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Why Louise Lawler Now

Magdalena Vukovi¢

Business art

A simple glass door leads into the foyer of the head office of the
Verbund AG, Austria’s biggest electricity company. It marks the transition
from the urban square Am Hof, busy with tourists and shoppers, to a
totally different ambience. The practical, unexciting office building from
the early 1950s stands opposite a colorful mixture of baroque sacred
architecture, a neo-classic luxury hotel and, not least, circus tents. Bare of
decoration, clearly laid out, with subdued colors: the architectural
language of Carl Appel speaks of a place for achievement, not
consumption, and this is carried on from the exterior to the interior.
“People at work here!” is the unmistakable message, and indeed women
and men in business suits are dashing purposefully through the brightly
lit, plain hallway with their eyes glued to a smartphone or a stack of
papers, not to be distracted in any way. In this site, the Vertical Gallery, the
Verbund AG regularly presents its art collection—presently a solo
exhibition of the American artist Louise Lawler, where all 27 works in the
firm’s possession are to be found distributed through seven floors.

Lawler again provokes questions that have been central to her
decades of creative work and which have still lost none of their
immediacy today. At once, in the reception area, she makes reference to
the location of the exhibition and uses a trompe-l'ceil situation to
challenge the approaching visitor to reflect. Stretched across the entire
wallis a commercial interior of the no longer existent New York
investment bank Paine Webber. Lawler opens a window into a different
era when, for a short time, there was a worldwide economic boom. The
photo was taken in 1982, in the heyday of the firm, when its business
rooms were covered with art, signaling prosperity and a high level of
education. While the view of the New York skyline covers almost three
quarters of the picture, it is rounded off on the right with a framed
charcoal drawing of a man in a suit. This is part of the series Men in the
Cities, which resulted in a meteoric rise in the artworld for the American
artist Robert Longo. In particular, because they were positioned in the

nomansland between criticism and affirmation, these drawings of
attractive businessmen and -women twisting in unusual poses provided
their author with both commercial and institutional success.

With her work, Lawler illuminates the ambivalent relationship
then and now between ideological and commercial values, art and the
art market, artist and buyer. More than thirty-five years and several
economic crises later, in the entrance to the Viennese head office, Louise
Lawler uses Arranged by Donald Marron, Susan Brundage, Cheryl Bishop
at Paine Webber, Inc NYC (adjusted to fit) to pose similar questions to
another institution. The simple window of the photo shown in Vienna
fits seamlessly into Appel’s real functional space, and the man in a suit could
have been modelled on someone from the busy staff of the Verbund. We
are enjoined to reflect not only on the semantic context of the photographed
artwork but also on Lawler’s role as an artist in this constellation, and,
further, on the collection policies of large commercial enterprises.

Collection strategies

Lawler’s profile matches the good reputation of the Verbund
collection: with artist names like Cindy Sherman, Francesca Woodman
and Valie Export it has built up a range of works with a feminist emphasis,
whose value rises, furthermore, every year. “She’s Here,” announces
Lawler with the exhibition title, blustering self-confidently like so many
of her male colleagues. And yet she consistently turns down interview
opportunities and, if possible, keeps herselfin the background. For
example, Gabriele Schor, the director of the collection, would have been
pleased to see Lawler’s name prominently on the title page of the
accompanying catalog, but, at the artist’s wish, the focus was placed on
her concept: Selected and Related. Werke von Louise Lawler erworben von der
Sammlung Verbund, Wien & Anderen (Selected and Related. Works by
Louise Lawler acquired by the Sammlung Verbund, Vienna, and others.)
The artist makes the date of purchase and the relevant seller a component
in the name of each picture and she places a list at the beginning of the
catalog as an overview. None of her small objects, such as paperweights,
or matchboxes, find their way into the collection. The list of purchases,
usually made through established galleries and auctioneers, provides a
(sadly just fragmentary) insight into the purchasing strategy.
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