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From 3 September 2017 to 7 January 2018, MASI will host a major monographic 
exhibition dedicated to Wolfgang Laib, a German artist whose work in the contemporary 
artistic scene stands out for its essentialness, clarity, and depth of thought. The 
exhibition project, planned in close collaboration with the artist himself, comprises 50 
works, including sculptures, photographs, drawings, and installations that explore all the 
areas of his creative universe.  

The drawings and the photographs that open the show immediately outline Laib’s unique artistic 
language, capable of merging, with harmony and simplicity, a deep knowledge of culture and 
Eastern religions, and an equally close reflection on the roots of Western cultural heritage.  
The photographs Laib has taken during his trips to Europe and Asia comprise a repertoire of 
forms that draw new life in his essential pastel drawings. In turn, the motifs that fill his works on 
paper are echoed and magnified in the sculptures and installations on display, according to a 
principle of circularity and repetition that is characteristic of this artist’s work. 

In the ample exhibition space on level -2, works representing Laib’s entire artistic trajectory 
converse without barriers in the exhibition space: from his essential Milkstone, which perfectly 
and in a balanced manner combines the hardness of marble and the fluidity of milk, present since 
the artist’s early shows, to his more recent wooden structures covered with reflecting Burmese 
lacquer (Untitled, 2003); from the famous sequence of the Rice Meals (1983) to the imposing  
ziggurat (Es gibt keinen Anfang und kein Ende, 1999) made of wood and beeswax that impresses 
the viewer for its sheer size and intense fragrance. At the heart of the exhibition is the large and 
luminous field of pine pollen, a presence as ephemeral as it is grandiose, which inevitably invites 
us to contemplate the cycles of nature and life. 

Laib’s attitude in dealing with the organic and inorganic materials that make his works 
unmistakable is significant: he sculpts marble, shapes beeswax, and arranges pollen in orderly 
compositions without presuming to attach new value to the materials. Rather, he seeks to act as 
a go-between who, through his work, makes visible the intrinsic beauty of every material. 
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About the Artist 
Wolfgang Laib was born in Metzingen in 1950. The cultured, open-minded family environment he 
grew up in allowed him to approach art from the days of his childhood. In the 1960s, the family 
began taking many trips to Europe and Asia: Laib visited museums, monuments, archaeological 
and pilgrimage sites, coming into contact with cultures and lifestyles that were diametrically 
opposed to Western ones. This experience was characterized by his growing frustration with a 
field that was solely interested in the material side of existence. From 1970 onwards, the Laib 
family began spending their summers in southern India, where the head of the family founded a 
project to sustain development. Wolfgang Laib was greatly influenced by his contact with the life 
of the small Indian villages. In 1972, the artist made his first sculpture, a Brahmanda (in Sanskrit 
“cosmic egg”), and from that moment on he devoted himself entirely to artistic creation, choosing 
to work with natural materials and archetypal forms. Over the course of his career, Laib has 
exhibited his work in major European and American museums, and has participated in many 
editions of Documenta and the Venice Biennale. In 2015, he received the Imperial Award for 
sculpture. Laib currently lives and works in a small village in southern Germany, and for a few 
months every year in a house-cum-studio in southern India. 

Catalogue 
The bilingual (Italian / English) catalogue, Edizioni Casagrande, contains texts by Marco Franciolli, 
Simone Menegoi, and Guido Comis. The wealth of illustrations, in addition to the reproduction of 
the artist’s drawings and photographs on display, includes images of the installation of the 
Lugano exhibition, and a series of pictures realised in the artist’s studio. 

Cultural mediation  
In addition to the free guided tours that take place routinely on Sundays at 3 p.m., numerous 
cultural activities have been organized for the duration of the exhibition aimed at enhancing the 
public’s enjoyment and turning the visit into an even richer emotional experience. The calendar of 
events can be viewed at www.edu.luganolac.ch. 

Exhibition programme  
In addition to the work of Wolfgang Laib, from 24 September 2017 to 21 January 2018, MASI 
presents Sulle vie dell’Illuminazione. The myth of India in Western Culture 1808-2017, a great 
exhibition devoted to India and its influence on Western culture and art in its various forms. The 
exhibition is part of the project Focus India, which is specifically designed to embrace art, music, 
dance and cinema interdisciplinarily, further to the many facets of Indian culture (LAC Lugano, 
from September 24, 2017 to January 21, 2018). From November 26, 2017 to January 14, 2018, 
room for young Swiss art with the exhibition linked to the prestigious Kiefer Hablitzel Prize, 
awarded annually by the homonymous cultural foundation to ten young Swiss artists aged less 
than thirty years. 
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MASI Lugano 

The Museo d’arte della Svizzera italiana, Lugano represents the arrival point for a deep-seated 
revision of the cultural policies that led to the merging of the Museo Cantonale d’Arte and the 
Museo d’Arte di Lugano in one single institution. The museum has two locations: LAC offers 
events and exhibitions aimed at delving deeper into twentieth-century and contemporary art and 
its collections, while at Palazzo Reali the focus is on the history of the art of this territory, and the 
valorization of specific groups of works in the collections. MASI Lugano’s main partner is Credit 
Suisse, thus confirming the institution’s historical commitment to art in Lugano.  

Future Exhibitions 
Sulle vie dell’illuminazione 
The Myth of the India in Western Culture 1808–2017 
LAC, 24.09.2017 - 20.01.2018 

Under 30 
Kiefer Hablitzel Preis 
Ex Macello pubblico, 26.11.2017 - 14.01.2018 

Pablo Picasso 
Un altro sguardo 
LAC, 18.03 - 17.06.2018 

Balthasar Burkhard 
LAC, 10.06 - 30.09.2018 
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Information 

Location 
LAC Lugano Arte e Cultura 
Piazza Bernardino Luini 6, 6901 Lugano  
+41 (0)58 866 4230  
info@masilugano.ch 
www.masilugano.ch 

Opening hours 
Tuesday - Sunday: 10:00 a.m. – 6 p.m. 
Thursday until 8 p.m. 
Closed Mondays  

Admission 
Temporary exhibitions 
Full: chf 15.- 
Reduced admission: chf 10.- (AVS/AI discount, over 65, groups, student aged 17-25) 
Free for children under 16, and the first Sunday of the month  

On Thursday, 14 and Friday, 15 September the admission of the exhibition will be offered by the 
Sintetica SA 

Educational activities 
+41 (0)58 866 4230 
lac.edu@lugano.ch 

Main Partner MASI Lugano 

 

Press contacts  

LAC Lugano Arte e Cultura 
Ufficio comunicazione 
+41 (0)58 866 4214 
lac.comunicazione@lugano.ch 

For German and French-speaking part of Switzerland 
Burson Marsteller  
Timothée Beckert 
+41 (0)44 455 84 07 
timothee.beckert@bm.com 

Philippe Christen 
+41 (0)22 593 69 24 
philippe.christen@bm.com 

Press kit and images: the digital documents and images for press use can be downloaded from 
the following address www.masilugano.ch/press 
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Captions 

01. 
Wolfgang Laib  
Polline di pino / Pollen from Pine 
© 2017 Hartmut Nägele 

 

02. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Polline di pino / Pollen from Pine 
2012-15 
Polline di pino / Pollen from Pine 
300 x 300 cm 
Collezione privata / Private collection 
© 2017 Hartmut Nägele 

 

03. 
Wolfgang Laib 
The Five Mountains Not to Climb 
Polline di nocciolo / Hazelnut pollen 
H 7 cm ciascuna / each  
Collezione privata ⁄ Private collection 
© 2017 Hartmut Nägele  

 

04. 
Wolfgang Laib 
The Rice Meals 
© 2017 Hartmut Nägele 
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05. 
Wolfgang Laib 
The Rice Meals 
1983 
Piatti di ottone indiani, riso / Indian brass plates, rice 
Ø 25 cm ciascuno / each  
Collezione privata / Private collection 
© 2017 Hartmut Nägele 

 

06. 
Wolfgang Laib  
Milkstone 
© 2017 Hartmut Nägele 

 

07. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Es gibt keinen Anfang und kein Ende 
1999 
Cera d’api, struttura in legno / Beeswax, wooden 
structure 
620 x 130 x 570 cm 
Collezione privata / Private collection 
© 2017 Hartmut Nägele 

 

08. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Veduta dell’allestimento / Installation view 
MASI, Lugano, 2017 
© 2017 Hartmut Nägele 
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09. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Senza titolo / Untitled 
1991-1999 
Cera d’api e legno / Beeswax and wood 
64 x 45 x 680 cm 
MASI, Lugano. Deposito Associazione ProMuseo 
© 2017 Hartmut Nägele 

 

10. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Rice House 

Left: 
2000-2001  
Marmo bianco e riso / White marble, rice 
47 x 57 x 156 cm 
Collezione privata / Private collection 

Right: 
2011 
Marmo bianco e riso / White marble, rice 
45 x 55 x 215 cm 
Collezione privata / Private collection 

© 2017 Hartmut Nägele 
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11. 
Wolfgang Laib 
La chambre des certitudes –  
La certitude c'est l'imaginaire 
2000 
Pastello a olio e matita su carta / Oil pastel and pencil 
on paper 
Collezione privata ⁄ Private collection 
© 2017, ProLitteris, Zürich 

 

12. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Senza titolo / Untitled 
2003 
Pastello a olio e matita su carta / Oil pastel and pencil 
on paper 
Collezione privata ⁄ Private collection 
 
© 2017, ProLitteris, Zürich 

 

13. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Senza titolo / Untitled 
2003 
Pastello a olio e matita su carta / Oil pastel and pencil 
on paper 
Collezione privata ⁄ Private collection 
© 2017, ProLitteris, Zürich 

 

14. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Pozzo a gradini di un tempio nei pressi di Shravana 
Belgola, India del Sud / Temple water basin near 
Shravana Belgola, South India 
2001 
Fotografia in bianco e nero / Black and white 
photograph  
Collezione privata / Private collection 
© 2017, ProLitteris, Zürich  
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15. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Tombe a Meidum, Egitto / Tombs in Meidum, Egypt 
1991 
Fotografia in bianco e nero / Black and white 
photograph 
Collezione privata / Private collection 
© 2017, ProLitteris, Zürich 

 

 

16. 
Wolfgang Laib 
Meidum, Egitto / Meidum, Egypt 
1991 
Fotografia in bianco e nero / Black and white 
photograph 
Collezione privata / Private collection  
© 2017, ProLitteris, Zürich 
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About the Artist 

1950 
Wolfgang Laib is born in Metzingen, in southern Germany, on 25 March, the son of Lydia Strübler 
and Gustav Laib. 

1952 
Laib’s sister Eva is born.  

1958 
His family moves to Biberach where his father opens an orthopedic clinic and begins building a 
house featuring an essential structure, whose perimeter entirely made of glass overlooks the 
nature of the surrounding countryside. Living in this building will have a strong impact on all the 
members of the Laib family. 

1962 
The landscape painter Jakob Bräckle becomes a close friend of the Laibs, conveying his love of 
art to all the members of the family. It is through Bräckle that the Laibs become acquainted with 
the architect Hugo Häring, who oversees an important group of works by Kazimir Malevich. The 
paintings are acquired by the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, but before leaving Germany they 
are showcased in Ulm. 
The family begins travelling through Europe, visiting the places where the most important 
mementos of medieval culture are preserved. They return to Assisi on several occasions, and the 
figure of Saint Francis will become an important reference for Wolfgang Laib. 

1965 
The Laibs visit Turkey, and Wolfgang is particularly impressed with Konya and the tomb of the 
poet Jalal-ud-din Rumi. Inspired by the local homes that are simple and uncluttered, when the 
Laib’s return home they get rid of most of their furniture, and start eating and sleeping on the 
floor. In the following years, the family will travel to Iran, Afghanistan, Mesopotamia, and India. 

1967 
Laib is struck by the reproduction of Costantin Brancusi’s studio at the Musée d’Art Moderne de 
la Ville de Paris.  

1968 
In spite of his ever-growing interest in art, Laib decides to enrol at the Faculty of Medicine in 
Tubinga. Dissatisfied with the teaching, he starts taking many lessons at the humanities 
departments. 

1970 
His father begins a project to support the development of a small community in the district of 
Madurai, in southern India. From that moment onwards, the family will always spend their 
summers in that region. 

1971 
Laib continues to study medicine, but he also takes courses in Indian culture and languages, 
studying Sanskrit, Hindi, and Tamil. 

1972 
Laib spends six months in India working on his graduation thesis. When he returns, he uses a 
scalpel and a chisel to give a large black stone he found near his family home an ellipsoidal 
shape. Once he has finished making this first work, a Brahmanda (“cosmic egg” in Sanskrit), Laib 
decides to finish his medical studies and embark on the career of an artist. 

1973-1974 
Laib makes a second Brahmanda in Konya, which he leaves near the tomb of Jalal-ud-din Rumi 
as a tribute to the seven hundredth anniversary of the poet’s death. 
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As he continues to train as a doctor he comes into contact with patients who are seriously ill and 
terminal, and this experience encourages him to read Buddhist and Jainist texts, which offer a 
vision of the body and the spirit that is the exact opposite of the one put forward by the Western 
academic world. 
In July 1974 Laib is awarded a degree in medicine and he spends the summer in India. When he 
returns to Germany he works on making other smaller Brahmandas. 

1975 
Laib makes his first Milkstone, a marble slab whose slightly concave surface is covered with milk. 
The work is a response to the artist’s experience as a medical student and hospital intern, 
representing the search for harmony through contrast.  

1976  
First solo exhibition at the Müller-Roth gallery in Stuttgart. 

1977 
For the first time ever, Laib gathers the pollen of the dandelion: from that moment onwards he 
will dedicate each spring to collecting the pollen of the hazel, the dandelion, the pine, the 
buttercup, the wood sorrel, and the alder.  
For the exhibitions held in the following years, in addition to Milkstones, he shows his first fields 
of pollen, squares or rectangles of varying dimensions consisting of sieved pollen. 

1979 
He has his first exhibition in the United States, at the Sperone Westwater Fischer gallery, where 
he shows several Milkstones and pollen works. In the following two years Laib spends time and 
works in Tribeca. He meets Carolyn Reep, a conservator-restorer specialized in Asian art, who 
would later become his wife. 

1982 
He takes part in the seventh edition of Documenta, where he shows his pollen works. 
On that occasion Mario Merz invites Laib to display a jar of pollen on top of one of his spiral 
tables. Along with Hanne Darboven and Gotthard Graubner, Laib represents Germany at the 
Venice Biennale. He displays his biggest Milkstone so far, and a pollen square. 

1983 
Laib transforms a small nineteenth-century construction located close to his family home into a 
studio.  
On several occasions he meets Joseph Beuys, an artist he admires and with whom he believes 
he has a number of affinities. He takes a long trip to India, Sumatra, Hong Kong, and China. 
When he returns he begins using rice to make art, presenting it inside cones or thali, the brass 
plates used on an everyday basis to eat and make offerings in Jain temples. 

1984 
He makes his first Rice Houses, small wooden structures lined with aluminium. The rice is 
scattered around and inside each house. 

1985 
Carolyn moves to Germany and marries Wolfgang Laib.  
Harald Szeemann invites Laib to participate in the group Spuren, Skulpturen und Monumente ihrer 
präzisen Reise, where he shows The Five Mountains Not to Climb On, a neat succession of five 
mounds of pollen. On this occasion, the two men become close friends, and Laib will participate 
in many other exhibitions curated by Szeemann. 

1986 
Carolyn and Wolfgang’s daughter Chandra Maria Sobeide is born. He starts making Rice Houses 
in marble and Burmese lacquer. The Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris devotes a major 
solo show to his work. 
Installation of pollen at the CAPC Musée in Bordeaux. 
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1987 
He participates in the eighth edition of Documenta where he introduces three Rice Houses. 
He starts working with beeswax. 

1988 
He makes a first wax room (Für einen andernen Körper) on the occasion of the exhibition Zeitlos 
curated by Szeemann at the Hamburger Bahnhof in Berlin. A second wax room (Passageway) is 
made on the occasion of one of the four exhibitions he participates in in the United States where 
he spends three months with his family. 

1989 
Takes his first trip to Japan on the occasion of a show in Tokyo. The artist is impressed by the 
culture and landscapes. 

1990  
He starts working on beeswax houses of increasing size that he places above ground atop 
wooden supports. 

1991 
For the first time ever he uses granite, from the Valle Maggia quarries, which he discovered 
during a visit to see Harald Szeeman.  
Carolyn and Wolfgang remodel a seventeenth-century home next to Laib’s studio. A small room 
on the ground floor is set up as a studio where the artist can work with wax. During the winter, he 
and his family travel to Egypt and Yemen. 

1992 
Laib creates a huge field of pollen for the forum of the Centre Pompidou in Paris.  
Szeemann invites the artist to show his work at the Museo Comunale d’Arte Moderna in Ascona. 
The exhibition is opposed by the town administration and the mayor because of the ephemeral 
nature of the pollen works.  
A major retrospective is presented at the Kunstmuseum in Bonn and at the Los Angeles Museum 
of Contemporary Art.  

1993 
The family spends the summer in Myanmar.  
For years Laib has been searching for the ideal place to create a wax room inside a mountain, 
and finally finds the perfect place on the ridge of the Roc del Maure, in the Pyrenees. 

1994 
Laib’s family spends the summer in Tibet, where the artist is impressed by the isolation of the 
monasteries and the simplicity of the everyday life of the native population. 

1995 
Laib makes beeswax boats and a small beeswax ziggurat for the Sprengel Museum in Hannover. 
In the autumn, he visits Mesopotamia. For an exhibition at the Sperone Westwater he creates You 
Will Go Somewhere Else, a work comprising beeswax boats placed on wooden scaffolding that 
allude to the structures that preserve the ancient sacred texts in Potala Palace in Lhasa. 

1996 
He continues to produce beeswax boats which he exhibits on wooden scaffolding  for various 
exhibitions. 

1997 
At the Venice Biennale he shows I Am Not Here, an expanded version of You Will Go 
Somewhere Else.  
During the summer, he travels with Carolyn and Chandra to China and Korea, and exhibits a field 
of pollen at the biennial in Gwangju. 

1998 
In the spring, he presents two beeswax ziggurats (Nowhere Everywhere) which rise up from the 
floor to the ceiling of the Sperone Westwater gallery in New York. 
He spends the summer in southern India with his family. 
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1999 
The Nîmes  Carré d’Art devotes a major exhibition to his work and supports his project for the 
Roc del Maure.  
Szeemann invites him to exhibit a field of pollen at the Venice Biennale.  
Laib shows his work at the Kunsthaus in Bregenz: each of the four floors of the museum hosts a 
large-scale installation. On the ground floor Laib creates Es gibt keinen Anfang und keine Ende, a 
six-metre-tall ziggurat rising up from the floor to the ceiling of the exhibition space.  
In the summer, he explores East Germany in search of places where Caspar David Friedrich lived 
and worked. In the autumn, he starts working on a wax room in Roc del Maure. 

2000 
Laib completes his wax room in Roc del Maure, calling it La chambre des certitudes.  
In the autumn, a major travelling retrospective opens, curated by Klaus Ottman. After it makes its 
first stop at the Hirshhorn Museum in Washington D.C., the exhibition is presented over the 
course of the following three years at the Henry Art Gallery (Seattle), the Dallas Museum of Art, 
the Museum of Contemporary Art in Scottsdale, the Museum of Contemporary Art in La Jolla, 
and, lastly, at the Haus der Kunst in Munich. The Institute for Foreign Affairs (IFA) based in 
Stuttgart acquires a significant group of works by Laib, the idea being to present them abroad to 
promote contemporary German art. Over the next few years, these works are shown in Finland,, 
Japan, China, Vietnam, Australia, Singapore, New Zealand, and Myanmar. On each occasion, the 
installation is conceived by the artist himself, and enriched with additional loans. 

2002  
First exhibition devoted to Laib’s photography held at the Folkwang Museum in Essen. 

2003  
A series of exhibitions in Tokyo, Marugame, and Seoul become the opportunity to spend further 
time in Japan and Korea. During the summer, the artist creates large-scale works in Burmese 
lacquer: two ladders, a ziggurat, and room made from black and red lacquer panels. 

2004  
Carolyn and Wolfgang purchase a piece of land next to their home in southern Germany where 
the artist carries out two important works: on the slope of a valley he carves out a beeswax room 
that is 13 metres deep (Without Place, Without Time, Without Body), and on the opposite side he 
and Carolyn install a small glass pavilion immersed in nature which they have designed together. 

2005 
The Kunstmuseum in Bonn and the De Pont Museum in Tilburg present an exhibition 
consecrated to the relationship between Laib’s photographs and drawings. 
On the occasion of the exhibition promoted by IFA Laib travels to Australia with his family. 
In the autumn, the MACRO and the Beyeler Foundation devote two major retrospectives to his 
work. 

2006 
After many years spent looking for the most suitable place the Laibs decide to settle in a small 
house-cum-studio in southern India, near Madurai.  
From that moment on they will spend at least two months a year there. The artist begins creating 
works with granite from a local quarry and white ash, used in India for various rituals; he elevates 
it to a symbol of the ephemeral nature of the material world. The following year he starts 
exploring the new works made from these materials. 

2009  
Laib develops a project for the Fondazione Merz in Turin in collaboration with 45 Brahmin priests 
from Tamil Nadu: inside the museum he displays a ziggurat surrounded by mounds of rice, while 
outside, during the last week of the exhibition, the Brahmin priests carry out the Mahayagna, the 
Vedic fire ritual.  
Upon returning to India he begins developing a project for the creation of a monumental 
Brahmanda (about 20 metres wide) carved into the rock of a mountain north of Madurai.  
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2010 
Carolyn and Wolfgang purchase of a small apartment in Manhattan, and they forge new relations 
with the art world in the United States. At the end of the year, the MoMA contacts Laib about 
organizing an exhibition of his works. 

2011 
The artist’s mother Lydia dies. The Laibs spend most of the year in Germany. Towards the end of 
the year they take a long trip to the Gujarat region, where the most important sites of pilgrimage 
for Jains. Two exhibitions in Mumbai present his work to the Indian public for the first time. 

2013 
Laib shows the largest field of pollen so far in the entrance hall to the MoMA. The installation is 
created using the pollen collected in a period of over two decades.  
He makes a permanent beeswax room for the Phillips Collection in Washington D. C. The work is 
conceived in relation to another permanent room in the museum, the one dedicated to Rothko 
originally installed in collaboration with the artist, where four of his paintings are on display. 

2014 
He creates a wax corridor 50 metres long in the estate-studio of his friend Anselm Kiefer in 
Barjac in southern France.  
He is invited to show his work in the Early Christian church of Sant’ Apollinare in Classe in 
Ravenna. Because of his in-depth knowledge and interest in medieval art and philosophy, this is a 
particularly important experience for the artist. 

2015 
In Japan he is awarded the Imperial Prize for sculpture, the highest honour in the field of the 
visual arts. On that occasion he takes a further trip to the country with his family.  
Upon returning to Germany, he begins working on a series of large-scale drawings made with 
white oil pastels on white paper, inspired by the ceremonies of the Shinto priests.  

2016 
In July, his father Gustav passes away at the age of 93. Laib has always been close to his parents 
and this event marks a turnaround in his life and his artistic research. 
He travels to Italy to plan new exhibition projects. 

2017 
At the beginning of the year, he travels to Myanmar with Carolyn to install a an exhibition in the 
colonial complex of the secretariat in Yangon, formerly the government headquarters that had 
been closed to the public for over five decades. The title of the exhibition is Where the Land and 
Water End, referring to a small pagoda located in the ocean in southwestern Myanmar. 
When he returns to his Indian studio Laib starts working on a new series of Brahmanda. 
In the spring he is again invited to show his work in an Italian church, the small Gothic building of 
Santa Maria della Spina in Pisa. On that occasion, he and Carolyn again visit the Italian cities they 
are the fondest of: Siena, Assisi, and Padova. 
 


