Stadtbad (Artist: Norbert Attard)
Life and death.  Transience. The fleetingness of time.

These considerations seem to be the preoccupations of Norbert Attard in this photographic triptych. 

The artist’s exploratory forays into the now deserted and defunct Stadtbad also stem from his architectural background. Attard is an architect by profession. The modular construction of the work itself is again a reference to Attard’s architectural calling and also echoes the extensive tiling inside Stadtbad.  This adds to the homogeneity of the work.

Each panel of this photographic triptych is a composite of different images which are placed in a way as to narrate the artist’s message.  At the top of the first panel, in solid black bold sans serif text typical of German solidity and authority, is the word VERWALTUNG, meaning Management/Administration.  This provides a vivid flashback to when this place was once a regenerating, relaxing and fun environment but now is nothing more than a cold, bare labyrinth, where the silent pump room, like a heart that has stopped beating, no longer pumps the life-giving water through the shrivelled veins and arteries.

There is a feeling of ephermality and transitoriness.  The empty shower cubicles/lockers seem like upright sarcophagi, devoid of the mummies that have rotted away in time.  What was once a place has now become a non-place1 where abandonment has transformed it into a heterotopic2 decaying urban space. A place where once reinvigorating warm waters flowed, is now a bleak cold, dark and lifeless cavernous space.

Attard’s work conveys a bleak and grey world where the only references to human presence are the grime around some electrical switches, an empty cigarette pack wedged behind an electrical conduit and a red swastika smudged on a wall, all remnants that induce an uncanny feeling of the past bleeding into the present.

Faced with this sombre grey cemetery that once buzzed with life, we ask whether this space will experience signs of life again.  Would there be a metamorphosis that takes us back full circle to the process of regeneration?

Text by Joe P Smith

1. Marc Augè - Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity

2. Michel Foucault - Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias  http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/foucault1.pdf
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