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In the cabinet of mirrors between art and life, Urs Lüthi began in the 60s and 70s to look for an 
idiosyncratic way of using himself to represent others and he did this by self-mockingly multiplying 
his own image. He used photography to generate pictures, assuming various guises, peculiar, comical 
figures, he re-enacted spectacles, changed gender, moved up and down the time-scale and even 
portrayed himself as his own parents. It could be alleged that he was the first artist to exploit 
photography to enable him to project his own image as well as other roles and genders into the world 
around him. Photography features on a strongly conceptual level, thereby anticipating experiments 
such as those attempted by Cindy Sherman or Francesco Vezzoli’s earlier work. The artist renounces 
the depiction of the outside world as objective fact and develops a strategy of reflection, with his own 
image becoming the place where the world is reflected and once more becomes reality. This is 
possible because photography does not have the auratic character of painting and because it is a 
technique which, by destroying art, becomes art once more. The idea of art as eminently suitable for 
reproduction, extensively proclaimed by Walter Benjamin, joins forces with Urs Lüthi’s clever idea of 
using the self to create a new representational form. His face and his body are the places where 
mimesis happens. Lüthi’s famous pronouncement “I’ll be your mirror” can also be turned around: 
“You’ll be my mirror.” Every act of mirroring is also, at any rate, a kind of speculation or, in other 
words, a philosophical reflection on the relationship between the self and others. Using photography 
in fact points to the choice of a subject which will be reproduced many times, thus deconstructing the 
basis of art, which relies on the interplay between the original and its representation whilst at the 
same time acknowledging the links between photography and art. Urs Lüthi has not only changed the 
way photography is used, he has actually revolutionised the concept of art as well as that of 
performance within the performing arts.  
What remains is the body, its silence and its strength. And to be precise, the Selfportraits of those 
years just have one single point of departure and one single unit of measurement. The artist always 
takes his own self as the starting point, but not only in terms of his thoughts or his poetry, so much is 
clear, but rather rediscovers the body as the place where he interacts with the public and which also 
serves as his research environment. Body art called for body contact, performance art did away with 
the fourth wall, action photography turned it both into a private matter as well as making it public and 
publishable: not a documentation, but a real work of art. Thus, the path Urs Lüthi has chosen 
describes the dichotomy between irony and tragedy: life is too short for us to take it seriously. To 
represent himself as full of good humour, possessing a healthy dose of realism and avoiding any kind 
of drama, this is one of the hallmarks of the work of this Swiss artist. The body remains the main 
protagonist in “Art for a better life” (Venice Biennale, 2001). Lüthi, an adult now, has turned into a 
runner, obsessed with survival, who is not only in harmony with his own times, but aware of his body, 
and the changes brought about by ageing. The ever brilliantly ironic self-portrayal assumes through 
art a life-enhancing quality which leads to the conclusion “Art is the better life”. Sculpture slowly 
takes over from photography as the favourite medium of expression. The reduced format of the 
sculptures, the postures of athletic gymnasts seen in “Four times a loser” (2012-14) which remind us 

of cubist deconstruction or the parody of the busts done by Franz Xaver Messerschmidt (1736-1783), 
are a turning point in his work which portrays a person who has lost his direction (“Lost direction”). 
Traces of the self, coalescing into shapes, sentiments only becoming palpable once they have been 
made concrete, have to leave obscurity behind and become more easily perceived. Lüthi’s walking 
man, in contrast to the one created by Alberto Giacometti, possesses no certainties, he inhabits the 
world and is reflected in other humans. His sculpted self-portraits are not obsessive and repetitive, 
such as those by Roman Opalka, they are tragic and comical at the same time. They are shown to be 
as brittle as glass, but can also be as transparent as the mind. Ageing and dying are normal 
processes; life as an artist is definitely preferable to capitulation in the face of the banality of everyday 
existence. 
Death is also without any doubt a distinguishing element that marks out the work of Arnold Dall’O. 
This can be seen most clearly in the series of images of corpses, taken from a web site, where he tries 
to give the deceased a name, those unnamed dead who are always much more numerous than one 
can imagine. The anonymity of death itself, and of those deaths in particular, is cancelled out by art, 
which is a kind of memory in itself. It is however also the translation of the language of pictorial 



documents into pictorial monuments, capable of living on and surviving the ravages of time. For many 
years now, Dall’O has been striving to transform pictures of banal and commonplace subjects into 
something completely different. He has been working with the so-called Western Files, the visual 

databases of our society, and has turned his works into time capsules. He creates affinities, seeks 

similarities between things which scarcely emerge from the stream of banal matter which so 
frequently overloads the web. Much that is normal, and a form which only an artist is able to 
distinguish, can lead to paths which entice us to rediscover a synchrony, where a change of track, a 
movement towards the edges of society, is the main process.  
What happens next is that the power of art is not only capable of imbuing something with meaning, 
but also of awakening an interest in us, the viewers, which would probably not be there without this 
impetus. Western countries produce pictures of everything, commit them to a digital stream which, 
because of the vast number of opportunities for extrapolation, responds with something important. It 
is not just a matter of creating order or of listing things in a catalogue, but of forming associations and 
lending permanence to that which would otherwise disappear in the stream of time. Photographs and 
news items amass and become lost in the speed of their consumption, leading to censorship by 
information overload, but this censorship manifests itself in a space-time loop on the canvas. Painting 
organises the waste products, and the dead, or these arbitrary pictures, materialise into something 
fathomable, challenging us to comment and thereby attain the dignity of a concept. 
First and foremost Arnold Dall’O devotes time to the production of these pictures which are culled 
from the net, because painting is a ponderous process, the digital photographs re-emerge with the 
painstaking absence of speed of a picture painted dot by dot, but unity is restored when viewed by the 
retina. At other times he will take a blow-up and makes us see reality through the Wolke or cloud or 
nuage of painting. “The remains of clarity” from 2003-2006 is a series by Urs Lüthi, in which the 

vague remains of light and of objects have been grouped together. Dall’O is working on figuration, 
without drawing firm outlines, wrapping his pictures in a “probalistic cloud”, if we may use this 
scientific term. Incidentally, we know that the term Cloud has something to do with memory, with 
storing things rescued from what could formerly be clearly perceived with lost clarity. Realism and 
mimesis are now no longer to be found here. Everything is part of a unity which crumbles and fades 
away with time. Art is a Cloud, which is suitable only for partial storage, it is characterised by the 
absence of determination and decisiveness which is part and parcel of all forms of art if they are to 
continue to exist, if the images are to endure, these Western Files which gave rise to them. The store 
is defective, one has to select the items essential for possible inclusion at a later date. 
Arnold Dall’O’s idea of combining different categories of forms, from decorative patterns to pictures 
of the morgue, from symbols representing animals to starry landscapes, indicates that it is only the 
artist’s selection which matters. The cloud conceals, blurs the contours, but never fails to retain 

information, traces of a synchrony which disappears from the screens only to find a permanent home 
within the confines of the realm of art. Finally, the different perceptions, the decisions to work on 
what had been witnessed and to interpret it in through new manifestation, inevitably lead to 
autobiography. It may well refer back to the idea of working with the mirror, of using the mirror image 
as a reflection – of the world – in both the literal and metaphorical sense. But whilst Lüthi takes the 
body and the face of the artist to express this role and function, Dall’O uses the screen to mirror a 

reality, moving everything into the foreground, allowing him to demonstrate a multiplicity of aspects 
to a never-ending series of visual events. What is important however is that the only arbiter of what is 
to be transferred from this mirror to the Cloud, of what is to be stored, is the artist himself, and no one 

else. The time needed to fashion each painting, the long preparation, ensure that the picture can be 
created anew and imbue it with a new and different worth which had previously been absent, 
because, originally, it existed outside the aesthetic sphere. Time is therefore a function of memory, 
just as painting is a spiritual process for snatching death from the rapidity of oblivion and the 
indifference of statistics. 


