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Peles Empire in Munster: ‘Sculpture’, 2017

Passing through Munster, Kassel and Hanover last week, I saw work by the collaborative
project Peles Empire (Barbara Wolff and Katharina Stoever) at all three. What’s more, there
a sense in which all their work is part of one: since 2005, both their own shows, and the
space in which they exhibit other artists (they currently run one in Berlin, following on from
London and Cluj) collide their actual architecture with photo-copy-derived features from
the Neo-Renaissance Peles Castle in Romania, a grand palace which imitates other architectural styles to an absurd extent. Peles Empire copy and dislocate the Castle, applying
printed images of its rooms to walls, sculptures, and other surfaces to complicated effect.
It can get hard to tell 2D images on a 3D surfaces from 3D versions of a 2D images: their
room in Hanover at WENTRAP gallery, part of an admirable quinquenial survey of art being
made in Germany, features plenty of such play, including detritus in the floor which proves
surprisingly easy to walk across. As part of the decennial sculpture festival at already
much-reconstructed Munster, they have built a castle-derived meeting place in a car park;
and though in Kassel they’re not part of Documenta 14, they have a bigger presence than
most artists through a solo show at the Kunstverein. So they are making a good fist of
ruling, all confusing levels of reality and time – making the point perhaps that contemporary cultural production inevitably acts similarly, even when that isn’t acknowledged.

Peles Empire in Hanover: ‘Grid’, 2017

The show ‘Da Da Da’ in Peles Empire’s London space, 2014

Barbara Wolff and Katharina Stoever

!"#$%#&'()$*&+(,+-./)$01''#&(#,$23/$4##5$+3$6)37

Left to right: Carrick Bell and Michael Rocco Ruglio-Misurell of HORSEANDPONY Fine Arts; Christian
Siekmeier of Exile; Barbara Wolff and Katharina Stoever of Peles Empire.
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Peles Empire
Barbara Wolf, Katharina Stoever
Karl-Marx-Straße 58 (Hinterhof), 12043, Neukölln
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Hi there! Tell us in your own words what you’ve got planned for the Frieze
Projects…
We are installing a working bar that will serve Tuica, a romanian spirit, and a Romanian
sparkling water called Borsec. The backdrop of the bar is based on the same image of the
castle Peles we currently have installed at our London and Cluj exhibition spaces, but is a
more abstract version of it. There will also be objects that are mi rroring or translating
elements of the image.

!

Bloomberg New Contemporaries returns to the ICA for the
third year running with this year’s selectors: Cullinan Richards, Nairy Baghramian and Rosalind Nashashibi
23 November 2011 - 15 January 2012
The exhibition showed the range of materials and processes employed by artists today –
appropriation, traditional studio practice, spatial interventions, digital production, collaboration and the use of chance and found objects, and offered an indication of what audiences
may encounter in art galleries in the coming years.
Participants are selected by a panel of artists who have often previously taken part in the
exhibition themselves. For the 2011 exhibition they were Pablo Bronstein, Sarah Jones,
and Michael Raedecker. Over half the participants in Bloomberg New Contemporaries
2011: In the Presence came from outside the UK reflecting the international intake of the
UK’s art schools and their importance in attracting artists to this country.

Peles Empire Remnant 2 (2016). Photo: Wentrup Gallery via Facebook

9. Peles Empire
The Berlin-based duo consisting of artists Katharina Stöver and Barbara Wolff
have been working together under the name Peles Empire since 2005. Their
work revolves around the Peleș Castle, a summer residence of the Romanian
royal family built at the turn of the 20th century. By producing abstracted replications of individual components of the structure the artists break down themes
such replication, copying, in a critique of the homogenization of contemporary
culture.

Peles Empire: ‘Sculpture’, 2017

BY BRITTA PETERS
20 MAY 2014
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Peles Empire, EVER BUIL D, 2014, Installation view
Vampire legends, fairy tales, adventure stories – the external appearance of
Peles¸ Castle in the Carpathians in Romania evokes all sorts of filmic images.
However, the interior of the 1883 castle, a one-time summer residence of
Romanian King Carol I, stands out for its wild mishmash of furniture, wall coverings and accessories in a motley of styles. Since 2005, these furnishings have
provided the source material for a collaboration between artists Katharina
Stöver and Barbara Wolff. Under the name Peles Empire, Stöver and Wolff
exhibit internationally while running two project spaces, one in London where
they currently live, and another – since 2012 – in the Romanian city of Cluj.

In their installations, they distill the castle’s unique mix of Renaissance, Gothic, Baroque
and Art Deco spaces into large-scale tableaux of photocopied montages. Some of these
tableaux give rise to entire environments where Peles Empire invite other artists to
exhibit their own work. The principle of copying and abstraction always recurs: various
styles of the Peles¸ Castle are transferred to photographs of rooms, the photographs are
copied and then the resultant photocopies are copied once more – until the extremely
defamiliarized imperial rooms wind up in a different space as cheaply-copied wallpaper.
In Peles Empire’s solo exhibition EVER BUILD at GAK, this constant motion of displacement takes a somewhat different turn: the exhibition aims not for recurrent flattening,
but rather material concentration. The space’s narrow front room serves as a preparation
for the back room. In the first space, full-length free-hanging paper walls made of black
and white A3 copies mounted on one another divide this space into a path that primarily
cites Peles Empire’s own previous work, with paper banners hung alternatingly on the
right and left: EVER BUILD 1–6 (all 2014 except two: 2007/14, and 2009/14). The material originates from prior exhibitions and has been made into new collages. In the next
room, fragmented porcelain and clay objects lie scattered among Ever Build-brand
cement bags that have been ripped open seemingly at random. The vibrant blue of the
cement bags’ packaging surfaces again as a trace in some of the smaller sculptures.
Additional bags serve as supports for the massive rectangular slabs of cardboard and
concrete that lean against the wall or lie on the floor. In some places the remains of familiar copies are still recognizable, though now melted together into monumental visual
objects (EVER BUILD 7–14, 2014).
The exhibition is clearly focused on questions about materials – about their ability to
conjoin, as in some of the slabs, or to repel one another, as in the porcelain and clay
objects that cannot be fired together and therefore shatter. The exhibition title – taken
from the name of the cement company – and the massive concrete objects claim a fixity
that is immediately refuted by the fragmented forms. And finally there are the cement
bags used as ready-mades, which are also the source of the building material used in the
exhibition – and in which the remains of this building material can be found in a different
state, that is, as loose dust.
The black, abstract surface of one of the papier-mâché slabs vaguely evokes Richard
Artschwager’s sculptural wall objects, which likewise deploy the sheen of imitation materials. Artschwager created, among other things, vexing objects that fluctuate between
minimalist form, deceptive surfaces and narrative elements. Peles Empire also pursues a
path that progresses through engagement with copies to an original hybrid form that
lies between image and minimalist sculpture. In this context, the bursting forms could
also be read as a way of grappling with this progress. The exhibition makes the confrontation with the artists’ own practice of constant copying, collage-making and reconnection, as well as the attendant tension between the work and the process of its creation,
almost physically tangible. This is its greatest virtue. It will be interesting to see what
happens next.
Translated by Jane Yager

The Berlin Art Scene Explained by Five of Its
Tastemakers
Christian Boros says Berlin is unique because it avoids the establishment.
Henri Neuendorf, June 6, 2016

Much has been written about Berlin’s uber cool art scene and its development
over the last 20 years. One thing is for certain, the city and its art community
has changed dramatically. As the 9th Berlin Biennale gets underway, artnet
News spoke to five influential members of Berlin’s art community to find out
what its really like to work in the visual arts in the German capital.

Jan Wentrup with works by artist duo Peles Empire. Photo: Trevor Good,
courtesy Wentrup Gallery, Berlin.

Jan Wentrup, co-owner, Wentrup Gallery
Founded in 2004 and located in Berlin’s multicultural Kreuzberg district since 2009,
Jan Wentrup and his wife Tina have developed their eponymous gallery into a mainstay of Berlin’s art scene. Representing a diverse group of international artists such as
Karl Haendel, Gregor Hildebrandt, Cristian Andersen, and Nevin Aladag, the gallery’s program reflects the internationalization of Berlin’s arts.
“In the beginning we didn’t do our business in Berlin or even in Germany,” Wentrup
admitted to artnet News. “The early success of the gallery was carried by foreign
collectors. That has a little bit to do with mentality, the Germans tend to take their
time, wait and see and gain trust,” he explained. “But I can definitely say that in the
last ten years Berlin has developed positively because not only are people coming to
Berlin regularly, but many people also have a second home in the city who are especially interested in the art scene here.”
“I think the challenges facing gallerists in Berlin aren’t that different from the challenges facing gallerists in London, Paris, or New York,” Wentrup continued. “On the
one hand, it’s doing a sustainable and responsible program and not jumping on every
bandwagon, but to stand with the artists, work sustainably for the artists, to be
patient, and to believe in the artists. That is equally challenging everywhere,
although perhaps it takes a little longer in Berlin and in Germany because the people
here want to see that one stands with ones artists.”

Interview by Ioanna Gerakidi
Photography: Christoph Mack for Collecteurs

Katharina Stover and Barbara Wolff of Peles Empire in their Berlin studio © Christoph Mack for Collecteurs

It all started with a coincidence. Katharina Stöver and Barbara Wolff, the Berlin-based artistic duo known as Peles Empire, first met when studying together in Städelschule in 2004.
Soon after they became room-mates, they launched their first collective project inside
their home: an illegal bar that functioned as a walk-in installation, amalgamating the public
and private.
The work of Peles Empire brings together superficially oxymoronic schemas, different
architectural styles and historical eras while tracing the relations between original and
copy. Their installations mix together precious materials treated in an ungracious way,
re-arranging the linearity of time, chronology, and history. Their fragmentary approach to
the narrative derives from the architecture and inner decoration of Peleș Castle built in the
19th century in the Carpathian mountains, in Romania. Through this approach, they
manage to create a haptic, physical dynamic inside the space; sculptures become two
dimensional works, wallpaper and A3 paper turn into three dimensional objects. The
byproduct manifests as a work itself; the handmade is placed alongside the industrially
produced.
Ioanna Gerakidi speaks to Peles Empire about the ways of looking at mimicry as an everyday life attitude, when an artwork is considered finished, and freedoms and limitations that
arise when working as a duo. For Peles Empire, collectivity emerges as a method that
holds power when trusting each other’s instincts and reconsiders the presence of egos.

© Christoph Mack for Collecteurs

Ioanna Gerakidi: Can you tell us how you met and decided to work on this collective
together?
Peles Empire: We met during our studies at Städelschule and coincidentally became

room-mates in 2004. Both of us originally studied painting and realized that our work had
a lot in common, such as experimenting with different materials and photographic
elements in paintings. But we felt like experimenting beyond painting. When another
person in the apartment moved out in 2005, we decided to collaborate. We initially
opened an illegal bar in our home. It was a sort of walk-in installation that allowed mixing
public and private. For the installation we used a photograph of the Princess’ bedroom
inside Peleș Castle in the form of wallpaper, very fitting to Frankfurt’s red light district
where we lived at that moment.

IG: Jannis Kounellis once said that space is its chasms; you can only experience it
through its fragments, otherwise you only see rooms. In your practice, the fragmental — both in spatial and historical terms — seems to play a significant role. What
does it mean to create and/or recreate a spatial narrative based on the inconsistencies of a space?
PE: The starting point of our practice is the Romanian Historicism castle Peleș, built in the
late 19th century. We were initially fascinated by the crude mash-up of copies of different
architectural styles and epochs that were placed next to each other without any hierarchical order. In the castle, all elements seem to be treated without consideration of their
‘origin.’ Energy saving light bulbs in glass chandeliers next to hand-carved Indian tables
and a copy of a Michelangelo’s Medici tomb serving as mantle pieces over the fireplace.
The narrative we are interested in lies within the gain and loss of ‘information,’ from one
copy to the next. From the ‘original’ style to the reinterpretation of it. This very gap is what
we are interested in.

IG: How do materials as mediums for your installations operate within this very context?
PE: We’ve been working with A3 paper copies since 2005. These copies are glued togeth-

er in order to create large wallpapers. This is a fragmentation that through the combination
of digital print and manual manipulation naturally produces glitches, translational ‘mistakes’ so to say. Starting from the idea of a single paper being abstracted from its context,
we have arrived at different materials mimicking this effect. We also like to use standard
formats and building materials juxtaposed with precious Ming porcelain, which in our work
is treated ordinarily.

© Christoph Mack for Collecteurs

IG: During the summer of 2017, a sculpture of yours was exhibited in a carpark in
Münster. Can you tell us a bit more about this work, as well as about the challenges
that might have generated for your practice when generally being exposed to unsafe
conditions?
PE: Our work for Skulptur Projekte Münster took its cue from the city’s architecture, orna-

mental and intricate facades are held up by thin metal rods which are only visible from the
side. This had an obvious relationship to a foundational element of our work, namely
exploring the transition from 2D to 3D. The houses in the old city center were destroyed
during WWII and rebuilt in the 1950s. Their design was based on copies of the old facades
that sometimes only loosely related to the original.

Visiting Münster after receiving the
invitation to participate had an
influence on how we experienced
different parts of the city. The
impression previous editions of
Skulptur Projekte has left on the
city is still there and we spent a
long time in search for an area
where our sculpture could be
placed, which in turn would also
influence the final piece itself. We
were looking for a kind of ‘in-between’ space within the city
centre. The parking lot was perfect
in the sense that it was close to the
rebuilt center. But it was also
surrounded by a mix of architectural styles, such as post-modern, 70’s
and functional housing buildings.
Our work, titled ‘Sculpture,’
merged the architecture of the city
of Münster with the architecture of
Peles Castle. The outline of the
front was the means of the facades
that have existed before the war.
On the front was a tiled image of
the castle’s terrace that is propped
up by a wooden scaffold. The
body of the sculpture was structurally-based on the Münster roofs,
© Christoph Mack for Collecteurs
and the steps, made in dibond,
were based on the A3 Format
which we often use in other works and room installations. The surface image was based on
photographs of the Jesmonite bar that stood inside the sculpture. The pattern outside imitated effects that appear during the photocopying process. The front and the body of the sculpture were in black and white. The inside part of the sculpture’s character operates as a structure made of metal. At the bar, diagonally placed inside, artist talks were held with artists that
have previously exhibited in the exhibition space we have been running in London, Cluj and
Berlin. During these talks we served a Romanian plum spirit named Tuica.
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