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FRANK WAGNER —  
TIES TALES AND TRACES  

AT KUNSTWERKE &  
BETWEEN BRIDGES BERLIN

“Ties Tales and Traces” was an exhibition dedicated 
to the work of Berlin-based curator Frank Wagner 
(1958–2016). It took place during spring 2019 simulta-
neously at the KW Institute for Contemporary Art 
and Between Bridges in Berlin, and involved a num-
ber of organizers—namely Christin Lahr with Vincent 

Schier, as well as Wolfgang Tillmans with Eugen Ivan 
Bergmann—selecting works from Wagner’s collec-
tion, as well as material from his archive which in-
cludes over 10,000 books and catalogues and about 
350 artworks.

For visitors, such as myself, who did not know 
Wagner personally, an episode of Shahran Entekha-
bi’s The Nature of Curating—an ongoing film project 
begun in 2015—gave an introduction as it was pre-
sented on a flat screen within the apartment turned 
exhibition space at KW’s Vorderhaus. During the in-
terview, Wagner recounts his art history studies in 
West Berlin (by the time he enrolled it was still possi-
ble to study for twenty semesters) and details his 
research on the architectural ideology of the Third 
Reich, Albert Speer as well as Friedrich Schlegel and 
the Frühromantiker. For Wagner, art had always been 
in dialogue with natural sciences, music, film, fash-
ion, design and architecture. He decided against 
working on a PhD and pursuing an academic career, 
instead joining the nGbK RealismusStudio (of which 
Lahr and Schier are members). Listening to the ac-
counts of an independent curator who could make a 
living off his work and was able “to pay for rent, travel 
and phone bills”, one gets the sensation of assisting 
an educational video produced for a curatoring pro-
gram. This impression intensifies when listening to 
Wagner. He recounts that compared to those work-
ing in museums, independent curators have to work 
quicker. He goes on to speak about installation tech-
niques, recalling that in his experience, 80% of artists 
are unsure about how they want their work present-
ed in the space.

Wagner worked on 130 exhibitions over a peri-
od of thirty years, an immense workload. The art-
ists-turned-curators’ effort to sort through his ar-
chive and collection resulted in a salon-style hanging 
at KW. Amidst a timeline of installation views from his 
exhibitions, “Ties Tales and Traces” featured high-
lights from the collection, such as a Peter Hujar pho-
tograph depicting Laurent di Lorenzo, hung aside a 
work by Lynn Davis portraying Peter Hujar himself 
weakened by illness; a 1971 poster by Katharina Siev-
erding features a film set by Ulrike Ottinger in Kon-
stanz; Michaela Melian’s 1999 portraits of the nine-
teenth century Austrian-Jewish feminist Bertha 
Pappenheim; Roy Arden’s photographs from the set 
for Jeff Wall’s Dead Troops Talk (1992) were shown 
next to catalogue masters of photographs by Han-
nah Wilke, Nan Goldin and Robert Mapplethorpe as 
well as a reproduction of Aura Rosenberg’s Head 
Shot, Frank (1991–96) which depicts the curator 
wearing a Barbara Kruger Your body is a battle-
ground  T-shirt. Further portraits of Wagner on view 
included a gouache painting by Marlene Dumas, 
Models (1996).

The center of the exhibition featured a vitrine 
displaying correspondence between Frank Wagner 
and Felix González-Torres (a long-term friend of 
Wagner and key figure in his curatorial projects) as 
well as two stacks of posters by Alfredo Jaar pro-
claiming “Andere Menschen denken …” and also pre-

sented as a billboard project around the city. An ad-
jacent space was filled with boxes and material 
associated with exhibitions curated by Wagner; a 
slide show and a vitrine with accreditation cards, 
postcards and an Iittala Alvar Aalto vase. Next to art-
works from Wagner’s collection, Between Bridges 
featured several of these Iittala Alvar Aalto vases in 
their parallel exhibition. Apparently Wagner collect-
ed them in different sizes and colors without ever 
putting them to use. As privately adored design ob-
jects, they thus oddly remained disjointed from the 
rest of the exhibition.

THE ACCOMPANYING  
PROGRAM FOR “TIES TALES 

AND TRACES” TURNED  
THE EXHIBITION INTO  

A COMMUNICATIVE SITE ON 
WAGNER AND HIS LEGACY, 

WITH MANY FRIENDS OF HIS 
GIVEN THE OPPORTUNITY 

TO LEAD TOURS.

The aforementioned timeline of Wagner’s exhibitions 
narrated at KW went as far back as the 1985 Kunst-
markt Göttingen for which he curated an exhibition 
titled “Berlin – Wuppertal – Göttingen”. During his 
studies, Wagner travelled to New York as he was in-
terested in the activities and artistic strategies of art-
ists making work about the AIDS crisis such as ACT 
UP and Group Material. Here he prepared group ex-
hibitions such as “Full-Blown Image AIDS. An Exhibi-
tion about Life and Death” (1988), and “LOVE AIDS 
RIOTS SEX” (2013), both at nGbK. In 1990 he began 
to work on what can be considered his legacy in the 
Berlin art world, with pioneering exhibitions such as 

“Hanne Darboven – Quartett ’88” at nGbK which trav-
elled from the Art Institute of Chicago and which 
Darboven dedicated to Marie Curie, Rosa Luxem-
burg, Virginia Woolf and Gertrude Stein. The same 
year Wagner exhibited Group Material’s “Democracy 
poll / demokratische Erhebung” on advertising bill-
boards in the public space and subway stations 
across Berlin, as well as the two-person show 

“kritische Kunst aus NY [critical art from NY]” featur-
ing Cady Noland & Félix González-Torres at nGbK.

What followed were exhibitions such as “Dein 
Körper ist ein Schlachtfeld” by Barbara Krüger in 
1991, which debated abortion laws in West Germany, 
also taking the form of billboards across the city. In 
1992, Wagner included Félix González-Torres in the 
Biesenbach-initiated Berlin Mitte project 37 Räume, 
featuring a billboard by González-Torres (Untitled – 
MoMA project, 1991), an overhead projection by Piotr 
Nathan in an abandoned tenement building in East 
Berlin, as well as a mobile AIDS prevention consulta-
tion center. Only six months after González-Torres’ 
AIDS related death in Miami, Wagner organized a 
memorial exhibition at nGbK in 1996. The same year, 

he organized Marlene Dumas’ Models (1994) as part 
of a series on painting—“Über die Malerei 1”, followed 
in 1997 by “Über die Malerei 2” featuring Polly Apfel-
baum. It is also important to consider the historical 
distance within a Berlin art market that is now flood-
ed with international artists.

Soon after, Wagner embarked on another se-
ries of exhibitions entitled “interrupted careers”, 
which—after the Boston ICA in 1995—opened with 
the second Mark Morrisroe (1959–89) retrospective. 
After featuring Hannah Wilke (1940–93) in the same 
series in 2000, the RealismusStudio opened a sub-
chapter in 2001 entitled “partnerships (interrupted 
careers)”, which brought the attention of the Berlin 
public to the artistic relationships between Ull Hohn 
(1960–95) and Tom Burr (*1963), and the following 
year that between Jochen Klein (1967–97) and Wolf-
gang Tillmans (*1968). His own career, now being in-
terrupted, “Ties Tales and Traces” could metaphori-
cally be added to the exhibition series. Further 
exhibitions portrayed here and presented in passing 
yet cannot be left unmentioned included “Outdoor 
Systems, indoor distribution” by Julie Ault and Martin 
Beck in 2000; the 2002 “Personal Cuts” exhibition by 
Sanja Iveković; as well as “Syntropia: Riot the 8 Bars” 
by Ei Arakawa in 2007 at nGbK—and it seems unjust 
to stop here (the institution’s website provides a 
comprehensive archive).

The accompanying program for “Ties Tales and 
Traces” turned the exhibition into a communicative 
site on Wagner and his legacy, with many friends of 
his given the opportunity to lead tours. It closed with 
a finissage “CHATS & DRINKS at Stonewall-Inn” by 
Berlin-based artist Peter Knoch, a reproduction of 
the Stonewall Inn—albeit cordoned off signaling No 
Service RIOTS—and presented here almost exactly 
fifty years after the uprising on New York’s Christo-
pher Street. Transferring the contents of Wagner’s 
flat to the front apartment at the KW, the curatorial 
concept sought to integrate the former staff kitchen 
and turn it into a bar. This bar had originally been pre-
sented at the Wagner curated exhibition “The Eighth 
Square Gender, Life, and Desire in the Arts since 
1960” at the Museum Ludwig in Cologne (2006) and 
thus referenced that exhibition, the spatial and insti-
tutional givens of the KW venue as well as the histor-
ical significance of the Stonewall Inn.

Perhaps it is the dream of every curator to have 
homage paid to one’s exhibitions. The recent Get-
ty-organized and also posthumous Harald Szeeman 
‘retrospective’ “Museum of Obsessions” comes to 
mind. Importantly though, Wagner seems to have 
been a somewhat anachronistic figure to the para-
digm of the global curator; his work is deeply rooted 
in the city of Berlin and its public. The collaborative 
project between the two venues paid tribute to Wag-
ner who did not only work discursively and promote 
generations of artists, but in doing this prepared the 
ground for generations of curators who work with 
queerness, desire and transformation in all its variet-
ies within the exhibition context.


