occupy, and it can only formally be addressed
in descriptive and not generative terms. Yet, from the late
19th century and well into the 20th, from August Schmarsow’s
conception of architecture as ‘the creatress of space’ to Mies
van der Rohe and beyond, the idea of space was the essential
aspect that subtly moved architecture through its respective
historical phases. Meanwhile, an object-oriented formalism
can be traced back to the Renaissance, and Heinrich Wölfflin’s
Renaissance and Baroque from 19611 set out the formal differences and stylistic changes between these two major Western
periods. Wölfflin’s formalism became pivotal to theoretical
reflection in both architecture and art. However, the rise of
Wölfflin’s formalism coincided more or less with the first published writings of Michel Foucault. Over time Foucault’s work
contributed to inform an axis of critical theory that embraced
the formation of the human subject within socio-political
structures. Since then, the materialist-formalist and criti64

cal-historical approaches to architecture and art have bisected
the respective disciplinary fields.
This disconnect between two fundamental ways of reading
the world is no less true today. On both sides of the discursive split, important and profound analyses have been made.
However, there are also those who have attempted to move
between the two “paradigms”, and Benjamin Buchloh, in the
introduction to his book, Formalism and Historicity, hopes that
‘a fragmentary method, anticipating the contradictions within
its own fractured approach, might generate the most accurate
historical accounts.’2 The literary theorist, Caroline Levine,
goes further, suggesting that it is possible to imagine a new
formalist method that overcomes the parsing of formalist and
historicist approaches by bringing ‘together the […] dispersed
insights into social and aesthetic forms.’3
Echoing Buchloh and Levine, what follows is an attempt
at moving between formalist and historicist approaches to
chart the space that Mike Bouchet’s sculpture, The Zürich
Load, engendered at Manifesta 11 in Zürich in 2016. The aim is
to expound on this space as politically charged by reading the
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artwork in an expanded context and focusing on the processes
of subjectification that it engendered - that is, the processes
through which we are being produced as human individuals
within larger, collective and political settings.
Crucial to the interest in Bouchet’s The Zürich Load is that
the sculpture centred on human culinary consumption and
its aftermath and ultimately derived its existence as much as
its ontology from the world of food. Culinary practices and
traditions, habits as much as inventions, and the double-bind
of culinary matter with human labour and consumption transverse an enormous, heterogenous space and constitute in sum
a Foucauldian heterotopia. The Zürich Load presented an intense, flirtatious provocation to its visitors, specifically Zürich’s
inhabitant, principally contingent on its profound use of the
literal fallout of their daily, voluminous culinary consumption.
Thus, the discussion aims at chronicling the space invoked by
the art object and situate the experiencing human individual as
much as a collective relative to the culinary spectacle of consumption that was mediated by material form. What emerged
was a space at once seductive and disconcerting with its perplexing assemblage of complex relations between forms and

actions. No matter how hermeneutically fit social or formal
analyses respectively may be, the allure of coupling ‘insights
into social and aesthetic forms’ prevails herein in the hope that
there are new lessons to be had about space.

SPACE, INFRASTRUCTURE, IMAGES IN THE
DIGITAL AGE
Today, precisely when the interest in objects, their representation, and the underlying infrastructure that produces
them weigh heavily on the discourses in architecture and art,
spatial inquiries beckon appealingly. Yet, these inquiries are
always abstract and difficult since space is the second-order
effect of material and articulated forms - in other words, of the
technologically dependent and multifarious yet medium-specific processes that produce physical objects. It is a question of
matter and energy and their internal and systemic organisation, and spatial inquiries must wait.
To address space demands the careful rostering and mapping of effects and affects put in motion by form. Moreover,
with the established hegemony of the digital and its imme65

diate relation to most types of consumption, any interest in
space is also soon submitted to capitalist and institutional
regimes of representation. It follows that a spatial project - as
a more encompassing cultural one - is restricted by these regimes of representation and production of effects and cannot
rely on the immediacy that exists between physical forms and
technologies of production and control. In short, technology obfuscate spatial inquiries. Technological systems have
become increasingly complex and enmeshed in their own intangible economy of digitally driven, globally enveloping feedback loops. Space is about presence and generates locality and
the potential for territory; technology is typically distanced
from the sites of production and control, virtually limitless,
buried and invisible. In other words, the space that we inhabit
is hyperconnected, informed and controlled from afar, and
tethered to unseen regimes of jurisdiction and capitalist policy.
Insofar as this space is informed, it is infused with ever more
images and narratives gushing in from all around. The origins
and status of this information is diffuse if not altogether indeterminate, and if the essential dimensions and values of space
were already in question, this image economy makes up the
new currency of representation and an unremitting force in the
formation of spatial realms. The excesses of this economy fuels a
hyper-spectacle in which individual accountability is up for grabs.
The digitally driven systems of production and control are
the building blocks in the post-Fordist hyperspace in which
subjective and collective experiences are suffused with raging
consumption. The essential question soon becomes how to
understand the space in which the contemporary subject is
produced - that is, how contemporary subjectification is engendered? The unending spectacle of consumption driven by
capitalist interests distorts and degrades attempts at pursuing
a more encompassing cultural project. Image fabrication, the
uncertainty and strangeness of images, or else their excessive
and ubiquitous existences shift our attention from immediate
presence to a nebulous realm of quasi-fantasy and castles in
the air. Political possibilities and a politically informed space just at the moment when we might need them the most - are
dissolved in the deception of images and “market freedom”.
Against this background, Bouchet’s The Zürich Load, his
contribution to The European Biennial of Contemporary Art 2016,
staged the ultimate form of human consumption in a brutally
direct and encompassing fashion. The sculpture intervened on
an infrastructural network for processing human sludge and for
the duration of the biennale became part of that infrastructure
through an artistic delay in a wastewater plant’s otherwise
stringent and efficient operations. With theatrical intimacy, it
presented that which we normally exclude from our daily lives,
our bodily discharge. At one and the same time, the sculpture
produced with excess and constraint individual and collective
experiences in stringent tension with one another. The Zürich
Load presented a space that was both vast and compressed,
individual and collective, formal and informal - all cast against
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Mike Bouchet and Paul McCarthy, BBQ Cooking Show, Rundgang 2014, Städelschule,
Frankfurt

the backdrop of Bouchet’s own art production, the annals of art
history, and the daily and regulated culinary life of the protestant city of Zürich. The sculpture mobilised a space that revolved
around food and the politics and aesthetics of consumption. In
doing so, it connected the most personal and corporeal space
with the vast spatial and material expanse pertaining to food:
its production and transport; processing and cooking; culinary
practices and culinary art; gustatory sensation and bodily processes; and - at long last - our most personal discharge of bodily
matter and society’s bulk processing of that.

THE CULINARY IN BOUCHET’S ART
It was not the first time that Bouchet worked with food
or waste matter and engaged with contemporary forms of
consumption. His ambitious collaboration with Paul McCarthy
in 2014 for their show at Portikus, Städelschule’s gallery, was
accompanied by the two hosting a BBQ Cooking Show in the
art school as an alternative to the usual in-house presentation
of a Portikus exhibition. The BBQ Cooking Show was ‘an industrial-scale barbecuing process that reproduce[d] the logic
of the capitalist system - unceasing production for the sake
of production - within the framework of the art institution.’4
The artists barbecued one metric ton of spareribs that was
offered to the guests, much of which the many visitors could
not consume. Consumption came hand-in-hand with waste,
and the left-over bones from devoured pieces formed a mound
next to the constant offer of freshly barbecued ribs. The entire
BBQ Cooking Show was produced as an elaborate spectacle
with hostesses and cooks dressed up accordingly and a video
camera providing a live feed from the small kitchen where the
fresh ribs were distributed in cups.
Deeply rooted in Bouchet’s varied art production, The
Zürich Load joined his relentless commentary and critique of
contemporary consumer culture. Amongst other things, he
has produced his own jeans in Colombia (Carpe Denim, 2004)
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Mike Bouchet, Berlin Dirty Room, Berlin Biennale (2006)

Mike Bouchet, Canburger (2008)

and returned the products to the public as free gifts in highly
theatrical ways - one involved throwing them out of a rented
Cessna airplane over the city where they had been produced.
He has made paintings with self-produced diet cola (My Cola
Lite, 2004) and frequently engaged with industrial image production in the manner that the advertisement industry does
(Over Head Baggage Treatment, 2003; Tapestry Cartoons, 2005 -;
Fat Slices and Conscious Primers, 2007). Food was the central
element in his Canburger in 2008 for which Bouchet worked
with a meat canning company in Germany and produced
10,000 canned hamburgers that subsequently were given out
for free at a stand at the Marché des Enfants Rouges in Paris.
The canned food was accompanied by sculptures as well as
industrially produced, large-scale, photo-realistic close-up
paintings of hamburgers.

and, in New York, 11 tons of compost from the penal colony,
Rikers Island.

In the oil painting series Bounty, 2016 - leading up to The
Zürich Load, Bouchet focused on our collective consumerism
by depicting heaps of human waste that he photographed at
the wastewater plant where he worked for the biennale project. The paintings at once rendered the waste in vibrant details
and anonymised the individual consumption behind it. Insofar
as earlier work reflects his interest in ‘messing and dirtying
up the art process,’5 Bounty as much as The Zürich Load exemplified orderly, “clean” processes to generate art from refuse.
Bouchet’s interest in life’s detritus as part of our consumer
culture dates back to his earliest work. Already in 1997, he
worked with bullock manure in Eagle Rock ShitRock to produce
sheetrock, bricks and copies of Claude Monet’s water lily paintings that he proceeded to cut into smaller pieces. He named
his studio Giverny, after Monet’s studio, and his working space
‘was a work unto itself, equal parts work environment and art
installation.’6 From this moment to The Zürich Load, Bouchet
has occasionally worked with waste matter. In The New York
Dirty Room in 2005 and The Berlin Dirty Room at the Berlin
Biennale in 2006, he produced dirt sculptures by filling the
respective project spaces with topsoil from supply companies

The Zürich Load was made in response to Manifesta 11’s
title: ‘What People Do for Money: Some Joint Ventures.’ Bouchet’s joint endeavour was with Werdhölzli Wastewater Treatment Plant and the largely unwitting 400,000 inhabitants of
Zürich, whose daily produce of 80 metric tons ordure was the
most voluminous material ingredient of the installation. Per
100 kg sculpture, there was 80 kg sewage sludge, 20 kg cement, 5 kg quicklime, and 1 kg pigment. The rest was water. In
an interview, Bouchet explained how the mixture ‘preserve[d]
the [brownish] colour, strengthen[ed] the material and absorb[ed] the water that could otherwise [have] escape[d]. The
lime neutralise[d] the bacteria and prevent[ed] the work from
being infested by mould.’7
For about 100 days in late summer and early autumn 2016,
The Zürich Load inhabited a second floor space at the Löwenbräukunst, which is part of the Migros Museum of Contemporary Art. It comprised of 252 cuboid forms made from the mixed
sewage sludge at the wastewater plant and occupied 240 of
the 700 square metre exhibition space. Each cuboid measured
80x80x40 centimetres, and the sculpture was organised with
its 252 elements in rows of seven by thirty-six on a 5.60x28.80
metre grid with a gap of approximately seven centimetres separating each cuboid form from its neighbours. Each block was
produced by manual stamping and thus unique with a slight,
uneven variance in length, width and height and differing reticulation of cracks in the outer, visible surfaces.
The Zürich Load captured an almost unimaginable economy of consumption and staged vast spatial economies of
experience by contracting the final outcome of culinary practices and habits as a vehicle for Bouchet’s artistic agenda. Like
an iceberg drifting in the ocean, its presence was the result
of wide-reaching processes and its material form only a small
67

Top left, van with announcement for The Zürich Load. Other pictures from the Werdhölzli Wastewater Treatment Plant.
Overleaf: Mike Bouchet, The Zürich Load, Migros Museum of Contemporary Art, Zürich (2016)
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part of hidden networks channeling dissipating or expended
energies. As the economies that it embodied charge our lives
and define our environments, The Zürich Load in its vibrant
stillness presented its audience with a disconcerting intimacy.

BASE MATERIALISM - THE SUBJECT
As the doors on the second floor of the Löwenbräukunst
opened to the public onto Bouchet’s The Zürich Load, the
visitors faced an arresting portrait of the human collective to
which Zürich’s inhabitants all belong. The gridded arrangement of the cuboid elements lent a sense of order, directing
the gaze along the uneven linear gaps between the blocks
towards the steel-framed window at the short end of the large
room. All the blocks were alike yet each was unique, and the
sculpture’s irregular surface reticulation with folds, invaginations and cracks as much as its uneven, undulating upper datum offered no repose for visual focus, no respite for a restless
eye in search of an identifiable mark.

work presents. One obvious aspect of this was the sculpture’s
materiality which was directly extracted from the individual, bodily processing of the aftermath of culinary, consumer
habits in the city. This material heterogeneity, the sludge, at
once subsumed yet maintained every individual contributor.
Bouchet had informed the Zürich citizens before he made the
sculpture, in effect telling them that they were collaborating,
wittingly or not. In leading up to the exhibition, small vans
criss-crossed the city with a poster announcing that ‘everyone
makes art and you are also included.’11 Hence, insofar as The
Zürich Load was a reflection of the city, it reflected everyone by
maintaining the singular subject while at the same time conflating it with the vast urban collective that is tucked in around
the river Limmat at the northern end of Lake Zürich. It was a
one-for-all and all-for-one. The Zürich Load fully spoke to a self,
understood both individually and collectively, and echoed with
the expanded yet intensely personal and corporeal space of
consumption given by the citizens’ culinary habits.

Here was a mirror of sorts, an unmediated reflection of
the city. However, this was no conventional portrait made
in the likeness of human appearance or in critical admiration or disapproval of the subject. One could think of it as
an instance of Jacques Lacan’s mirror stage when the self is
seen from the outside and becomes an object mediated by
the mirror or another symbolic device.8 In place of a mirror’s
clean, vertically oriented surface, a vast rectangular field consisting of soil-like blocks stretched horizontally the length of
the gallery space. If it was a mirror, it certainly was crowded;
and in place of a reflected face was something else. The horizontality of the “mirror” literally embodied the axis defined
by the two linked holes on a four-legged animal body, the
mouth and the anus. Around 1930, the French philosopher
and writer Georges Bataille pitted this axis and a heterogenous, “base” materialism against the hegemony of the
rational, for which the human head is the supreme emblem.
Bataille’s presented a headless human figure, Acéphale,
to embody his ideas. Acéphale’s open abdomen revealed a
serpentine, labyrinthine figure; a skull was placed where his
genitals would have been. The figure of Acéphale, illustrated
by Andre Masson for the cover of the first issue of Bataille’s
journal with the same name,9 was the direct counterpoint to
Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man which for ages has represented supreme rationalism and an anthropocentric world
view. Bataille, on the other hand, embraced different forms
of excess to pursue an ‘interior journey into the labyrinths of
the physical body itself,’10 and horizontality, the anus, other
body parts, as well as excrement were game pieces in his
vehement assault on traditional forms of logic and discourse
- Cartesian, Hegelian, Romantic and Surrealist included.

Pounded into self-similar cubes and reminiscent of an overscaled tray of chocolate brownies or an unfolded and squarely
cut cerebral cortex, The Zürich Load laid bare in unrecognisable
form the remnants of a day’s culinary consumption in the city.
For Zürich citizens, the sculpture must have produced at one
and the same time the effects of intimacy and estrangement.
It presented them with their collective, daily produce in an art
form and context: on the average 0.2 kg of excrement per person making up the 80 tons of sculpture. Here was the pounded
content of breakfasts, lunches, suppers, and festive meals;
vegetables, chicken, fish and meat had as highly processed
fast food, as plain meals at home, or as refined gourmet
dishes. Here were müsli, fondue, rösti, raclette, Zürich-style
ragout of veal and mushroom, and many if not all of the 450
varieties of Swiss cheese. But here were also the leftovers of
digested Thai basil chicken, Korean bibimbap, Vietnamese
noodle soups, soba noodle salad, baked tofu, South American
feijoada, chicken tikka masala, Szechwan shrimp, Egyptian ful
medames, and Persian kebab kubide. Here were the remnants
of meals over which no word had been uttered, tears had
fallen, laughter risen, discussions roared, and intimate words
whispered. Here was the last leg of ingredients in culinary and
digestive processes enjoyed or not in loneliness or in the company of others. The Zürich Load was a public gastrointestinal
map of sorts - admittedly blurred and indecipherable yet nonetheless presenting the all-encompassing, quotidian content for
reading the health of that quintessential interface between the
body and the ingested world which the gastrointestinal system
is. “You are what you eat”12 was metamorphosed into an equally suggestive adage, “you are what you shit,” centring on the
individual body and circumscribing taboos and unsanctioned
practices.

Bouchet’s The Zürich Load literally consisted of a “base”
material to portray the collective of the contemporary Zürcher subjects. In the process, though never explicitly stated by
the artist, he drew on that powerful heritage that Bataille’s

The Zürich Load invoked the memory of that private and
intimate moment when one turns around to inspect one’s
faeces in the toilet bowl after defecation - except, looking at
The Zürich Load one was not alone but amongst others in a
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Mike Bouchet, Drone Perspective (2016), diet cola and pencil on paper

public space. This momentary inspection in private is a reflection of the self, visually and olfactorily revealing signs of
health, and - insofar Sigmund Freud’s theories are apposite
- resonating with the psychosexual energies that originate in
the anal stage in every person’s psychosexual development.
The Bataillean humour with which The Zürich Load was presented was shocking, even offensive to some; yet, it must
have struck a chord with others, teasing a sense of intimacy
and identification. After all, the private versus communal
aspect of going to the toilet has varied throughout history.
It has always been a factor in how bodily intimacy and the
social construction of the self relate to collectives and larger
social settings. Contemporary Western privacy only arose in
Italy in the 16th century, and in Ancient Greece in the 6 th century BC, public toilets offered a communal experience for up
to more than 50 individuals at a time.13 To this spectrum of
architectural and social functionality, taboos and the sense
of shame have gradually accrued. In the latter half of the 19th
century with the emergence of psychology as a discipline,
toilet habits became coded for symptoms of deviance in individual behaviour and fantasies - first and foremost through
the work of Freud. The Zürich Load induced the fear of seeing
oneself exposed and embodied the memory of one’s pleasures publicly reduced to an organised, quasi-mathematical
field of a regular mass of excrement. Here was the formless
draped with the pretension of rationality, as if there were
something to say, as if Bouchet had imbued the sculpture
with a secret message. Yet, The Zürich Load merely replayed
for the visitor the absurd moment when one turns around
with the pretence to inspect the consistency of form where
there supposedly is none.

72

FORMLESS - PERFORMATIVE
The implied proxemics of The Zürich Load was replete
with this tension between the individual and the collective.
Our need for space is formulated within an open and shifting
yet scripted economy of behaviour, interaction, rituals and
social relations. The ensuing tension arises with the continuous negotiation within the self and in relation to others.
In this experiential and psychological economy, The Zürich
Load’s remarkable quality was not so much that it set in motion this negotiation because it was made from human excrement; it was in no measure merely scatological. Its equally
distinct feature was its theatrical presence; it was equally
much a performance as it was a sculpture. Proxemic zoning
appeared as a nervous companion to the unrecognisable
heterogeneity and individuality of the sculptures material
origins.14
Since the early to mid-20th century, scatological art hardly
produces the effect it once may have had. Hence, when Yves
Bois and Rosalind Krauss curated their show Formless at the
Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris in 1996, they excluded Piero
Manzoni’s Artist’s Shit (1961) ‘since the risk was too great that
… [they] would end up promoting a fetishisation of excrement
… Similarly, the fashion of the last few years for the “abject”
in art (bodily fluids and other objects of disgust) was ignored.’15
In place of the scatological, Bois and Krauss engaged with
Bataille’s concept of informe or formless. This, Bois explains,
shifts the focus from a work of art’s material constitution to
what it does, to a radical performative. He writes: ‘Nothing in
and of itself, the formless has only an operational existence: it is
a performative, like obscene words, the violence of which derives less from semantics than from the very act of their delivery […] The formless is an operation.’16
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Mike Bouchet, The Untitled Video, Marlborough Chelsea Gallery (2013)

In this sense, The Zürich Load continuously staged its
proxemics which led visitors to be attracted and repelled. The
space at the Löwenbräukunst was turned into a theatre of
brutal intimacy, a space of confrontation with the self that was
at once endearing and disgusting. The Zürich Load exuded the
multifarious psychosexual energies of the city by sublimating
yet maintaining traces of the individual self within the literal
mass of the collective. It collapsed the privacy of the erogenous with the publicness of art within an established institution and, in collapsing all into one, made no distinction between social groups or gender, national backgrounds, rich and
poor. The Zürich Load obviously recalled Bouchet’s earlier work
with ordure but also his The Untitled Video from 2011 which
consists not of one, as the title would imply, but 10,000 separate pornographic videos pulled from the Internet. Bouchet
composited these into a mosaic and presented the work as
a four channel projection with a ten-minute, looped running
time. The quantity of The Untitled Video content as much as its
title anticipate the anonymity of individual contributions to
The Zürich Load. Moreover, the two works share the formal,
gridded layout of elements that at once are recognisable yet
anonymous. ‘When viewed from afar,’ it was reported on the
site Art Observed for Bouchet’s exhibition at Marlborough
Chelsea Gallery in 2013, ’the video appears to be an undulating
mass of flesh set to a grid. Upon close inspection, the pixelated
projection becomes too grainy to discern anything.’17
Other political and ethical aspects of pornography aside,
The Untitled Video’s confrontational impact obviously rests
with the taboos we associate with sex and the individual fantasies that come with it. Here is ‘ten minutes of a collective
desire,’ Bouchet has said.18 The projection was presented at a
monumental scale with no sound: 10,000 pulsating images of

naked bodies in motion, engaging approximately in the same
act, spread 18 metres across a wall. The un-recognisability of
what is both totally familiar and infinitely intimate is at one
and the same time a disturbing and an irresistible spectacle. If
Bouchet was explicit but subtle in resisting the resolution and
readability of the images in The Untitled Video, The Zürich Load
was likewise subtle but direct in handling an equivalent experience economy. Yet, here were no images. The spectacle was
not tied to mediated still or moving pictures but was in and of
itself the event of experiencing the sculpture. The immediacy
with which the subject was connected to the sculpture erased
the importance of the technology and infrastructure of the
processing system that had produced it. The Zürich Load became the live theatre of the body and the self. However and
notwithstanding the effluvium in the room, Bouchet offered
no recognisable trace of the self; only by implication could the
visitor identify him- or herself. Moreover, if The Untitled Video
directly offered all required clues for kick-starting the visitor’s
fantasy, The Zürich Load pulled and pushed and jest-fully distributed the subject’s gaze across its cracked envelope.

THE SPECTACLE AND REPRESENTATION
In his book, Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle
and Modern Culture, Jonathan Crary discusses how the modern spectacle has been a principle engine in the production of
the contemporary self. In the 20th century the attention that
the spectacle commands has shifted from the single image or
series of images to a performance that is distributed across a
larger and more complex field of relations. ‘Perception,’ he
writes, ‘no longer implies a subject-object relation, consisting
of a punctually located subject and the illumination of external
objects. It becomes a question of the fluctuating relation of
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forces immanent to the subject, and both [the French philosopher Henri] Bergson and Freud attempted, albeit in decisively
different forms, to work out the intricate network of interactions between present perception, the body, and memory.
Both abandoned any sense of attentive perception as a finer
and finer attunement of the subject to the contents of an external world, to an apprehension of presence.19’
With The Zürich Load, the spectacle became a carnal portraiture of the city in the form of a distributed presence both
temporally and spatially. The sculpture oozed with an inescapable intimacy arising with the subject and her or his desires
and their proscriptions. However, the immediacy and acuteness of this theatre within Löwenbräukunst was counterbalanced by The Zürich Load’s protraction of time and space. The
spatial dimension stretched along all things culinary, inscribing
an extended spatial economy into the art work. In a literal
sense, this enlisted a culinary space that stretched from farmland, via transport routes, distribution centres, markets and
shops, to different public and private spaces in the city. While
the individual self never constituted the centre of this space, it
was nonetheless the principal node because of the bodily processing of matter through aesthetic practices and consumption. For this reason, the regular arrangement of cuboids was
the spatialised mummification of Zürich, a city ironically prone
to order and cleanliness. It detained the urban space of portions of its former energy and furnished this in a visually inert
form, much like a photograph is an instant brutally clipped
from the assumed continuous flow we call “time.” Yet, The
Zürich Load was not entirely inert. Under the cuboid elements’
frozen surface craquelure, hidden chemical processes in the
sludge were merely radically slowed down. These processes
filled the installation space with an effluvium that some found
forbidding, others not. The artist thought it smelled more like
a farm or a zoo.20 Over the 100 days of the show, as The Zürich
Load continued to lose water, the sculpture was periodically
chemically sprayed to lessen the smell and insure that harmful
spores did not escape from its live surface.

Joseph Beuys, The End of the Twentieth Century (1983-85)

cism infused by the male gaze and fantasy. This hinges on visual and material metaphors to connect to history and engender
an abstraction and distancing of the artwork from its subject
matter. Beuys’ sculpture, which may in some way have served
Kiefer as a reference, is similar in terms of representation. One
of three versions (1991) belongs to the Tate in London and consists of thirty-one uneven, oblong basalt rocks positioned in irregular relation to one another on the floor. Each uneven rock,
1-2.5 metres long, has a regular cone-shaped hole drilled into
its surface. These holes are padded with Beuys’ standard felt
and clay, and the conical forms removed have been refitted
into their holes. Also Beuys’ The End of the Twentieth Century
can only be understood in metaphysical and abstract terms on
the basis of visual and material metaphors and allusions. The
stones loosely evoke the forms of primitive, human-like figures
haphazardly distributed in space as much as the ideas of disaster and passage of time. The conical insets with their circular
upper surfaces remind of eyes, female genitalia or hearts.

Yet, ever so slowly respiring at Löwenbräukunst, The
Zürich Load did not represent anything; it evaded meaning
and signification and was not a sculptural form in the place of
something else. Its spectacle revolved around absolute material presence where the content was the remnants of the Zürich
inhabitants’ selves. To fully appreciate this presence, consider
its opposite exemplified by two well known sculptural installations: Anselm Kiefer’s The Women of the Revolution (1992/2013)
and his teacher Joseph Beuys’ The End of the Twentieth Century
(1983), both monumental installations that rely in their entirety on subjective historical readings of respective visual metaphors, analogies and their materiality to “mean” something.21

Kiefer’s and Beuys’ respective sculptures are the anti-thesis to The Zürich Load. They are frozen moments referring to
historical and idealised time, the artistic embodiment of the
respective artists’ chosen “photographic” moment of something that never happened and never will. In this way, they
represent the banal cliche that an artist is equipped with a
vivid imagination - a word whose Latin roots refers to imaginari, which means to ‘picture to oneself.’ Except, of course, no
one and nothing are pictured here; in both works, the subject
is relegated to being a mere onlooker witnessing the artists’
respective constructions of imagined events. The gaze that
is mobilised is the “imaginative” gaze of the artist. With The
Zürich Load, however, the gaze that was staged was the gaze
of the visitor, and (s)he saw her-/himself dissolved in a crusted,
collective form.

On a metaphorical level, both of these sculptural installations have a quality of abandon, an air of spiritual rebellion. In
Kiefer’s case, different types of elements - bedsheets of lead
with holes in them, thorny branches - pose a romantic histori-

While an engaging narrative can be warranted and valuable, one may wonder how relevant art in the narrational form
of Kiefer’s or Beuys’ is at a time when the excess of good, bad
and outright false storytelling is our daily dose of news and

74

JOHAN BET TUM STAGING ZÜRICH - STAGING THE SUBJEC T

- even before they entered the exhibition space. The sculpture
required no form of self-representation and alluded to no simulated collective as contemporary forms of social media do.
Extracted from a civic system for processing bodily waste, The
Zürich Load was the visitor’s expanded self, and this expansion
was laid out in the form of concrete forensic evidence.

Anselm Kiefer, The Women of the Revolution (Les Femmes de la Révolution) (1992/2013),
detail of exhibition view

entertainment. In the process of engendering themselves, the
political and capitalist systems have gone haywire to render
any nascent form of subjectivity suspect. Representational
form in any type of medium has become largely ungrounded;
the individual is suspended in a void of meaning. What deconstructionist philosophy initially pointed to as the intellectual
possibility to end teleological determinism - and therefore
an opening onto certain forms of freedom and creativity, has
become the unfettered rule of indiscriminate and slapdash
speculation. Thus, ungrounded in its own imagination and
assimilated by the hyper-production of meaningless representation, the subject has turned to “picturing itself” - and literally
so. The self is continuously and instantly produced through all
sorts of social media channels that broadcast short, linguistic
messages, endless collections of images including - not the
least - self-produced portraits in any given context. The flip
side of this image repletion is that the gaze is harnessed, presented with desolateness, and merely reflects an isolated self
even when this is in the midst of a crowd. There is nothing left
to see or imagine; there is no political ground on which the
subject has footing, and there is no political space in which the
subject is accommodated or to which (s)he can project her-/
himself. There are only more imagined realities, and each is as
good or bad as the other. Redemption is found in detachment
or a one-way projection of oneself onto the collective. The
collective, however, never speaks back; it merely bellows an
over-saturated cacophony.
Against this background, abstraction emerges where representation ends, and artists’ and architects’ inclination for
productive detachment produces forms of abstraction and
estrangement. Bouchet’s The Zürich Load, however, did not
allow for detachment. Its apparition of culinary history was
inclusive and brutal. What one saw was what one got; its brutal
concreteness and sensuality were given by its direct, corporeal
intimacy and not an imagined representation of total absence.
Its space reeked of a stretched-out, culinary trail: the manifestation of bodily existence, consumption, misery and joy.
The visitors were already inscribed in its experiential economy

DURATION AND THE ‘SOCIAL EPIC’
Bergson asserted that his theory of duration, or unadulterated time, ‘enables the subject to experience the pure quality
of the things-in-themselves.’22 His duration is the continuous
and multiple flow of differentiated temporalities - meaning,
many different times at one. The concept elucidates how The
Zürich Load played itself out in relation to the visitors; how
each faced her-/himself in a single form of commonalty, and
how this, there and then, staged multifarious existences.
These set forth a paradoxical temporality, at once unadulterated yet fully infected by all, fully contaminated by the
materiality of human existence. The effluvium that filled the
room around the vast sculpture and beyond reminded each of
how matter in the form of food continuously move through
and animate the vast and minuscule chambers in which life is
staged. The Zürich Load turned into a geographic and corpuscular clock. Its spatial and temporal dimensions negated sheer
quantification - something also reflected in Bergson insisting
that ‘duration exists within materiality so, by embracing their
intuition, subjects can tap into the material’s duration and
hence communicate with the thing-in-itself.’23 The “thing-initself”23 was the lives of the visitors, the visitors’ selves, and
there was an ineluctable attraction in this intimacy with the
body. Yet, it was also horrific since it was the decaying tomb
to consumed lives.
However, the temporal and spatial vastness of The Zürich
Load was ambiguous. As the visitors’ eyes scanned the outer
surfaces of the sculpture and found no rest other than the
uneven gridlines leading to conceptual infinity - strengthened
by the rows of lights hung from the ceiling and the gridded
steel-framed window at the far end of the exhibition space the space and time of the sculpture collapsed and turned as
much to the minute dimensions of individual lives. Each dense
block in the sculpture was an alternative to a massive string of
tweets and images reflecting how political, social and cultural
narratives have caved in on one another within the careful,
institutional and corporate control of consumption. When
elaborating on his ideas about the politics of aesthetics, the
French philosopher Jacques Rancière turns from the traditional
narrative form of the ‘social epic’ to Virginia Woolf to explain
how minute events can be wholly unsettling and destabilise
otherwise guaranteed modes of production and consumption.
Rancière says:
‘[ Virginia Woolf’s] way of working on the contraction or
distension of temporalities, on their contemporaneousness or
their distance, or her way of situating events at a much more
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minute level, all of this establishes a grid that makes it possible to think through the forms of political dis-sensuality more
effectively than the ‘social epic’s’ various forms. There is a limit
at which the forms of novelistic micrology establish a mode
of individuation that comes to challenge political subjectivisation. There is also, however, an entire field of play where their
modes of individuation and their means of linking sequences
contribute to liberating political possibilities by undoing the
formatting of reality produced by state-controlled media, by
undoing the relations between the visible, the sayable, and the
thinkable.’24

also directly echoed with what Rancière has termed the ‘distribution of the sensible:’ ‘the system of self-evident facts of
sense perception that simultaneously discloses the existence
of something in common and the delimitations that define
the respective parts and positions within it.’ Admittedly - and
as pointed out above - The Zürich Load did not render discrete
parts; however, it ‘disturbed the clear-cut rules of representative logic’ and raised ‘the question of the relationship between
aesthetics and politics […] at the level of the sensible delimitation of what is common to the community, the forms of its
visibility and of its organisation.’25

Without coding its content in decipherable, representational form, The Zürich Load staged its own minute pulses,
its own ‘contraction or distension of temporalities,’ which
dissociated the individual subject from the grand narratives
conventionally produced by epic form or - nowadays - the
dizzying and fragmentary stream of social media. Here was
a new whole, immanent and unreserved in dissecting details
yet secretive in masking the same. The Zürich Load beckoned
and withdrew at once. At the political level where subjectivity
is formed, the sculpture returned to its visitors what properly
and literally belonged to them. At the same time, it contextualised this within the expansive yet tangible world of the
culinary. Simultaneously it collected and distributed itself. In
this manner, The Zürich Load insisted on its residual impact in
the formation of subjectivity, a postlude to all that food had
effected during a day in the Zürchers’ lives. In this manner it

Uncoupling the artistic form from representational meaning and instead charging it with the culinary and its concomitant aftermath, the ‘micrology’ and aesthetic economy of
The Zürich Load was radically different to the exaggerated
and defiant spectacle of Bouchet and McCarthy’s BBQ Cooking Show at the Städelschule - not to speak of their Powered
a-Hole Spanish Donkey Sport Dick Drink Donkey Dong Dongs
Sunscreen Model, the exhibition and series of events hosted at
the Portikus and which the BBQ show accompanied. The Zürich
Load was quiet and subtle - even perfunctory, whereas the
BBQ and Portikus shows were loud and operatic in their drama. Hence, The Zürich Load formed a counterpoint to the BBQ
Cooking Show and the Portikus exhibition and re-charged the
idea of the spectacle through the subtlety and intimacy with
which it directly engaged the visitors. For Crary, the consumer
oriented spectacle in our over-saturated image culture leads to
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Mike Bouchet, paintings in the series, Bounty (2016)

a social crisis with respect to the subject and attention. However, whereas Bouchet and McCarthy’s BBQ Cooking Show and
Portikus exhibition ‘pushed to the extreme the masquerade’26
of art as a spectacle, The Zürich Load gently teased the visitors’
visual attention and ushered it along the lines and pores of its
gridded form, along the uneven and interrupted edges and
corners that defined the cubes.
This visual drama, aided by the sculpture’s olfactory effect,
was concomitant to a delicate play between image, object and
space. The sculpture’s dominant visual datum was its sub-divided, horizontal upper face which also folded down to form
its four lateral sides. The massive volume thus geometrically
defined rendered the sculptural body whose insides reverberated with a carnal and culinary memory, the alternative to
which Bouchet portrayed in his Bounty painting series where
consumer excess and left-overs were rendered as piles of
waste in chiaroscuro compositions. Given the expanse of The
Zürich Load’s visual datum, a subtle dynamics and ambiguous,
bi-directional exchange arose between the “image” presented
by the sculpture’s visible and horizontal “picture plane” and
its three-dimensional body. This dynamics contributed to the
underlying mechanism for producing The Zürich Load as a
spectacle but also tied it to Bataille’s inversion of and play with
the hierarchical relation between the vertical and the horizontal, between rational man and the carnal, four-legged animal.
Accompanying this play was Bataille’s rejection of “pure vision” in the arts. Bois notes that to Bataille ’the strict demarca-

tion between the realms of the “purely visible” (the verticality
of the visual field) and the carnal (the space that our body
occupies) - a demarcation theorised since the Renaissance
by means of the conception of painting as a “window opened
onto the world” - was a fiction.’27 Although Western sculpture
historically must be understood in relation to the vertical, Bois
argues that it was - ‘if not always frontal’ - always “pictorial” in
the sense that ‘it ceaselessly mapped the carnal order onto the
plane of the visible.’ Elaborating on the problem of the horizontal and the vertical, he refers to Edgar Degas’ drawings,
the bird’s-eye view onto ‘a dancer sketched from a balcony; a
woman crouching in her bath, drawn from the perspective of a
man standing over her.’28
With The Zürich Load, Bouchet substituted this oblique
male gaze from above with a strained gaze that oscillated
between the private and the public, the singular self and the
collective, the view down onto the table laid out with food or
empty plates, and the individual view back into the toilet bowl.
Whether set in private or public, the view was some sort an image “ersatz,” an extended sculptural horizon and extension of
the self, reaching back into the past and into the city. Having
staged the body in relation to this horizontal plane and cast
the participating subject as an abject Jackson Pollock, dripping
and dropping into the water closet, The Zürich Load orchestrated a culinary after-party with nervous visitors.
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THE IMAGE AND SPACE REVISITED
Discussing the architecture of Richard Neutra in relation to
the domestic environment in postwar America, the American
architectural theorist Sylvia Lavin suggests that ‘instabilities
and uncertainties collect and […] desires, both psychic and
organic, are projected’29 where glazed window surfaces meet
corners. ‘The window-wall corner,’ she explains, ‘no longer
primarily frames a view, as with Le Corbusier, nor delineates a
classically conceived or geometrically precise space. Instead,
Neutra’s corners suggest an amorphous leak in the structure
of the house - a topological billowing of a domestic membrane
that creates a highly indeterminate and almost viscous envi-

When discussing surrealist photography in France around
the 1920s, Rosalind Krauss returns like Lavin to a psycho-traumatic drama that eventually, when all forms of representation
are void, makes the subject ‘produce the image of what one
fears, in order to protect oneself from what one fears - this is
the strategic achievement of anxiety, which arms the subject,
in advance, against the onslaught of trauma,31 …’ Krauss refers
to the writings of the French sociologist and philosopher Roger Caillois, a contemporary of Bataille, to describe what is at
stake: ‘… the representation of a violent deliquescence of matter as light operates on the boundaries of a body that in turn
gives way to this depicted invasion of space.’32 Krauss describes
Caillois’ efforts as ‘a kind of socio-biology of consciousness’33
with which ‘the animal that merges with its setting becomes
dispossessed, de-realised, as though yielding to a temptation
exercised on it by the vast outsideness of space itself, a temptation to fusion.’34 For Caillois in the 1930s, it was a spasm of
nature and being; for Krauss half-a-century later and in retrospective terms, it was a spasm of the image; for Bouchet some
thirty years thereafter, it was a spasm of the contemporary,
consuming subject. Each of these spasms, however, harks back
to Bataille’s notion of the formless or informe. Bouchet’s take
on this is all but un-informed, yet intensely pragmatic and humorous. In an interview, he implicitly asserts that consumption
is the most human of all actions and rhetorically asks: ‘… do
you know of a culture in which people do not consume?’35

Visitor of The Zürich Load

Charged with Bouchet’s humorous and tongue-in-cheek
pragmatism, The Zürich Load subtly dislodged itself from
a century of Modernist ethos and connected to earlier 20th
century, alternative speculations about what animates the
human subject and constructs her/his spatial existence. When
discussing Caillois’ writing on animal mimicry, ‘the animal’s
own perception of space,’ Krauss describes this space where
‘boundaries are indeed broken and distinctions truly blurred.’36
She quotes Caillois recounting the spatial dissolution of the
subject:

ronment.’30 However, whereas Neutra argued that architecture
thus becomes a means for psychological treatment and pleasure, The Zürich Load delivered none. Its visual choreography
entailed the visitor’s eyes transversing the undulating and
porous sur-faces of the sculpture before being trapped and led
along the uneven and interrupted gaps between the cubes.
While light rays fall in straight lines upon the retina; The Zürich
Load did its utmost to choreograph the gaze along its twists
and turns, sudden voids and threatening ‘billowing.’ Yet, borrowing from Lavin, the unfolding drama reverberated with
the ‘instabilities and uncertainties’ of the self and the ‘desires’
anchored in past culinary events and corporeal processes.
The ‘amorphous leak’ was between Löwenbräukunst and the
city, and the ‘indeterminate and almost viscous [spatial] environment’ was frighteningly vast. It was infused by infinite
trajectories of energy, matter, labour and desire for which the
culinary was a cultural filter of traditional, customary, experimental and artistic processes that delivered food in specific
consumable forms.
The culinary infused The Zürich Load to saturation with
this dyadic image-body ambiguity and distributed it spatially
far beyond the bounds of the sculpture itself. Experiencing the
sculpture was traumatic for the subject with respect to self-effacement and re-origination within a new, expanded collective,
and the politics of this was premised on this spatiality.
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‘Space seems […] to be a devouring force … it ends by
replacing [the subject]. The body then desolidifies with his
thoughts, the individual breaks the boundary of his skin and
occupies the other side of his senses. He tries to look at himself from any point whatever of space. He feels himself becoming space … He is alike, not like something but simply like. And
he invents spaces of which he is “the convulsive possession”
… It is with represented space that the drama becomes clear:
for the living being, the organism, is no longer the origin of the
coordinates, but is one point among others; it is dispossessed
of its privilege and, in the strongest sense of the term, no longer knows where to put itself.’37
The Zürich Load staged its visitors within such a space that
belongs to an animalistic regime of being, but that nonetheless is precisely captured by a culinary cartographic, an extended and bloated space of consumption and desire. The Zürich
Load was a mirror, an image of the selves replacing the selfies
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Processed material at the Werdhölzli Wastewater Treatment Plant

Mike Bouchet, The Zürich Load (2016), detail
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by him but produced to detailed order by firms in distant countries otherwise catering to the advertising industry. Twentieth
century art is replete with concerted attempts at re-charging
the role of the artist in the wake of Marcel Duchamp’s radical
play with institutional systems of representation and full embrace of an emerging, collective unconscious. Famous is also
the alleged order made in 1923 by László Moholy-Nagy for his
Telephone Paintings, subsequently produced at a local enamel
factory. Moholy-Nagy claimed that he called in the order by
describing them over the telephone, and thereby abandoned
the need for an artistic, medium-specific skill to produce the
artefacts. Artistic work became embedded within a larger
cultural context and general division of labour. In the case of
The Zürich Load, Bouchet’s work could be described as the
management of a collective.

Mike Bouchet, The Secret Behind a Good Mood (2016), diet cola and pencil on paper

and marketable pictures that otherwise make up our realm of
consumption. It turned the necessities and excesses of the self
into a desirable and disgusting object, an object that somehow
also insisted on being the image of a “farmed” self, a culinary
constructed self. And eventually this object emptied back out
into the city where it came from, in the process distributing
and dissolving the subject in a space at once so intimate and
intimidating in its vastness that one could only shiver and
dream of pulling back. However, with The Zürich Load, there
was nowhere to go; it collapsed all into one and generously
returned it to all.

EPILOGUE
I have been to Zürich a few times but, admittedly, never
visited Löwenbräukunst to see The Zürich Load. Everything
herein is merely the result of my fancy. What I specifically
know about The Zürich Load, I have read, deducted from looking at pictures, imagined from studying Bouchet’s art, and
learned in conversations with the artist.
What at times puzzled me in the process was thinking
about Bouchet’s engagement with the project and work as an
artist. If his gaze is not that of Degas, Beuys or Kiefer, it nevertheless a gaze, a way of looking at things, a way of desiring
and constructing. However, the mechanisms through and with
which the artist works and thereby also becomes a subject, are
radically different. There are obvious cues to this in Bouchet’s
oeuvre to date, such as the fact that his paintings are not made

Not through overt activism but in a clandestine fashion,
Bouchet tapped into the lives of the Zürchers and ensnared
them to actively contribute to the making of the sculpture.
Moreover, Bouchet’s collective included the processing plant
and its workers as much as specialist consultants such as
chemists. Hence, if art could be a meaningful, contemporary
cultural practice with social engagement and not merely serve
capitalist market interests within rigid institutional settings,
The Zürich Load may be one example. It certainly connected
directly with its visitors and had a transformative presence
which only teasingly connected to traditional forms of sculptural aesthetics. It brutally gave the culinary an afterlife precisely when the culinary itself has turned into a stylised commodity. Its stinging humour was part of what the art historian
Benjamin Buchloh has called a ‘communicative use value.’38
With the opening of the show, the message carried on the vans
announcing to the Zürich citizens that they took part in the
making of art, was transposed from its linguistic form to human bodies. Sculpture, event and social-productive processes
became one.
The subject cannot merely be formed by virtue of being
subjected, by submission to laws and regulations or norms.
The subject must be moulded through recursive instantiation
of legal mechanisms and practices, of rituals and repetitive,
daily tasks. For this reason, the culinary was so powerful in
charging The Zürich Load. Bouchet’s expertise in managing a
collective comprised of an act of ‘profanation’ - a form of resistance that the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben has called
for in the endless and ubiquitous processes of subjectification
and de-subjectification that pervade our culture.39 With crude
wit and humour, The Zürich Load was a managed delay in otherwise efficient civic processes that pertain to life’s hidden and
suppressed memories. It was a delay and a spectacle that imparted visibility to intimate moments without becoming merely scatological or turning into a fetishisation of the self or the
spectacle itself. Through the powers of the culinary, it thrust
open the door onto the space where we become ourselves.
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Mike Bouchet, The Zürich Load (2016)
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