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Studio Formafantasma:  
The Stranger Within
Contemporary Design Intervention at the MAK branch 
Geymüllerschlössel,  Vienna, September 14–December 1, 
2013. Designed/curated by Studio Formafantasma.

Reviewed by Jessica Hemmings
Jessica Hemmings is Head of the Faculty of  Visual Culture, 
National College of  Art & Design, Dublin, Ireland.

Studio Formafantasma, the young Italian design duo of 
Simone Farresin and Andrea Trimarchi, have enjoyed 
considerable press since their graduation in 2009 from the 
Design Academy Eindhoven. Here the pair has installed 
seven interventions—old and new—in the MAK museum’s 
Geymüllerschlössel, a building that began life as Viennese 
merchant and banker Johann Jakob Geymüller’s summer 
home for entertaining. Set in a beautiful residential area at the 
end of a tram journey from the city center, the villa became 
a satellite branch of the MAK in 1965.  Today it is filled with 
furniture circa the home’s beginnings, which are thought 
to date to 1808, alongside a sizeable collection of clocks 
amassed by the last resident of the property, Franz Sobek.

Formafantasma’s contributions pay considerable attention 
to color and material in relation to the existing interior decor 
of Geymüllerschlössel. In the domed hall, which enjoys views 
over the gardens, experimental vessels from the Botanica 
series (recently acquired for the permanent collection of the 
Victoria & Albert Museum) made from natural plastics—“long 
forgotten biogenic polymers from the pre-Bakelite period”—
are colored in sympathy with the room; more surprising is the 
Dining Room, now graced with a cow-bladder lighting fixture 
where a chandelier was once the norm.

This careful attention to aesthetics belies the narratives 
Formafantasma’s projects carry.  We are told that “Society’s 
ambivalent stances toward the ‘foreign’ or ‘strange’” fuel 
the exhibition’s paradoxical theme of  “yearning for distant 
places and Biedermeier-era coziness or homeliness that one 
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can experience at the Geymüllerschlössel.” 
Acknowledgment that the exotic continues 
to fascinate us is something not many are 
comfortable admitting. More usually we see 
the exotic banished out of concern for racist 
undertones or the objectification of women. 
Here the curiosity of the past is confronted.

A single bed in the master bedroom is 
made with a blanket from the Colony series, 
woven at the TextielMuseum in Tilburg, the 
Netherlands (Figure 1). Each blanket in the 
series contains urban and architectural plans 
from an African city—Tripoli,  Asmara,  Addis 
Ababa—which experienced a version of 
Italian colonization. (Ethiopia, admittedly, 
was never officially colonized by anyone.) 
The blanket is twinned with an existing 
image of a turbaned woman and, nearby, a 
contemporary photograph taken in southern 
Italy of a refugee, presumably from Africa.

The narrative further unfolds in the 
nearby dressing room filled with Molding 
Tradition (Figure 2).  This companion series 
to Colony is made of ceramic vessels, some 
shaped like buoys, holding portraits of 
refugees from the African continent.  At the 
time of installation, the work was understood 
as a commentary on “present-day migratory 
flows from Africa to Europe, for which 
the island of Lampedusa has become 
synonymous, and reflects upon themes 
including national identity and racism.”  
Tragically, the series was made all the more 
poignant when news broke in October, 
after the exhibition opening, of hundreds of 
further fatalities off the waters of the Italian 
island.

The centerpiece of the exhibition is 
The Stranger Within, Nodus Rug (Figure 3).  
The rug’s imagery is a totem-like mask 
(painters of the past and their sojourns 
to tropical idylls spring to mind) matching 
the palette of the room’s surrounding 
painted landscape.  The rug is unnervingly 
anachronistic as an object of contemporary 
design, but it is not anachronistic to its 
immediate setting.

In contrast to other interventions, which 
suggest more functional roles in the space, 
Nodus Rug hangs suspended:

placed before the fictitious, Oriental 
landscape … of the kind that was 
fashionable when this villa was put up, 
reminiscent of an oversized mask—a 
mythical metaphor of the “foreign” derived 
from the texture and coloration of the 
surrounding rooms.

The decision to make the centerpiece of this 
exhibition a textile is explained as reference 
to Isidor Mautner, who owned the home 
between 1888 and 1938, earning wealth as 
a textile manufacturer before fleeing Austria 
when the National Socialist party came to 
power.

A careful floor plan in German and 
English helps guide viewers through the 
seven interventions in the house. Ironically, 
information about the permanent collection 
is harder to come by. Perhaps this is no bad 
thing. Formafantasma provide more than 
enough food for thought, particularly Nodus 
Rug, a contemporary object meant for a 
hauntingly complex past.
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Fig 1 Studio Formafantasma, Colony, 2011. MAK exhibition view, 2013, Studio Formafantasma:  The 
Stranger Within, MAK branch Geymüllerschlössel,  Vienna,  Austria. Series of blankets, loans from:  
Gallery Libby Sellers, London and the TextielMuseum,  Tilburg. © MAK/Katrin Wißkirchen.
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Fig 2 Studio Formafantasma, Molding Tradition, 2009. MAK exhibition view, 2013, Studio Formafantasma:  
The Stranger Within, MAK branch Geymüllerschlössel,  Vienna,  Austria. Series of objects, loans from: 
Gallery Libby Sellers, London and Studio Formafantasma. © MAK/Katrin Wißkirchen.
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Fig 3 Studio Formafantasma,  The Stranger Within, Nodus Rug, 2013. MAK exhibition view, 2013, Studio 
Formafantasma:  The Stranger Within, MAK branch Geymüllerschlössel,  Vienna,  Austria. Rug, loan from: 
Nodus, Milan Rug, wool, hand-knotted. © MAK/Katrin Wißkirchen.


