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J U LI A A ENG B E R G 

Like a 

PIXELW ALD (Pixel Fore st, 2016 ) is mad e up of thou 

sand s o f e lectr ic-powe red baubl es, like small me teo r 
ro cks <lisper ed in a co mi c showe r. Em ana lin g light 

and co lo1·-pink s blu es, red s, o range, g1·ee n as well 

as dark e r shad es of br own , mage n ta and crim so n

th e frag me n t and di so ri ent ex p ri n e , xp lodin g 

an im age that ca n only be co mp1·eh end ed from a 

grea t di stance . Th e ir tantali zing , crystallin e fes toon
ing invit es you to n te r into a mag ica l fairy-tale for
est, b ut for a ll th e ir fc t ivity, th e cm j agge dl y da n
ge rou s. A5 in mo st fairy ta les, th e j o urn ey in to th e 

for est rnu . t be tak n with ca r , for on ' in its mid t, 
you might lo e your way. Thi ou ld b Dant · da rk 
wood o f chaoti c matt e r wh ere th e se lf is ob scur ed 

and th e right path out mu st be n eg oti a ted. 

Th e imm ersive envi1·o nm ent of PIX EL FORE 'T is 
a mor e melancholi c place th an Pipil o tti Rist"s usu a l 

pa to ra l, and it strik es a Jun gian ton e . As Jun g ob 

se 1·ved , "Thou ght s g row in me like a fo res t, popu 

la ted b many di ffer nt a nim als. But man i do m i
nee rin g in hi s thinkin g, and th erefor e he kills th e 
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P ipi i o ll i I? is l 

Thoughts 
Grow 

• 
Ill Me 

Forest 

/>/PIL OT TI RIST. PI XELWALD MO TH ERBOAI W (PIXELFOI/.EST 

M TTERPL.A TTE ), 20 16. 111ulti-cha1111el vi d,o i11s la /l n li o11 wi lh 

so u nd , Jor,s f of ha ng i ng, r us lom-mo de n 11d /Jrogrammetl LED lig h ts, 

pixel potch. ro11/tr . lrtrnsf ormers. player. 35 mi11 .. i 11S10/la/io11 view. 

NnlJ 1\ l usrnm , NPw York, 20 16 / A1t h l'knnn l- Vid roi ns lnll n l io n mi l 

Ton , \Va/ti ldingnu ln. mnssg l'fPrtig t,.,· un i/ /Hogrt1mm.in ·trr-l. f D-l. ir l,-

1,r. Rou lt r. T rans f on 11lltouu, J\ bsJJit lg,rii t. Jns lnll a ti ons nn sic hl. 
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PIP/LOTTI RIST , PIXEL WALD MOTHERBOARD (PIXELFOREST 

M UTT ER PL A TTE ), 2016 , m-ulti -channel video installation with 

sound, forest of hanging, cu stom -made and p rogramme d LED 

ligh ts, pi xe l patch , routers , transform ers, pla yer, 35 min ., installa 

tion view , New Mus eum , New York , 20 16 / iWehrhana l- Video insta ll a

t ion mi t To n , Wald hi.i.ngender , massgefert ig ter u nd 

program mier ter LED -Li ch ter, R ou ter, Transf on na toren , 

Ab spie lgerii t, l ns lalla tionsansicht. 

pleasure of the forest and that of the wild animals. 
Man is violent in his desire , and he himself becomes 
a forest and a forest animal. Just as I have freedom 
in the world, I also hav e freedom in my thoughts. 
Freedom is co nditional. "1l Rist's work always has an 
et hi cal twist: There are choices to be made and a bal
ance to be maintained, h ere viewed via th e metaphor 
of a spectacular forest. 

The expansive surve y "Pipilotti Rist : Pix el Forest " 
opened at the New Museum, New York, in fall 2016, 
in the final days before the US presidential election. 
At the time, a nervous foreboding had entered into 
the psyche of the world ; we were disoriented , and our 
ethical and moral compasses were tested. Rist's for
est, in sympathy with these darkening political days, 
seemed less a therapeutic elixir than a symbol of a 
potential , dangerous turn of even ts. Whether it was 
the national cir cumsta n ces or the claustrophobia of 
th e museum spaces , her work struck a more disquiet
ing tone than usual. 

Where Rist once offered a sinless , light-filled 
Eden-as seen in the pl aygro und of frolicking nymphs 
and fecund fruits captured in her 2005 video inst a l
lation HOMO SAPIENS SAPIENS-her newest works 
show paradise submerged in a swamp of hazardous , 
dang erous tangl es and breathless depths. Although 
viewers lie on beds and cushions to gaz e upward at 
the biomorphically shaped screens of 4TH FLOOR TO 

MILDNESS (2016) , th e images evoke liquid h eavy with 
organic matter, only allowing glimpses of the sky and 
land be yond . Visitors to the New Museum 's fourth 
floor first passed a neon sign that read PLEASE HELP 
ME (2017) before stretching out at the bottom of this 
pond. A song by the Austrian musician Anja Plaschg 
(aka Soap & Skin) , "Spiracle," gives 4m FLOOR TO 
MILDNESS a desperate, suffocating edge: 
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PIPII .OT'/'I RIS T. 4m Fi.OOH TO MII .DNESS, 20 16. 4 -r lu 11111Pi vi d,o i11 tnll a tio11 wi th so 1t1ul, proj,r lors. /1/aJPrS . 2 r,mo r/1/ums /Hw els rns 

f,en ded horizo1ttally Jro111 the a iling . si ng/, a nd double beds, pi llows and covas. 6 111i11. 20 u c . . 7 111i11. 3 sec . . 8 min, I I rr., 8 min. I J ser., 

ins/<t/lalio11 view. New M 11sw 111. 20 16 I 4-Ka ,w l-Videoi nslall ati on mi l Ton. l'r ojekt oren. fl bsf1ielgero /e, 2 horizon tal 1110!11ie,-1e am orphe Pa.11eele. 

l~inf arh - 1111d Dopp , !b, ll m .. KiSJrn 1111<1 O,c kbett ,n. l ns tal/ a t io11snnsir hl . 

When I was a child 
Fears j)'ushed me hard in my head 
in m necll 
In my ch.est 
In my waisl 
I never loved 

I still beg 
Please help me 

This plea for help from a child , emerging from the 
deep darkness, was incredibly disturbing . From time 

to tim a fragmented bod y came inta view above, 
through reed and leaves , but this is not the water 
naiad of previous works such as 1YNCDKRAIT, VAR 
MI V (Gravity , Be My Friend , 2007) , who imp
ishly attends the viewer , providing proof of a viab le 
life-aquatic. The bod y in the New Museum insta lla
tion was instead at the mercy of the pond' own life 
force - cold, agitated , capr icious , and perilous . v\ e 
cou ld see her goose bumps and t el th chi ll worry
ing how she would escape up to the water's continu
a lly obscured sudace . 
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Exhibitions have memories embedded in them. Some 
visitors to the ew Mu eum would have remembered 
Rist 's extravagant and bountiful projection that 
washed across the trium of New York 's Museum of 
Modern Art several years ago. In POUR YO R BODY 

OUT (7354 CUBIC METERS) (200 ) , Rist provided a 
sp ctacle of blooming pink tulips and trippy psych -
delic abstractions, the harvests of fruits and the antics 
of gleeful gluttony. De pite this optimistic, colorful 
vision, a trickle of b lood appears momentarily amid 
the fantasia, an almost subliminal appearance. Rist 's 
work has always contained an element of pain along
side pleasure , and blood is a reminder of the life 
force. In her life-size, cutout self-portrait THE HELP 

(2004), a lim ited edition for Park ell 71, a streak of 
blood runs from underneath her red polka-dot dress 
all the way down one leg into her red shoe - match
ing the red knee -high sock on her other leg. In this 
defiant, provocative work , Rist becomes Our Lad y of 
Red , a se lf-ano inted patron saint of the fema le flow. 

PIP/l .OT'Tf RIST , l 'V£ 0 LY GOT EYES FOR YOU-( PIN DOWN 

J U1\!IP UP GIRL ), I 996 . 3-D imag, , coio ,· ph otograph u11der 

lrn lirntat ul film. mounted 0 11 fl e.Yible plasti c, 4 s-uclion rnps. 

8 1 /, .Y I I··. Edition for Park e/I / 3-D-Bild. Farbplwlogmplti e 

1111/er Lenlirn .larra ·/erfoliP. aufgezogrn rwf flexibt,m K1111slsloff, 

4 Srrng111i/,jt, 20 ,8 x 27.8 cm. 
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In contrast to previous presentations of Rist's work , 
the ew Museum urve y permitted a more mature 
encounter, demonstrating her technologica l trajec
torie and presenting her more anarchistic and me l
ancholic registers. \<\ hi le 4m FLOOR TO MILD ESS 

was the undertow and underbelly of the reu·ospec
tive , OPE MY GLADE (FL TTE ) (2000), shown on 
the glass storefront facade of the 1ew Museum in
dicates another sort of bruta lity that often goe un
recognized or unmentioned in discussions of the 
artist 's imager y. Here Rist 's face appears la rger than 
life-size, like Alice in \Nonderland , her face pressed 
against the window of the screen, peer ing out at 
passers-b y on the Bower y. It is hard to escape the 
corporea l crush of this work-the disturb ing torture 
of flesh and cartilage being smushed and smeared 
across the glass membr ane , in a kind of self-humi l
iation and punishment . This is not a cute work: It 
cl stroys the pos ibilit y of a simple , objectify ing gaze 
and indicates a kind of hyper-confinement , p lacing 
it in the company of nduran works by Abramovic 
and Nauman. 

Confinement or entrapment has always preoccu
pied Rist. One of her mo t powerful ly me lancho lic 
pieces is VORSTADTH I RN (S BURB BRAJN) (1999), a 
miniature model of a house with garage and patio , on 
\ hich three small-sca le videos are projec ted. Bathed 
in nocturnal light , this diorama of domesticity sug
gests childhood, vulnerab ility, and doubt. The scene 
is munda.1 e yet uncannily, horrific a lly aflame, and it 
provides the mise en scene for a ruminat ive mono
logue that meanders through topics such as aesthet
ics, lov , poetics , nature , cars and loss-loss of the 
other as well as oneself: "I am a birch tree "; "redi
rect poet111 back to metaph ysics , phrsics, and ethics"; 
"only you in love , glanc ing in low motion seem like 
a u·ap to me." In the videos, Rist drives a car through 
the landscape , inventing a manifesto of survivaJ and 
defiance- "my blood is boiling. " 

The te levision is a cage for Rist's wilder side in 
I'VE O LY COT EYES FOR YO (PIN DOW J MP P 
GIRL), a 1996 edition for Park elt 48 . In th is color l n
ticular, to be attached to a TV screen via four suction 
cups, the artist is a fera l imp who has sto len the re
mote control from the fathers of video art , waking up 
the couch potato lazily vegging out in front of the TV . 
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Indeed, watching older monitor works such as the 
iconic l'M NOT THE GIRL WHO MISSES M CH (1986) 
or (ENTL ST NGE 1) PIPILOTTIS FEHLER ( [Absolu

tions) Pipilotti's istakes, 1988), we se nse that even 
in her ear ly, experimenta l phase, Rist already wanted 
to break free of the frame of the TV set or screen. 
She makes use of its containment to e ·plore limits, 
to exp lod e the image from within, to rupture and 
di rupt it, to pla with video anar hy and static. Th 
images bloop ands racch rewind, and whirl in pixel 
disruption; they disappear from th frame, un-synch, 
and overlay. t the ew Museum, howe er, viewers 
were required tO place their heads within cones that 
prou-uded from the wall , restrict ing their movement 
and demanding their concentration on these relics 
of video rebellion-a museological approach to his
torical work. 

Yet Ris 's philosophy has a lways been to activat 
the vi w r. In 'Pixe l Fore L" mus um visitors rare ly 
had a passive role or enco unt ered a work that did not 
shift their body in some wa -ph sically, perceptu

a lly or phenomenologically. The body, for ins tance, 
was caressed and ventilated in the gossamer labyrinth 
of ADMINI TRATING ETERNllY (2011 ), wand ering 

through gently moving curtains projected with video 
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of Swiss hills , domestic scenes, and absu-act patterns. 
Th body was invited tO snuggl and stretch on thick 
carpet to absorb th earth ly travels and wat r twin
ning of <MERCY GARO > FROM THE MERCY WORK 
FA IILYand <WORRYWILL A ISH HORIZON> FROM 
THE WORRY WORK FAMILY (bo h 2014) . Standing 
beneath ' PE COD CHANDELIER (2011), the body 
was displaced as the viewer contemp lated tiers of un
d rwear filled with light, pl ndidly hovering like an 
alien spaceship. 

Viewers might have remained motionless while 
watching EVERT OVER ALL (1999) , riveted by the 
brazen escapade of a maiden smashing car windows. 
But inside , they cou ld fee l the ecstati release of its 
mischie ous feminist humor , this jo yful victory over 
law, patriarchy , and passivity. 2> A u-iumphant , blissful 
bubble of civil disobedience, EVER IS OVER ALL read 
a a fearles salvo aga in t the turning of the tide, one 
that would pull us under and drag us down into its 
muddy , murky depths-unless we stand defiant. 

I) C. G. Jun g, Th e Red Boo/,: A Reader's Edition (New York: W. W. 
orton and Compan y, 2012) , 192. 

2) As I have previous( wriLten , Lhi fcmini ·L srnashi11g re calls th e 
writing of Helene Cixous. See "The La ugh of th e Medusa,- trans. 

Ke iLh and Pa ul a Cohen, Signs 1, no . 4 ( ·umm r 1976): 875-9 3. 

PIP/LOTTI RIST. PEN MY GLADI:." 

((-'LATTEN). 2000. v id eo inst a /l a lion. 

i11sta/lat io n v irw, New M11se 11m, 20 / 6 / 

\li tl eoi n /al/a/ion, ln s tall ations a11sfr ht . 
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PIP/LOTTI RI S T, VORS TADTHIR N (SUB URB BRAI N) . 1999 . Jnoj ections onto a model of a su.b·urban rcside,itia l ctrea. va riow; objec ts. sowu l. 

i11s ta ll a ti o n view , New Mu se um, 2 0 16 I Projekl iomm au/ d al' /Vlodell ei11es stiidli sc hcn Wolwg ebiets, ve rsc hi cd en e Cege11stii11dc, To 11, lu s ta llation sa"11sichl. 
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