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The Skulpturenhalle in Neuss

The Skulpturenhalle, or sculpture hall, of the Thomas Schütte Foundation on the outskirts of Neuss is the biggest and most ambitious building so far to be based on a model by Thomas Schütte. Though architectural models for imaginary buildings had been an integral part of Schütte’s output since his early career, they had remained, by definition, exercises of the imagination, poetic reflections of the artist’s life and work, fictitious designs that begged the question as to whether they were intended as ironic commentaries on contemporary architecture or as actual attempts at intervention. Nonetheless, his ambition to build was real, and his Eispavillon [ice pavilion] for documenta 8 in 1987, turning a flimsy cardboard model into a functional temporary structure, fitted so well into the surroundings of the Karlsaue park in Kassel that many visitors did not necessarily realise it was an artwork in its own right. After a lengthy hiatus, Schütte began creating models again in 2003. These echoed the typologies of buildings prevalent in the urban landscape of our time – petrol station, holiday home, theatre, hotel, hospital, one-man houses – and soon people who took the models quite literally began expressing an interest in commissioning a one-man house, a holiday home, a tea house or a temple. With the aid of architects in tackling the structural issues, some of these buildings were then actually realised as permanent structures. Whereas these were buildings intended for private use, his 2011 project of a model for a sculpture hall added a new dimension. Unlike the previous imaginary buildings, the sculpture hall already had a firmly envisaged location in reality: Schütte had had the foresight to purchase a plot of land on which to build it, financed by a foundation that he had set up especially for this purpose. Schütte chose the plot with care: it is situated between the grounds of the Museumsinsel Hombroich, with its scattered exhibition spaces designed by Erwin Heerich and the sculptural architecture of the Kirkeby-Feld, on the one hand, the former military rocket station also used as an exhibition space with pavilions by architects Raimund Abraham, Erwin Heerich, Dietmar Hofmann, Katsuhito Nishikawa, Álvaro Siza, and the Langen Foundation complex designed by Tadao Ando on the other hand. Over the years, the area had become a popular weekend destination for walks in the countryside, attracting people who might not necessarily be coming specifically for the art, but who were nevertheless, or perhaps for that very reason, drawn to the various buildings and their contents. Schütte’s sculpture hall was thus intended to fit perfectly into an existing situation dominated not by traditional museum-style galleries, but by art exhibition spaces created through private initiative to embody the ideas of their founders – a gem amongst gems. This kind of setting, outside the city, within an artistic framework, providing opportunities for collaboration between different institutions, yet open to all and even providing a relaxing environment to enjoy a coffee, was just what Schütte wanted in order to bring his idea to fruition.
The hall developed from an initial sketch whimsically featuring a matchbox topped with a potato crisp, into a distinctly formulated model expressing a thoughtful approach to the content, function and design of such a building. More detailed models soon followed, showing the hall embedded in the landscape, complete with the technical structures required for it to function properly. While Schütte had designed a viewing platform in the shape of a ship’s bow for the 1980 Westkunst exhibition in Cologne, from which people could look out over the works of other artists, he now set about creating another situation in which art could be seen. But this time, instead of looking on from outside, the hall would invite people inside and offer an open exhibition space without the distraction of pillars or columns. Schütte retained the curved roof shape with its upwardly tilted edge sweeping far over the hall itself. The latter, in turn, was no longer rectangular in design, but instead echoed the curved lines of the roof in its oval floorplan. The invisible basement, on the other hand, remained rectangular – in keeping with its function as a storage space. The sweeping staircase that was originally intended to lead up to the entrance was replaced by a modest path from the main street to the hall. This tempered the pathos of the architecture, given that the building already sets such a distinctive landmark visible from afar.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The model itself already clearly illustrated the use of materials, which would have to be modified somewhat in the actual construction of the real building. The wooden slats on the concrete outer wall, lending the elongated surface a delicately ribbed look, were retained. In the upper area, the slats in front of the window areas form a transition to the underside of the overlapping roof, which has also been constructed in wood, though this is visible only from the interior, whereas on the exterior, when viewed from below, it appears simply to fringe the building. What is also invisible from the outside is the way light is channeled into the building via an indirect LED lighting system. The technical services building, which houses the cash desk, library and curatorial office, forms a discrete and separate entity, clad in anthracite-coloured brick. A particularly distinctive element of this is the chimney-like structure that serves as a light-shaft for the office. Its conical form is reminiscent of Schütte’s early museum models, in which a similar element is superimposed on a truncated pyramid as though on an oversized stove, like a sinister monument to the potential destruction of what is stored within.
On the whole, the structure of the Skulpturenhalle includes a number of references to earlier models by Schütte, lending an undercurrent of symbolism to the new setting. One is the notion of the artist’s house as such, which Schütte addressed in the models he created in the 1980s – the studio house as the workplace, refuge and bastion of the artist as well as his monument. It is a theme that has continued unbroken since the Renaissance, reflecting the social position of the artist and the ever new forms that evolved over the centuries through to the masters’ houses of the Bauhaus in Dessau and Donald Judd’s complex of living and exhibition spaces in Marfa. It is a small step from artist’s house to artist’s museum, for the the studio often becomes a place where his estate is retained after his death as a tangible memorial to his creative output. Schütte’s Skulpturenhalle follows in the footsteps of this tradition: its division into two levels presents it as a place for contemporary art production, in the form of the exhibition space that the visitor enters, which is not just for Schütte himself, but for the presentation of sculpture in general. The lower level beneath it references the sprawling labyrinthine design of Schütte’s 1990s “Basement” models. This is echoed only in the narrow stairway; it leads into an open space structured by load-bearing columns which serves as a storage area for the artist and his foundation. The basement level forms the symbolic foundation on which the foundation and thus the future of the sculpture hall stands. Another distinctive architectural element that has so far not been mentioned is the central point of the sculpture hall situated directly beneath the lowest point of the roof, towards which the visitor automatically walks on entering. In the course of working on the models, this locus evolved from a hollow space into a cella such as might be found in a temple. That is the form now embodied by the small chamber that serves as an intimate exhibition space. In its formulation as a bipartite entity closed to the outside and, again, clad in anthracite-coloured brick, it adopts the dystopian motif of the bunker, which Schütte has often addressed, as an impenetrable refuge from impending catastrophe. This is not a bunker set into the grounds, but a building within a building, whose design and materials clearly mark the Skulpturenhalle as a signature work by Thomas Schütte.

The building’s planning and construction were undertaken in close collaboration with architects Lars Klatte and Heinrich Heinemann from the firm of RKW in Düsseldorf.
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