WOLF VON WALDOW

THE CRAFT
OF RESISTANCE

/The Berlin-based
artist Wolf von Waldow is
charming, with impeccable
manners, as befits anyone from
an old German aristocratic family.
There is something out-of-synch about
him, that proverbial sense of being from
another time and place, an air of a long-gone
past that lends him a sense of fragility in amongst
the hustle and bustle of contemporary Berlin.
/But looks and impressions can be misleading.
Whatever sense of temporal incongruence Von
Waldow's personal aura suggests, he is no passive
bystander, indulging in fey Romanticism about his
identity. And nor is he actually that well behaved,
despite the impeccable manners. Spending just a
few minutes with his work will quickly convey to
the viewer that he engages in both conscious and
almost coincidental forms of resistance to rules
and orthodoxies. And, in fact, his humour often
lilts into a dark transgression, not really a ‘sick’
sense of humour, but certainly one that subtly
toys with conventions and accepted positions.
One need only look at his early designs for penile
jewelry to tell that he would map out a path that
would not always obey the rules of any given art
form.
/Other forms of this resistance are evident even
at first glance. Von Waldow’s work is precise,
colorful, decorative and uses deft craft techniques.
He will as readily engage in commission projects
for public and private spaces as much as producing
works for a gallery context, underscoring his
interest in the traditional relationship between
art and craft. It is, quite consciously, the kind
of work that stands at odds with much of the

lauded canon of contemporary German art with
its emphasis on conceptualism and its apparent
aversion for traditional media.

/In Von Waldow’s work we encounter frequent
references —and indeed visual puns- to German
folk culture, to traditional art and decorative forms.
The complex and highly aesthetic compositions
of drawings, sculptures or wallpapers often have
a heraldic quality. Von Waldow has acknowledged
that this, in part, relates to his childhood
fascination with the topic, it being the kind of
thing that little boys from august aristocratic
families are inevitably fed from an early age by
older relatives; reminded of their lineage through
the visual depictions of it.

/Von Waldow’s work makes no attempt to conceal
his love for and interest in the rich art and design
culture that his background afforded him. Many
of the works, such as the small sculptures or wall
pieces that combine painting on wood with other
three-dimensional materials, have something
evocative of much older art and decorative art
traditions. There is something about them that
alludes to the kinds of pieces commissioned by the
privileged and wealthy patrons of the arts in earlier
centuries to decorate their expansive homes or to
commemorate some important event.

~And yet, this is not the reactionary employment
of either media or content that some might expect
or even want to see. Von Waldow’s work is not the
bemoaning obstinacy of the last root of an old
Prussian noble family tree, but, in fact, a rather
subversive practice. If his choices for materials
and media seem traditional - marquetry, inlaid,
painted wood and precision cut metals- then, it
is simplistic to divorce them from their actual

context: he as often uses digital and industrial
techniques in order to achieve his desired
precision finishes.

ZBut, just as importantly, whilst achieved in
precise, well-finished materials, Von Waldow's
content would hardly be welcome in the
conservative salons of the Old Establishment.
Skinhead gay boys dance a merry jig or get up to
rude things with each other in delicately cut steel
decorated with pearls. Mythological dwarves and
other heraldic characters go about their business
whilst stumbling across the accoutrements of a
contemporary urban lifestyle and its ubiquitous
sex, dance and drugs subcultures. Motifs from
real heraldry are appropriated and assume the
role of visnal double-entendres. In amongst
the Volkisch imagery or forms alluding to the
traditional decorative styles of grand country
houses, the world spins in a riot of colour, drugs,
sex, contemporary gadgetry. And, like the Vanitas,
with its own traditions of visual metaphors for
the spectre of death, illness and disease develop
their own iconography to be embedded within the
overall compositions of digital prints, wallpapers
or three dimensional works.

/The visually seductive and pleasing qualities of
Von Waldow’s work is obvious at first glance. But
it takes a little longer to assimilate some of the
subtleties of his quirky sense of humour to sink in
since much of it is played with a straight face.

/A good example of this might be a commissioned
work for a large up-market hotel in Hamburg
where his mural for the walls besides the
swimming pool juxtapose motifs of stainless steel
divers, sand dunes. We also see hippos. Not exactly
the sleek and sexy way we might want to think of

#/ AND NOR IS HE ACTUALLY THAT WELL BEHAVED,
DESPITE THE IMPECCABLE MANNERS /
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