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Exhibition Notes for Families
General Information
Rivane Neuenschwander was born in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, in 1967 where she continues to live and work. Many things fascinate her: the nature of time, the fragility of life, cycles of existence, mysteries of perception, the delicacy of human exchange, chance. No one thing characterizes her art, nor does her work conform to a traditional understanding of artistic categories.
This survey covers a decade of work including painting, drawing, sculpture, collage, film, participatory actions and performance. Neuenschwander is the sole creator of some of the work on view at IMMA; other pieces result from collaborations with musicians, forensic artists, bar patrons and even visitors to the exhibition.
Circles and ovals are of primary importance in Neuenschwander’s work. Drops of water, bubbles, confetti, eggs and moons all play a role, sometimes as soundtracks or symbols of fragility, other times as trail markers or life sources. Much of her work is about measuring the passing of time. Her maps on the other hand are about creating geographies for new explorations, whether tracking visitors’ paths through the exhibition or presenting the blurred outlines of maps that had been exposed to the elements during the rainy season.
Neuenschwander has created participatory art throughout her career. She likes to provide contexts in which visitors are invited to establish the rules. Her installation I Wish Your Wish (2003) was inspired by a custom at the church of Nosso Senhor do Bonfirm in Salvador, Bahia, where the faithful tie silk ribbons to their wrists and to the gates of the church; according to tradition, their wishes are granted when the ribbons wear away and fall off.
It is important to note that the artist comes from one of the most important art-generating countries in the world. Brazil has been an international creative force throughout the twentieth century and into the present. Movements such as Neoconcretism (Brazilian movement formed in reaction to the mathematical certainty of Concrete Art) and Tropicalismo (Brazilian art movement that arose in the late 1960s and encompassed theatre, poetry and music, among other forms) have produced artists of supreme originality such as Lygia Clark, Hélio Oiticica and Cildo Meireles. Neuenschwander’s history can be felt in the liberated formalism of her art, shaped as it is by a fluid notion of time, the endless pulse of creativity, the incessant mutation of physical spaces and the need for storytelling.
In addition to participatory actions and major installations, the exhibition contains several series of new paintings and the film The Tenant (2010) which follows the story of a soap bubble as it wanders through a deserted house in a permanent state of suspension. It also includes sculptures casually made by customers in bars and restaurants in Brazil.
The exhibition is accompanied by a fully-illustrated catalogue with texts by Richard Flood, Paulo Herkenhoff, Lars Bang Larsen, Yasmil Raymond and Rachael Thomas.
The IMMA Primary School Programme will focus on the Rivane Neuenschwander – A Day Like Any Other exhibition from mid-November until 29 January 2012.
Exhibition Information for Families
A Day Like Any Other is a major mid-career survey of the work of the internationally admired Brazilian artist Rivane Neuenschwander. The exhibition covers a decade of her work and highlights the artist’s unique contribution to the narrative of Brazilian Conceptualism. It reveals her wide-ranging, interdisciplinary practice that merges painting, photography, film, sculpture, installation, collaborative actions and participatory events. Three installations in the exhibition involve direct visitor participation: I Wish Your Wish, First Love and Walking in Circles.
Influenced by the Neoconcrete movement of the late 1950s and early 1960s in her native Brazil, Neuenschwander challenges art’s formal and conceptual limits through the use of many different mediums. She resists a singular direction in her practice. Instead, she creates a series of organic relationships that interweave themes such as nature, language, temporality and the poetry of the everyday.
Games figure heavily in Neuenschwander’s art, especially games that include the spectator as participant. She is part of a tradition of modern Brazilian artists who hold that art is participatory and who blur the distinction between artist and viewer.
 
List of Artworks
I Wish Your Wish (2003)
Background Information for Parents
Neuenschwander’s work draws on her country’s rich folk traditions. I Wish Your Wish is derived from a tradition popular among pilgrims to the Church of Nosso Senhor do Bonfirm in Bahia (see General Information above). The installation consists of colorful silk ribbons printed with the wishes of previous viewers of the piece. Visitors can take a ribbon from one of the many small holes in the wall in exchange for writing a new wish on a slip of paper and inserting it into the hole. Thus, the project keeps generating new ribbons and dreams.  ‘When I was starting off, I was very interested in the ephemeral, in everyday materials that disappear’, Neuenschwander explains.
Of her temperament, Neuenschwander says: ‘I like a sense of humor, but me myself, normally I’m more melancholy than playful… I think that I’m fearful, that I take things badly, and that the playfulness you see is really a way of escaping my timidity.’ Of I Wish Your Wish she says that its apparent hopefulness is really a way of getting spectators to articulate the most primeval of their anxieties: ‘If you wish for health for yourself and your family, it’s because you fear a disease,’ she contended. ‘If you say, ‘I wish for Obama to be re-elected,’ it’s because you dread a return to the Bush era.’ Even though the exterior of her work is playful, something more somber and serious often lurks behind it.
For an interesting and entertaining video clip of this installation at the Miami Art Museum earlier this year see:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pf0nlcx6pwQ
Viewing Suggestions for Children
Rivane’s installation was inspired by a Brazilian folk tradition. Nosso Senhor do Bonfirm is known for his miracles, and pilgrims at the Church of Nosso Senhor do Bonfirm in Bahia tie silk ribbons to their wrists and to the gates of the church. According to tradition, their wishes are granted when the ribbons fall off. What do you think of this tradition? How does Rivane’s installation differ from the tradition? Are you familiar with any similar folk traditions? Are there Irish traditions involving ribbons?
Think about it: Neuenschwander’s work travels internationally, and people from all over the world exchange wishes and dreams through her installation. Do you think this might have anything to do with her being of Swiss, Portuguese and Amerindian origin?
If you choose a wish and leave one behind, then, in this way, the installation continues, but the wishes may change. Your wish travels to a different country and to new people. An adult, teenager or child thousands of miles from Dublin may read it. How does that make you feel? What kind of wish could you possibly share? Think about whether or not it is important that you understand the wish. What might the artist do if the installation travels to a country where a different language is spoken?
 
The Tenant (2010)
Background Information for Parents
Neuenschwander’s high-definition digital video is based on a 1976 film of the same title by French-Polish director Roman Polanski. Polanski’s film is a psychological thriller, enigmatic and full of suspense throughout. Paranoia sets in and consumes the main character. The end of the movie is ambiguous. Neuenschwander’s Tenant is a beautiful film which follows the journey of a soap bubble as it wanders through a deserted house in a permanent state of suspension.
Viewing Suggestions for Children
The work in the exhibition is a video based on a film of the same title made in 1976. A tenant is somebody who rents an apartment or house from a landlord. The original film is a thriller, that is a film full of suspense and excitement. It was about the life of a tenant, an ordinary quiet man, who moves into an apartment with a strange story. As he lives there, his life becomes increasingly strange. Do you think the presence of people might be felt in a place even after they have left? Might this be rather pleasant or unpleasant?
Watch the video. The artist’s tenant is a soap bubble rather than a human being. Isn't this rather strange? In what ways are the two different? How could they possibly be similar? 
In the video the soap bubble slips into a deserted house and floats from room to room. Notice the colours and shapes of the soap bubble. Observe its movement in the film: is a soap bubble heavy or light, marching or dancing, fast or slow? What do you feel the mood of the work is like? Is Rivane’s video rather like a thriller or a fantasy? Is the soap bubble more likely a guest or an intruder? Does it look vulnerable or threatening? What do soap bubbles make you think of anyway? 
 
A Day Like Any Other (2008)
Background Information for Parents
This informal installation involves a series of modified flip clocks placed throughout the museum building and nearby. It brings the spectator face to face with the omnipresent time constraints of our everyday lives. The time on all of them is exactly 00:00. The use value of the stopped clocks is thus annulled. The visual representation of time has been reduced to a geometric abstraction. Time has been suspended. The installation makes obvious that time is rooted in perception.
Viewing Suggestions for Children
This work is an informal installation. An installation is a kind of large sculpture. It changes the way you experience the gallery space. An installation also makes you think of many different things and affects your feelings.
Instead of one large sculpture, ‘A Day Like Any Other’ consists of numerous flip clocks placed in the gallery and elsewhere. Why would the artist use so many clocks? Are they all showing the same time, and why do you think this is? Rivane must have had a reason for choosing this particular type of clock. A working flip clock makes a soft mechanical sound. Have you ever seen a flip clock in a someone's home?
There are always clocks in schools, hospitals and train stations. Why is that? Adults often remind children of what time it is. How do all these clocks make you feel? Why do you think Rivane chose ‘A Day Like Any Other’ as a title? 
Look at the flip clocks: what shapes do you notice and what colours? Look at the clocks again. We usually check clocks for precise information. Is there anything unusual about these clocks? Using so many clocks in her installation, one would think Rivane must be interested in time and the passing of time. Or is she? Are there different kinds of time? Is there a connection between time and change?
‘A Day Like Any Other’ is also the title of the whole exhibition. Why do you think the artist uses the title of one artwork as a title for the whole exhibition? Does this title lead you to expect familiar or strange things?
 
First Love (2005)
Background Information for Parents
Many non-Brazilian influences from literature, film and music can be detected in Neuenschwander’s work. First Love, for instance, was inspired by Samuel Beckett’s novella of that name, and it is a psychologically complex adaptation of a text in which a man recounts, among other memories, his first sexual relationship. Neuenschwander’s First Love involves narrative informed by memory and, perhaps, nostalgia: visitors sit with a police sketch artist and describe in detail the features of the first person with whom they fell in love, and the forensic artist produces portraits of them to adorn the walls of the gallery for the duration of the exhibition. 
Viewing Suggestions for Children
The police sketch artist creates faces based on visitors’ descriptions of loved ones. If you were asked to describe the face of somebody you are fond of, how well would you remember it? What would come to your mind: the colour of the person’s hair, skin or eyes, or the shape of their face or mouth, or a particular expression? Would you trust your memory in describing their face? Would you say your description is close to reality?
 
Walking in Circles (2001)
Background Information for Parents
For the installation Walking in Circles (2000), small invisible circles of adhesive are applied to the gallery floor. They become increasingly visible as visitors walk through the exhibition space, tracking dirt and other particles that adhere to the glue. The particles are arbitrary, while the circles are precise and well-defined. The work creates a physical and temporal map of the exhibition’s traffic patterns.
Viewing Suggestions for Children
What do you think of an artist using dirt and dust as art materials and letting the visitors to the gallery partly make the actual artwork? Do you think the materials adhering to the adhesive might be different in different countries? What would you expect to find?
Do you think Rivane’s art might be influenced by her claiming that she comes from ‘a family of bohemians’? This means that her parents and maybe relatives lived differently from their neighbours. The name Rivane is of French origin and comes from a word for river bank. Neuenschwander sounds Germanic and contains the idea of something new. Isn't it a suitable name for somebody interested in nature and water and making new things?

Rivane says that she was very quiet and not good at communicating as a child, so she tried to find a way to express herself. Eventually, she found her vocation as an artist. Think about the different pieces of work that you have seen in the exhibition. Does she get her ideas across to you?

 
One Thousand and One Possible Nights (2008)
Background Information for Parents
Neuenschwander finds a unique way of measuring time in the sprawling collection of anonymous tales that makes up One Thousand and One Nights, also known as Arabian Nights. She uses pages from the books of the tales as collage elements to create constellations and a calendar. As in much of her work, seeing is a complex experience in which the foregrounds and backgrounds of parallel worlds are in constant flux.

To be precise, in ‘One Thousand and One Possible Nights’ Neuenschwander uses confetti made from a Protuguese translation of the literary text to create a series of collages resembling stellar constellations which are arranged in the form of a monthly calendar. Drawing on the metaphor of night, Neuenschwander’s constellations were made on sheets of black paper.
Viewing Suggestions for Children
You may know some of the stories in Arabian Nights, another title for One Thousand and One Nights. Have you heard of ‘Aladdin’s Wonderful Lamp’, ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves’ or ‘The Seven Voyages of Sinbad the Sailor’? Arabian Nights is a collection of stories a young bride called Scheherazade tells her husband the King of Persia. The King had found that his first wife had been unfaithful to him, and he had her executed. He then married a succession of virgins only to execute each one the next morning, before she had a chance to dishonour him. He subsequently marries Scheherazade who tells him a story every night, always ending by beginning a new one. She thus forces the king to postpone her execution in order to hear the conclusion of the story. So it goes on for 1,001 nights, and the tales she tells vary widely: there are historical tales, love stories, poems, comedies and tragedies. Over the course of the 1,001 nights, the King becomes kinder and wiser, and he falls in love with Scheherazade and spares her life.
Do you admire Scheherazade’s imagination that saves her life? Or are the Arabian Nights about the sultan’s imagination? Or the readers’ imagination? Would you know interesting stories to tell to save your life!
Looking at the artwork, what colours are being used? How are the collages arranged? Count the individual collages in each grouping. Linking the artwork to Scheherazade’s stories, Neuenschwander intends the collages to function as a calendar. Could you imagine how this might work?
 
Involuntary Sculptures (Speech Acts) (2001 to 2009)
Background Information for Parents
These mixed-media objects were prepared by people during their leisure time in bars and restaurants, i.e., they were made by nonartists in a state of near-suspension of consciousness. They are without any premeditated aesthetic intention. It is the artist who has brought them into an art context.
Viewing Suggestions for Children
These objects were made by ordinary people while in bars and restaurants. They had no intention of ‘making art’. It was the artist who collected them and put them into an artistic context. Have you ever played with matches or beer mats or sugar sachets or toothpicks while in a café or restaurant? Did you ever watch somebody do this? Why do people do this? Why would an artist want to bring these objects into a museum?


Suggested Practical Uses at Home
Rivane Neuenschwander’s work is very diverse and includes work on paper, videos, photographs and installations. She challenges formal and conceptual limits of art through the use of many different materials, and in her work, she merges painting, photography, film, sculpture, immersive installations and participatory actions. Neuenschwander is always interested in ideas, and once she has developed a particular concept, material and style flow from it. 
Talk with the children about artists like Rivane Neuenschwander whose authorship of the work is primary but who also function as editors, collaborators, social organisers and commissioning agents. What happens, for example, when the distinction between artist/author and viewer is blurred, or between the permanent and the temporary?
Neuenschwander’s interest in chance is central to much of her work. You might talk to the children about the role chance plays not only in a work of art but also in how we experience that work of art in the place in which it is exhibited. Children may thus gain a deeper understanding of such themes as time, history, memory and chance.
Time, too, plays an essential role in Neuenschwander’s work. The children can explore the artworks in the exhibition from this particular viewpoint to see what part time plays in each work.
Use Neuenschwander’s work to introduce the concept of metaphor. A metaphor is a figure of speech in which a word or phrase literally denotes one object or idea in place of another suggesting a likeness or analogy. In her film The Tenant, for example, for what could the soap bubble be a metaphor?
 

