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X : Tobias Berger

Contradictions abound—and being in the middle of them may very well be
most fascinating. Hong Kong has for decades served as an intermediary
node amid the backdrop of an accelerating globalisation. It is this interme-
diary between what we [once] call(ed] “East” and “West”, with its colonial
past as part of the British Empire and its present as a Special Administrative
Region of the People’s Republic of Ching, with the status of being more than
just another city or even territory but less than an autonomous country, with
the dominance of spoken Cantonese paired with the regular use of English
and Putonghuaq, with its government torn between administration and ac-
countability, and its geographical position on the edge of Southeast Asia
and yet next to one of the most productive and innovative placesin the
world, a place Hong Kong had a hand in making thrive and with which it
also now competes.

This in-between presence of contradictions also comes under the focus of
Mika Rottenberg’s work. Her oeuvre explores production processes that
originate in dim sweatshops and end in generic “dollar shops” found all over
the world, processes that betray an obvious and often willful disconnec-

tion and alienation between labourers, suppliers, products, merchants, and
consumers. All this lies in a contemporary world where we must constantly re-
think theories and interrelations of production, exchange, and consumption,
where New Materialism advocates a critical materialist attention to distrib-
uted global influences of late capitalism and of climate change, where we
face a reckoning with the Anthropocene, a geological epoch that marks
significant human impact on Earth’s geology and ecosystems, including—but
not limited to—anthropogenic climate change.

Like a filmic version of the surrealist game of exquisite corpse playedin

d long haunted house ride, these contradictions come together in Mika
Rottenberg’s films without directly colliding or coalescing. They exist side by
side, they connect via extended tunnels and corridors, they are juxtaposed
one next to another, much as scenes in films that happen simultaneously in
different locations and later interconnect. Her use of characters and stories
is always humorous without making fun of the serious undertone of these



scattered relationships and dependencies. One often questions what

is going on, where and how these things intermesh, and how one thing
affects another—very similar to today’s over-globalised post-capitalistic/
post-communist world, where the intercontinental movement of goods
often appears as mysterious as the political chess of various powers and
superpowers.

Her works often convey or depict the magic of the unexpected or the
[superficially]) inexplicable. There exists a constant tension, not only in the
scenes within her works but also in the brooding expectation of what wiill
happen next, somewhat like a gratifying horror movie, suspenseful yet
without the dark tension of violence. This mood is generated not only by

the elaborate stage sets and close-up shots but also by Mika Rottenberg’s
fascination with and repeated use of ASMR-inflected sounds. ASMR,

or Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response, refers to the sensations—

or “tingles”—that run through the back of someone’s head and spine in
response to a certain sound orimage or impression. A sponge rubbed
against a microphone, fingernails scratching plastic, or a liquid rolling slowly
in a container—all this is recorded with super high-frequency microphones
and filmed in extreme closeups, often in bright colours. For the past decade
or so this has been a growing genre, with ASMR-inducing videos on the
internet that are often deeply relaxing, simulating, and yet deceptively
disturbing, some of which are watched millions of times. For Mika Rottenberg
this direct trigger between the material and the body is as fascinating as
the immediate and intimate way these videos are filmed. They all pose a
volatile tension with sounds and materials, like an outward rip, a surface
tear, or a crack of a potato chip. This deeply satisfying yet disturbing sense,
permanently on edge and on the cusp of something else, may very well be
said of all of Mika Rottenberg’s works. Metaphorically and symbolically,
this momentum also provokes the viewer to revel in the contradictions of our
world and, perhaps, gain an insight or awareness into the paradoxes of
contemporary existence.

by Tobias Berger
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COSMIC GENERATOR

2017 | Single-channel video installation [sound, colour) | 26'36”
© Mika Rottenberg | Courtesy of the artist and Hauser & Wirth

With Mika Rottenberg’s impactful visual language, Cosmic Generator
playfully thinks through today’s overabundance of goods and its exhausting
flow of global trade. The work forges unexpected connections of time and
space, as well as melding fact and fiction, misinformation and earnestness.

The video presents a fantastical scene in a border town: Chinese
restaurants and street vendors in Calexico are juxtaposed alongside
storefronts inside Chinese wholesale markets, swallowed up by suffocating
qguantities of goods. These all seem to exist in parallel universes with no
apparent connections. Yet at the same time, the work reveals another
level of commodities, of people dressed up as quesadillas—and of a
mysterious power invisible to the human eye passing through tunnels

and corridors, opening up and bridging the world in a peculiar way. A
succession of strange scenes ensues: two people crawling inside different
tunnels ultimately meet up inside a flooded room with a broken wall; cart-
pushing street vendors come and go like the wind along the border; and
under the watchful eye of passers-by, dishes being sold lead to another
dimension. Cosmic Generator thus quirkily unveils real and fictional hidden
connections that undergird our world—yet in the end it also insists on a
certain magic particular to contemporary life.
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NONOSEKNOWS

2015 | Single-channel video installation [sound, colour] | 21'58”
© Mika Rottenberg | Courtesy of Mike and Kaitlyn Krieger Collection

With its outlandish and colourful scenes, NoNoseKnows transforms
stereotypical factory buildings and production lines into occasions of
delightful surprise while commenting cleverly on contemporary conditions

of labour and exchange. Arising from Mika Rottenberg’s experiences

during her first research visit in China, NoNoseKnows demonstrates Mika
Rottenberg’s unigue imagination and daring juxtapositions that convincingly
fuse fantasy and realism.

The work presents a burly, well-built woman sitting in front of a small windmill
contraption. She keeps breathing in pollen—until she sneezes and ejects
platefuls of pasta. At the other end of the contraption, a female worker
below rotates a pulley; like the adjacent female workers producing farmed
pearls, the worker is engaged in an endless cycle of repetitive motion,

a mere link in the production chain of commodities. Instead of reverting

to an all-too-easy critigue of the factory system and mass production,
NoNoseKnows opens up an authentic subjective proposition by the artist,
and hones in on the interior spaces, manual labour, and details of the
machinery, thereby shedding light on the paradoxes of contemporary
industrial labour.
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SPAGHETTI BLOCKCHAIN

2019 | Single-channel video installation [sound, colour] | 18'15”
© Mika Rottenberg | Courtesy of the artist and Hauser & Wirth

With its rich, sensorial experiences, Spaghettic Blockchain imbues objects
with contrasting materialities and textures, with the work exuding a
hypnotising and dazzling allure. The film starts off with a Tuvan singer
throat-singing on the grasslands. As the low echoing and continuous sound
transitions to various scenes in a film studio, the latter offers up a series of
actions that oddly stimulates the audience through colours, shapes, and
acoustics—including cutting and melting a bouncy jelly, crushing stacks of
spaghetti, and noisily playing with colourful beads. The artist begins with
specific, miniscule objects, and then extends to advanced equipment such
as Large Hadron Colliders and potato harvesters, linking the material world
together in a way that goes against apparent logic.

Enacting a “new materialism” in the eyes of Mika Rottenberg, the video does
not present things as mere “inanimate objects”; they may to varying degrees
allhave some form of agency in their secret interconnections, as though they
all have unique lives and characteristics. Also noteworthy is the meticulous
treatment of sound: aside from foregrounding the peculiar material
characteristics of each object, the soundtrack also incites pleasing and
elusive ASMR [Automated Sensory Meridien Responses) effects in the viewer.
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SNEEZE

2012 | Single-channel video installation ([sound, colour] | 3'2”
© Mika Rottenberg | Courtesy of the artist and Hauser & Wirth

Men with exaggeratingly large red noses sheeze, one after another,
ejecting an odd assortment of objects on a tabletop—rabbits, raw meat,
lightbulbs, among others. Sneeze, an absurdist, whimsical video work,
constructs surreal scenarios by means of minimal content and formal
repetition. The “camouflage” of film editing—connecting seemingly random
elements across shots—as well as the collages of images and sounds

[the crisp clash of lightbulbs striking a surface, or the bare feet making the
floor squeak] also constitute a formal experimental reference to the classic
language of film. Indeed, this video work harks back to early cinema, in
particular to Fred Ott’s Sneeze (1894), a five-second-long clip that depicts
Fred Ott, Thomas Edison’s assistant, sneezing; the film is also the oldest
surviving film with a copyright. Inspired by this classic work, Mika Rottenberg
makes the connections between “labour”, gender, and “excretions” from a
contemporary perspective. The theme of sneezing is further elaborated in
Rottenberg’s later work NoNoseKnows.
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About Mika Rottenberg

Mika Rottenberg, of Argentine and Israeli origins and currently based

in New York, engages in an arresting yet rigorous artistic practice that
combines film, installation, and sculpture. Her body of work has often

dealt with production, commerce, and value in our contemporary hyper-
capitalist world. Referencing cinematic and sculptural practices, she makes
connections between disparate objects and places; with a rigorous editing
technique, the artist weaves elaborate and fantastical visual narratives that
have a subversive edge.

Rottenberg was the recipient of the 2019 Kurt Schwitters Prize, which
recognises artists who have made a significant contribution to the field of
contemporary art. She has had a number of solo exhibitions around the
world, including at New Museum, New York; Museum of Contemporary Art,
Chicago; and Palais de Tokyo, Paris; among others.
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Madeline Warren, Katrin Altekamp, Renee Brown, Natalia Almada, David Hollander, Jennifer Lane
Hollander, Fourth Density Productions, Loic de Lame, Marcus Brooks, John C. Warren, Yuri Burak, Drew Joy,
Vasily Amochkin, Ronen Nagel, Nati Taub, Clark Wang, Matt Clarke, Masha Keder, Alexander Lemke, Sam
Horowitz, Jake Couri, and Madeleine Kozma.
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In addition, we would like to thank Andrea Rosen Gallery, particularly Andrea Rosen, and Laurent Godin
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Rottenberg’s new work, as were the staff at Yiwu Market, AngePerle, and Green Thumb Farms.
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and everyone who participated in the making of the films, without whose efforts these projects would not
have been possible.
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