
Sabatini Building
Santa Isabel, 52

Nouvel Building
Ronda de Atocha s/n 
28012 Madrid

Tel: (34) 91 774 10 00

www.museoreinasofia.es

Opening hours
Monday to Saturday 
and public holidays
From 10:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. 

Sundays 
From 10:00 a.m. to 2:15 p.m. 
the whole Museum is open,
from 2:15 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. 
are open Collection 1 
and one temporary exhibition
(check website)

Closed on Tuesdays

Exhibition rooms in all venues 
will be cleared 15 minutes before 
closing time

Palacio de Cristal
Parque del Retiro, Madrid

Opening Hours
From October to March
Every day from 10:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m.

From April to September
Every day from 10:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m.

Education program developed 
with the sponsorship of 
Fundación Banco Santander

Exhibition November 3, 2016 - April 16, 2017
Parque del Retiro, Palacio de Cristal
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The ship is going under, the ice is breaking through, 2001, © Lothar Baumgarten, VEGAP, Madrid, 2016

Lothar Baumgarten
The ship is going under, 
the ice is breaking through



Early on he became interested in the life of
indigenous communities and their modes 
of social and cultural organization.
Convinced of the need to dismantle the
postcolonial canons persisting within the
fields of ethnography and anthropology, he
was already working at the start of his career
on projects like Unsettled Objects (1968–69),
in which he shows how the systems of
presentation and classification in
ethnographic collections have been (and still
are) used as tools for imposing Western
perspectives on the world.

In the late seventies and at intervals
throughout the eighties he chose to live
among the Yãnomãmi people, who until then
had had scarcely any contact with the outside
world, in the rainforest of the Amazonian
region between Venezuela and Brazil. This
encounter left a profound impact on his life.
Baumgarten, who has always viewed artistic
practice as a direct dialogue with life, seeks in
his work to challenge and surpass the limits
of Western concepts through different
cultural expressions and achievements.

In 1968, Lothar Baumgarten began to
explore the configuration of the links

between individuals (and the communities
they belong to) and the territories they live
in. He initiated a complex process of critical
investigation into the dialectical relationship
between nature and culture, an inquiry he
has continued to this day. In this respect he
can be seen as a kind of heir to the German
naturalist, explorer, and humanist Alexander
von Humboldt.

The latest stage in this process isThe ship is
going under, the ice is breaking through
(2016), the two-hour sound piece he has
devised specifically for the Palacio de Cristal
in Madrid’s Retiro Park. Baumgarten, who
has worked on and off with soundscapes for
four decades, concentrates here on the
fragility of the domed glass structure of this
impressive nineteenth-century building to
create a sound sculpture from a series of
audio recordings of ice thawing on the banks
of the Hudson River in upstate New York,
which he registered in the years 2001 to
2005. Through meticulous spatial and
sequential editing and montage, he manages
to produce the spectacular illusion of the
apparent cracking and blasting of the glass
structure above. Baumgarten’s projects
invariably take heed of and connect with the

specific architectural grammar and
circumstances of the places within which
they are installed. 

In terms of its colonial history, the Palacio
de Cristal was built in 1887 for the General
Exhibition of the Philippines, Spain’s last
colony. Within the transparent
architectural presence of its glass corpus,

the deafening sound of the ice becomes a
tonal analogy for the crashing stocks and
assets of the insatiable “shark trading” of
financial markets; it concerns greedy
speculation about unlimited economic
growth and the resulting impact on the
dramatically changing global climate.

Baumgarten has used a wide variety of
supports, materials, and expressive media
throughout his career (photography, film,
mural drawing, engraving, narrative,
architectural interventions, etc.), and this is
not the first time that he has articulated one
of his works around sound or used it as a
central element. He already did so, for
example, in Da gefällt‘s mir besser als in
Westfalen. Eldorado (1968–1976), one of his
first projects in which he evoked an
imaginary tropical jungle with sound
recordings and photographic images taken
in the marshlands of the Rhine River
between Cologne and Düsseldorf. The more
recent Seven Sounds / Seven Circles (2009)
was recorded over a period of nearly four
years at Denning’s Point, a wasteland
peninsula that juts out into the Hudson
River near the town of Beacon, New York.

As in Seven Sounds / Seven Circles, the
sculptural character of the audio
installation devised for the Palacio de
Cristal develops from the tonal 
complexity and symphonic dimension 
of Baumgarten’s work. The cyclical and
expansive structure of the composition
makes spatiality just as important to it as
temporality. The sudden sensation of
breaking glass builds up to a crescendo,
immersing and overwhelming the senses 
of the spectators to the point where the
threat of collapse feels physically imminent.

Lothar Baumgarten has opened up new possibilities of artistic
expression and reflection through an oeuvre that questions Western
systems of thought and representation as well as the ways our
perception of and relation to other cultures are constructed. In his
work, Baumgarten confronts and deconstructs the ordering principles
that determine the manner in which cultural difference is approached,
making him one of the first artists of his generation to communicate
the awareness that it is impossible to separate the history of Western
art from that of colonialism.
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