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Zielübung / target practice

The sight is unusual: Two paddleboats float in the 
middle of the Vorgebirgspark’s elongated water-lily 
pond basin. Two young kayakers, back to back – with 
their boats stern to stern and situated slightly apart 
from each other – align with the pond’s longitudinal 
axis. In just a minute, everything will begin and the 
kayaks will race off. Or so we park visitors think, but 
then we wait … and wait…to no avail. For an entire 
seven hours, for the entire duration of the exhibition, 
the two paddleboats will remain in a starting position 
that is not, because there will be no start, no action, 
no sports competition. How anyway could that have 
taken place? Granted, the pond basin is so big that 
the boats, 5.35 meters long, seem almost like minia-
tures in it. Nevertheless, it is far too small for the two 
water sportswomen to gain any momentum. Just a 
few paddle-strokes and the boat would already hit 
the edge of the basin. This pond in the park is simply 
unsuited for kayaks; their presence in such water 
seems utterly absurd and unreal. For Cologne-based 
artist, Iris Hoppe, creator of this kayak performance, 
the absurdity constitutes a vital moment in her work 
for the Vorgebirgspark Sculpture project. Those fa-
miliar with paddle sports will feel the absurdity even 
more because they recognize that these boats are 
ocean kayaks designed for long stretches, their flat-
tened decks perfect for riding out the ocean swells. 
The depth of the pond basin, by the way, is a scant 
50 centimeters. 

When Iris Hoppe speaks about her performance, she 
often refers to the “image” she aims to realize with it. 
As a matter of fact, as viewers, we have the feeling 
we gaze at a giant painting spread out horizontally 
on the ground. Contributing to this impression is the 
stringent symmetry in the arrangement of the two 
boats as well as that of the border of the basin, which 
consists of wide stone slabs that enclose the event like 
an oversized picture frame. But the pictorial charac-
ter of the performance particularly results from the 
freezing of all action. The performative part for the 
kayakers is essentially limited to ensuring that they 
hold their crafts along the symmetrical axis as pre-
cisely as possible with minimal movements of their 
paddles. The title “Zielübung / Target Practice” might 
therefore be explained by the performers’ primary 
concern that the bows of the boats always aim for 
the middle of the basin width. 

Perhaps we might designate Iris Hoppe’s work as a 
contemporary version of the tableau vivant, that pecu-
liar genre of art, which was very popular in the 
18th and early 19th century. The idea of the tab-
leau vivant consisted in reenacting famous paintings 
or sculptures with a certain number of persons, who 
remained in this position for a while without mov-
ing, and thus formed a picture. The “living picture” 
of the two kayakers in the park’s pond basin takes on 
an almost painterly character due to its joyous color. 

The one kayak displays a bright yellow deck with a 
medium-blue sides and bottom, and for the the second 
one, the colors are exactly the opposite. The narrow 
seam between the deck and the bottom boat parts is 
marked in each case with a rich red exactly the same 
color as the double paddle the young women use 
to align the position of their boats. The kayaker in the 
first boat wears a black, full-body swimsuit with a 
blue stripe, the other wears one with a yellow stripe. 
With yellow, blue and red, the three primary colors 
are used that form a strong contrast to the shades 
of green that prevail in the park.

Iris Hoppe does not content herself with creating a 
strongly colored image. She underlays this with a 
level of sound she plays via a loudspeaker, which 
produces a strange acoustic atmosphere. The artist 
has taken this raw material for the sound compo-
nent from a meditation CD for competitive athletes. 
Accompanying the extremely unpretentious back-
ground music, we hear a suggestive male voice making 
statements such as: “You wish to enhance your 
sports performance by activating your mental powers” 
or “At the decisive moment you are entirely concen-
trated, dynamic, strong and successful.” A gently 
whispering voice assists in this: “You will mobilize all 
your reserves of strength at the decisive moment and 
play to the best of all your abilities. You know what 
you can do.” These slogans geared towards autosug-
gestion seem completely out of place considering the 
inactivity of the kayakers in the park basin. Here Iris 
Hoppe lampoons the competition mentality and the 
quest to enhance our performance and optimize our-
selves that exists in nearly all areas of life. If you like, 
you might also assume this to be a critical metaphor 
of the current art business, which increasingly pre-
scribes to the principles of economic success, and the 
increase of production and value. Iris Hoppe counters 
this trend with “Zielübung / target practice”, a strong 
performative image of absurd beauty. 

- Peter Lodermeyer -
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