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Schaukelnde Dimensionen
Zu den Projekten Mario Salas

Hans Jirgen Balmes

Die Projekte, die Mario Sala seit zehn Jahren in loser Folge schafft, scheinen
auf den ersten Blick unaufféllig auf DIN-A4 notierte Skizzen, Entwiirfe und
Texte zu sein. Tritt man aber ndher und liest sich hinter den Augenschein, ver-
liert sich der Eindruck des Improvisierten, und der Betrachter, der gleichzeitig
Leser ist und umgekehrt, kippt in eine Welt schaukelnder Dimensionen: Grund-
riss, Gebaudeaufsicht, Vogelschau, Mikrogramm. Innen- und Aussenrdume
sind auf groteske Weise ineinander verschlungen und tauschen ihre Funktion.
Auf manchen Blattern kann sich der Betrachter als Reisender imaginieren, der
gerade das Atlas-Gebirge durchquert hat oder eine Wiiste durchschwimmt: von
oben nach unten in einem Silo und nicht im Wasser einer Oase. Auf anderen
Zeichnungen wird der Eintretende Opfer eines lbergewichtigen Barmanns
oder Zeuge einer Selbsthinrichtung: aus dem Unendlichkeitsraum der Wiiste
in die Strafkolonie.

Ausgangspunkt eines Projekts ist oft das Nicht-Auflésbare eines Gesprachs -
deshalb die haufigen Bars? — oder einer Begegnung: ein Geruch, ein unver-
trautes Wort, um das sich wie ein Mantel eine Idee legt, eine Geschichte, die in
Skizzen weiterverfolgt wird. Aus der Projektion etwas Inkommensurablen wird
ein Projekt, bis die Irritation im vorgestellten Plan ein Mass gefunden hat: die
Zeichnung. Das auslésende Moment der Entstehung scheint in der Betonung
sinnlicher Details aufgehoben zu sein: «Der noch gewohnte Spaziereindruck
im Wiesenbereich wird im grossen Ackerfeld durch die aufgeworfenen braunen
Erdschollen gestért.» Doch dieser Eindruck mag nur eine ferne Korrespondenz
zu dem urspriinglichen Reiz enthalten.

Dessen Irritation grenzen Bild und Text gegenléufig ein. In der Zeichnung ent-
deckt der Betrachter mehr und mehr Details, die funktionell miteinander ver-
knipft scheinen, doch den Zweck ihres Zusammenwirkens nicht preisgeben.
Diese Offenheit reizt die Vorstellungskraft zu immer gewagteren Spekulationen:
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Duchamps Pissoir auf ein hochgeklapptes Hochzeitsbett montiert? Doch
solchen Gedankenspielen fahrt der Text in die Parade, indem er eine Ge-
brauchsanweisung flr die projizierte Installation vorschlagt. Haufig benutzt er
dazu die Sprache der technischen Dokumentation mit ihrem Gestus selbst-
verstandlicher Eindeutigkeit, um mit der Prazision der Zahl etwas vielleicht
wenig plausibel Erscheinendes zu Uiberspringen.

Der Text ist so keine barocke Subscriptio, die die im Bild symbolisierte Ge-
schichte auslegt oder auf ein Exempel zuflihrt. Oft besitzt er einen wesentlich
erzahlerischen Zug, der den nun zweifach entzifferten Details — im Bild und im
Wort - einen grotesken Drall gibt, mit dem die Assoziationen zwischen der
Zeichnung und dem Geschriebenen wie zwischen den Banden eines Billard-
tisches herumtitschen und auf ihren Bahnen Erzahimomente anklicken, die auf
eine mogliche, uns aber lakonisch-listig vorenthaltene Geschichte weisen. Die
Projekte kreisen um Leerstellen.

Bleibt die Vorgeschichte des Projekts, die auslésende Anekdote, ausge-
blendet, besteht doch um den Fortbestand des Projizierten ironische Sorge:
Reinigungen und Reparaturen sind vorgesehen - als Kaffeesatzwelle, die
das Geféngnis mit koffeinierten Rostpartikeln fermentiert, oder als konkretes
«Stuhlersatzteil» flr das nur «<lose» mit Sinn bestuhlte Naturtheater mit seinen
«Hartholzwinkeln».

Den Nachhall eines solch kérnigen Wortes im Ohr, blattert der Betrachter zum
nachsten Projekt weiter, ein neuer Grundriss, ein neues Modell — wieder kon-
krete Hinweise flir die Realisierung. Aber die aufeinander folgenden Projekte
sprechen je nur fUr sich. Die Arbeit an einem Blatt ist beendet, wenn die
Anndherung an das Nicht-Aufgeléste abgeschlossen ist, der Impuls sich auf-
gezehrt hat: der Raum ist entworfen, ein weiterer Horizont zur Neigung
gebracht, ein sinnlicher Eindruck nachkonstruiert. Ein Beweis der Idee, indem
man das Projekt etwa baut, was ja, wenn auch mit erheblichen Mitteln, zu
bewerkstelligen wére, ist nicht vorgesehen — die Prazision des Projekts ist in
der Prazisierung einer Vorstellung beschlossen. Wie eine Ubersetzung versu-
chen die Projekte ein verlorenes Original zu rekonstruieren: man kann sich die

Windmuhle Don Quijotes vorstellen, aber hiite sich vor dem Glauben, der Rit-
ter wirde erscheinen, falls man sie nachbaut. Dann wére man nur eine zweite
traurige Gestalt, die, in ihrer Phantasie blind, das Fiktive fir das Reale nimmt.
Mario Salas Projekte beharren auf dem Abstand des Fiktiven, entfalten mit
Strichen und Worten den Zwischenraum, in dem Kunst entsteht.

Ein mit den raffinierten Spiegelungen von Borges angereicherter Broodthaers,
der darauf verzichtet, die Wolken als Watte in blau gestrichene Einmachglaser
zu sperren?

Im Kunstmuseum Winterthur hingen sechs Projekte Mario Salas in einem
Raum voller Zeichnungen dieses Jahrhunderts: expressiv breiter Strich und
meditative Zurlickhaltung bestimmten den Saal, in dem den Projekten eine
ganze Wand eingerdumt war. Salas dlnner, fast zaghafter Strich, die seltenen
und kargen Farbandeutungen, das schrage Lettering der Schrift, das sich von
Arbeit zu Arbeit anders legt, schoben sich leise und selbstbewusst an ihren Ort.
Wie der Erfinder des Pissoirs spielten Zeichnung und Text mit dem Betrachter
Hase und Igel, und der Weg des Lesenden m&anderte sich von Blatt zu Blatt.
In Mario Salas Atelier ist kein Schachbrett zu finden.
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Project

1996

Pencil on paper
210x287 mm

The auditorium is 90 m long and 30 m high.
There are two entrances at a height of

28 m. In the first section long benches of
light-colored wood are loosely spaced.
Muted snatches of speech can be heard
despite the fact that people are walking in
and out. The meadow, an intermediate
area with low shrubbery, receives daylight
through a hole in the ceiling. The tattered
slope is followed by three rows of plush
armchairs overlooking the break. The lat-
ter consists of 13 rows of narrow hard-
wood angles steeply staggered down a
drop of 11 m. The murmuring in the twi-
light increases up to the high curtain
floodgate. The latter consists of a heavy
yellowish brown and a dark red fabric.
The room in front of the yellowish white
curtain has scattered seating and is illumi-
nated by lights on the ceiling. In contrast
to the floodgate, this curtain cannot be
opened. Behind it, there is room to store
cleaning equipment and spare parts for
the seating.
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Project

1990

Pencil on paper
210x287 mm

Five elderly gentlemen are sitting at the
table, one of whom is the host. For several
hours they have been conversing and
drinking wine. Most of the room is in dark-
ness. The lamps cast only a dim yellowish
light. The state of inebriation has increased
considerably, the subject of conversa-
tion is becoming intimate. Then the host
presses a button under his chair which
starts the butter-drip operations. Lumps of
butter drop out of the pipes onto the lamp-
shades, where they lie on a sieve, rimmed
with a circular light bulb. In this way the
sieve is warmed up and the butter melts.
The butter that drips onto the table and the
guests is inconspicuous and almost imper-
ceptible. The smell of melted butter beco-
mes noticeable but cannot be identifed.
The marble murmuring begins at the same
time as the butter-drip operations. A com-
plex system of pipes is mounted behind
the lateral walls. A channel filled with mar-
bles is emptied into this system. After
several minutes of rumbling through the
pipes, the marbles roll into the room. This
does not attract attention at first since

the floor is carpeted. The guests only hear
a muted murmuring (the walls are sound-
proofed), which gradually swells. Once in
a while the eyes of a guest dart around the
room. His powers of perception are too
muddled to permit comprehension. The
host frequently uses the word “butter-
murmuring” as he speaks. The tension
mounts.
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Project

1991

Pencil on paper
210x287 mm

The pond lies in a meadow of clover. The
walking area leads through the meadow
and a ploughed field. 20 meters away
there is a road with a parking lot. Walkers
climb an embankment to reach the inter-
secting paths at the edge of the pond. They
stroll around the pond; the clouds are
reflected in its surface. Fish can be seen
in the depths, mallards fly through the air.
Isolated ashes and willows stand at the
lakeside, there are no benches or firepla-
ces. After circling the pond, walkers return
to the parking lot or they discover the
turn-off to the walking area. The path that
circles the lake is laid out in identical
dimensions at a distance of 20 meters. /s
of it goes through the clover, %/4 through

a ploughed field. The path consists of a
stamped layer of earth on top of a thick
strip of sawdust. Thus, it feels nicer to walk
here than around the lake. In the field,

the ploughed clumps of brown earth and
the earthy damp odor intrude on the accu-
stomed impression of taking a walk. This
part of the path is also tended. Along the
edges, wooden benches with concrete
bases and backs are placed eight meters
apart. Six benches have a fireplace with

a grill in front of them. In contrast to the
pond, walkers in the walking area have
numerous benches, fireplaces, and a more
comfortable path underfoot.
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Project

1998

Pencil, oil on paper
210x287mm

The bar is narrow. A height of 8,20 m

and thick walls of reddish sandstone make
the temperature inside bearable. Along
each side of the bar, which is 22 m long
and 1,20 m wide, there are twelve service
hatches so that the surrounding surface of
the Mexican high plateau remains visible.
The barman weighs 220 pounds. He offers
thick mixed drinks. Bottle racks are mount-
ed over his head along the entire length

of the bar. The bottles hang in semi-dark-
ness. The barman can only move slowly
through the bar. Part of his chest is visible
from outside. His body brushes past the
openings, pushing the arms and shoulders
of the guests back out.
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Project

1997

Pencil on paper
210x287 mm

The breeding and café ship “Resolution”,
in the water since construction com-
menced, is to be under sail for a period

of 1000 years. The continuous planting
and renovations are prepared to full scale
in the ship’s own drawing loft. Required
parts and provisions are delivered by
smaller supply ships. Except for the con-
fined living quarters, the ship consists
largely of roomy café decks. The outside
cafés are brightly illuminated and heated
through the glass facades. A large portion
of the interior corridor cafés is regularly
flooded. Salt water and coffee are alter-
nately sluiced from stem to stern at a slight
incline from the roasting department next
to the engine room.The stem and stern

of the ship are painted red, the middle is
coated with a beige vernish. Metallic
tasting bits of the rather poor quality paint
swirl around even in the interior due to the
headwinds.
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Project

1990

Pencil on paper
210x287 mm

A rough concrete tower stands in the
desert. The visitor finds the entrance on
the windowless side of the tower. After
pressing the elevator button in vain, he
turns the iron wheel several revolutions to
the right.

Then, after he presses the elevator button
repeatedly, the stairs are flooded. The
small pool is filled up to the landing of the
stairs. The entrance door opens. The ele-
vator cabin has the same water level

as the stair-pool. The visitor swims into
the elevator. The door closes.

The elevator goes to the top floor. There
the right door of the elevator opens (as
seen from the tower) and reveals a narrow
hallway with the same water level again
as in the elevator. At the end of the hall,
bright light penetrates the concrete chan-
nel. The visitor swims through the hall to
the first corner where he has to turn right.
Horizontal openings extend along three
sides of the tower, through which the
intense sunlight illuminates the hallways.
The light and the water produce nervous
reflections on the concrete walls.

While swimming past on the glowing
desert, the visitor notes that the water
level reaches to just below the windows.
Having swum around the top floor, he
returns to the elevator through the door on
the left. The elevator goes down one floor.
Again the right door opens. The visitor
also swims this stretch turning right at the
corners. He thus swims clockwise around
all of the floors until he reaches the bot-
tom floor.

Then the elevator door opens towards
the interior of the tower: a bare silo open
to the sky.

The interior also has the same water level
as the elevator. While the visitor was in
the elevator, the water flowed into the silo
from the bottom floor. Now the water
flows into the interior from the second
floor and lifts the visitor to the level of the
second floor. All of the water in the halls
empties out into the silo in uninterrupted
sequence, lifting the visitor to the height
of the top floor. The elevator is now on the
top floor again as well and the door
opens. After this door has closed behind
the visitor, the right door of the cabin
opens and flushes him into the hallway,
since there is no water left there. A strong
sense of gravity sets in, the body was
immersed in water for a long time. Then
the visitor navigates all of the floors with-
out water until he reaches the exit and
leaves the tower.
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Project

1991

Pencil on paper
210x287 mm

The bar is a tin barracks, subsequently
added as an extension to one wall. The
two rooms are connected to each other
the entire length of the shared wall. The
back wall of the barracks is not solid but
consists instead of a roller blind which

is concealed behind a covering of fabric.
The ceiling is low (2,20 m), the area of the
room is 32 sg. m. but /4 of the space is
occupied by the sweeping curve of the
bar. 5 small tables with 3 chairs each and
one larger table with 6 chairs account for
the rest of the furniture. The walls are
covered with blue fabric. Oil paintings in
wide frames are hung on them.

The barkeeper regularly locks the entrance
at 2:00 a.m. Then he rolls up the blind

on the rear wall. The glaring light of the
fluorescent tubes on the ceiling of the hall
penetrates the dimly lit bar. On the other
hand, the thick smoke and the oppressive
heat of the bar escape into the big hall.
The tin barracks is incorporated into the
hall through this exchange. The guests
can leave the bar via the hall. The room is
brightly illuminated by numerous lamps
on the ceiling, the walls are whitewashed
and bare; seen from the bar, the hall
appears to by empty. The floor of the hall
adjoins the tables in the bar. It is covered
with a layer of dust, 5 cm thick. The guests
walk to the exit along a 2-meter-wide,
dust-free lane. Several propellers of differ-
ent shapes are propped against the rear
wall of the hall, but they are too far away
to be distinguished clearly. Only briefly do
the guests perceive the empty room and
the glaring light that falls on the dust.
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Project

1998

Pencil on paper
210x287 mm

The penthouse is an aluminum container,
lifted with cranes to the top edge of large
buildings. The roofs of casinos and hotels
have the required dimensions. Placed
inside the container is the lockable room
with the chromium-plated rear wall. Inlaid
in the latter are the five blades with iris
apertures for arms, legs, and head. The
steel doors of the chamber remain locked
until the imposed sentence has been
executed. The delinquent has the option
of taking an assistant along to the pent-
house. The sentence is carried out by the
delinquent himself. The severed extremi-
ties expire in the sand of the fenced-in
corral.
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Project

1997

Pencil on paper
210x287 mm

The pissoir is located next to the dry
goods on the 3rd floor. It is inserted in a
mattress. The lamps on the nightstands
are lit throughout opening hours. The
lampshade on the corner commode has
been replaced by a cherry colored scent
stone, 25 cm wide. The colors of the
mattress change around the pissoir from
the drops of uric acid.
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Project

1990

Pencil on paper
210x287 mm

The slope is located at the edge of the
desert after the last foothills of the Atlas
massif. The hiker reaches the foot of

the talus after crossing the massif. Only
an immense ramp-shaped deposit can
be seen from this vantage point.

A red arrow points up the slope so that
the hiker chooses this path instead

of walking around the ramp.

There is no proper path across the talus;
the hiker has to climb over the boulders.
These are all approximately the same size
(1 m @), more or less round and consist
of copper-colored stone from the Atlas
massif. The hiker still cannot see what

is on top or behind the ramp. The view
upwards reveals only the blue sky. On the
crest. the hiker has reached a height of
30 m and sees the desert in front of him

and below the sand staircase, a concrete
tower 30 m high. From the supporting wall
of the talus, he jumps onto the top landing
(distance, wall to landing: 1,20 m).
Climbing down the sand ramp to the next
landing should preferably be done with
concentrated calm. The sand is piled up
to a height of 3 m; the gradient of the
slope is 35-40°, It is therefore possible
that one might begin sliding or running
even though one sinks into the sand. The
landings are enclosed with elastic, close-
mesh fencing for safety. From landing

to landing, the hiker becomes increasingly
confident in the use of the sand stairs.

He can now run past the floors, letting him-
self slither into the elastic fencing and
immediately tumble on, running down to
the large sand stairs at the bottom in

a short time.

If several hikers use the stairs at the same
time, the trickling sand will become more
intense due to the material pouring over
the sides. The sand can be replaced
through a ladder.inside the tower and
through openings at each landing.
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Dizzying Dimensions
Mario Sala’s Projects

Hans Jirgen Balmes

The Projects Mario Sala has created in loose sequence over the past ten years
consist, at first sight, of unremarkable sketches, designs, and texts on DIN-A4
(ca. 8x11) sheets of paper. On closer inspection and reading, the improvised
impression fades and the viewer-cum-reader is propelled into a world of diz-
zying dimensions: ground plan, elevation, bird’s eye view, microgram. Interiors
and exteriors are grotesquely intertwined and their functions exchanged. On
some of the sketches, the viewer can imagine himself a traveler who has just
crossed the Atlas massif or swum through a desert: not in the water of an oasis
but in a silo, from top to bottom. In other drawings, the visitor becomes the
victim of a heavyweight barman or witness to a self-execution. Viewers are buf-
feted from the infinite space of the desert to the intimacy of the penal colony.

Point of departure is often a conversation that cannot be resolved - does this
explain the many bars? - or an encounter: a smell, a non-familiar word
cloaked in an idea, a story unraveled in sketches. A project emerges out of
the projection of something incommensurable, until the irritation of the intro-
duced plan has found a measure: the drawing. The initial stimulus seems to
be suspended through the emphasis on sensual details: “The still familiar
impression of taking a walk in the area of the meadow is disrupted by the
large brown lumps of earth in the plowed field.” An impression ensues that
may only be remotely associated with the original stimulus.

This unease is heightened by the counterpoint between picture and text. One
discovers more and more details in the drawing that seem to be functionally
related without revealing the purpose of their interaction. This indeterminacy
provokes increasingly daring speculations: Duchamp’s urinal mounted on an
up-ended wedding bed? But imaginative meanderings of this kind are cut
short by the text which suggests how the projected installation might be used.
The wording is often couched in the language of technical instructions with
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their gesture of self-evident clarity, and anything that might seem implausible
is camouflaged with a mathematical precision.

Thus the text is a not a Baroque subscriptio that elucidates or epitomizes the
story symbolized in the picture. In fact, it often possesses a narrative cast that
gives the details a grotesque twist. Twice decoded, in writing and in drawing,
the associations between picture and written word bounce back and forth as
if between the cushions of a billiard table, their trajectories striking narrative
moments that hint at mysterious stories, slyly and laconically withheld from
us. The projects circle around blank spaces.

Although the project’s pre-history, the propelling anecdote, remains in the
dark, there is still ironic concern about the continuation of the projected non-
story: provisions are made for cleaning and repairs, such as a wave of coffee
grounds that ferments the prison with caffeinated particles of rust, or “spare
parts” for the somewhat abstruse seating of the natural theatre and its “hard-
wood angles.”

With this last, grainy word still echoing in their ears, viewers proceed to the
next project, a new ground plan, a new model, and more concrete instructions
for its execution. But though they follow in sequence, the Projects each speak
for themselves. The work on a single sheet is resolved when its approach
towards the unresolvable has come to an halt, when the impulse has con-
sumed itself: the space has been designed, another horizon brought to an in-
clined close, a sensual impression reconstructed. Demonstrating the idea by
implementing the project, for example, is potentially feasible though extremely
complicated, but it is not part of the scheme - the precision of the project is
subsumed in the precision of the idea. Like a translation, the Projects seek to
recover a lost original: Don Quixote’s windmill comes to mind but beware of
believing that the knight will appear, should one reconstruct it. Such a be-
liever would but be another “tragic hero of the saddest,” blind of imagination,
taking fictions for reality. Mario Sala’s Projects insist on detachment from the
fictional; their pencil strokes and words create the interstitial spaces that are
the breeding grounds of art.

A Broodthaers, enriched with the refracted sophistication of a Borges, with-
out confining clouds in the form of cotton into preserving jars painted blue?
At the Kunstmuseum in Winterthur, six of Mario Sala’s Projects were hung in a
room full of 20" century drawings: expressive, broad strokes and contempla-
tive reserve characterized the room, in which one entire wall was devoted to
the Projects. Sala’s thin, almost hesitant stroke, the rare and sparse indica-
tions of color, the slanted lettering of the handwriting, varying from work to
work, all forged a place for themselves with quiet self-assurance. Like the
inventor of the pissoir, drawing and text play tortoise and hare with the viewer,
and the reader’s path meanders from picture to picture. There is no chess-
board in Mario Sala’s studio.



Fltssigprojekt 6, 1997
3-teilig, Tusche, Aquarell auf Papier, je 32x23,5 cm

Liquid Project 6, 1997
3 parts, ink, watercolor on paper, each 32x23,5 cm
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