
Michael R iedel, in his  Frankfurt s tudio.  W olfgang G ünz el Riedel’s  s tudio is  als o w here he hos ts  the res taurant Friday Kitchen.  W olfgang G
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E very Frida y on the fringes  of Fra nkfurt’ s  gloom y red-light

dis trict,  m em bers  of the city’ s  crea tive cla s s  ga ther for a

com m una l m ea l.  Cla s s ica l ba llet da ncers  dis cus s  m otion-

ca pture techniques  w ith nerdling video-ga m e des igners .

Wea lthy collectors  a nd pow erful cura tors  flirt w ith

a m bitious  young things  jus t out of the loca l

Kuns ta ka dem ie.  Artis tic colla bora tions  a re  ha tched;  ca reers  a re  born;  beer is

drunk.  The Freita gs küche,  or Frida y K itchen,  is  the gus ta tory ges ta lt of the

contem pora ry G erm a n a rt s cene,  w hich by s om e lights  is  producing the m os t

interes ting a rt in the w orld toda y.

There’ s  no gues t lis t,  no velvet rope a t the door.  Anybody w ho ca n find the

pla ce,  w hich is  hidden a t the fa r end of a n a lley a cros s  the s treet from  the city’ s

form er Hells  Angels  hea dqua rters ,  is  invited to s ha re in the fea s t.  “ W hen I found

the building, ”  s a id Micha el R iedel,  the a rtis t-im pres a rio behind the w eekly dinner,

“ it w a s  full of junkies . ”  He ha s  s ince filled it w ith s tudios  ups ta irs ,  the

Freita gs küche on the ground floor a nd a  nightclub in the ba s em ent,  a ll of it done

up in R iedel’ s  s igna ture pos t-m inim a lis t s tyle .  “ The idea  of a  ‘ fa ctory’  is  occupied

by a nother a rtis t, ”  he s a id.  “ B ut tha t’ s  w ha t it is :  a  kind of fa ctory. ”

R iedel,  3 8 ,  is  a  ris ing s ta r w hos e w ork delights  a nd frus tra tes  critics  in equa l

m ea s ure.  His  s how  a t the Da vid Z w irner ga llery in New  York la s t Februa ry — 1 8

w a ll-s ize  ca nva s es  s creen-printed w ith ra w  HTML cut a nd pa s ted from  the

“ Micha el R iedel”  entries  on m om a . org a nd other Web s ites  — s old out

im m edia tely.  Nex t m onth he’ s  going to get the retros pective trea tm ent a t the

S chirn Kuns tha lle  Fra nkfurt,  one of the m os t im porta nt contem pora ry a rt s pa ces

in his  na tive G erm a ny.  His  true im port,  how ever,  m a y ultim a tely be in the

Wa rhol-like  s cene tha t ha s  coa les ced a round him .

R iedel w ould never ca ll him s elf the new  Andy,  but the com pa ris on is  inevita ble .
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He’ s  got a  “ fa ctory, ”  a  m onthly m a ga zine ca lled Hundert5  tha t docum ents  the

goings -on there ,  a nd even a n unm is ta ka ble  pers ona l s tyle .  R iedel is  ra rely s een

w ea ring a nything but a  vinta ge s uit a nd is  fa s tidious  to the point of keeping a n

electric s hoe polis her on every floor of his  building.  “ I w a s  a  m od in a rt s chool, ”

he ex pla ined,  “ a nd I’ m  s till in love w ith m y fa nta s y of the ’ 6 0 s . ”  B ut it’ s  his  a rt-

w orld provoca tions  tha t dra w  the m os t high-m inded Wa rhol com pa ris ons .  “ It a ll

ca m e together w hen I rea lized,  ‘ O. K . ,  you ca n repea t la s t w eek a s  w ell a s  the

’ 6 0 s , ’  ”  he s a id.  “ It’ s  the s a m e concept. ”

In 2 0 0 0 ,  R iedel a nd a  few  a rtis t friends  w ere Dum ps ter diving behind Portikus ,

one of Fra nkfurt’ s  m a ny cultura l ins titutions ,  w hen they found the crum pled

rem a ins  of a  s how  by the Ca lifornia  a rtis t Jim  Is er m a nn.  Is erm a nn ha d covered

the ga llery w a lls  w ith s heets  of Myla r — a nd there it a ll w a s ,  put out w ith the

ga rba ge.  After dra gging the Myla r ba ck to their s ha red s tudio s pa ce,  R iedel a nd

com pa ny put them s elves  to w ork reha nging it,  a nd then proceeded to pla s ter

the city w ith pos ters  inviting everyone to the opening of their Is erm a nn s how.

Dirty,  torn a nd rudely ta ped to the w a lls ,  R iedel’ s  re ins ta lla tion w a s  ha rdly the

s leek s pa ce-a ge ba chelor pa d environm ent tha t ha d m a de its  debut a t Portikus  a

couple  of m onths  before ,  but tha t w a s  the point.  “ We ruined it, ”  R iedel s a id w ith

a  crooked s m ile .  “ We m a de it tw ice a s  ba d a s  it w a s . ”

For the nex t five yea rs ,  R iedel’ s  crew  terrorized Fra nkfurt’ s  cha ra cteris tica lly

uptight a rt s cene w ith w ha t a m ounted to a  s choolya rd ga m e of copyca t,  dirty

ra t!  W hen the celebra ted E nglis h a rt eccentrics  G ilbert &  G eorge ca m e to tow n,

they w ere greeted a t their opening by “ G ert”  a nd “ G eorg, ”  tw o a ctors  R iedel

hired to w a lk a  few  s teps  behind the a rt duo a nd m im e their every m ove.  No

m edium  w a s  s a fe  from  the Xerox  trea tm ent.  The ers a tz  a rt ha ppenings  ins pired

a  s eries  of “ Film ed Film ”  events ,  fea turing bootlegs  m a de by pointing a  chea p

video ca m era  a t the s creen from  the ba ck row s  of Fra nkfurt’ s  a rt-hous e m ovie

thea ters ,  a nd “ Clubbed Clubs , ”  w here the crow d w ould groove to a  pocket

recording m a de a t a  concert or perform a nce the previous  night.  O ften thes e

events  w ould be better a ttended tha n the rea l ones ,  beca us e in R iedel’ s  vers ion

there w a s  a lw a ys  plenty of beer,  m us ic a nd da ncing involved.

And a s  tim e w ore on,  the a nti-a rt a ctions  of R iedel a nd his  ba nd of m erry

pra nks ters  got bigger,  better a nd m ore crea tive .  In 2 0 0 4 ,  R iedel a nd the a rtis t

Dennis  Lös ch produced their ow n Frieze Art Fa ir ca ta log:  it w a s  the o� cia l

ca ta log of the London fa ir overw ritten w ith their ow n tex t a nd im a ges .  Tha t

s a m e yea r,  in Cologne,  R iedel m a de a  fa ithful copy of a  fa m ous  Fra nkfurt techno

club,  ex cept everything w a s  ups ide dow n.  The ba r a nd ba nquettes  w ere na iled

to the ceiling,  a nd the light fix tures  s crew ed to the floor.  At the opening pa rty,

he pla yed a  techno s oundtra ck ba ckw a rd.  R iedel w a s  ta pped by Z w irner,  a nd

given his  firs t s olo s how  in the United S ta tes  in 2 0 0 5 .  He reproduced the colorful

ca nva s es  of his  countrym a n,  the pa inter ( a nd fe llow  Z w irner a rtis t)  Neo R a uch,

a s  dull bla ck-a nd-w hite  pa nels  a nd hung them  on the ga llery w a lls .  The s how

w a s  a  flop.

Mea nw hile ,  R iedel’ s  Fra nkfurt a rt pos s e w a s  hea ded for a  brea kup.  He s ta rted

the Freita gs küche w ith Lös ch,  in order to keep the ga ng together,  but a s  friends

invited m ore friends ,  the m a kes hift res ta ura nt beca m e a  s cene in its  ow n right.

La s t w inter,  I w a s  invited to help cook.  I s how ed up ea rly in the a fternoon,  w a s

is s ued a  pa ring knife ,  a  gla s s  of w ine a nd a  pile  of s w eet pea s ,  a nd a s s um ed m y

pla ce w ith the res t of the Freita gs küche crew.  S eba s tia n K löckner,  a  journa lis t,

lives  tw o hours  a w a y but drives  to Fra nkfurt a  couple  of tim es  a  m onth to pitch

in.  S unghye Ko,  a  s tudio a s s is ta nt,  runs  the kitchen w ith the a plom b of a n a ir

tra � c controller.  André W illm und w a s  the gues t chef tha t w eek but judging from

the trouble  he ha d bra is ing a  bucket full of beef for the night’ s  s tew ,  he w ill no

doubt keep his  da y job a s  a  s ta ge a ctor.
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At 7  o’ clock the doors  opened,  a nd a  va ried crow d of

Fra nkfurters  s trea m ed in.  Fres h-cut yellow  ros es  a nd s ti�

w hite  ta blecloths  gra ced every ta ble ,  but thes e w ere the

only form a lities .  People  s a t on s tools  a nd ba la nced pla tes

on their knees  w hile  others  a te  s ta nding a t the ba r.  “ We crea te  a  nice  evening

for the people , ”  K löckner ex pla ined,  “ but w e a re  not their s la ves . ”  I m et

S ha s ha nk Uchil,  a  young video ga m e des igner,  a t the end of a  long bench.  At a

nea rby ta ble  w a s  Cyril B a ldy,  a  da ncer w ith the Fors ythe Com pa ny.  “ It’ s  a lw a ys

a  good vibe here , ”  B a ldy obs erved.  “ G ood food,  good m us ic. ”

The Freita gs küche w ra pped up a t a bout 1 1 :  plea s a ntly buzzed,  a  core  group of

us  w ent into the bitterly cold Fra nkfurt night.  The drug a ddicts  w ere out,  a nd

their ordina ry nihilis m  brought R iedel’ s  ex tra ordina ry vers ion to m y m ind.  Is  it,  I

a s ked R iedel,  a  com m enta ry on the hum a n condition?  Are w e a ll jus t inform a tion

a ddicts ,  churning out ba d Xerox es  of s om ething w e once s a w  or hea rd?  O r is

the redoubled em ptines s  a  m ore pers ona l ex pres s ion:  the res ult of looking ins ide

his  ow n pers ona l a rtis tic s oul a nd finding,  w ell,  nothing?

“ There’ s  no content being produced,  beca us e I’ m  in the firs t genera tion tha t

grew  up digita l, ”  R iedel replied,  “ w e a re  jus t tra ns ferring a ll the tim e:  ta pe,  CDs

a nd now  the clouds . ”  He pa us ed for a  m om ent before continuing.  “ The s elf-

reference is  beca us e I a m  the s ys tem .  The technique is  m a inly ca rrying

s om ething from  here to there ,  s om etim es  w ith a  ca r,  s om etim es  by m a king a

recording.  .  .  . ”  And s om etim es ,  a s  w ith the new  HTML pa intings ,  w ith the click

of a  m ous e.

The night ended a t a  club ca lled O ra nge Peel,  w here R iedel bega n to m ove to

the s low  s ka  bea t.  “ The pa intings  a re  a  bit robotic,  m a ybe, ”  he s a id.  “ B ut m y

a rt is  not a s  cool a nd dry a s  people  think,  beca us e I ha ve a  lot fun doing it. ”
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