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FOREWORD

Over a large number of years, Danish artist Tommy
Stackel has worked with rendering visible how
infrastructural systems organize our
everyday lives. From a visual fascination
with how modern life is built around
complicated structures, he creates,

with curiosity and wit, interconnected sculptures
reminiscent of computer-modelled pixel shapes.

In Steckel’s solo show SUPERADAPTER,

a rhizomatic circuit of different energy sources

has found its way into O—Overgaden. Copper

pipes coil themselves over ethernet cables and are

connected to power sockets and drainpipes. In this

exhibition water, gas, clectricity, data, and sound—the
omnipresent energy sources of most modern
homes—are plugged into a joint network
through so-called “superadapters”: Steckel’s

self-invented universal transformer, able to
transform anything without distinguishing between
analogue and digital.

Seized by the infinite copies that digital ready-
mades make possible, Stackel imitates architectonic,

technological, and virtual objects from our surroundings.

As a canny comment to the sometimes-absurd
technical incompatibilities of our everyday lives,
Steckel makes the superadapter a metaphor for man’s
constant techno-utopian dream that tomorrow can be
improved through new technology.

In 2021 O—Overgaden launched the production of a
new monograph series published in relation to our solo
exhibitions. In its essence, this series focuses on new
voices in the Danish art scene and on elevating these
into a broader conversation and a larger followership.
Each edition in the series will be published both in
print—with a special, grand fold-out poster as its
cover—and as a free-to-download PDF version, with
an additional full batch of documentation images in
the online edition. In this way, the hope is for the
content made possible by these publications—both
the artistic expressions and the expanded surrounding
conversation—to travel as far as possible.

This series of publications has been made possible
through the generous support of the Augustinus
Foundation, for which we are ~ m extremely
grateful. Thank you also to O—Overgaden’s
in-house editor Nanna Friis who edited
the publication in close collaboration with our
graphic designers from fanfare: César Rogers and
Miquel Hervds Gémez. Special thanks to Lisa
Rosendahl for her contributing essay on Stackel’s
playful and humorous investigation of the illogical
and unimaginable around us. Together with Nanna
Friis’ essay on the exhibition’s staging of the
invisible energies of the household, this publication
articulates new perspectives on Tommy Steckel’s
artistic practice. As always, a heartfelt thank you

to the whole team at O—Overgaden who
despite current COVID-19 interventions
managed to make the exhibition happen.
And, last but not least, a big and warm thank
you to Tommy Steckel for the great collaboration and
thought-provoking exhibition.

Aukje Lepoutre Ravn,
Interim Director, O—Overgaden




ATWIST IN TOMMY STOCKEL'S SCULPTURAL SYNTAX

Lisa Rosendahl
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The rumor goes that Sol
up with the idea for
structures while attempting to build a climbing frame
for his cat. Whether this is true or not [ don’t know,
but it certainly makes sense. It is possible to discern
an underlying correlation between Lewitt’s take on
the modernist grid and the perfect yet unpredictable
movements of a playing cat. The work of Tommy
Steckel seems to me to share this sensibility, coaxing
the viewer down a meandering path in between the
playful and the logical. Indeed, the balancing act in his
sculptures between the functional and the aesthetic
often appears to be the result of experiments in
bringing these (presumed contradictory) spheres
together, using the tools of reason and rules in a
paradoxical pursuit of the unexpected.

(

' Lewitt came

his modular

In the work When 20 and 20 Is 133 (2019, Niels Bohr
Building, University of Copenhagen) for example,

a predetermined formula for combining twenty
different forms with twenty different materials was
systematically applied to create a series of sculptures,
the final appearance of which would be as surprising
to the artist as they are to the viewer. The surreal
but tautologically impeccable Model for Letter House

(2018-19, am, made in collaboration with
Antonia W Low) is another example of
a logical procedure followed to the letter,

but yielding utterly absurd results: in this instance a
liveable sculpture in the form of a house where all
architectural features and furniture are shaped as
letters that together spell the word L-E-T-T-E-R-H-
O-U-S-E. For the exhibition /st das Leben Nicht Schon?
(2006, Frankfurter Kunstverein) on the other hand,
the artist reversed the productive logic implied in the
creative process and counterintuitively applied the
principle of decay as a generative method, constructing
intriguing sculptural forms by imagining the different

ways his works might eventually rot, fall apart,
or collapse.
By recontextualizing familiar systems

and applying them to unexpected situations, Stackel
reveals their inherent blind spots and potentially
bizarre consequences. Like a Homo Economicus
attempting to break free from the flatpack identity
preassigned to him by rationalist society by trying

/\/\
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to prove the existence of a wild and unpredictable
inner core, Stackel invites us to imagine the soft spot
where rational thinking will go into overdrive and
eventually implode. Although delivering this truth
with a feather-light touch and plenty of humor,
Stackel seems to know that this spot is, in fact, our
last vestige of hope - the only place where life is still
alive and the world can potentially be rebooted in

a different version. SUPERADAPTER, the new
work made for O—OQOvergaden, twists this perspective
in a new direction.

At first glance, SUPERADAPTER appears

to include several features recognizable from
Stackel’s existing sculptural syntax. The sprawling
installation juxtaposes two systems, taking the
different infrastructural circuits that operate in an
ordinary home - gas, electricity, data, water - and
translating them into a sculptural network. Through
the functional elements’ incorporation into the
realm of aesthetics they are absolved from the law
of physics: in Stackel’s assemblage each system can
be combined with any other through a universally
applicable adapter. The shapes, materials, and colors
of the sculpture are familiar from Steckel’s previous
works: computer generated geometrical shapes

are made into objects by hand using industrially
produced materials such as MDF, paper, and
Styrofoam, combined with readymade elements into
brightly colored assemblages. Positioned somewhere
in between the artificially produced and the
tenderly human, SUPERADAPTER, like many
other works by Stackel, seems to combine a sci-f
fascination for utopian technology with a love for
the tactility of lo-fi solutions.

Yet, there is
ADAPTER
artist’s practice.

something about SUPER-
that indicates a turn in the

Whereas many of Stackel’s previous sculptures push
a certain logic towards its final, illogical conclusion,
SUPERADAPTER plays a different game. In
this work, the system is no longer represented as

a product of human rationale and engineering that
can be playfully inverted, but as something with its
own inexplicable intelligence. However much we
grapple with its infinite potential, there is no way of
understanding how SUPERADAPTER

actually works. Rather than a perfect

tautology, short-circuiting itself as a way

to produce a water-tight sculptural argument,
SUPERADAPTER refuses to be contained by
human logic. Extending itself across the room like a
living creature and surreptitiously reaching for the
Christianshavn canal, its genius seems to supersede
our own by far.

The minimal and conceptual art of Sol Lewitt’s
generation, propelled by the arrival of industrial
standardization, systems theory, and the expanding
informational economy of the 1960s, here meets the
fourth industrial revolution of our own times where the
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spheres of the physical, digital, and biological combine
into hybrid entanglements. In difference to modernist
examples of prefab architecture and engineering, enabling
standardized solutions to be reproduced ad infinitum to
spectacular ends, the SUPERA DAPTER does not
operate according to the principle of sameness. Rather
than simplify and rationalize, this is a tool that keeps
opening up for more complexity.

In 2012, the Dutch linguist Jan Blommaert introduced

the term “supervernacular” to describe a new form

of language produced by technologically driven
globalization. Commonly used as shortcuts in

mobile texting or when chatting on the internet,
supervernaculars are languages that are used over

and beyond linguistic and cultural boundaries, often
combining several languages in one phrase. Although the
global standard is predominantly based on English - lo/,
irl, and cul8r are some well-known examples - there are
many regional dialects. Blommaert for example mentions
si1 ju (Finnish ironic spelling of the English phrase “see
you”), the Dutch W817 (translates as “wait a minute”),
and kga (“I'm going”), and hybrid forms such as U R my
3M (which spells the English phrase “you are my dream”
using the Dutch pronunciation of the number three -
“drie” - to make up the word “dream”). The potential

of supervernaculars to combine languages (including
numbers and images) that are otherwise seen as separate
systems, is similar to the way the SUPERADAPTER
connects water to electricity, and the sewage system to
the internet.

The supervernacular abilities of SUPERADAPTER
allows it to speak several infrastructural languages at
once and know the exact points where they can connect.
Unfolding like polyglottal sentences across the
gallery floor, there is no way of discerning in
which direction the system might grow next.
Unlike many of Stackel’s other works, the
logic of this network is adaption and change, making it
essentially unpredictable.

Its potentially endless extension and ungraspable inner
workings make SUPERA DA PTER appear more
like a “hyperobject” than a product of human logic. In
Timothy Morton’s definition of the term, a hyperobject
is distributed across time and space in a way that
exceeds human comprehension. Climate change is

one such example, as is the global oil reserve,

and carcinogenic materials like Styrofoam. We

encounter or sense them as part of our everyday

lives but cannot understand their full reach or

impact across time, space, or conceptual categories. As
such, they challenge the idea of human mastery over
things, decentering human knowledge.

Another contemporary force threatening to dethrone the
human is of course artificial intelligence. When writing
about machine thought, James Bridle points out that

as it is produced by cognitive processes entirely unlike
our own, we will never be able to comprehend the
decisions it makes, or their consequences. With artificial
intelligence taking over more and more functions in

@

society, this leads to what Bridle calls “a new dark age™ -

the more data that is produced, the less we understand.!

When processes become so multidimensional that we

stop being able to visualize how one thing connects

to another, we gradually lose sight of how different

systems interact with each other, ultimately affecting

our ability to change them. The conundrum at heart

of the SUPERADAPTER could be interpreted as

a visualization of this condition. Although one of the

artist’s starting points for the work was his growing

frustration with the increasing number of adapters

and plugs required by the technologies multiplying

around us, his chosen way forward seems a surrender

to the devil’s bind between the smooth functionality of

solutions and the incremental
cognition they ultimately
SUPERADAPTER a

exceptionally smart
decline of human
produce. Is the
friend or a foe?

As I pour myself a glass of tap water while listening

to the gentle sound waves brought to me by Spotify,
my mind drifts towards the millions of microbes and
musical careers | am being plugged into through my
digestive system and auditory tubes. Their points of
connection with the wider world are both profane and
incomprehensible, intimately familiar and impossible to
visualize. It strikes me that it’s not only the longue durée
of Styrofoam or the workings of the greater universe
that we humans cannot comprehend. Even our own
brain - the very site of production for human logic - is
essentially still unknown to us; a central blind spot in
our own thought-system through which all meaningful
connections are nevertheless made.

SUPERADAPTER might very well represent this
mystery in our midst, letting us sense the unknowable
hiding behind every surface of meaning and rational
thought we humans surround ourselves with. I think of
Sol Lewitt’s formulation in his Sentences for Conceptual
Art (1969) that conceptual artists are mystics rather than
rationalists, leaping to conclusions that logic cannot reach.
Could it be that the hyperobjects gm of artistic and
artificial intelligences intersect W somewhere on
the astral plane?

[ capitulate to the limits of my human cognition and
settle for the conclusion that as far as sculptures go,
Tommy Steckel’s installation at O—Overgaden would
not work well as a climbing frame. But perhaps that is
exactly what sets him apart from Sol Lewitt, and the
SUPERADAPTER from his previous work — rather
than balancing on top of the structure, the cat has turned
out to be part of the grid.

Bridle, New Dark Age — Technology
End of the Future, Verso Books, 2018.
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There is duality in the aim for adaptation: within
the adaptation, explicitly empathetic impulses

can exist, but adaptability can also easily come

off as an aversion to conflict or a need to humor
someone or something; to let coherences find each
other as smoothly as possible. As Tommy Stackel
has created a SUPERADAPTER it seems
obvious to consider how super-adapting can be an
invisible energy that maybe, or maybe not, reflects
the physical extent of the work. Even though the
installation takes up space with its colors and its
tangled-ness, it also clings around the space as
something that does not necessarily need to be
noisy. Is it a warning about strangulation by tech or
a praising of time-optimizing progress?

A series of generically white, orb-like objects are the
most evident sculptures in this space, but they also
possess the most evident function, as centers of the
energies that would produce a massive hybrid network
of waves and radiation and power, if the installation
was not artificial. Each orb is adorned with sockets
and tapping points, those pieces of metal that fill our
devices with sound and life, AUX and USB holes fixed
on the surface as something that alternately looks

like decoration and function. All these symbols of
electricity and energy are, in many ways, demarcated
and unambiguous in their direct utility, but digitalism
has also long ago been established as an aesthetic, a
language moving through the arts. The cord as one

of the ultimate functional tools in our society or

the cord as a sculptural element. The socket as a
fundamental utility item or the socket as ornament.

A rather wide range of possible conditions for

everyday objects unfold in SUPERADAPTER.

an exhibition space, not a
home, and this explosion of cables is an
artwork, not everyday life or a household.
Rather than being electronics, the work appears to be
an image of electronics. The accumulation of cables
represent what they are before they do what they are
able to. And what does this image contain? It is hard
to decide whether obsession or tenderness or disgust
is the primary motivation for Tommy Steckel’s design;
whether this universal network through which several
energies can equally run is utopia or dystopia. Maybe
it is subordinate; screens and machines are as inevitable
in our everyday lives as sunrises and cooking.

Maybe it does not make sense to see the

massive electronics invasion of rich lives as

anything other than a neutral condition, almost a
natural law. Certainly, electronics are not designated

to the Western world (especially not when it comes

to production): electronics are global and their range
and demand is worldwide. But is there not a class-
contingent abundance - independently from geography
— at play when all the necessary cables of a home are
gathered in amounts as copious as Tommy Stackel’s
work illustrates?

But we are in

®
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In many ways, a home is a figure; a key element and an
unequivocal symbol which, thanks to electronics, can
be condensed into a house emoji. But the home itself,
its contents and configuration, is not a fixed matter. It
can be a maximum or a minimum of frames for human
existence. Tommy Stockel’s installation is not a home,
but it points to a domesticated cycle of digitality and
can also be perceived as a suggestion for, or a critique
of, what actually constitutes the homes of the wealthy.
At the same time it appears that a visualization of an
average home takes place in SUPERADAPTER,
but it is the pipes and tubes and cables keeping the
household going that mark up the contours of this
standard home, not the couch or a kitchen or laundry.
The interior of Stackel’s work is not peaceful or
pretty; it bristles in its colorful layout and maybe it
twitches and buzzes in its invisible essence. Rather
than housework and homeliness as burden or romance,
the sleek grid of SUPERADAPTER renders visible
all the hidden energies of a home, their intangible but
absolutely operative nature.

Despite its gaudiness it seems that the core—or one of
undoubtedly several cores—in Tommy Stackel’s work
is exactly constituted by the invisible matter. Pink,
blue, green, yellow cords, thick cables across the floor,
a number of sculptural hubs for all this electricity and
energy. An intensified focus on something that can
essentially be ignored easily. Here the gaze is invited
towards the actual design, the actual materiality of the
electric components of our existence, to which most
households probably prefer to shut their eyes. Power
drawn through our walls, gas underneath our floors,
cords ingeniously hidden behind furniture. In Stackel’s
work everything is exposed and multiplied, arranged
with sculptural gentleness in a network that
constantly appears to

an aesthetic and functional

shuttle between
advantage.

The matter itself is not here; the energy that all these
artificial tubes are able to transport is not present in
the space. The energy, the main character perhaps,
is invisible because it always is, and it is invisible
because SUPERADAPTER is an exploded fantasy
about it, an image of it. Because electricity and sound
and waves are just as impossible to get a hold of as
a virus or the heat of a sun. Just as necessary and
damaging and unavoidable. The invisible energies of
being can be the most important ones or the
most subversive, but in Tommy Stockel’s
work they are visualized to an extent that
speaks a clear, grotesque language of abundance
while also maintaining a neutrality as a statement.
Equally a nightmare and a dream perhaps: a prosaic
ascertainment of the fact that a modern, electronic life is
maximum interdependence and maximum adaptation.
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