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Otto Piene has been pioneering new 
media, technology, and alternative art 
processes ever since the 1950s in his 

native Diisseldorf, Germany, and over the past 
four decades since he joined MIT's Center for 
Advanced Visual Studies (CAVS) in 1968. The 
inclusion of Piene in the 2010 DeCordova 
Biennial is the first exhibit with his work in 
New England in recent memory. He is repre
sented by two seminal pieces, the inflatable 
Fleiirs dii Mai and the Sky Art print portfolio, 
that signal a founding moment for new media 
in New England, realizing curator Dina 
Deitsch's aspiration to pre.sent "art practices 
that are currently happening in New England." 

Although Piene retired from the CAVS in 
1994, his pace has not abated. On the contrary, 
he has not stopped creating and is presently 
experiencing a resurgent interest in his work. 
When Sperone Westwater Gallery hosted an 
exhibition, Zero-Nezv York, in 2008, critics 
named it one of the best gallery exhibitions of 
the year. Daniel Birnbaum wrote in Artforiim 
that the issues raised by Group Zero "have lost 
none of their urgency..." and "makes a whole 
swath of contemporary artists—among them 
Olafur Eliasson, Spencer Finch, and Carsten 
Holler, appear in a new light." Just this 
February, Sotheby's auction house held an auc
tion of Zero in London; to everyone's amaze
ment, the sales broke all records for Zero in the 
marketplace. 

The larger art world is coming around to 
recognize Piene's accomplishments that began 
in 1957, when he and his colleague Heinz 
Mack began to host all-night evening exhibi
tions (Abendausstellungen) in their Diisseldorf 
studios to present the work of younger 
artists—many of whom aspired to break from 
the subjective, painterly expressionism of post
war art informel. These exhibitions developed 
into Group Zero, which, over the decade of its 
existence (1957-1966) grew into an internation
al phenomenon that introduced the concept 
that art was not based on style but on a set of 
artistic principles. For Zero, it was a new har
mony of man, technology, and nature. 

In a dizzying sequence of ambitious multi
media happenings and exhibits throughout 
Europe, culminating in an appearance at the 
contemporary art exhibition documenta in 
Kassel, Germany (1964), Zero attracted follow
ers and American attention. The University of 

Pennsylvania invited Piene to be a visiting pro
fessor and hosted the first exhibition of Zero in 
the United States in 1965, the largest assembly 
of Zero to date. The show was a hit, resulting 
in a number of exhibit invitations, including 
one from Howard Wise, a New York dealer 
whose gallery was the center of kinetic, video, 
and new media art in America. Wise immedi
ately put Group Zero into his exhibition sched
ule with annual shows throughout the decade. 

Piene participated in the political upheaval 
of the 1960s and, in 1967, joined Aldo 
Tambellini to form the Black Gate in the East 
Village. They created what they called 
Electromedia Theater, combining Piene's elec
tronic Lif^ht Ballet with Tambellini's political 
theater They staged the first artists' production 
for broadcast television in 1969, titled Black 
Gate Cologne, which began with participants 
playfully interacting with helium inflated 

Otto Piene, In and Over Mardi Gras, from r/7eS<:f/Iff portfolio, 1969, lithograph, ed. 20/20. Courtesy of the artist. 
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