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Interview

The following artist talk with Peter Wallimann took place in
November 2023 in the WBB GALLERY in Zurich. The inter-
view consists of two parts, which can also be read sepa-
rately. The first part is of a personal nature, the second part
deals with the exhibition «Sensigns» and with art in
general. The interview was led by Katrin Worsch.

When transcribing, external notes and references were
placed in square brackets [..]. Concise statements are
highlighted in blue. Selected illustrations were added in
consultation with the artist.

Peter Wallimann (photo: M. Reeuwijk)
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Part 1. Personal

Peter, before we talk about art and your next exhibition, a
few questions about you, your worldview, and your
career. Agreed?

Oh dear ... [laughs]

You were born in Lucerne in 1965 and went to school in
the heart of Switzerland, among other places. Are your
roots, thus, in central Switzerland?

I am afraid | never had any. My childhood and youth were
chaotic. When | was four, my mother got divorced for the
first time. Then, a ten-year odyssey began, both in Swit-
zerland and abroad, during which | changed residence and
school eight times — with all the problems associated with
such an experience.

What did that do to you?

| was a sensitive child. To protect myself, | withdrew more
and more and was hyperactive in sports. Later, | turned to
art and music. That was healing. Nevertheless, the re-
covery took a long time. Today that is history and an
integrated part of my biography.

Has your creativity helped you stay connected to the
world?

Absolutely. It was liberating to have that outlet. At the
same time, | was able to explore myself through art and to
share my works with others. This is a great gift.

[

Fig. 1. Historic entrance to the WBB GALLERY at the famous «Trittligasse»
in Zurich («Trittli» meaning, in Swiss German, «small steps»). The gallery
was founded back in 1957 under a different name and is one of the oldest
in the city. It is in a medieval house called «Haus zur Sonnenblume»
(Sunflower House), first mentioned in the city chronicle in 1404 AD. The
gallery was taken over, renamed, and expanded internationally in 2015 by
Peter Wallimann and a former business partner.
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You have now been running the WBB GALLERY in Zurich
for almost ten years (Fig. 1), and you also work as an
artist and author. Are these tasks mutually compatible?

This dual role is strenuous, indeed, and hardly conducive to
business, despite all the synergies. Luckily, | have never
been particularly interested in money, otherwise this kind
of balancing act would be difficult to manage.

And what do you like more: exhibiting art or creating it
yourself?

Certainly the latter. However, it's also exciting to present
works of art to the public. Creating a successful exhibition,
intellectually and aesthetically, is an art by itself.

In 2018, you presented your own solo exhibition termed
«Natura Poetica» (Fig. 2) with surreal nature photographs
of insects. What made this exhibition successful for you?

Clearly the great response: 800 visitors, 60 works sold,
reports on Swiss television and in the press, as well as a
large follow-up exhibition in the Swiss butterfly house
Papiliorama speak for themselves. Many people were
touched by the incredible beauty of butterflies and
dragonflies against a cosmic background. However, the
effort was also enormous: ten years of macro photography
in nature and over 1,500 hours of image processing on the
computer.

«Sensigns 2» will be your second solo exhibition at the
WBB GALLERY. We will talk about that later. | would be
interested in how the presentation of one's own works of
art differs from regular gallery work.

Overall, the process is easier because | only must comply
with myself. Otherwise, a lot of things are the same. Either
way: | always give 100%, be it as an artist, as a gallery
owner, or both at the same time.

How did you come to this gallery in the middle of Zurich's
old town?

Like Saint Mary to her child, | would say ...
You mean it came as a surprise?

Yes, it wasn't planned. By chance and together with a
former companion, | had the opportunity to take over the
«Galerie Trittligasse», which had been run by Werner Frei
[1934 — 2022] for over 40 years. We were immediately
taken by the beautiful rooms in the medieval «Sunflower
House» on the historic «Trittligasse» in the old city of
Zurich. We wanted to bring light and beauty into the
world through art. However, from a curatorial point of
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view, we were complete beginners back then and had to
learn to our cost.

Starting out as a gallery owner in these times is brave.
And how did you become an artist?

I am afraid, but one cannot become an artist. Creating art
is not a job, but a need. Art, however, must be a calling!

So, let me ask differently: How did you find your calling?

There were clues early on. At the age of six, | met Hans Erni
[1909 — 2015; Lucerne painter and graphic artist]. His
surreal, geometric figures really impressed me at the time.
However, | didn't start painting and drawing myself until |
was around 14 years old, and graphics quickly came to the
fore.

Ausstellung

&> Natura Poetica

Fig. 2. Katrin Worsch in 2018 on Zurich's Rdmistrasse in front of a poster
for the exhibition «Natura Poetica» by Peter Wallimann.

Despite turning to art and literature, you initially took a
different career path. You studied chemistry at the
University of Zurich, received your doctorate at the ETH
Zurich, and did postdoctoral research at the M.LT. in
Boston (MA).

Yes, that was a hard time ...

Why such a demanding and long course of study instead
of venturing into art?

I think |1 wanted to understand and apply the laws of
nature. Understand what life means and what holds the
world together. However, these studies were less
philosophical than | had hoped. But when | want to under-
stand something, | can be like a bulldog and push through
it.

Were there moments of «scientific enlightenment»?
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Yes, for example when studying quantum chemistry. The
realization that matter and light are just vibration and
energy was profound. There were also special moments in
the laboratory: witnessing the birth of a chemical com-
pound that had never been made before was highly
creative and a so-called «moment of truth».

After your studies, you worked as a scientific editor and
manager in the private sector. What | do not understand:
Why did you end up breaking away from science and
business despite promising career opportunities?

«Broken» sounds hard ...

Well, if I am correctly informed, despite receiving a six-
figure National Fund scholarship, you gave up an aca-
demic career and you also quit a well-paid manager job.
How did that happen?

I would like to emphasize that | am very grateful for all
these opportunities. | was able to learn a lot during this
time. But fate had other plans for me. | suffered my first
setback when | was involved in a serious burn accident in
the laboratory due to carelessness. The result: six months
of lost work and years of therapy. Later, when | wanted to
start my habilitation, | fortunately suffered a panic attack ...

Fortunately?

Yes. At the time, this was incomprehensible to everyone,
including me. But like Sgren Kierkegaard [1813 — 1855;
Danish philosopher and mystic] says: Life can only be lived
forward and understood backwards. Today | know: a
traditional academic or business career would not have
made me happy. On the one hand | wasn't compliant
enough, and on the other hand | was too creative.

You now work as a gallery owner, artist, and writer. You
also manage an acclaimed American vintage photog-
raphy collection with around 100 works (Fig. 3). Where do
all these talents come from?

Hard to say. Looking back, I think the driving force behind
all of this has always been my search for beauty —
whether in science, art, or literature.

What do you mean by beauty?

Not necessarily something external, but a principle: «the
True, the Beautiful, the Good» according to Plato. For me,
beauty is an expression of a primal force. An evolutionary
creative impulse that affects everything. Beauty is every-
where: in art, in the laws of nature, in people: one just
must recognize it.
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Pure Photography

Fig. 3. Special exhibition termed «Pure Photography» at the Photo Basel

2023 art fair, including works from a collection of important American
vintage photographs hosted by the WBB GALLERY.

And how does this principle work?

Beauty is Love in Action.

That sounds very poetic. Are you a romantic?

| don't think so, although I have published some poetry ...

If not a romantic, what else?

I've been asking myself that all my life. | think, above all, |
am an esthete and an idealist, the latter in the sense of
providing ideas. And | am also a temporary humanist.

Temporary?

Well, in these dramatic times, it is becoming increasingly
difficult to further believe in humanity. But | do my best ...

Idealists, humanists, and pacifists are currently having a
difficult time, indeed. How do you personally deal with all
the global conflicts?

It is not that | do not see the negative: all the fear, the
anger, the pain. But there are also a lot of positive and
beautiful things in life that do not get enough attention.
Our perception is distorted by the media. We should
carefully examine what we are occupied with, because
energy follows attention. Anyone who looks at images of
war every day involuntarily becomes part of the violence.
The universe cannot want us to bash each other's heads in.
| prefer to deal with art, literature, and the big questions in
life.

For example?

Who am | — what are my talents — why am | here?

And? Have you found any answers?
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Yes, although not final ones. However, | found something
unexpected ...

Tell me!

Gratitude! | feel very privileged and richly gifted by life,
both by nature, its abundance and beauty as well as by
people, moments, and possibilities. Even though my youth
was difficult, life has been kind to me, and | really
appreciate that.

Did gratitude influence your worldview?

[nods] When you are grateful, many questions posed by
existential philosophy lose their urgency. In this respect,
gratitude can also be an answer. At any rate, one becomes
humbler, even in the Socratic «not knowing». Either way,
as you get older, the knowledge you have acquired counts
less than the love you have given and received.

You keep mentioning beauty. In one of your books, you
write: «True beauty does not know itself.» What do you
mean by that? [aphorism number 030 in the German book
titled Weisheit oder Wahnsinn (Wisdom or Madness), 222
Aphorismen, Alata-Verlag, Elsau, 2016].

Usually, | do not explain my aphorisms ... but it means that
beauty, as a principle, is basically non-dual. Beauty comes
from within, it acts without reflection, without intention,
without imagination. You can see this, for example, in the
lost-in-thought play of small children — magical, original,
pure.

Does beauty also have something to do with gratitude?

Beauty cannot be fully appreciated without gratitude.
This requires getting touched deeply, and touching is
another word for gratitude. The superficially beautiful re-
mains illusory, temporary, and loses its magic when turning
into an object. The entire beauty and porn industries are
based on the insatiable desire for love and beauty. But on
the outside, this desire will always remain unsatisfied.

Finally, a critical question ...
Gladly, if critical answers are appreciated as well.

I do insist! [laughs] So, here it comes: Are art and aesthet-
ics not a luxury in these dark times, or even an escape?

No! Aesthetics is indispensable, especially during crises
and wars. Ethics and aesthetics are mutually dependent.
They form the intellectual and social foundation of every
culture. Education, community, and social values depend
on it. Without aesthetics, we would be nothing but a



(J3 WBB GALLERY®

bunch of wild monkeys fighting over a banana while the
world quietly perishes.

Fig. 4. Analog predecessor of Sensigns: ink graphic constructed in 2000
with a compass and a ruler only. The work is titled «In the Halls of the
Pharaoh». It measures 70 x 70 cm and is part of a private collection.
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Part 2. Art and Mystery

Now, let’s talk about the upcoming exhibition titled
«Sensigns: Transcending Lights». From November 16, you
will show a selection of your digital graphics in the WBB
GALLERY, many of them in large format.

Yes, | am really looking forward to seeing this show. It is the
long-awaited continuation of a project that began over 20
years ago.

What exactly does «Sensigns» mean?

Sensigns is an acronym | created in 2003. It is made up of
the English words sense and signs. With Sensigns, | trace
the geometric coding (signs) of beauty, both in terms of
our senses and in the context of making sense.

To me, the term Sen-signs sounds a bit like Zen. Is this a
coincidence or intentional?

It is a nice analogy. The word Zen (Chinese Chan) is a
translation from Sanskrit meaning «meditative state».
Some of my works can have this effect. | started in 1996 by
drawing with ink on cardboard, creating analog works of
art (Fig. 4). Then, my graphics became more and more
intricate and so large that | physically could not do it
anymore. So, | started to delve into computer graphics. An
area that was not as developed back then in terms of
software and hardware as it is today.

And how have your graphics changed after venturing into
the digital?

On the one hand, the works have become more three-
dimensional, and on the other hand, they are more
colorful and more luminous. The reason for this is that |
like to work with strong contrasts on a deep-black
background, which, in turn, is a reverence to the cosmos.

What do you mean by that?

The universe has always fascinated me. When | look at the
night sky during new moon, there is nothing but endless
amazement. This fascination for the cosmos flows into my
photographs and graphics. Accordingly, my art kind of
resembles «cosmic traces of light».

Wow, that sounds nice! And how do you create these
«traces», as you call them?

Playfully and intuitively, | would say. | love to experiment
with geometric shapes and structures based on vector
graphics. Once constructed, | manually edit and color them
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on the screen. From an artistic perspective, Sensigns
graphics feel more like analog works of art, even if the
medium is based on digital technology. The final
materialization is also exciting based on medium- to large-
format pigment prints of impressive quality and high light
fastness.

Some of your graphics contain optical illusions and effects
like those found in the Op Art of the 1960s (Fig. 5).

Yes, there are similarities, but also differences. The
experimental Bauhaus constructivism and the Russian
avant-garde, which led to Op Art, were very intellectually
oriented. Op Art was primarily about exploring geometric
principles and chromatic systems as a form of intellectual
abstraction. The best-known pioneer was certainly Victor
Vasarely [1906 — 1997; Hungarian-French painter and
graphic artist]. His work has fascinated me from an early
age.

Fig. 5. Example of a Sensigns graphic based on an optical illusion.

And what about Sensigns?

| think my project is more sensual, organic, and broader.
The variety of Sensigns shapes and colors is more reminis-
cent of nature, albeit in an abstracted form. There is also a
mystical or spiritual note in my work that is often missing
in classical constructivism. This brings us back to the
cosmic light traces ...

In the exhibition text you also mention Sacred Geometry
and the ornamentation of the East. Such traditions have
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been frowned upon in the West for a long time, but are
currently being rediscovered.

Yes, fortunately. That's the good thing about globalization,
that different traditions influence and mix with each other.
Ornamental elements can be found in almost all cultures.
For me, ornaments have something intrinsically mystical.
Complex repetitive patterns tend to play tricks on our
brain, because they are difficult to cognitively grasp and
classify.

When | think of ornaments, | recall primarily Persian art
and architecture. Did the oriental style influence you?

| have always been fascinated, but not so much influenced
by the oriental style. As a matter of fact, | have not studied
the geometry of such systems, which are often based on
knot patterns. As an artist, | do not want to imitate the old,
but to create anew. Unfortunately, | have never been to
Iran, the stronghold of mosaic and calligraphy art inspired
by Sufism. But the Blue Mosque in Istanbul and similar
oriental buildings also left a lasting impression on me. It is
important to know that the Ottomans, Persians, and Moors
have long been culturally superior to the Europeans when
it comes to mathematics, architecture, art, and literature.
It is time for this tradition to be honored and developed
further. Cultures should inspire each other instead of
fighting each other.

Let's talk about Sensigns in more detail. The subtitle of
your exhibition is «Transcending Lights». What is it all
about?

As already mentioned, this has to do with my fascination
with the cosmos and with light phenomena. Light is THE
primary principle in the universe — and at the same time a
mystery. Light can behave like a wave or a particle; it
transports energy and information through the vacuum
without loss at 3 Kelvin, which is =270 °C, and it is
unimaginably fast at around 300,000 km/s.

And why «Transcending»?

Because it is all about crossing boundaries. Transcendence
involves a deeper understanding of reality. And art can
help to understand things that are hardly accessible to the
mind alone.

Is your art, thus, meditative or even transcendent?

| like to leave such assessments to the viewer. For me, art
means contemplation, and the mystery of beauty is what
interests me most, especially in terms of geometric design
and coloration.
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Contemporary art is rarely about contemplation, let alone
mystery ...

Sure, because we live in a materialistic age, characterized
by money, consumption, and provocation. In addition,
many artists process their problems and negative feelings
through art. Personally, this may be legitimate, but it does
not imply any claim to great art or originality. Finally, art is
also politically instrumentalized and used or abused as a
weapon. So, | ask: Where can there be room for beauty
and transcendence in all this chaos?

But has transcendence not more to do with religion than
with art?

Not with religion, but with spirituality. This is crucial!
Where is the difference?

Spiritual simply means placing spirit above matter. This
requires to be an idealist or humanist to some extent, but
one does not necessarily have to rely on an image of God.
Religion, however, is based on historically and socially
cemented dogmas and institutions that are not all
spiritually oriented, but primarily exercise secular power.
Therefore, for me, religion has no place in modern art, but
spirituality certainly does!

You talk about the mystery of beauty. Does this mean
artists should be mystics?

The ability to feel mystically is inherent in every human
being, whether creative or not. However, only a few people
find access to this level. For me, every truly creative act is
a mystical act, an act of inspiration, beauty, and mind-
fulness. Mystics have a deep inner feeling for the unity of
all existence and for the wonders of creation. It is not
about supernatural abilities, but about the direct expe-
rience of transcendence. This, in turn, is achieved through
alchemy.

Alchemy? The conversion of Lead into Gold?

Terms like alchemy or metaphysics must be understood in a
figurative sense: when we talk about Gold, we do not
mean carat ...

But?

It is all about refining ourselves by overcoming negative
thoughts and feelings.

Do you mean a spiritual practice, like, e.g., in Buddhism?
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Yes, but free from any dogmatism! Modern mystics are
both alchemists and metaphysicians. The alchemist looks
within, recognizes himself, and transforms the unre-
deemed. The metaphysician looks outward, recognizes
reality, and acts accordingly. Both qualities are necessary to
achieve compassion and wisdom.

Have you experienced mystical moments yourself?

Sure, otherwise | would not talk about it. There have been
many mystical moments when photographing in nature,
but also in intimate relationships and, of course, when
creating art ...

Can you give an example?

What | will never forget was the encounter with a rare
dragonfly called Banded Demoiselle. | had been lying on my
stomach next to a pond with water lilies for hours to
photograph mating frogs. Suddenly, this gold-green
iridescent insect lands right in front of me and looks at me
with huge eyes (Fig. 6). The presence of this small creature
was simply overwhelming. Enchanted, | pressed the
shutter button before this unique encounter ended as
quickly as it began.

Exciting! And what about art? Which kind of experiences
feel «mystical» for you?

Fig. 6. Eye to eye with a female Banded Demoiselle (Calopteryx splendens)
in 2010 (photo: Peter Wallimann)
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First, there is inspiration itself. It strikes like lightning,
usually completely unexpectedly! It appears spontaneously
in the form of a thought, an insight, an image, or a vision
seemingly out of nowhere. This is followed by a state of
flow, a phase of heightened creativity and awareness. In
such moments, | immerse myself completely in the vision,
forget the world and the time around me, and give space
to that creative force that wants to manifest itself.

The artist, thus, becomes a mediator.

Exactly. Inspiration touches you from the inside, but it is
directed towards the outside. It's like a rush. Moments of
pure happiness! For a while all problems disappear into
nothingness. There is only you and your creation between
heaven and earth: pure mystery!

Let's stick with mysticism. Which well-known artists were
mystics, leaving aside the field of religious art?

There are many, even if not all of them may have called
themselves mystics. One of them certainly was Claude
Monet, who created the most wonderful works when he
was old and almost blind. Or the highly sensitive works by
Paul Klee, who was deeply inspired by the Renaissance and
the Orient. | would also include Ernst Fuchs and other
representatives of «Phantastischer Realismus» (Fantastic
Realism). But above all | must name Wassily Kandinsky
[1866 — 1944; Russian painter, graphic artist, and theorist].
His small 1911 book titled «Uber das Geistige in der Kunst»
(Concerning the Spiritual in Art), published by Piper, was a
revelation for me.

What are Kandinsky's statements?

Roughly speaking, the book is about overcoming materi-
alism through a future form of spiritual art. Kandinsky
prophesies that only pure and intuitive art linked to
positive feelings will change the world for the better. Art
must have prophetic power and point beyond itself. It is
intended to deeply move people and to inspire them to
achieve the best in life.

Contemporary Art hardly meets such a high standard.

True! But Kandinsky was very radical. Even during his
lifetime, i.e., before the Second World War, he found most
art irrelevant, soulless, and vain. No idea what he would
think of today's art excesses, with a few exceptions.

Kandinsky also speaks of «Reine Kunst», which is German
for «Pure Art». Does this not sound provocative?

Interview | S. 8 von 10

Watch out! The expression «Reine Kunst» should not be
understood as an anti-thesis. And certainly not as an
alternative to the so-called «Entartete Kunst» (degenerate
art) outlawed by the Nazis.

And what is «Reine Kunst» for you?

For historical reasons, | prefer the English term. «Pure Art»
occurs in different contexts, both in art and photography.
The best thing to do is to focus on the impact of art rather
than arguing about terms. My definition of «Pure Art»
includes three essential qualities: Pure Art strengthens,
touches, and inspires people.

Does this correspond to the WBB GALLERY concept as
well?

Absolutely! Ten years ago, we asked ourselves what future
art could look like. Which characteristics would be neces-
sary or desirable so that art serves people instead of being
just a playground of intellectuals and speculators. Our view
is represented below in a vision wheel containing 21
characteristics divided into the trinity of Body—Soul-Spirit
or Energy—Emotion—Inspiration, respectively (Fig. 7).

Body—Soul-Spirit: sounds like Sensigns! [thinks] Let us
discuss about «sense» again, in terms of «making sense»
or «meaningfulness».

Yes, please.
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Fig. 7. Gallery vision wheel with 21 aspects divided into three areas,
developed as part of a future «Pure Art» concept (© WBB GALLERY)
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Many people find no meaning in life anymore. There is an
apocalyptic atmosphere! How about you?

Suffering and injustice in the world are difficult to bear. But
ultimately, everything is a question of how you look at it.
The more | think about life, the more sense (!) it makes. We
are so tiny and insignificant when we widen our view and
look up to the stars. And yet, here we are as part of
evolution! The part that, after 150 million years of dino-
saurs, produced mammals and, ultimately, humans.
Nevertheless, we are highly ambivalent creatures: hostile
on the one hand, but also empathic and loving on the
other hand. We are currently the only species on earth that
has the potential to transcend and to free itself from the
grueling existential struggle. We now have the chance to
develop genuine compassion on a global level, and to
create a new culture! Isn't that great? What is still missing
is a global awareness of unity combined with a new
understanding of reality.

What do you mean by that?

For me, reality is not random, but the product of our
individual and collective consciousness and decisions. Our
human dramas are fed by negative illusions that we
recreate every day by repeating the past, instead of ending
it. We need art, alchemy, and metaphysics as much as
science, medicine, and research to reinvent ourselves.

Can you elaborate on this?

Many people have lost contact with themselves. They live
soullessly in a collective illusion of egoism, consumerism,
and the pursuit of material success and social recognition.
All conflicts are ultimately the result of this existential
separation. Individually, we experience this in the form of
loneliness and a feeling of meaninglessness. Collectively,
the separation is reflected in historical trauma, terrorism,
and mass hysteria, fueled by demagogues, warlords, and
the media's desire for sensationalism.

Do you think this «separation», as you call it, is the price
of progress?

Progress? [he frowns] So-called progress is not as evolved
as we think, technology and education or not. Since the
periods of Enlightenment and Industrial Revolution, and
now also in the wake of digitalization, humanity has been
drifting in a spiritual vacuum. In this vacuum, narcissism,
fear, and manipulation thrive. Neither technology nor
unbridled economic growth can help. What we really need
is reconnection! An inward connection to the core of our
soul, to our essence, to our deepest humanity. Without
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these roots, we are unable to relate to others, to feel
compassion, and to respect nature rather than exploit it.

What exactly do you mean by «reconnection»?

Reconnection means transcendence within! Transcending
mental concepts and emotional blockades.

Transcendence within?

The new generation no longer needs an outer God; nor do
we require any dogmatic institutions as mediators between
heaven and earth. Nevertheless, we cannot deny that we
are deeply social and spiritual creatures. But, let me ask:
Would it not be better to no longer look for what makes
sense outside, but rather within us? In our relationships
with others and in nature? In order to live a meaningful
and fulfilling life, we do not primarily have to answer the
question about God, but simply live mindfully, devotedly,
and life-affirming in the here and now. We ourselves are
the creators of our reality — individually and collectively.

And what role can art play in this?

My hope is that, with a new society, a more subtle form of
art will co-develop in the sense of «Pure Art». With
Sensigns, | would like to contribute to creating modern
temples of beauty, strength, and inspiration — beyond
commerce, violence, and dogma.

A nice final word! Thank you very much, Peter.

Thanks a lot.

* %k k
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