
works / RIET WIJNEN



Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction 

The cycle Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction looks at the historiography of abstraction 
in different fields, starting with early modernism in art and slowly moving towards physics, 
neuro-philosophy and activism. In those fields the discursive and narrative gaps and 
openings are examined to imagine discussions between under and unrecognized, 
mainly female figures in the history of abstraction. In this body of work temporality gets 
suspended by pairing those significant figures and subjects in fields of humanities and 
science in unlikely fictional conversations. Those conversations are based on remaining 
documents, personal accounts as well as contemporary theories, and are self-published as 
publications. 

Besides the sixteen fictional conversations the main organizing principle of the cycle 
Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction consists of sixteen subsequent works, and one 
sculpture, which functions as a diagram or score, mapping the connections amongst the 
different conversations. 

Those three principle elements form together an abstract space for, among other things, 
characters, places, and topics in which the term abstraction is examined, formulated, 
and constructed and deconstructed from different perspectives; information in one work 
influences the content and form of another work, several works in the cycle Sixteen 
Conversations on Abstraction are in a constant state of change.
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Installation view, RijksakademieOPEN, Amsterdam, 2018
 
Including Compositie met dubbele lijn en blauw vlak, 1934, Marlow Moss, 
Collection Vleeshal/SBKM 
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2a

Sculpture Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction, 2016 –  
Wood and paint 
300 × 300 × 40 cm

Installation view 21st Sydney Biennale, Art Gallery New South Wales, Sydney, 2018
 

2b

Sculpture Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction, 2016 –  
Wood and paint 
300 × 300 × 40 cm

Installation view group exhibition Searching the Sky for Rain, SculptureCenter,  
New York, 2018

The fictional conversations that are part of the main organizing principle of Sixteen 
Conversations on Abstraction provide data that are then “programmed” into a table-like, 
horizontal sculpture titled Sculpture Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction; here, each 
wooden square represents a conversation, the characters from the conversations are 
encoded red, the locations yellow, the topics mint green, and key terms are blue. 
The sculpture will keep changing as the number of conversations grows; Marlow Moss 
occurs in conversation one but will return in six, necessitating the addition of a new 
connection in the sculpture. But it is not only the content of the conversation which 
determines the shape of this tabulating table; the shape of Sculpture Sixteen 
Conversations on Abstraction also determines the content of the conversations; 
if something is physically impossible in the sculpture it is impossible to write in the 
conversation. 
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3a

Diagram Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Main Structure, 2015  
Photogram
90 × 115,5 cm

3b
 
Diagram Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Conversation Three, 2015 
Photogram
90 × 115,5 cm
 

3c
 
Diagram Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Conversation Three and One, 2016 
Photogram
90 × 115,5 cm 

 
3d
 
Diagram Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Conversation Three, One, Four and Six, 
2018
Photogram
90 × 115,5 cm

The photograms Diagram Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Main Structure, 
Diagram Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Conversation Three and Diagram Sixteen 
Conversations on Abstraction: Conversation Three and One archive the different steps in 
the development of the sculpture so far. Each time a new conversation is finished, 
the information is added to the sculpture and a photogram is made. The different steps are 
captured in time; a photogram is made by placing objects directly on photographic paper 
and exposing this to light for a certain amount of time.
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Installation view RijksakademieOPEN, Amsterdam, 2017

5

Structure Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Topics / Terms, Terms / Characters, 
Characters / Locations, Locations / Topics, 2017
MDF, gesso, acrylic paint and carton board
30 × 50 cm and 14,5 × 50 cm

Structure Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Topics / Terms, Terms / Characters, 
Characters / Locations, Locations / Topics is installed in the corners of the exhibitionspace 
as some sort of brackets, at the height of Wijnen’s head. The colored panels refer back to 
the colors used in Sculpture Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction; the characters from the 
conversations are encoded red, the locations yellow, the topics mint green, and key terms 
are blue. By placing those panels in the corner the thinking space of sculpture somehow 
gets enlarged to the exhibitionspace.
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Notes Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction, 2015 –  
Laserjet print, acryl paint and pen
21 × 29,7 cm

Notes Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction are observations, remarks and sketches 
made during the writing of the fictional conversations, keeping track on the influence of the 
writing on the shape of the sculpture and vice versa. At the same time those notes 
functioning as a legend during the instalment of Sculpture Sixteen Conversations on 
Abstraction, disclosing the information that is captured in ‘abstract’ forms and its placing in 
the sculpture.
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7a

Conversation Table: Monochrome, 2017 
Birch triplex, tulip wood, glue, metal, gesso and powder coating 143 × 143 × 106 cm 

and 
 
Conversation Table: Conversation Fifteen, 2017 – 
Birch triplex, tulipwood, laser engraving, glue, metal, gesso and powder coating  
31 × 31 × 73 cm 

7b
 
Print Conversation Table: Conversation Fifteen, 2017
Ink and paper 
45 × 65 cm

7c

Installation view Manifold Books, Amsterdam, 2019

7d

Print Conversation Table: Conversation One, 2019 
Ink and paper  
170 × 150 cm 

Conversation Table is a series of sculptures consisting of a growing amount of tables that 
also function as note blocks for the different fictional conversations of Sixteen 
Conversations on Abstraction. The notes, craved in mirror image into the wooden table top, 
are a growing amount of reflections on the fictional conversations. The tops are also used 
to make woodprints. 

In Conversation Table the research is transposed from a traditional artistic practice into a 
seemingly functional and household object: the table. On the one hand the sculpture and 
the resulted printing makes the research ergonomically accessible while on the other it 
further underlines how the ideas and theories on abstraction have been applied into the 
organization of living spaces and environments. Still insisting that the affective and 
domestic labour at the kitchen table contributed to the recognition of abstraction as an 
art form. 

Conversation Table: Monochrome echoes the work Conversation Table, it consists of 
sixteen tables, that are completely black and can be stacked on top of each other to form 
one solid piece. Conversation Table: Monochrome functions as a monochrome or monolith 
of some sort, which has the quality of absorbing or remote observing, ahead of the 
conversations to be written and their possible connections with the already written 
conversations. 
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Table Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Locations, 2018 –
Wood, metal and paint
70 × 140 × 75,5 cm  

Table Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Subjects, 2018 –
Wood, metal and paint
70 × 140 × 75,5 cm  

Table Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Terms, 2018 –
Wood, metal and paint
70 × 140 × 75,5 cm  
 
Table Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Characters, 2018 –
Wood, metal and paint
70 × 140 × 75,5 cm 

8b
 
Table Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Leftovers, 2018 – 
metal, paint and powdercoating
75  × 67 × 90 cm  

Table Sixteen Conversations focuses on the daily functioning of the different parts of the 
cycle in the studio. Since the shape of Sculpture Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction 
gradually becomes fuller and more complex, it becomes increasingly important to have it 
out during writing the fictional conversations, however the sculpture is too big to be 
permanently in the studio and Model Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction is too fragile for 
daily use. Table Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction speaks to this, the four folding 
tables represent all one of the categories in which the sculpture is divided (character, 
locations, terms and subjects) and as they are foldable it minimizes the space it takes up in 
the studio.
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9a

Structure Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Characters, 2018          
Photogram, wood and paint
64 × 126 cm

Structure Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Locations, 2018 
Photogram, wood and paint
64 × 126 cm

Structure Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Subjects, 2018 
Photogram, wood and paint
64 × 126 cm

 
9b

Structure Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Terms, 2018              
Photogram, wood and paint
64 × 126 cm

9c

Structure Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction, 2018  
Photogram 
63 × 63 cm 

9d

Installation view Bentheim Castle, Bad Bentheim, 2019

Over time the visual language of the Sculpture Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction 
produced an internal logic, or grammar. More recent works analyse this grammar, and as 
such zoom in on verbs, words, phrases that derive from the sculpture. Structure Sixteen 
Conversations on Abstraction visually deconstructs the different parts that make up the 
sculpture. The series of photograms with coloured frames, Structure Sixteen 
Conversations on Abstraction: Characters, Structure Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: 
Subjects, Structure Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Subjects and Structure Sixteen 
Conversations on Abstraction: Terms verbalize which specific category is represented in 
the four triangle; conversations being red, locations yellow, topics mint green, and key 
terms blue.
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Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Thought One, 2015–17
Photogram and wood
20 × 30 × 3 cm

Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Thought One are the very first try-outs in preparation for 
Diagram Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction; the chemicals interfered with the geometric image 
that was exposed onto the photo paper.
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Bench Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction, 2018  
Wood, metal and paint  
36 × 33 × 133,5 cm 

11b

Side Tabel Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction, 2019 
Wood 
40 × 20 × 20 cm

This furniture, of which the design is based on the form language of Sixteen Conversations 
on Abstraction, facilitates the reading of the fictional conversations in the exhibition space.
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Conversation One: A Preface, 2015  
Photocopies and staples,  
42 × 29,7 cm, 48 pages

Conversation One: A Preface brings the members of the Association Abstraction Création 
(1932–1936), artist who worked non-figuratively. In this fictional conversation they try to 
formulate the non-figurative, but quickly it becomes clear it is an unsuccesfull attempt. The 
conversations points to the difficulties in and tactics for addressing the struggle between 
semantics and the concrete; that is, talking about something that doesn’t want 
to or can’t be captured in words. To this end, one of the strategies used is formulating 
antithetical relations: as precisely as possible saying what ‘it’ is by describing what ‘it’ is 
not. Conversation One: A Preface is based on the five editions of the cahier Abstraction 
Création: Art non-figuratif published in Paris by the eponymous association, uniting all art 
movements who worked in and advocated abstraction. The magazine formalized a new 
tendency for language in visual art and helped to canonize abstraction. 
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Model Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction (Conversation One), 2015
Wood and paint 
100 × 100 × 10,5 cm 
Installation views Ellen de Bruijne Project and RijksakademieOPEN,  
the later including Compositie met dubbele lijn en blauw vlak, 1934, Marlow Moss, 
Collection Vleeshal/SBKM 

Model Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction is a model of Sculpture Sixteen 
Conversations on Abstraction, and was developed before Sculpture Sixteen Conversations 
on Abstraction as some sort of preface to the cycle.
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Conversation Three: It Looks Like Nothing on Earth, 2015  
Photocopies and staples  
42 x 29,7 cm, 16 pages 

The publication Conversation Three: It Looks Like Nothing on Earth is a fictional interview 
with physicist Chen Ning Yang. Yang and his companion, Tsung-Dao Lee, won the Nobel 
Prize for Physics in 1957 for their research on the law of parity, which entailed an important 
discovery about elementary particles. Until 1956, physicists had assumed that all laws of 
physics were symmetrical (i.e., that the same forces applied to left and right particles). 
However, Yang and Lee discovered that physical processes which are governed by weak 
nuclear power differ from this mirror image – a quality that was given the name “parity 
violation”: the law of symmetry was proven to be invalid. The two physicists also came up 
with an explanation: the mirror world. In this universe, which exists in parallel to our own, 
the missing particle would be present. This mirror world, however, is a theoretical, invisible 
world – including planets, stars, and people – and is impossible to make contact with. The 
imaginary interview with Chen Ning Yang takes place in the setting of a museum gallery. 
Gerrit Rietveld’s Red and Blue Chair is exhibited there, a perfect example of the abstract 
art movement De Stijl. Remarkably, the chair does not entirely meet the formal vocabulary 
of De Stijl, which was limited to primary colors, red, yellow, and blue, three primary values, 
black, white, and gray, and avoided symmetry. The chair is symmetrical from all points of 
view, except for from the side. During the interview, it becomes clear that abstract art and 
physics are less far removed from each other than one might expect. 



15





15

Conversation Three: It Looks Like Nothing on Earth, 2015  
2 videos with sound
15:06 min

One video consists of a selection of questions from the imaginary interview, the second 
video  is a recording of x-rays of the Red and Blue Chair. The videos are projected back to 
back. The sound is the answers to the selection of questions. The film installation brings 
together different visible and invisible layers through which our image of reality is created. 
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Conversation Four: First Person Moving, 2016  
Photocopies and staples
42 × 29,7 cm, 24 pages

The publication Conversation Four: First Person Moving is the result of a conversation 
between two people and an artist movement dealing with the notion ‘movement’. The three 
protagonist are Thomas Metzinger, a German theoretical philosopher interested in the 
philosophy of mind and ideas concerning the apparition of the self in consciousness, 
Silvia Federici, a radical theorist and social activist operating at the intersection of 
autonomist Marxism and feminism and closely involved in the Wages for Housework 
campaign from the early 1970s, as well as the association Abstraction-Création, a more or 
less informal association of artists making non figurative work in the 1930s interested in 
abstraction as a formal principle in artistic production.

The conversation between those three figures is a formal choreography; each character 
takes turns making a statement, to which the other two respond by saying either ‘yes’ or 
‘no’. After some time, the positive and negative responses given by Metzinger, Federici, 
and Abstraction-Création start to become more sensible. In order words certain logic is 
constructed, and more or less consistent positions are fleshed out concerning, for instance, 
the connection between the individual and the larger social or societal fabric as a whole, 
everyday lived reality and abstract concepts, or materialism versus idealism.
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Disposition Table (Conversation Five), 2017  
Wood, paint, metal, paper, and prints 
276 × 33 × 80 cm and 168 cm × 127,5 × 80 cm 

Disposition Table (Conversation Five) is a structure that consists of four table-constructions 
made to archive and organize the language involved in running an organization. The three 
long tables are divided in categories fitting to the activities and working method of the 
organization. The files that are used by the organization will be divided over those three 
long table constructions; the fourth table construction is used to make new combination of 
the files in the other table constructions. Those combinations are then again used as a 
base for writing a fictional conversation. 

Conceived for the exhibition Introducing Casco Art Institute: Working for the Commons the 
first iteration of Disposition Table (Conversation Five) is used for archiving and organizing 
the language used during the development of the new modus operandi of Casco – Office 
for Art, Design and Theory. 

The three different categories to structure the organizational files used by Casco are 
theory, structure and practice. By choosing those three specific categories the relation 
between concrete, physical, everyday work on the commons and the process of 
abstraction where on going sharing and commoning take place is put into motion. 
Casco team members use the fourth table during their day-to-day meetings to diagram, 
articulate, and structure this on going sharing and commoning by combining information 
from the three previous tables. 
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Conversation Six: Double-Lines, 2018  
Photocopies and staples, 
42 × 29,7 cm, 14 pages

Conversation Six: Double-Lines is a fictional dialogue centered around the British 
Constructivist Marlow Moss and Australian artist and pioneer of modernist painting 
Grace Crowley, featuring the third character Pauline Oliveros, an American experimental 
composer, pioneer of electronic music and humanitarian. Moss and Crowley speak in short 
monologues about important personal and professional relationships they have maintained 
throughout their lives. Conversation Six: Double-Lines is divided into subsections with titles 
such as ‘Lovers’, ‘Mentor’, ‘Sibling’, ‘Commercial Gallery’, ‘Male Companion’ and ‘Gender’, 
and every sentence starts with a pronoun. They not only tell their life stories through the 
monologues, as after some time these monologues start to speak to one another as 
similarities between the two lives become clear; the journals Moss and Crowley both 
contributed to, the places and schools they visited, their unconventional feminist 
perspectives on the world, and struggles with their middle class families and the art world. 
Oliveros provides two compositions from the series Sonic Meditations, which she once 
called recipes for listening, and which are developed at the time the women’s-liberation 
movement was emerging. Those compositions function within the conversation as 
structural memos on the notion of listening within the practice of speaking. Currently 
Conversation Six: Double-Lines is expanded with more female key figures in modernism, 
by comparing different relational biographical narratives building an increasingly complex 
and expanding map of feminist genealogies.
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Readings of the fictional conversations at Ellen de Bruijne Projects, P/////AKT and 
21st Sydney Biennale 

During exhibitions I often do reading of the fictional conversations. Often with long term 
collaborators, such as Falke Pisano, Janine Armin and Will Holder, and sometimes with 
colleagues with whose practice I feel connected but don’t know personally as a way to start 
new conversations.
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Marlow Moss, 2013
Offset print 
17 × 11 cm, 128 pages
edition of 400, published by Kunstverein Publishing

The publication tells the story of the British Constructivist artist Marlow Moss (1898–1958) 
and her work. A series of lists with ‘facts’ is compiled from writings about and by Moss; 
these lists contain contradictions and gaps. In part because some characters in the novels 
written by Netty Nijhoff, Moss’s partner, are based on Moss, this knowledge has been 
sometimes treated as non-fiction because of the lack of information on Moss. The result is 
that fiction became part of reality. The publication is an alternative biography that indirectly 
shows how history is constructed. 



21





21

Grace Crowley, 2019 
Offset print 
17 × 12 cm, 270 pages 
edition of 500, published by Kunstverein Publishing

Grace Crowley is a publication based on letters sent to the Australian artist and pioneer of 
modernist painting Grace Crowley (1890–1979) by friends, family and colleagues. Parts of 
those letters, which are now housed in the Art Gallery of New South Wales and the State 
Library of New South Wales archives in Sydney, were transcribed and categorized in 
subsections such as ‘Marital Status’, ‘Teaching’, ‘Hosting’, ‘Eurasia’, ‘X’, ‘Being A Woman’, 
‘War’, ‘$’, and ‘Making Work’. The result is an alternative biography constructed solely 
through a living set of relations.
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Abstraction Création: Art non-figuratif (reprint & translation), 2014  
Photocopies and metal spine 
29,7 × 21 cm, 296 pages 
edition of 100, published by Kunstverein Publishing

The publication Abstraction Création: Art non-figuratif is the reprint and first full English 
translation of five editions of the cahier that were published between 1932 and 1936 in 
Paris by the eponymous association, uniting all art movements who worked in and 
advocated abstraction. The magazine not only formalized a new tendency for language in 
visual art, but also became a form of explicit self-promotion and opposition against the 
growing force of figurative Surrealism. Two minimal yet clearly articulated criteria needed 
to be fulfilled in order to become a member of the association: one had to be an artist and 
one had to work non-figuratively. This resulted in a list of members that included long-
forgotten artists as well as prominent names such as Wassily Kandinsky, Piet Mondrian, 
Alexander Calder, Robert Delaunay, Theo van Doesburg, and Constantin Brancusi, who all 
submitted documentation of work along with self-written texts for the cahiers. Those 
writings were visions on their own work, detailed explanations of the documentation, short 
viewing instructions, epistles about the true meaning of abstract art, essays on the relation 
between abstract art and evolution, straightforward explanations why a locomotive is not a 
work of art, and a poem about God being a copycat. 

22b

Launch Abstraction Création: Art non-figuratif, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam in 
Amsterdam, 2014

During the launch of of Abstraction Création: Art non-figuratif at the Stedelijk Museum in 
September 2014, typographer Will Holder led a small audience through the museum’s 
galleries, stopping at paintings and sculptures made by contributors of Abstraction 
Creation: Art non-figuratif, and reading excerpts of their writings to the works. 

Eleven carpet tiles by Dexter Sinister were used as markers throughout the collection 
presentation.
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Homophone Dictionary, 2019 
Author Sue Nixon, editor Riet Wijnen 
Offset print 
20,4 × 12,4 cm, 423 pages 
edition of 500, published by uh books

Homophone Dictionary was originally a file that is compiled by the now 96-year-old former 
schoolteacher Susan Nixon. She has build up many collections throughout her life, 
almost all of them exist out of objects, except one: after her retirement she compiled a 
word document that by now exist out of almost 1000 homophones; two, or more words that 
you pronounce similar but have a different meaning, often the spelling is also different. 
The document is structured as a dictionary and the homophones are illustrated with 
examples that are based on autobiographical information. The structure of Homophone 
Dictionary also refers to speech therapy exercises and concrete poetry.
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F.R.DAVID ‘Inverted Commas’, 2015  
Offset print 
12 × 19 cm, 240 pages
edition of 1500, published by Uh Books

This 13th issue of F.R.DAVID, a typographical journal dealing with the organisation of 
reading and writing in contemporary art practises, has its origins in The Registry of 
Pseudonyms. ‘Inverted Commas’ follows the notion ‘pseudonym’ through names, naming, 
bodies, brains, self, author, other, reader, labour. Edited with Will Holder. 
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Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Thought Two / Bookstand (Zero), 2019 
metal 
15 × 13 cm × 13 cm 

Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Thought Two / Bookstand (One), 2019 
metal 
15 × 13 cm × 13 cm

Over the past years I’ve published several books and cahiers, such as Homophone 
Dictionary (2019), Grace Crowley (2019), Abstraction Création: Art non-figuratif (reprint 
and translation) (2014) and Marlow Moss (2013). These are an integral part of my practice, 
function independently, but also as sources and some sort of contextual framework for the 
work at the same time.  Sixteen Conversations on Abstraction: Thought Two / Bookstand 
is an attempt to organize the books and cahiers in relation to the fictional conversations, 
the shape of the bookstands plays with finger-counting systems in which one can count at 
least from 0 to 16 with two hands.
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Installation View, Office Gallery, Casco Art Institute: Working for the Commons, Utrecht, 
2018–

Casco – Office for Art, Design and Theory recently transformed into Casco Art Institute: 
Working for the Commons, with this change we, Falke Pisano and me, where invited to 
design a new interior for the office space, also known as Office Gallery. Our proposal was 
a design methodology that expresses the transformation in which Casco currently finds 
itself. We will fragment time and space while recursively integrate research, design and 
reflection, instead of trying to get one total overview of the situation, needs and desires of 
Casco and come up with a proposal that is realized in one go. Practical this means 
designing Office Gallery (including desks, daybed, library, storage space, etc.) will take 
place over a longer period and will be realized part by part; last year we designed and 
made for instance new tables. But we don’t only develop a new environment for the office 
based on the collective and individual conversations that we have during this period, we 
also use the old furniture and other remains of the previous interior from Casco to build test 
models for future furniture, for instance a daybed. This since we want to think about future 
furniture and design of the office through use. In this structural process, the functional 
household and office objects, such as desks, become markers in and of a structural 
change of the organization, articulating the way bigger complex organizational thoughts 
relate to the day-to-day functioning of the office. One could say that the different parts of 
the office will make the works, research and conversation that the transformation of Casco 
over time ergonomically accessible to the team communities and the public.
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Registry of Pseudonyms, 2013– 
Website
Dimensions variable

Registry of Pseudonyms is an ongoing accumulation of pseudonyms, at  
www.registryofpseudonyms.com. In addition to a listing of aliases and the ‘real’ names 
behind them, this register also reveals some of the reasons behind the concealment of 
a name; telling the stories of who is who and why who is who. Registry of Pseudonyms 
examines the term ‘pseudonym’ and the history of the phenomenon by recording, 
arranging and displaying the individual cases. 

27b

Registry of Pseudonyms Communities, 2014– 
print on blueback paper
Dimensions variable

Registry of Pseudonyms Communities consist of a list of connections between different 
pseudonyms, the chain reaction of love relationships, inspirations or practical similarities – 
such as two painters who both create their own frames – reveals the ‘pseudonym 
communities’ which are formed secret and often over different generations. Coincided with 
the opening of the exhibition a new selection of pseudonyms, related to the poster, 
is published on the website.


