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RESHAPING THE SPOON: REN�E BLOCK
IN CONVERSATIONWITH ANNA

BROMLEY AND ANNELI K€ASMAYR

Anneli K€asmayr, Anna Bromley and Ren�e Block

INTRODUCTION

The following is an annotated conversation expanding and revising a dialogue
that dates back a few years. The original conversational dialogue, titled
“Spooning Away,” was published in the anthology No ART Around – About
The (Im)Possibility of Operating a Restaurant as Art in 2012.1 Employing the
format of marginalia, the authors induct a secondary meta-dialogue that
reflects on some of the topics of the original conversation (shaded in grey),
which seem not dated at all.

Similarly to the virtual table talk which the anthology No ART Around
accommodates by the diverse views of the authors,2 the three conversational
partners here sit down to highlight aspects of “dreijahre dining room project,”3,4

(Figure 1) that seem to be just as constituted in Block’s approach as gallery owner
and art dealer. The starting-point of the dialogue, which took place in the gallery
space of Edition Block in Berlin, is the relationship of gastronomy and art: how
each makes use of the other. Moreover, creatives seem to be attracted by such
convivial gastronomic spaces as half-public social spaces to gather and meet. Since
the Italian futurists in the early 1930s, with their Taverna del Santopalato
(Tavern of the Holy Palate), and increasingly since the Eat Art Movement in the
1960s, restaurants themselves have become art undertakings.5 However, what
differentiates “dreijahre dining room project” from the artistic positions of, say,
Daniel Spoerri or Allen Ruppersberg6 is the specific use of the gustatory moment,
the food.7 Whereas in the works of Spoerri and Ruppersberg food was used as a
material and not necessarily aimed towards edibility,8 the food in “dreijahre”
never was the art. It was in fact used as a medium to create a social (half) public
space, a convivial atmosphere in which people could enjoy themselves. The
audience became part of, and thus co-constituted, the artwork in being precisely
guests — and decidedly not a quotation, or concept, of guests. The gustatory
moment was implemented to seduce, and to open up dialogue with(in) the
audience. Hence the matter of food and drink had to be of a high quality to enable
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a conventional experience of indulgence.9 As art critic and curator Michael
Glasmeier suggests, “dreijahre dining room project”

introduced a crucial new element, namely the construction, the initia-
tion of the place and the specific, affectionate examination of all that
which characterizes gastronomy, without quoting, in true Postmodern
irony, the great masters of Conceptual art.10

Ironically, two years after the anthology was published, food and table culture was
at the core of the spectacles of EXPO 2015 in Milan. Contradictory to its own claim
to reflect on global issues, the EXPO continued to be displayed in grand pavilions
of the competing nations, a mid-nineteenth-century concept that fostered the
representation of European colonial economies.11 But colonial pasts and current
postcolonial conditions remained startlingly unaddressed in the further
elaboration of “feeding the planet.” Instead, the overarching Pavilion Zero
attempted to narrate “the relationship between man and nutrition.”12

As a reaction to EXPO’s “cruel optimism”13 and its appropriation of sustainable
food and anti-colonial activisms that came with a refusal to challenge or historicize
its structural core, Anna Bromley opened the Fermentation Pavilion together with
Michael Fesca in close dialogue with the Milan-based research project, “Exposed.”14

Under the roof of the imaginary pavilion, the project comprised a series of public
talks and workshops in the heart of Milan’s fiscal district. Among the contributors
were Anneli K€asmayr and dilettantin produktionsb€uro, Serge Attukwei Clottey and
Valentina Karga, to name but a few.15 The cultural and gustatory practice of
fermentation served as a starting-point for two days of exchange, experiments and
discussions on how to transform and decenter the themes of the EXPO copywriters
into concepts of social fermentation (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Dilettantin produktionsb€uro. dreijahre dining room project. 2007. Signboard. Photograph
by Jan Meier.
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In recent decades, Ren�e Block has shown his perspective on working as
gallerist and curator, as driven by content and dialogue. He has supported the
boundary-transcending activities of the international Fluxus movement. One
could say that he was interested structurally in where the artists of his generation
were becoming more visible, literally and metaphorically.16

On a hot day in August 2011, Anneli K€asmayr and Anna Bromley meet with
Ren�e Block in the Berlin Gallery Edition Block. Pots of paint scattered around, and
protective sheeting on the floor, point to preparations for the 45th anniversary of
his publishing project.17 It is pleasantly cool in the rooms. Over filter coffee and
water, the following conversation unfolds:

Anna Bromley (AB): Mr. Block, you are considered to be the pioneer of
communicating ephemeral art in Germany. You have always been very upfront
about the fact that when you first started out with your gallery you worked for many
years in the restaurant business, and also on a weekly market selling honey. That
sounds intriguing; many people would not address it at all in a professional context.

Ren�e Block (RB): I wanted to represent the gallery’s program very clearly and
uncompromisingly. In order to finance the gallery, I deliberately chose jobs that
had no connection to art instead of offering prints that were customary for the
time. Especially as there was nothing available in Berlin in my field as a glass
painter. That only left restaurant work. The usual dishwasher story.

Figure 2. Anna Bromley and Michael Fesca. Fermentation pavilion. 2015. Baked sourdough element.
Photograph by Amadeus Lindemann, provided by Michael Fesca.

AK: And until today a common relationship between artists and gastronomy! Working in restaurants or bars to make a living and support
their art work has been a widespread practice and economic strategy, especially since this kind of work doesn’t require a professional

training and can be learned by doing. Also: restaurant work schedules and their main (later) business hours often support the necessities

of artists. And: artists as audience in gastronomy.

But one could ask, what exactly that mutual attraction is, of the night life and the art world. Possibly it’s the imagined, the stage, the

convivial?
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Anneli K€asmayr (AK): What kind of a restaurant was it?

RB: It was through Richard Wagner — though that’s a different story — that I
found out about the “Historischer Weinkeller.” It is a little way outside the town
center, and had a reputation for exquisite wines. Though a wine bar, it was more
like a cozy pub with candles on the tables and simple cuisine, just small things to
have with wine. I thought I would meet people there who were interested in art.
And it was while I was working there that I got the idea to open up a gallery in the
empty property opposite the restaurant. I hadn’t started to think about what a
gallery is. But the idea really grabbed me; and so shortly afterwards— albeit not in
the periphery, but in the city — I opened a display cabinet showing prints in
Kurf€urstenstrasse, close to Potsdamerstrasse.

AK: What, then, was your first notion of a gallery?

RB: Back then, I was still studying at the art academy; and naturally, I wanted to
exhibit my talented fellow students. I opened with KP Brehmer. After just two
exhibitions in the Cabinet Ren�e Block — the name of the enterprise — and initial
experiences with the Berlin art public, the vision of a more programmatic and
interdisciplinary exhibition room developed. Things all developed really quickly. I
wrote to artists with whom I hoped to shake up what was still a rather complacent
West Berlin scene.

AB: That is an intriguing observation! As I am interested in how immaterial work is performed today, I assume that the

gravitation between the two scenes tags a key point in the neoliberal sensorium. The gallery as well as the dining room

are after all work areas, where we are made to forget that it is actually also a work place for others. While both localities

share the temporality of eventime, they also purposely eliminate any sign of laboriousness – also in the talking. All

conversations between those who work there and those who come as guests should feel as if there was no economic trade

involved. Discreetness is key!

AK: True, the language of hospitality is meant per definition to hide the economical exchange and make the guest “king” but
I’d like to disagree about the visibility of the labour. I think in gastronomy it’s even the other way around. Think of the open

kitchens, that have become often the centre of a restaurant, or the diligent and skillful work behind a bar. I have to admit

that I immensely like to watch a bartender preparing drinks (which I think is also aimed towards a beauty of the movement)

or a chef doing the plating with concentration. Actually when possible I always sit at the bar, especially when I’m dining alone.

There’s a promise of feeding that seems to be within that moment, similar to the bon fire that is seen as origin for human
culture. Also, a study at Harvard Business School showed that cooks cook better and that guests were more appreciative and

reported better quality experience when the kitchen was open.18

AB: It always struck me that Ren�e Block initially named his gallery a “cabinet”. I wonder if and how the concept of a

“cabinet” relates to gastronomical “formats”?
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AK: How long did you work in the wine bar, altogether?

RB: I think for the first two and a half years of the gallery; in other words, up
to spring 1967. Then I got a morning job, because I hardly got to see anything
of the city’s cultural life. After all, it took place in the evening, and I worked
in the wine bar every evening from 7 onwards. It is true that we did get some
interesting personalities, but I wanted to be able to come and go more freely
in the evenings.

AK: In a similar way to galleries, restaurants and the like open up semi-formal
social locations. Were you able to transfer your social experiences from the wine
bar to the gallery?

RB: But of course. I learned how to assess people quickly. The wine bar had three
rooms: one where the owner herself served, and two others the waiter was
responsible for. I knew really quickly where I had to seat the guests — merely by
the way they descended the six steps. During that time, I gathered a lot of

AK: Wasn’t it even called “Graphic Cabinet”? I think what it referred to was “cabinet” meaning “small room”. Which, of
course, always makes for an interesting concept in gastronomy: a small and intimate space that overcomes the contradic-

tion you referred to above, manifested in the transaction of money and the feeling of like-home. In “dreijahre” we also

appreciated the more intimate atmosphere of our “Green Salon” divided by thick curtains. However, currently when I

think about a separate room in regard to the food industry immediately the shocking term “rape room” comes up, as

described in regard to a private event space on top of the renowned New York “Spotted Pig” that often incorporated sexual

harassment, the confrontation of public sex and humiliating treatment of the service staff who had to work there.19

AB: This eerily resonates with the “cabinet” having been a status symbol in aristocratic baroque architecture. It

was a private retreat, often a library, sometimes with a collection of “curiosities” strictly limited to the male

inhabitants—typically located behind the monarchs’ bedroom. As apparent in Francis Bacon’s Essays, cabinets

emerged as exclusive location for political influence, hosting privy “cabinet councils” around 1600. It became

quite fashionable to assemble objects of art and of natural history in the cabinets. Curiously, the “science objects”

were often reproductions, or fakes. Ceremoniously presented to visiting diplomats and magnates, the “Kunstkabi-

net”, or “Kunstkammer” that emerged in the sixteenth century, was a half-secretive space demonstrating imperial

control.20 About one hundred years later, the Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm assembled his life guard quite

openly in his cabinet to smoke together. While the cabinet had become a precursor to the European collecting

practice, it also served as a spatial index of privacy, control of knowledge and diplomatic power, and subse-

quently one of informality and military power, both of which culminated into the cabinet as a parliamentary

structure.

But back to the word history of “cabinet”: In her upcoming project, the cultural researcher Karin Harrasser

relates the explosion of possibilities, coloniality, and knowledge in Baroque to current circumstances. Perhaps the

aggressive abuse of power you described above relates to the spatiality of the Baroque cabinet?

AK: Scary parallelism!
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information about people’s characters, and naturally about the very different
characters of wine. In my final days there, I had an important encounter. The
Forum Theater, a small private theatre on the Kurf€urstendamm, celebrated the
premier of a play by Handke. The entire troupe came and spent the evening there.
I got into conversation with the actors and theatre people. The director knew
about the gallery program, though he had never been there. Over the course of the
evening, we got on so well that from 1967 on, the parallel program of the gallery
(the soir�ees with performances and fluxus concerts) was no longer held in the
cramped gallery premises but as the evening program in the Forum Theater.

AB: The parallels between your gallery and Anneli’s dining room project might
be: both are economic systems, which are conceived from art and have to function
as social microcosms. Both systems generate high turnovers in their role as
economic enterprises. How can you think of economic activities as art?

AK: Highly interesting (the empathic training, both sociallyDpeople and sensoriallyDtaste), yet there is another aspect

within the field of gastronomy that’s attractive to artists. Stumbled upon this in my current research interviews21: bartering!
In a market where one of the offerings is edible, the product itself becomes a currency. In gastronomy food/drinks are used as

additional payment of the employees but also as exchange within the employees of different restaurants. Next to free meals

and drinks there might be a trading going on between different places/products, e.g. fresh bread from the bakery is being

traded for drinks at a bar, or a coffee for a meal discount. Isn’t this similar to 'trading’ in the other fields, e.g. the
institutional art market?

AK: Anna, you argued before that you see another analogy that is aimed towards gender equality and co-working at eye

level, both in “dreijahre” and “Edition Block”. You called this a feminist practice, could you elaborate on this?

AB: Galleries as well as fine dining places statistically reveal that the most prestigious positions – the ones in which

decisions are made – are generally taken by white males, aided by a fleet of female service “bees” positioned much lower in
the hierarchy. Until today, being a gallery assistant, a waitress, a dish-washer means being occupied by gendered labour –

amongst other categorical affinities to class and (non-)whiteness. Following the ways in which you selected and

“captained” your staff at “dreijahre”, I observed how you often reflected the work conditions by looking at it from a change

of perspectives. Your waiting staff seemed very balanced, gender-wise. The people that worked with and for Ren�e Block,

told me that he offered an eye level. Taking the needs and complaints of the ones in more precarious positions seriously, is

at the heart of current intersectionist feminist thought that I referred to – Lauren Berlant, Sarah Ahmed, the latest

Judith Butler books. Destabilizing (non-)privilege challenges our concepts of care, of work, of authority, and other.

AK: Speaking of gender, there is another up-to-date similarity in both fields of a white male dominance and power

dynamic that has been going on for many decades. In the sequence of the #metoo movement and after Weinstein, in both

art and gastronomy there has been a very public discussion about sexism and abuse of power.22 Especially in gastronomy it

seems to me that the discussion is just evolving as to what factors are part of the power dynamic that co-creates sexism

and racism etc.23
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RB: That depends on the intention, the awareness and the artistic attitude that
you adopt. Naturally, the caf�e has a very special function as a place where you
spend time and relax. Which is why it opens itself up more easily for
communication with others, I mean with people and with content, as can also
happen in galleries. Very close to my very first gallery experiment in the
Kurf€urstenstrasse, around 1975, the Caf�e Einstein was installed in the same
building as the daadgalerie, as a cultural meeting place. All sorts of people
involved in art and culture met there. There were discussions, readings, concerts.
Later, the caf�e developed into the commercially oriented place that you see today.

AK: Having a cultural objective does not automatically exclude a commercial goal.
Art does not preclude commerce. Is it not possible for a commercial structure to
also be a radical facet of art?

RB: By all means. It depends on the person behind the enterprise. Naturally, an
artist can operate a caf�e as a work of art. That is then what it is.

AK: So what makes a restaurant into art for you?

RB: I don’t know, but I think it all starts with a claim. It must first be declared a
work of art by the person operating it. Then you need a public, some people who
are willing to share this concept. Naturally, some guests might feel disturbed by
the idea and ignore being part of a work of art.

AK: As I see it, both are necessary: the guests that share the idea, and those that do
not perceive the art aspect. The very thing that made dreijahre radical was the fact
that not all the guests perceived it as art or even knew about the artistic concept.
There was no specific reference to art above the door. Some people simply came for
the atmosphere or the food. My works often address the question of art by not
looking like art. I ask myself again and again: So where is art, where does it reside?
Art is not tangible, not something you canmeasure, you can only conceive it.

That was why I was most interested in talking to those guests that did not
come because of the art, and who were surprised to find out about it. And some
guests came a few days later to talk to me about it again.

RB: Wasn’t Daniel Spoerri’s Eat Art Galerie in the late 1960 in D€usseldorf an early
model?

AK: But that was very much more art than everyday; it looked more like art, and
not like a normal restaurant.

RB: That’s right. It was an orchestrated roomwhere they often served crazy meals.
It was an installed art room, a sanctuary room for the avant-garde and art in-crowd
of the day. Naturally, I was just as curious and went theremyself several times.

AK: And did you like the taste?
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RB: It was interesting. Yes, the food was good at Spoerri’s; he had a good Swiss
chef. The food was only crazy on Mondays, when he or other artists cooked. But I
was never in D€usseldorf on Mondays.

AK: Culinary taste is important, certainly, and it is a fundamental component in
my works. I find the possibility of seducing the body through the stimulation of
the senses a very attractive thing, you might say opening up an interaction
between body and mind — to seduce sensually, to divert attention from the
torturous question of the intellect: “So where is the art here?” That also played an
essential role in the series dilettantin menu,24 which we did 2004–2005. What’s
more, taste is so simple and direct. In dreijahre, the quality of every single
product was important to us.

AK: And taste is deeply connected to culture! In this regard I’d like to bring in the work “Conflict Kitchen”25 of Pittsburgh based artists
Dawn Weleski and Jon Rubin. “Conflict Kitchen” is a take-away restaurant that serves food from a country that the USA is in conflict
with. All food is being wrapped into or served on paper that is printed with (unedited) statements of residents of those countries. Origi-

nated from the idea to bring foreign cuisines into the city food culture it quickly became an extensive art undertaking that created a lot

of intercultural exchange and politically quite dramatic discourse. Didn’t you raise a similar cultural food discourse in your work “Fer-

mentation Pavilion”?

AB: The researchers of the “Exposed project” with whom I collaborated for the “Fermentation Pavilion” revealed that many who migrated

into the European Union cannot obtain the food from their region of departure because of the strict EU import rules for “foreign” food. So

the “Exposed project” organized a dinner with smuggled and “illegal” food at the c/o Milano that no other art space was willing to host.

Michael Fesca (with whom I conceived the “Fermentation Pavilion”) and I were very interested in the concept of “foreign” food. Our proj-

ect was grounded on the metaphor of fermentation being a cultural technique that is widely shared across geographical regions and their

constant production and transition of food, table cultures and every day cultures in general. Why not focus on “sameness” and on the

manifold variations of preparing food employing the same principle? Coming from a Polish and Czech family background, I admired the

Ghanaian goulash that my host prepared for me in Accra. The dish is called Fufu and contains none of the ingredients that a Czech gou-

lash would – but the taste and texture were very similar! But you also conceived a dinner during EXPO, using forest ingredients! Was

there a similar thought behind it – to concentrate on “sameness”?

AK: “Eating the Forest”26 is a travelling site-specific dinner series that we created for the “ECADC Estonian Contemporary Art Development
Centre” and that is meant as a hands-on eating experience without any cutlery. The menu is a fusion of Estonian ingredients such as

Christmas tree spruces, lichen or sea buckthorn, and the local cuisine. The biggest challenge was to create Estonian flavours and “atmo-
sphere” with an artist group of non-Estonians, thus it required an intensive research trip beforehand to experience aesthetics, flavours
and, to harvest ingredients. But in a way there actually was a “sameness”, since in Milan we used German tree leaves, fish and meat,
Italian vegetables, herbs and olive oil, (which we smuggled into Italy by car because of the above mentioned EU import rules) next to

the Estonian ones. “Sameness” in regard to cooking is interesting also, because there is a wide industry focusing on substituting ingredients

to create the same “e.g. texture, as something else”: think gluten free flours, vegan egg powders, soy burgers, cricket flour... Also: there is no
exactly same tasting experience! Culinary taste is always in relation to the product, ratio, temperature, atmosphere, and so on. That’s

why convenience food tastes so different from person-cooked food.
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AB: At Spoerri’s, everything pointed to art — the dishes, the furnishings. Or at
least to avant-garde cuisine. I imagine the conflict they had was more whether
you could have a “normal” meal here or not. Many people came to dreijahre
who had probably read a restaurant recommendation. It was only after a
while, perhaps when talking to the service staff or Anneli, that they realized
there was also another level here. Anneli, we had many discussions about
your talks with your team. Every now and then, the service staff seemed to
have a problem with their double role. With over 30 temporary workers and
two full-time employees, plus trainees, dreijahre had quite a lot of staff. On
the one hand they were actors in an art project, and on the other service staff
in a hierarchical restaurant business. In their everyday work they were
confronted with questions about the nature of the art work they themselves
were a part of. Did that not lead to confusion over their identity?

AK: Yes, of course. But anyone who started working at dreijahre knew the artistic
intention. The team knew that alongside the restaurant concept there was another
soul. In principle, it was important for us to have a constant exchange with the
team. There was a lot of free space for them to co-design, things for them to help
shape: we made signature drinks, discussed programs — many small details in the
design of the place came from the team.

In regards to the art intention, I was at pains not to overtax the staff. We
repeatedly had talks about how we might deal with guests who want to know more
about the art, and naturally about art per se.

Once some of us went on an excursion to Galan in South France, where
my former professor Rolf Thiele runs the Acad�emie Galan.27 There were five
of us from the team, plus the chef. We cooked there every day, had meals
together, and talked a lot about dreijahre. And about the difficulty that
service staff is also a communicator in this situation. It was important that
everyone realized that it was fine to tell guests that they do not know exactly
where the art was either. Instead, they referred people to me; and that was
exactly right. Thus, I believe this trip to Galan was very important. It created
a distance to the place, and consequently the means to think quite differently
and — more objectively.

AB: As actors, the employees were exposed to the immediacy of the orchestration;
they did not have the detachment of observers, making it difficult to distance
themselves. That probably leads to people feeling overtaxed. That said, you could
ask whether artistic actions are not distancing actions in general, which come
about from being overtaxed.
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AK: That is true, but naturally you cannot expect something like that from the
employees. For many of them, it was a second job. They had to balance trays with
beer, serve 10 tables and deal with questions about art all at the same time. Most
of them accepted the idea and found their own way of dealing with the questions.

It was on the very last day, on the closing ceremony, that guests experienced the
restaurant most clearly as an artistic work. This date came about much earlier than
the guests might have expected. That was necessary, as the idea of disappearance
was inherent in dreijahre from the start. Consequently, the end came as a surprise
for everyone. On the final day, we reversed the service situation: on the tables in the
dining room food was arranged like a still-life — vegetables, fruit, sausage, carafes
with juice, withering flowers, piles of sandwiches with ham. . . (Figure 3). There was
no service staff; everything was self-service, though this was not specifically said.
Each guest had to find that out and actually stand behind the bar and draw one’s
own beer or pour oneself a wine. It was a really exciting situation. Naturally, some
guests complained about the lack of service and left shouting loudly.

One situation I really liked, and which expressed the confusion of the guests
well, was when a man drew himself a beer and a woman rushed up to him and
shouted with relief: “Ah, you work here!” And the man replied: “Me?! Erm . . . I
don’t know.”

AB: Looking back at how I had addressed the seemingly oppositional states of being overtaxed and/or distanced, I would

question such binary oppositions today. I assume that in the employee’s perspective lies a whole different set of tools for

thinking with a conceptual endeavour like “dreijahre”. Anneli, you took them all on a cooking-and-speaking retreat. What

was the most surprising insight that this brought for you?

AK: It was a small group (btw. all non-artists) that was interested to travel all the way (16-hour car ride!) from Northern

Germany to South France, but to me it was a real gift, that there was any interest from the team. Art, as immersive in the

everyday as “dreijahre” was, is, I believe, a great challenge for the employees, because most of what you are judged by from

the audience is non-art, in this case food quality, service and atmosphere. Thus, it was not much a surprise but a very

supporting factor for the team, that the relaxing dynamic of discussing the setting, apart from the setting, worked. That a

different space creates possibilities for different angles. In a way, I think, you need allies in art, that help transport a work,

especially in public space. These might be curators or critics, colleagues, an informed or a won-over audience... And I think

this trip made that group more of confederates in the name of the project. Tell me, what are your experiences with allies

in your work?

AB: Since I consider my practice as an exploration of the paradoxes that Western culture, neoliberal capitalism and a long

culture of thinking in binary oppositions and asymmetries bring along, I find allies in the ones who share my sceptical
attitude! In the case of the “Fermentation Pavilion”, our most amazing supporter was the Fondazione Forma - an

association of press photographers who had nothing to do with food, or table cultures but who were productive

interlocutors.28
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The roles were simply reversed. You had to go behind the bar, look for a glass,
open the refrigerators and look for the drink you wanted. To begin with, the
situation was awkward. At some point the place was full, some people “served” the
others. We put on some music and had a huge party.

AB: Perhaps we ought to think about being radical again. Does artistic radicalism
come from a consciously heightened overtaxing of oneself? What was that like
then in dreijahre?

AK: That only works when it is what you want and you look for it. I cannot
demand it of anybody.

AB: I would like to rephrase that question: Is the concept of being radical tied to the opposing poles of either overspending
(mental and physical), or enclosure?

AK: I would like to add here that a certain overspending of energy I don’t feel attracted to anymore, and in this regard, I
personally was probably not a good leadership example. Then I was mentally so attached to the clarity and consequence of

the work (and got a lot of strength out of it) that I might have lost often empathy for “what’s possible” from a human per-

spective and in a sustainable way (similar to what I perceived later in overall gastronomy, that is prone to burn out peo-

ple). And I would like to question whether a certain (performative) energy really needs to come from intense pressure,

focus and putting the work over your body (needs), or, what alternative focusing strategies might be? (! e.g. mind/med-

itation practice)?

Figure 3. Dilettantin produktionsb€uro. dreijahre dining room project. 2010. Finissage. Photograph
by Jan Meier.
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AB: Mr. Block, I am also thinking about the sale of Beuys’ “Rudel”29 at the
Cologne art fair. By being provocative and asking the sales price you did, you put
yourself in an extremely difficult situation— and then had to sit it out!4

RB: It was about cultural policy.

AK: And did you also enjoy behaving so provocatively?

RB: I did enjoy the fact that it turned out well. But the actual moment was a state
of tension and nervousness; Beuys felt it even more so than I did.

AK: It was, after all, his career that was on a high wire.

RB: That’s right, he risked a lot by trusting in me.

AB: Anneli, dreijahre was also very risky for you. The majority of your former
supporters in the art business did not want to go along with the idea. “If it’s
commercial, then it cannot be art,” they argued.

AK: I imagine that could only radicalize because it was in Bremen and not in
Berlin or New York. Presumably the context plays a great role.

[RB nods in agreement.]

AK: How is it with difficult art? Is it not, in any case, more interesting?

RB: Over the long term, difficult art is the more interesting. With pictures, it is
often the case that at first glance you think “A nice picture. I want it.” But after a
short time, it’s the opposite. Beauty alone quickly gets boring.

AB: Anneli, you liked guests who sparked controversies. What was it like with
difficult guests?

AK: Sometimes it was a dilemma. Some guests used the place as a stage for their
own performance. I preferred guests who took in a lot and observed things.

RB: The polite, detached ones.

AK: Yes, exactly.

AB: By decupling the prices of Beuys’ installation, Ren�e Block challenged the assignment of values – not only in the primary
art market, but also in national institutions and their production of cultural distinction.
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AB: I would like to come back to the difficult. Mr. Block, in your gallery work you
resisted the prevailing norms of the art market. It was said of you that you were
radical. How do you feel about that?

RB: I don’t think of myself as radical. I am interested in a certain concept of art,
and that is what I pursue. Closing the gallery on September 15, 1979 was perhaps
my most radical decision.

AK: You had a branch of your gallery for exactly three years in New York. How did
this period of time come about?

RB: The end came unexpectedly with the sale of the building. The new owners no
longer wanted to rent out the floors, but to sell them. I could not find any new
premises with a comparable atmosphere. Beuys always said it was really a
European space. New York was the only involuntary ending of a project. I selected
all the other finishing dates very consciously—my Berlin gallery existed for exactly
15 years. My work for the Berlin artist program of the DAAD also ended after
exactly 10 years, and I also directed theKunsthalle Fridericianum for 10 years.

AK: It is interesting how you work and think in cycles. How does that come
about?

RB: I often act in cycles in order to think the end in advance, and also to work
towards it.

AK: It seems to me that an artificial deadline sharpens the focus. You work
differently when you know from the beginning when the end is.

RB: Naturally. When the end is determined, you get things done that you would
normally put off. Then you think: Now I MUST do it. That prevents you from
getting into a routine, and that is really important. Work should not become
routine. You always live with a certain generation of artists and sometimes have to
liberate yourself (and quit). Then others have to continue.

AB: Anneli, in your practice, it seems crucial that you embark on an artistic endeavour together with others. You need to be
present to claim the work as art. Looking back at the large gastronomical enterprise “dreijahre”, and on the projects that

came after that – what are your thoughts on the relation between exhaustion and continuity?

AK: Interesting question! Back then I was fascinated by the radicalness that comes with submerging yourself

completely into an art work and the dynamic that’s necessary to create a specific energy. As with atmospheric/per-

formative pieces, may it be an art performance or a gastronomical space, I feel a certain presence of the originator

is necessary. With “dreijahre” I wanted to prove to myself that as an artist I could slip into the role of a restaura-

teur every day again, without ever becoming one. It’s a liberating experience in a way. However, probably because

23



AK: On the closing of your gallery, Beuys said: “It has to be said where culture
takes place. Not in the Mies-van-der-Rohe building, but here.” I am interested in
what happens when art, which back then had a radical impetus, suddenly takes
place in the accepted White Cube? Does it lose its political force en route?

RB: I think its force remains. But it shifts to a different level, reaches different
people. Perhaps it also gains something, as well. Beuys never shocked people in
my gallery; indeed, they came because of Beuys.

AK: Meanwhile, not a lot has changed: art is somehow a niche show for a niche
public.

RB: That’s it, exactly. Like the stone that falls into the water, first it makes a hole
in the surface and then it forms ever greater circles until the boulevard becomes
aware of it. When I was still at school, even people in the country knew that the
youngster painted as well as Picasso. And after the abstract painting came the Fat
Corner installation, which basically anyone can make. But, if we could return to
the topic of our conversation: I would like to mention that on the evening before

of this rather intense work experience I have become more and more interested in the well-being, an aspect that’s

neither a moving spirit in the art world or gastronomy. Moreover, I feel that the art world is a very capitalized

and exploiting system. In one of our later works “SLOe – Do Thee Good”, a food truck conceived as moving instal-

lation in a public art group show, we aimed to incorporate questions of well-being and self-care into the dialogue

with the audience, simply through the food that we offered: Hildegard v. Bingen energy cookies (which are deli-

cious, btw), sloe gin, green juices and medicinal tea mixes, as well as a shirt to “fight off the evil”.30 I’d like to

pose the question of how strategies of well-being could infuse any labour practice. What and how far would this

change be?

AB: This reminds me of the project you were just mentioning. “SLOe” was a food truck that was intentionally positioned in
the pedestrian area of the city. Perhaps it was not clear for all your visitors that the project belonged to a prestigious inter-

national exhibition of the city’s art museum. What were your experiences with this kind of camouflage in frame of the
reception within the art field?

AK: I like that you use the term “camouflage” as, much of what interests me in artistic thinking is the blurring of lines,
and a certain quality of “hiding” by submergence into the non-native. It creates a structural “gap” or you could say shim-

mering vibration, a “blinking” of the spectator. This can be as simple as opening a record shop in a city gallery (which we

did as “sex record shop”), 31 a dance club (which I’d love to do in the future), or the other way around, running a food

truck in public space that does more than serving food (as was “Sloe”). I think it’s all a matter of the setting, how well a

certain expectation is being met. To me it’s necessary that these ideas function as hybrids, I like the economic/art confusion.

Regarding the reception: it’s never in your hands. I have come to the conclusion that a work must entertain your own brain

first and foremost. Which is also something that I might have learned from gastronomy. Or music.
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an opening, we also have what we call a topping-out ceremony. It takes place in
these rooms with long tables like we used to in the Fridericianum and for other
projects. The artists, the assembly team, all the other employees and a few friends
come to eat in the exhibition that is often still not finished. We have been doing
that since the 1970s in New York.

AK: I would claim that people think differently when they are eating.

RB: Drinking!

AK: That, too. Thinking is, after all, very much connected with the senses. Tell me,
where do you like dining out in Berlin?

AK: Museum dinners seem to be an interesting tradition, that can be also reflected as a practice of discourse, as Ellen
Blumenstein, Fiona Geuß and Tanja Schomaker did in “can you pass the salt, please? ” at Salon Populaire, 2010-12.32

Another interesting aspect could be to think dinner settings/gastronomy as part of the art discourse in museums, as in e.g.

Landmark Caf�e 33 in Bergen Kunsthall: Museum gastronomy as art education, transforming from a concert space into a res-

taurant, a lecture hall or panel, all in relation to the museum exhibitions. I wonder why so few museums have actually

perceived this potential yet?

AB: Considering the parallels in the emergence of gastronomy, art museums, trade fairs and the subsequent World Exposi-
tions and biennials as historically emancipatory tools for a growing bourgeoisie, this seems a consequent aesthetic reflection
on the institution of the museum!34

AB: In her current research, the philosopher Ruth Sonderegger retraces our aesthetic concepts back to its emergence in the
mid-eighteenth century. When Kant opposed the “reflective taste” to the immediate, gustatory taste, he took the palate as a
starting point and basis for his aesthetics. These are concepts that Westerners soaked in deeply – with the mother’s milk as

we would say in German! Sonderegger argues that this actually derives from Kant living by a Hanse-port, where the first
colonial goods arrived bringing new flavours, and smells. With that said, she asks how we can ignore that his philosophical

concepts are deeply rooted in the immediate gustatory “innovations” of his time.35

AK: Interesting that you mention mother’s milk as metaphor for the imprint one has experienced, since research has shown
that the baby’s taste preference is actually influenced by the mother’s diet during both pregnancy and breast feeding.36
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RB: My wife’s place.

AK: And what is your favorite food?

RB: Lentil soup, pea soup, bean soup, potato soup.

AK: Do you also cook?

RB: Now and then. If it can’t be avoided. But strictly intuitively. I will not cook to
others’ recipes. Anyone can follow a recipe — take Picasso! What do you like
eating?
AK: As a child, I most liked ratatouille. I always asked for that for my birthday. My
mother could reallymake it well; she cooked a lot— I grew up in a pub.

AB: The dish I really associate with my childhood is potatoes boiled in their skins.
I really love them.

AK: Food as unifying moment?

AB: With this, you asked my favourite question in the conversation! I often think how astonishing it is that the three of us

share similar preferences about basic “in-one-pot” food. Of course, we learned from the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu that the

answer to a question about food preferences and table cultures reveals a lot about the scenes of a person’s upbringing. In con-

trast to the "free-and-easy" working class meal, Bourdieu analyses the bourgeois meal as “to deny the crudely material reality

of the act of eating and of the things consumed”.37 I find it very “Bourdieu-like” that the three of us, working in and with
spaces that are historically coined by the bourgeoisie, find it soothing to eat dishes that connect us to childhood experiences
outside these privileged spaces.

AK: Well, yes, all three of us came from an upbringing where simple food was key. I’d like to propose another theory though,

why these dishes were so memorable for each of us. Their content of Umami! Umami (Japanese for flavourful) as the 5th
flavour is highly addictive. Psychologist Seth Roberts claimed in his “Umami Theory” that humans crave flavour wise all
things naturally umami, sour and complex in order to trick us into eating bacteria.38

AK: See: umami, all of them!
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RB: Ratatouille can be fantastic if it is cooked properly. And jacket potatoes made
from potatoes dug fresh from the garden — delicious. But lentil soup! A good
homemade lentil soup is really special.
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32 See: “Can you pass the salt please?,” Salon Populaire, http://www.salonpopulaire.de/?catD20
(accessed 20 Dec. 2017).
33 See: “Landmark Caf�e,” Bergen Kunsthall, http://www.kunsthall.no/en/?kD11&idD252 (accessed
20 Dec. 2017).
34 See Kevin W. Sweeney, “Can a Soup Be Beautiful? The Rise of Gastronomy and the Aesthetics of
Food,” in Food and Philosophy: Eat, Think, and be Merry, eds. Fritz Allhoff and Dave Monroe
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007), 128.
35 Based on the author’s participation in the workshop “Aesthetics and politics,” by Ruth Sondereg-
ger on 11. Dec. 2012. The workshop was organized by the DFG Research Training Group “Knowledge
in the Arts”, at the University of the Arts Berlin, https://www.udk-berlin.de/forschung/temporaere-
forschungseinrichtungen/dfg-graduiertenkolleg-das-wissen-der-kuenste/research-training-group-
knowledge-in-the-arts/ (accessed 22. Dec. 201)7. For a critical reflection on Kant’s aesthetic catego-
ries and gustatory experience, see Sweeney, “Can a Soup Be Beautiful?,” 117–32.
36 Mennella J.A. et al, “Garlic Ingestion by Pregnant Women Alters the Odor of Amniotic Fluid,”
Chemical Senses 20 (1995): 207–09.
37 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: a social critique of the judgement of taste (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1984), 196.
38 See: “The Umami Hypothesis: We Need to Eat Microbes,” Seth’s Blog, http://archives.sethro
berts.net/blog/the-unami-hypothesis-why-i-believe-fermented-foods-are-necessary-for-health/
(accessed 22 Dec. 2017).
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