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Manuel Graf »GodboX«
Exhibition Information
Manuel Graf’s (b. 1978 in Bühl, lives in Düsseldorf) medium-spanning artistic oeuvre casts
a kaleidoscopic look at human existence in all its facets, going beyond the here and now
to incorporate cultural-historical insights that manifest in his objects, installations and
films. These are brought together in elaborate arrangements at the Kunstverein – some for
the first time – and their content and spatial rigor enables an almost immersive exhibition
experience. This year’s theme at Kunstverein Hannover (“Spaces of Art”) is reflected in the
show’s scenic situations and stage-like arrangements. As an artistic “resonant body,” the
exhibition offers visitors an ideal point of entry into the thematic polyphony of Graf’s complex oeuvre.
The programmatic exhibition title “GodboX” is an art historical reference to a work from the 1960s
by American artist Ed Kienholz (1927–1994), and also implies an artistic Janus-headedness that
comes through in the choice of profane-concrete and religious topoi: set in scene by means of
analog and digital strategies, the works create interconnections between religion and architecture,
science and pop culture, archaeology and superstition. Graf uses analog and digital techniques
such as 3D-animation and architectural renderings to link themes in his cinematic works, and these also constantly draw connections between different territories (Orient and Occident), faiths
(Christianity, Islam and Judaism) and layers of time. The examination of cultural, historical and
technological codices is a key source of inspiration for Graf’s work, and it is this genuine curiosity
about the world and the search for corresponding images that distinguishes Manuel Graf as an
artist.
Room 1
Graf’s artistic exploration of various schools of architecture and theories can be seen in his work
“Endless House von Friedrich Kiesler by Manuel Graf” (2010), which is based on the radical,
1950 design of the same name by Viennese architect and stage designer Friedrich Kiesler (18901965). Kiesler’s “Endless House” is characterized by the complete renunciation of right angles in
favor of an organic design. The cell-like corpus impressively demonstrates Kiesler’s bold vision,
which radically broke with the dominant architectural ideas and dogmas of its day. Graf realizes
Kiesler’s design as a surreal, still plaster sculpture that understands architecture as an environment that serves humans in the spirit of a “cocoon.”
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Room 2
Three of Graf’s cinematic works are brought together in a new work entitled “Santería” (2019)
(loosely translated: “Way of the Saints”), which was created especially for the Kunstverein Hannover. The work makes a direct reference to the syncretic religion of the same name, a belief system
that is particularly widespread in Latin America. The core characteristic of syncretic beliefs is the
mixture of different philosophical, religious and cultural elements into a new world view. Graf takes
up this idea in his work dealing, among other things, with the juxtaposition of different architectural
ideas and their mixture. Subject matter and themes include Christian and Islamic architecture in a
comparison of church buildings and mosques (“Let Music Play?,” 2012); the transformation of
Western architecture in public space through the incorporation of ornamental, Islamic formal vocabulary (“Berthavon-Suttner-Platz,” 2018); and a rapid journey through time with a look at various architectural schools across religions (“1000 Years are One Day,” 2005). The latter film is a
kind of assemblage of earlier cinematic works, which Graf rearranged for his exhibition “GodboX.”
His architectural exploration finds its spatial extension in the installation of a water basin, originally
used in mosques.
Room 3
The reliefs, which are partly reminiscent of medieval gargoyles and facade decorations, consist of
thermoformed copolyester (a plastic used in industry) and are produced using a deep-drawing
process. Composed in several groups of works, they loosely take up religious, mythological and
secular subject matter, building a bridge between the past and present. Titles such as “The Mountain King” (2018) give an idea of the range of topics that come to the fore. Arranged on several
columns and on the wall, Graf reverses the usual positioning of such relief elements by moving
them from the outside (outdoor building facades) to the inside (indoor exhibition space). The
aesthetics and materiality of these reliefs consciously show comic-like borrowings and are meant
to draw reference to software-based animation. The relief works’ content clearly illustrates the
thematic range of Graf’s artistic work, which uses state-of-the-art technical processes to address
religious and secular themes.

The relief “Peter, Martin & Wendy” (2018) on the exhibition wall plays a special role in this presentation, as it was created for the old prison in the Luther city of Wittenberg as part of the 500th
anniversary of the Reformation in 2017. The animal motifs deal with the Jewish notion of pure and
impure animals, but also with the contemptuous Christian representation of Judaism in the Middle
Ages, when terms such as Judensau (German for “Jew’s sow”) were part of everyday language.
Such invectives also appear in Martin Luther’s texts and ultimately testify to his ignorance of the
actual proximity of the Jewish and Christian faiths. The latter aspect is impressively described in
the New Testament story of Simon Peter and the Roman centurion Cornelius.
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Room 4
Graf’s slide projection “Tears of Lohan” (2019) takes up the Islamic faith from the point of view of
Western appropriation. The portrait of a young woman shows similarities to the American actress
Lindsay Lohan, who recently communicated her (supposed) conversion to the Islamic faith on social media channels Instagram and Twitter. The images show a Western-looking woman who –
despite wearing the traditional clothing prescribed by Islam – always has the look an artificial advertising figure due to the communication platform used. The question arises to what extent the
individual idea of religion can be credibly conveyed in today’s digital age. This also comes through
in Graf’s relief work using biblical animal motifs, which also touch on the aspect of doubt or denial
in its use of the rooster, for example, as a metaphor for Peter’s denial of Christ three times.

Themes of faith and religion also come through in Graf’s work “Obligation Towards the Difficult
Hole” (2019), which references a production photograph taken on the set of the 2004 film “The
Passion of the Christ” (2004). The work’s title also hints at Graf’s intensive preoccupation with
architecture (theory): “The Obligation Towards The Difficult Whole” (1966) is the title of a groundbreaking essay by American architect and theorist Robert Venturi (1925–2018). In Graf’s work, the
small omission of a letter (“hole” instead of “whole”) reinterprets the title from an architectural
meaning to a religious one. It is no longer a question of the “whole,” but rather of a “hole,” both
literally and figuratively. As a reference to the empty tomb and the resurrection of Christ, the said
hole functions as a finger pointing to the different traditions of the resurrection in the New Testament, all of which have in common the fact that no exact details are given about the moment of
Christ’s resurrection. Thus this part of Scripture resembles a kind of “blind spot.” The image projected by a sarcophagus shows the film’s director Mel Gibson and Christ actor Jim Caviezel talking during a pause in filming. The photographic snapshot also reflects the mass-media staging of
the Christian faith, just as it speaks to the centuries-old human desire to visualize and thus understand what cannot be shown. The work’s presentation points to a core aspect of faith, namely the
incompleteness of religious tradition, which is illustrated by the doorway in the middle of the projected image.

Room 1a
The animated film is to be understood as a kind of “faux making-of” for the reliefs on view here in
the exhibition. Recorded during the production process, you can see the digital transformation of
the plastic material used. The final state of the reliefs is rarely shown in its entirely, while fragmentary, individual details of the objects are brought into focus instead. The title of the work “The
Castle of Otranto” (2018) refers to a 1764 literary work of the same name, a “horror novel” by
English author and politician Horace Walpole (1717–1797). At the time of its writing the novel represented an anachronistic-looking break from the prevailing ideals of the Enlightenment, which
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were still strongly influenced by naturalistic motifs. The juxtaposition of humanistic Enlightenment
and medieval motifs appears in Graf’s technical use of the modern deep-drawing process used
here and in the medieval-looking (animal) motifs presented in rooms 3 and 4 of Kunstverein Hannover.
Both installations were originally created as artistic designs for the old Lutheran Bergerkirche in
Düsseldorf, which serves as a forum for cultural and social projects. Graf’s concept aimed at a
resacralization of the church space and is now realized for the first time in the current presentation
– as a slightly modified, site-specific work in the Kunstverein.
Room 5
Graf blends multiple media in a look at the “doppelgänger” motif familiar from 19th century literature and the fine arts. In a concentrated presentation, the viewer is shown a simultaneity of analog
objects that can be experienced haptically – a diverse array of furniture, for example – and their
animated “doubles.” The latter are shown on flat screen monitors, which are linked with the real,
existing objects in an installative arrangement. These objects serve as supports for the monitors
and enter into an almost organic relationship with them, leading to a flowing movement between
real and artificial space. The animated “Doppelgänger” (2015-2018) on the monitors only appear
as deceptively genuine, fragmentary reproductions of their originals for a moment as the motifs
appear to undergo a kind of metamorphosis, changing after a short time into distorted animated
images that take on a life of their own.
In this process of animated distortion, the theme of the doppelgänger finds its uncanny expression
in the sense of a “return of the familiar in a new form” (Sigmund Freud). The works presented also
suggest a further slight-of-hand in terms of content when one considers that the furniture used
was made available by people close to the artist. Though the objects are associated with a personal story that remains hidden from the viewers, the sentimental meaning that the owners associate
with the objects is made visible in the process described, the supposed animation on the monitors,
and is in a certain sense commented upon.
Room 6
The film work “Über die aus der Zukunft fließende Zeit” (About the time flowing from the future,
2006) resembles in its structure an educational film about the evolutionary history of man. The
film’s protagonist is Graf’s former school teacher Ekkehard Wallat, who can be seen explaining
German palaeontologist Otto Heinrich Schindewolf’s (1896-1971) theory of evolution. The beginning of the film shows an animated depiction of American architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s iconic
“Fallingwater” (1935) house, followed by a graphic depiction of Theodor Heuss Bridge in Düsseldorf.
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Ekkehard Wallat’s explanation delves into the skull structure of evolutionary precursors of Homo
Sapiens and refers to Schindewolf’s observations pointing to conspicuous features in skull shape
development at different stages of evolution. Just as a linear aging process occurs within an evolutionary stage when a childhood skull grows into that of an adult, a chronological, crossevolutional examination of the various adult skull shapes reveals an opposite, cyclical process of
rejuvenation. The result is two different “movements” of temporal flow, which are visualized by
means of star-shaped and spiral-shaped graphic elements. Ekkehard Wallat supports Schindewolf’s observations with individual examples from the plant world, where a similar development
has been documented. The film finally ends with the 2002 song “The Scientist” by the British band
Coldplay and ends with the song line “I’m going back to the start” – a musical hint at the opposing
ideas of time presented in the film.
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Contact and Information
Press Contact

This exhibition is kindly supported by:

Olga Isaeva
T +49 511.169927812
presse@kunstverein-hannover.de
Information and pictures for press purposes are
available in the download section:
www.kunstverein-hannover.de/presse
_______________
Opening Hours
Tuesday–Saturday 12:00–7.00 p.m.
Sundays and holidays 11:00 a.m.–7:00
p.m.
_______________
Library
On appointment
Admission
€6.00 / €4.00 reduced / members at no
charge. Tours and events are included in
the price of admission and are free of
charge for member of the Kunstverein
Hannover. Admission for members of
other art societies (ADKV) pay reduced
admission.
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