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In the history of art, the context of a work is traditionally understood as the solid documentation
and factual information on which our concrete
knowledge of the work is founded, derived from
such sources as diaries, contracts, letters, articles,
manifestos and interviews. The actual physical
context in which a work of art is created, however,
tends to become invisible and vanish. In Peter
Holst Henckel’s work, the physical context carries
meaning and is incorporated as an active co-player. The artist often uses serial-like elements in his
installations and exhibitions. Parts of previous installations show up in different contexts. As new
parts are added and others abandoned, new meaning is continuously created. A common feature of
Henckel’s installations is that meaning arises between the work of art and the context, between
the exhibited object and the site. Therefore the
frame around the work is reconceived in a number
of installations where the viewer, the museum and
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the gallery space are incorporated as the reflective
site where meaning is constituted.
The exhibition Dr. Merkwürdigliebe of 1992 is a
project structured around the figure of Dr.
Strangelove in Stanley Kubrick’s film of that name,
made in 1964. The crazy scientist Dr. Strangelove,
played by Peter Sellers, displays a Dr. Mengele-like,
Nazi behaviour pattern and has difficulties controlling his Heil-saluting arm and destructive tendencies.
Dr. Merkwürdigliebe functions as metaphor for
the relationship between a natural-science approach to the world and an aesthetic, museological
approach, exploring the tension arising from the
fact that the aesthetic gaze holds a destructive potential. Peter Holst Henckel elaborates the figure
of the crazy scientist, making him also a super enthusiastic collector. The Doctor’s objects have been
properlycollected, sorted and put undeglass, but
his passion for collecting, ordering and categorizing has a destructive outcome. In his zeal, by

removing the objects from their context, he ends
up killing as well as preserving what he admires
most.
Peter Holst Henckel’s Dr. Merkwürdigliebe thematizes the principles of museological practices
and the ordering systems of natural science.
Paraphrasing the modern library’s classification
system, he mixes up categories and changes them.
By thus establishing order according to
idiosyncratic principles, Dr. Merkwürdigliebe appears as a caricature of classic natural science and
museums.
The World of Butterflies of 1992-2002, created in
continuation of Dr. Merkwürdigliebe, depicts in all
its repetitive simplicity how beauty and cruelty are
fused. The butterflies hang in rigidly straight lines,
classified by species, but removed from their original context. The viewer is left to draw his or her
own conclusions, based on the context in which
the butterflies are now placed. Familiar press photos of world-political events, acts of murder, war
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between art, representation and reality. The work
comes into being somewhere in between — in Dr.
Merkwürdigliebe in the relationship betweenorder
and destruction, in the case of Travis Bickle in the
contrast between being a passive voyeur and active
participant,and finally in Untitled [Black Box], when
work and context fuse as the work opens up and
lets the world enter.

1 Brian O’Doherty: Inside the White Cube — The Ideology of the
Gallery Space, San Francisco, 1986. First published in Artforum,
1976.
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