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Many thanks to everyone who contributed to the success of the exhibition: 

Tricolor Photoprint GmbH (scanning, editing and enlargements); the STEO Foundation (2000) 
and the Kosmos Cultural Foundation (co-funding of the publication); loop, the project space of 
the Pool architectural practice; colleagues and friends who have lent their tablets

Book launch for Rahel Hegnauer’s publication IF I WERE A BIRD, accompanied by an exhibition

26 March to 16 April 2026

On display at loop, alongside the publication which is available for purchase, are video works, 
video documentation and photographs by the artist. The photographs were taken during prepara-
tions for an intervention in a rural setting. They are also available for purchase. 

Rahel Hegnauer has chosen to show a relatively large number of video works, as these pieces 
can only be conveyed to a limited extent in documented form. 

However, the publication forms the centrepiece of the exhibition. In the same room, there is also 
an object – a kind of quilt draped over a folding screen – and a photographic installation.

The works documented in the publication and those presented in the exhibition are almost 
exclusively installation pieces, and they were created over a long period of time (approximately 
30 years). The manner in which the individual works were conceived and executed varies greatly. 
Rahel Hegnauer therefore considers a documentary presentation to be the most appropriate. 

One exception is the photographic installation (Hold On!), whose prints, taken from digitised 
slides dating from 2003, are mounted as a frieze beneath the ceiling.
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IF I WERE A BIRD
Publication

IF I WERE A BIRD

Rahel Hegnauer (b. 1968, Zurich) has compiled almost all of her temporary site-specific works from the past 30 years into a portfolio. 
This is her attempt to preserve them from transience. 

She works predominantly in public, urban or rural spaces, and her projects engage with the specific context of each exhibition 
venue. Place and work belong together.

Places that no longer exist
In Zurich’s urban landscape in the late 1990s and the early years of the new millennium, she created installations and interventions in 
derelict industrial buildings or housing estates made available for temporary use. None of these places exist anymore.

What spaces and places reveal
In the years that followed, when she frequently applied for artist-in-residence programmes abroad (particularly in India), it was the 
spatial, social, historical or political context of each location that interested her and guided her work in a particular direction.

In the publication IF I WERE A BIRD (self-published), which she designed and produced, Rahel Hegnauer now offers a comprehen-
sive insight into her artistic practice. The works are documented in detail with images and text. In addition to her introduction, Ralph 
Hauswirth (artist, CH), Dhanya Rajaram (art historian/curator, IN) and Sandi Paucic (art historian/educator and curator, CH) have each 
contributed a text to the book.

IF I WERE A BIRD, German with English translation (544 pages, A4 format, print run: 100 copies). 

CHF 100. –
Payment options: Twint or cash
Rahel Hegnauer 076 458 29 32

After the exhibition, the publication will also be available in bookshops or can be ordered directly from the artist. 

ISBN 978-3-033-11812-6
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Mittagstisch

Room 1: 
– Book presentation (see previous page)
– Mounted below the ceiling as a ‘frieze’ along the wall are approx. 33 photographs as inkjet prints (each 24 × 36 cm) 
from the work Hold On! from 2003.
– The quilt-like blanket from the work Koudhi (2008, Bangalore) is placed over the folding screen as an object and serves 
as a basis for discussion at the opening.

Room 2:
Photographs
Spiegelräume, Die Gelbe Wolfsflechte, 2004

Room 3:
Video projection 
– Aufbau Nest, 2003 
– Parabole, 2016 
– Frühling, Sommer Herbst und Winter, 2019–21

Room (corridor) 4:
Video works
– Fundus, 1996
– Vier Orte in Zürich, 1997
– Lehmkopf (Video portrait), 1997

Room 5:
Video work
– Model of a 2-Room-Flat (Draft For a Better Life), 2018

IF I WERE A BIRD
Explanations of the individual works displayed in the rooms 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5
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Hold On! 
2003
Approx. 33 photographs as inkjet prints (each 24 × 36 cm)

Raum 1: 
Other works on display in this room

Koudhi
2008, Bangalore, India

Participatory project in Bangalore. 
In collaboration with Dhanya Rajaram, Lakshmi and Basama.

Fabric scraps, thread, 200 × 190 cm

The blanket – a project without ‘added value’
In 2008, for the first time in human history, more people worldwide lived in cities than in rural areas. ¹

Before I realised this project in Bangalore in collaboration with Dhanya Rajaram (curator and, at the time, coordinator of the BAR1 
artist-in-residence programme), I had been working on projects lasting several weeks in Paris and Delhi. These are all cities with 
several million inhabitants. In 2008, Bangalore had a population of around 7.5 million. ²

It is mostly farming and working-class families who do not own land who move to Bangalore in search of work. They come from 
the rural areas bordering Bangalore and from the neighbouring states of Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh. In 2007, people living 
in slums in Bangalore accounted for around 20–25% of the city’s population.³ Together with Dhanya, I visit several of the informal 
settlements. One of these settlements is very small and is simply known as R.M.V. Slum. 

During this visit, Dhanya points to a worn blanket, the ‘Koudhi’. In Kannada (the language spoken mainly in the southern Indian 
state of Karnataka), ‘Koudhi’ refers to a blanket sewn from scraps of saris or other worn-out garments belonging to family members 
and relatives. 

The blanket could have been a map of the informal settlement. The way it is sewn visualises the improvised, fragile construction of 
the houses and the uncertain, precarious living conditions of their inhabitants. The patches on the blanket could also symbolise the 
unnamed areas in which the people live. 

We make contact with two women, Boppamma and Lakshmi, and their families. I would like to sew a similar quilt with them on a 
slightly larger scale. We negotiate a price, as this is, after all, a commissioned piece. After gathering scraps of old clothes, we begin 
sewing the quilt. 

The project will take about three months. During this time, I’ll be faced with lots of questions from friends, or I’ll ask myself these 
questions too: Why am I doing this project? How will the people in the village benefit from it? Or how do I explain the idea behind 
sewing the blanket? Where do I see the ‘artistic added value’? What would I say if someone rang my doorbell and asked whether I’d 
mind if two artists were to carry out a project with me in my flat for a while?

The end result, in the form of a product, became less and less important. It is the process that led to the product, the Koudhi, and 
the time we spent with the people of this place – and above all with the two women – that constitute the essence of the work. The 
activity of sewing together can be seen as a form of (non-verbal) communication. I could say that sewing served merely as a pretext 
for making contact with people with whom I would otherwise never have the opportunity to strike up a conversation.

Thus, in the theoretical reflection, the focus has shifted from the project itself – the sewing of the quilt – to my role as an artist in a 
public, non-European context. 

Thanks to Dhanya Rajaram, Vijaya Kumar Seethappa, Lakshmi, Boppamma and the residents of the informal settlement (R.M.V. Slum) 
With the financial support of the Swiss Arts Council Pro Helvetia and its liaison office in Delhi.

1	 https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urbanisierung accessed on 17. 5. 2025.

2	 https://www.macrotrends.net/global-metrics/cities/21176/bangalore/population#google_vignette accessed on 18. 5. 2025.
3	 ibid., p. 44 and https://borgenproject.org/10-extremely-relevant-facts-about-poverty-in-bangalore/ accessed on 18. 5. 2025.



Spiegelräume
2004, near Pontresina, Switzerland

Lambda print on aluminium, 70 × 105 cm

Preparations for the installation in front of the Morteratsch Glacier.
With the help of a wall mirror, which I placed in the woods and clearings around 
Pontresina, the idea developed to create a three-dimensional mirrored structure 
for the installation in front of the Morteratsch Glacier. 

The photographs shown here have not remained merely research material; 
they have themselves become a work of art.

Each 1000.–

Room 2: 
Photographs

Die gelbe Wolfsflechte 
2004, near Pontresina, Switzerland

Lambda print on  aluminium, 70 × 105 cm

A symbiosis
This work, too, was created during the preparations and research for the inter-
vention in front of the Morteratsch Glacier. It was only a year ago that I learnt that 
lichens represent a symbiotic relationship between fungi and algae. I learnt this 
from an information board about lichens, which is situated next to the cross-coun-
try ski trail in the parallel valley of Val Morteratsch, Val Roseg. 

They literally feed on air. The algae produce sugar with the help of the sun, 
whilst the fungus absorbs water and minerals. They are therefore highly sensitive 
to changes and pollutants. Their condition can be used to assess air quality.

1000.– 

Scanning and editing, enlargement: Tricolor Bildproduktion



Nest
2003, Zürich-Altstetten, Switzerland

H8 digitised, time-lapse, silent, 14 min 54 sec

Room 3: 
Video projection

Parabole
2016, Rivière-Pilote, Martinique

Full HD, with sound, 5 mins 42 secs

Parabole is based on research conducted in the sound archives of 
Humboldt University in Berlin and on a reading of Frantz Fanon’s book 
Black Skin, White Masks (1952).

Parabole explores power dynamics that play out on multiple levels: those of language, geography, religion and national identity. 
The focal point around which the work revolves visually is a long-playing record containing an archive recording from 1917. 

In the three-minute recording, the parable of the Prodigal Son from the Gospel of Luke is narrated. The narrator is François 
Joachim-Arnauld, a sailor from the West Indies. He speaks the text in his native language, Creole (Antillean Creole), into the horn of 
a phonograph (a precursor to the gramophone, which allowed for the recording and playback of sound). The recording was made 
in a side room of the theatre barracks at the Münster prisoner-of-war camp in Germany. ¹

The LP is not the original (which is held in the sound archive of Humboldt University of Berlin [HUB]), but a newly pressed record 
commissioned by me, containing the digitised version of the unaltered original analogue recording. That is why you can hear not 
only the voice, but also the hiss and crackle of the original record. ²

The film captures the moment the record is played on a portable record player. The location where the film was shot (Rivière-Pilote, 
in Martinique, an island in the Antilles) is the birthplace of François Joachim-Arnauld. 

By returning to his birthplace with a record player and the record – the original medium bearing the voice of François Joachim-
Arnauld – in a performative act, and having it played by the vicar, the curator of the local museum, the librarian, a local radio journa-
list and, finally, François Joachim-Arnauld’s great-great-grandson – the context of the original recording is revealed and called into 
question anew.

Acknowledgement
Lukas Unholz (audio editing), cmunz artists (video advice and -editing), Jenson Anto, Francis Bovet, Marie-Louise Bahnik, Lilian 
Hasler, Dolores Hegnauer, Michael Nitsch, José Scarabello, Marisa Unholz

With the kind permission  © Lautarchiv Humboldt-Universität Berlin: audio recording: French-Martinique, Parabel of the prodigal 
son, PK 744 (No. 11040)  |  © Fanon Frantz, Black Skin, White Masks (Wien / Berlin: Verlag Turia+Kant, 2013 / 15), p. 15, original title: 
Peau noire, masques blancs (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1952)

1	 F. J. Arnauld was one of the hundreds of thousands of ‘temporary migrants’ from Asia, Africa, Oceania and the Americas 
who were deployed by the European colonial powers as soldiers and war labourers, and who thus ended up in German 
captivity.

2	 During the First World War, German linguists visited prisoner-of-war camps to continue their studies, which had been in-
terrupted by the war. To this end, they had prisoners of war from different backgrounds read comparative texts from the 
Bible. This was a common method of dialect research in European linguistics at the time.

Documents the construction of the temporary installation in a municipal housing estate in Grünau, Zurich-Altstetten, which has been 
made available for temporary use.

Acknowledgement
Verein Pro Fuge, GZ Grünau, Klaus Güntensperger, Herr Schnyder (care taker), tenants of Grünau 51, Vertigo, akku Uster, Tobias 
Hobi, Thomas von Arx, Marie-Noelle Arif-Berdat and her partner, Olivier Ramet, Dolores and Ernst Hegnauer, Lukas Unholz, Barbara 
Schmid, Anutoshen Hüer, Teresa Pereira, Marcel Kühne, Karin Meier, Christof Seitz, Lea Georg, Urs Bieler, Christine Kaufmann, Kath-
rin Heberlein, Andreas Rüegg, Marisa Unholz, Maja Spuhler, Ralf Konrad



Frühling, Sommer, Herbst und Winter
2019–21, Berlin, Germany

Full HD, with sound, 28 min 26 sec

(This is actually a dual projection comprising two parallel, synchronised 
projections. For this presentation, both have been combined into a 
single projection.)

Room 3: 
Video projection

The work depicts the view from the window of a room in a shared studio space, looking out towards the former Hohenschön
hausen remand centre. The shared studio is located opposite the remand centre. 

The room is on the 5th floor of the building complex, which is now a listed building. During the GDR era, the Ministry for State 
Security (MfS) had set up its offices and workshops there. At that time, it was known as the ‘Operational-Technical Sector’ (‘OTS’); 
surveillance equipment, such as bugging devices, was manufactured here. A voice-over – that of contemporary witness Lothar 
Schulz – reflects on time, architecture and power. 

Both the building and the Hohenschönhausen remand centre (also part of the complex) were situated within a restricted zone 
inaccessible to citizens of the GDR. Apart from members of the Stasi, no one knew what was inside or what went on there. 

Today, ‘eyewitnesses’ – former inmates of the facility – guide interested visitors through the site, which has been designated a 
memorial.

Narrator: Lothar Schulz (eyewitness)
Concept and production: Rahel Hegnauer
Audio editing: Lukas Unholz

Acknowledgement
Lothar Schulz (eyewitness), Lukas Unholz, Ulrike Lippe, Stephanie Roth (communications and public pelations, Berlin-Hohen
schönhausen Memorial)

With the kind permission of the Berlin-Hohenschönhausen Memorial Foundation



Room (corridor) 4: 
Video works

This group exhibition marks the end of my time in my very first studio. The participating artists are Ursula Fuhs, Christian Vetter, 
Marianne Freidig, Tobias Strebel and Le Cousin. 

I have taken the exhibition’s title from the previous tenants’ use of the space: a theatre company. The long, low-ceilinged space is 
situated in a former industrial building belonging to the firm Schoeller & Söhne (now Schoeller Textil AG) right on the banks of the 
Limmat. Textiles used to be dyed there; at the time of producing the book, residential and commercial complexes have stood on the 
site for 30 years. 

My contribution to the exhibition consists of a video installation and a clay mound: After the studio has been cleared and before 
the exhibition is set up, the space is empty for a short time. Using ‘clay bricks’ that are still damp and soft, I carry out various site-spe-
cific actions. I then show the video documentation of these on old TVs mounted on trolleys.

Fundus
1996, Zürich

9 performances with clay (video installation)

H8 digitised, variable duration, loop

Handstand, lying on a curve, climbing onto blocks, clay shoes, lying in a corner, 
jumping onto blocks, laying a diagonal, headstand, I am making an island

Realised and shown in the group exhibition at Fundus – a former theatre storage 
room in an industrial building (the Schoeller site) in Zurich that was due for demo-
lition.

Vier Orte in Zürich
1997, Zürich

Roof battens, insulation material, petrol, wire, 250 × 250 × 250 cm

H8 digitised, 11 min 35 sec

Lehmkopf (Video portrait)
1997, Zürich

H8 digitised, 17 min

For some time now, I have been renting a room on an otherwise empty 
floor of an office block. The floors are covered throughout with a brow-
nish fitted carpet. The atmosphere in the rooms does not make one want 
to use them as a studio.

At four locations in Zurich, I am constructing a cube made of insulation material soaked in petrol and a framework of roof battens: at 
the edge of the woods on the Hönggerberg, on a derelict site in Altstetten, on a gravel mound formed from excavated material in 
District 5, and beneath the motorway exit supported by pillars in the riverbed of the Sihl.



The projection shows a 1:14 scale model of a two-bedroom flat, suspended from the ceiling by a transparent string. A gentle 
draught sets it in slow rotation. 

By projecting the video sequences onto two surfaces (aspect ratio 16:9) positioned at right angles to one another, the scale of the 
flat is scaled up again. The projections and the perceptible shifts in the walls and rooms are precisely aligned with one another. 

It is a model of a flat in a former municipal housing estate in Grünau, Zurich-Altstetten. The estate was made available to artists 
for temporary use in 2003, before being demolished in 2004. I then moved the model with me for many years whenever I changed 
studios or flats.

Concept and realisation: Rahel Hegnauer
Audio editing: Anselm Caminada

Acknowledgement
Anselm Caminada, Anutoshen Hüer, Lorenz Meier, Andreas Rüegg, Christoph Schönberger, Marisa Unholz, Marie-Theres Weiss

Room (kitchen) 5: 
Video work

Model of a 2-Room-Flat (Draft for a Better Life)
2018, Zürich

Video documentation 
(2 projections (each 280 × 157 cm), Full HD, stereo, 12 mins (loop))

Produced for Kunstszene Zürich 2018


