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Dietrich Wegner and His Ambiguous Convictions
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Every society accumulates contradictions amidst their ideals. |
use those contradictions, putting opposites together in large-
scale sculpture that feed on the friction between two things that
should not make sense together. When an image stands in limbo,
between associations, it occupies a flexible place in the viewers
mind. In this state he or she labels less and questions more. |
create images that are safe and unsettling, abject and beautiful. My
work shows us how a mushroom cloud can resemble a tree house,
an anus a vortex, a suicide bomber a vulnerable human being, all in
an effort to explore our varied states of contentment and security.

Often my material choice is made to contradict an aspect of

an image and strives towards a realistic depiction of the image.
A mushroom cloud is fluffy like synthetic cotton, yet a Poly-fil
mushroom cloud becomes fun and cozy. A blood splat (such as in
Red Field) is shiny and exciting, yet perhaps signifying something
not so fun. Both a Poly-fil playhouse and a urethane blood splat
are examples of material reflecting what an image looks like and
contradicting the tone of what a subject feels like or “means”

. Sometimes the material choice does not both challenge and
support an image; the material may simply do one or the other.
In these cases, when the material does little contradicting, the
image(s) itself must create the limbo.

The ephemeral beauty of a mushroom cloud frightens me, how it
floats for a minute, delicate and blooming, yet remains chaotic and
utterly destructive. | experience a contradiction between what my
eyes enjoy and what my mind knows. It is this conflicted experience
my work strives to evoke in a viewer in order than he or she will
have a sparked curiosity and unstable assumptions.

By Dietrich Wegner

A baby boy, the artist’s son, lies on a comforter. He looks somewhat
quizzically towards us. His body is covered in multi-colored tattoos:
a Coca-Cola trademark stretches the length of his forearm; the
word “Lego,” outlined in yellow, covers his round belly; there is a
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red American Automobile Association badge on his upper arm, and
a Boy Scouts crest on his knee. The American artist responsible
for this photograph—and don’t worry, no babies were harmed in

its making; the tattoos are all Photoshop—is Dietrich Wegner, and
the tattooed baby is only one example of his rather perplexing
work. Elsewhere, he has made a twenty-foot high sculpture of a
mushroom cloud that towers above us, its surface made of some
synthetic fluff. Rather disconcertingly, windows and a doorway are
cut into the top of the mushroom, and a rope ladder hangs down
towards us, so that the thing suggests a kids’ tree house as much
as a nuclear explosion. Wegner’s subject matter makes it clear that
he is a politically engaged artist, deeply concerned with the issues
that face contemporary society, but his works are far more than
simple political statements. In fact they seem to carry deliberately
contradictory elements within them. Wegner is an artist who is
fascinated by contradictions, feeling that art that can lean in several
directions at the same time is more in keeping with the complexities
of our contemporary world. He is fascinated by things that can

look beautiful until you realize what they are, particularly when

that knowledge prompts sudden abhorrence. It was when he was
looking for images of navels that, as he puts it, “I saw my first anus.”
This symmetrical little coil of tightly puckered flesh—we all have
one, no matter how uneasy we might be contemplating what we
use it for—has appeared again and again in his work, and seems
to have given him greatest satisfaction when he discovered that
Texan couples were choosing to conduct their wedding ceremonies
in front of a publicly-sited wall-sized version called Black Hole,
because they mistook it for “the most beautiful black flower”

! Wegner calls the anus “A really nice symbol for humanity. We're

a really beautiful thing, but we're also pretty disgusting.” In fact it
was in contemplating its multifaceted meanings that he realized the
potential of equally ambiguous images of mushroom clouds. “They
don’t look like they have the power to do the damage that they do,”
he says. “They are light and fluffy and quite enjoyable visually.” But
again he is struck by how this reflects specific attitudes, noting that
it is particularly in a society (like that of the United States) that has
never experienced a modern war on its own territory, and has then
become inured to the romanticized faux-violence of television and
cinema, that the misreading of the mushroom cloud as something
simply beautiful is most poignant—and most significant. “We have
naive notions about violence in America,” he says, and concludes,
“We jump into wars pretty easily.” Like Wegner’s mushroom

clouds, his tattooed babies carry an even broader and more subtly
inflected range of meaning than first appears. Strew the child with
commercial logos and you get a simple protest

about how our lives are controlled by multinational corporations, but
add that Boy Scouts crest and a badge of the Methodist church,
and the result is something more complex. As Wegner explains, all
of

those badges represent something that was important to him as he
was growing up. The picture, it turns out, is actually a meditation
on how we evolve our identities and how we declare them. ‘|

really try hard for my work not to be preachy,” Wegner says. “I'm
making ambiguous work that | want people to read things into.”
And he maintains this attitude even when it becomes obvious

that what people read into his pieces is precisely the opposite of
what he had imagined, when Bomber Boy, for example, a life-size
figure of a terrified blond kid with five outsize sticks of explosive
duct-taped around his middle, prompted one gallery visitor to
congratulate him on having the forthrightness to finally “make work
about those damn Arabs”! Wegner understands that this kind of
misunderstanding is the price

he must pay for having the courage of his ambiguous convictions.
The real world isn’t a place where simple good and evil slug it out,
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that is his more important theme, and it is particularly appropriate
that

just as Americans go to the polls this autumn to vote simply one
way or the other, an artist draws our attention to the fact that
political realities are far more complex than that.

By Robert Ayers B
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