Inspiring Summer AIR
Krems: August `11
I am doing a PhD in art history at the University of Paderborn in Germany. My
dissertation will be about the Austrian artist Susanne Wenger who had lived and
worked in Nigeria since 1950.1 After the hurtful experience of two World Wars Wenger
emigrated to Nigeria. Different coincidences led her to the town Oshogbo, where she
became deeply involved in the practice of the Yoruba religion. Her art had always been
fed by religious motifs and natural inspiration, but only in the Yoruba religion’s context
she was able to bring her art- philosophy to perfection. In her last interview in 2008 she
summarised the basic intention of her lifework:
“My main interest is to honour the truth about art, because art is a great secret about
humanity.”2
Susanne Wenger is a unique phenomenon. Her complex works can be positioned in
between cultural, religious, philosophical and anthropological contexts. The
multilayered physical and metaphysical dimensions of her view of life are reflected
through every piece of art.
Thanks to the efforts of Prof. Wolfgang Denk, an archive of Susanne Wenger’s
moveable artworks was initiated and finally realised only two months ago. Prof. Denk
is a famous Austrian artist himself, curator, author and close friend of Wenger. He
organised all art exhibitions of Susanne Wenger inside and outside Europe since 1984
and is therefore the best suitable person to build up this institution called Susanne
Wenger Foundation. It was opened on 8th July 20113 and has already become an
important component of the Kunstmeile Krems.

The Susanne Wenger Foundation shows 26 moveable artworks, 15 photographs and
several films of her unmoveable sculptural architectures in Oshogbo (Nigeria). The
institution stores altogether 30 batiks, 55 oil paintings, 98 drawings and numerous
photos and books. As the first PhD student writing about Susanne Wenger, I am very
grateful to have had the opportunity to see the biggest collection of her artworks
worldwide in Krems. For four weeks I’ve been taking photographs myself, filming,
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sketching, interviewing and compiling already existing text-, photo- and film
documents.
Different areas of results

The first area is related to
the exhibition in the Susanne
Wenger Foundation. With
the help of my list of
research criteria I had a
close look at the original
works and established a
written and photographical documentation, discussing the works’ materiality, the
surface, technique, colouring matter, composition and duct. I also created a map of the
exhibition and shot a film, so that I will be able to have a virtual look at the exhibition
when I am back in Germany. At that, I developed an overview of Wenger’s work
cycles, even though her art is not always a hundred percent dateable. Prof. Denk says
“Susanne Wenger was a mystery-monger”.4

Secondly, the Susanne Wenger Foundation owns
a huge range of extraordinary old books, as well
as catalogues on Wenger’s art. I also had the
possibility to see rare publications from the 1970s
the artist had written herself.5 These written
sources and also information about authors
Wenger had read herself extended my list of
resources. It is essential for me to gain a complete overview about existing receptions.
At that, newspaper reports and online articles continue to appear and hence need to be
regarded as well.

The third important area of my results is films and photographs. I received over five
film documents which I already started to transcribe. Special attention needs to be paid
to the interviews with Susanne Wenger, as they are the most authentic documents left
behind. It is in these interviews that Susanne Wenger explains her art philosophy very
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precisely and one can see the artist talking herself with, apart from the film makers’
means of intention, hardly any pre- existing judgements.

Pertaining to interviews, the fourth element of my results is discussions and interviews
with Prof- Wolfgang Denk, his wife Marta Denk and further persons who had a relation
to Susanne Wenger or are now interested in the preservation of her lifework and in
exhibitions.

Early and late works

During my analysis my attention was particularly caught by Susanne Wenger’s late
cycle of ball pen drawings. These drawings are text- pictures. Sentences, sentence
fragments and words are drawn in different layers on top of each other. The letters’
shapes
religious-

follow

their

philosophical

meaning. Huge ‘S’- letters
like the one in the word of
‘Oshun’, the name of river goddess in Oshogbo, spread in a distinctive flow through
several text lines. Winding streaks of black colour like those in capital ‘G’s or ‘E’s
point to the movement of a snail. In the Yoruba Mythology of creation the character of
a snail represents a “living symbol- analogy of the proto- helix”6 and epitomises,
embedded in a much more complex symbolic picture, fertility.

Susanne

Wenger’s

late

“Transkreatürliche

Osmosen” cycle and five of her surrealist
coloured crayon drawings, as well as five pencil
drawings, are presented together at the beginning
of the exhibition in Krems. The artist seems to
have come back to two- dimensional drawings
and sketches at the end of the 20th Century. After
many decades of producing works that became more and more expansive within her
adire and wax batiks and her cement sculptures in the groves of Oshogbo, she finally
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concentrated her highly philosophical messages of art on relatively small pieces of
paper and cardboard.

Methodologies in the Teaching of Susanne Wenger’s Lifework

In reference to her early
surrealist drawings that
were developed during
the bomb attacks on
Vienna in the Second
World War I found an
antique

newspaper

called ‘Kleine Wiener Kriegszeitung’ (= Little Viennese War Newspaper). The copy is
from March 14th 1945 and was therefore published just two days after the most serious
attack on Vienna, where Susanne Wenger lived and worked. The yellowish, fragile
paper is a 66 years old contemporary witness of these events. It could possibly be the
first item that serves as an authentic material within a didactical concept I would like to
develop.
At the University of Paderborn the Department of Art is specialised in designing so
called “Museumskoffer” as a methodology in the teaching of UNESCO World Heritage
Sites. Under the leadership of Prof. Dr. Jutta Ströter- Bender art students have worked
hard since 2002 to establish a collection of Museumskoffer that counts over 200
exemplars by now.7 Many exhibitions, awards and the practical utilisation in schools
have shown that this didactical concept offers multi- sensual experiences which are
usually disregarded in our modern world, focussing on visual impressions only.
A suitcase about Susanne Wenger’s work and life, including her shrines and sculptures
that have built up the UNESCO World Heritage Site ‘Sacred Groves of Oshun
Oshogbo’, is a possibility to open its unique intercultural meaning for a younger
generation. Her material and immaterial heritage has to be preserved, the reason why
my research in the Susanne Wenger Foundation aims at its communication and opening
towards topical and new scientific discussions.
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After all…

An exchange of ideas and opinions with the other artists in residence (Anila Rubiku,
Kate Just, Jen Liu and Michal Habaj) was eminently enriching for me. I got new inputs
that will feed my dissertation. I collected a more than satisfying basement of facts to
work with and the latest results of my research can usually be followed on the ‘World
Heritage and Arts Education’ online newspaper8. If you have read my report and would
like to ask further questions – please let me know:
E-Mail: nana86@online.de
Diana Köckerling
Junkernallee 24
33161 Hövelhof, Germany
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