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Extended Practice 

Florian Mehnert defines his wide ranged work not only 
as an aesthetic end product, but also as an intervening, 

research-driven process. As a multimedia artist, his approach 
corresponds to an expanded concept of art, which - by 
incorporating approaches that are reflected in conceptual 
art and participatory practices, for example - sees art as a 
catalyst for social developments.
The intention to accompany and influence social processes 
forms the central theoretical foundation of his projects. In his 
artistic practice, he actively intervenes in social development 
processes. His consistent research- and experiment-oriented 
approach turns his projects into laboratories in which social 
dynamics are not only documented but also influenced. 
The interdisciplinarity and participation in his projects 
make it possible to transfer complex current topics such as 
digital surveillance, migration, social behavior in digital 
environments and the concept of freedom into an artistic 
context, thereby initiating new discourses.

His projects are to be understood as an attempt to test 
hypotheses about social development processes. The artistic 
intervention can be understood as a „social experiment“ 
that is intended to trigger concrete effects. The approach 
follows the idea of using artistic processes as interactive 
fields of research in which both the process and its social 
implications come into focus.

Mehnert‘s practice combines approaches from art and 
social research. This interdisciplinarity makes it possible 
to illuminate complex social phenomena from several 
perspectives and make them visible in artistic interventions.

Florian Mehnert‘s artistic practice illustrates the potential 
of an expanded concept of art by understanding art not only 
as a medium for reflection, but also as an active agent of 
social transformation processes. In this way, he provides 
impetus for an art that not only depicts, but also intervenes, 
researches and helps to shape social processes.

If you enter the name Florian Mehnert 
into any search engine, it immediately 

becomes clear how broad and multi-layered 
the artist‘s work is. His photoproject „social 
distancs stacks“ made while the pandemic 
went arround the world. You will find many 
articles about his provocative works, which 
question social issues such as migration, 
surveillance and privacy, as well as paintings 
and drawings that defy categorisation, 
lectures and numerous interviews. One could 
also discover details of his art experiments, 
which achieve great reach through new 
forms of participation and raise awareness 
of global social issues. Driven by an ongoing 
interest in who we are and how we interact 
with the world, Mehnert continues to push 
the boundaries of what it means to be an 
artist today. 
Designed by the artist himself, this richly 
illustrated book contains a very personal 

selection of not only his installations 
and participatory projects, but also his 
photographic and documentary works, some 
of which have never been published before, 
as well as his oil paintings and works on 
paper, accompanied by a selection of personal 
statements and biographical material. 
Florian Mehnert has addressed a variety 
of themes in his work, from the physical 
materiality of the work to the meaning of 
privacy and the influence of surveillance 
capitalism in the form of installations, 
lectures, colloquia and interventions in public 
space. Florian Mehnert is also a sociological 
researcher who explores boundaries with 
the means of art. He focuses on the artist‘s 
relationship to politics and society in his very 
own way, using images and new methods of 
dissemination and forms of participation to 
examine global social concerns.

W O
R K
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“forest” charcoal on paper, 150 x 110 cm, 2024
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“forest” charcoal on paper, 150 x 110 cm, 2024

The exploration of the forest as a place of retreat played a 
central role in German Romanticism, both in literature and 

in the visual arts. Poets such as Novalis, Eichendorff and Tieck 
stylized the forest as a mystical place of longing, solitude and 
transcendence. It became a projection surface for the unconsci-
ous and the unknown - a space in which the individual encoun-
tered themselves and the boundaries between reality and dream 
blurred.  

The forest also found its way into the Romantic understanding 
of nature in painting. Caspar David Friedrich, for example, used 
the forest in his paintings as a symbol of the infi nite and the 
metaphysical search for the divine. The dark, deep forests of his 
works convey a sense of awe, but also of loneliness - they are 
places of retreat for people, but also spaces of the uncanny, in 
which the irrational lurks.  

In this context, the present drawing can be interpreted as a mo-
dern take on these romantic forest motifs. The dense, interwoven 
structure of the charcoal and graphite drawing is reminiscent of 
the idea of the forest as a living entity, as a being with its own 
consciousness. The spiral-shaped eyes, which seem to grow out 
of the ground and vegetation, could be understood as an allusion 
to the Romantic idea of animated nature - the forest as a place 
that not only absorbs people, but also observes and penetrates 
them.  

While the Romantics often saw the forest as a refuge from the 
disenchanted modern age, in this drawing it appears less idyllic 
and more chaotic and unfathomable. Here we see a contempora-
ry, almost existential interpretation of the forest - not as a roman-
tic projection surface, but as a place that dissolves the boundaries 
between man, nature and fantasy.
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“stream” charcoal on paper, 150 x 110 cm, 2024 “Storm” charcoal on paper, 150 x 110 cm, 2024
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 “the unseen 1”, 
oil on canvas, 200  x  200 cm, 2024
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 “the unseen 2”, 
oil on canvas, 200  x  200 cm, 2024
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P R I
VA

CY
2 2  C H A N N E L  S O U N D   I N S TA L L AT I O N

R E S E A R C H  O R I E N TAT I O N

A N D  E X P E R I M E N T

FORE ST PROTO C OL S

Florian Mehnert’s work is characterised by a profound 
reflection on the symbiosis of art and society. As a mul-

timedia artist, he pursues an interdisciplinary approach that 
enables him to deconstruct and scrutinise complex social 
phenomena in his works. He examines the effects of digital 
data capitalism and raises important questions about privacy 
or the ethics of surveillance in our society.

Florian Mehnert’s work acts as a critical magnifying glass 
for the social issues of the digital age. His approach to com-
plex issues such as migration, privacy, surveillance and so-
cial control makes him stand out as an outstanding thinker 
and artist in this field. Florian Mehnert’s work represents 
an expansion of the concept of art that breaks through the 
traditional boundaries of artistic creation and views art as 
an active player in social discourse. His unconventional ap-
proach to complex social issues and his critical reflection on 
their impact on society make him an influential voice in con-
temporary art. Through his works, Mehnert not only invites 
discussion about the future of our society, but also inspires 
us to recognise and use the transformative power of art as a 
tool for reflecting on the big questions of our time.
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In response to the NSA scandal, Florian Mehnert had bug-
ged paths and clearings in forests for days in 2013. His 

microphones installed there listened to passers-by. Sounds 
and conversations were recorded and processed into digital 
traces. After analysing the data, the artist published excerpts 
of the bugging logs on his website. The invisible threat Flo-
rian Mehnert bugs nature, the forest, the last refuge where 
people believe they are undisturbed and unheard. There is 
no longer a place of unobserved retreat. With his art project 
„Waldkprotokolle“, Florian Mehnert highlights the danger 
and absurdity of Internet surveillance. 

Here, he acted as a catalyst for exposing the absurdity of 
omnipresent surveillance. This intervention was not just an 
artistic manifestation, but also an appeal to raise awareness 
of the threat to privacy in the digital era. 

Reactions to the forest protocols

The publication of the forest protocols was followed by a 
huge media response. Florian Mehnert received a complaint 
under Section 201 of the German Criminal Code (STGB) for 
breach of confi dentiality. The public prosecutor‘s offi ce in-
vestigated Florian Mehnert, but ultimately allowed artistic 
freedom to prevail.

screenshot, original 
website of the published 
protocols as audio fi les 
2013

FORRESTPROTOCOLS ,  2013

C / O Berlin, (Hasselbald Foundation) 
„watched“ Forrestprotocols, 2018,
22 channel sound installation, 22 Headphones, 22 mp3 players
dimension variable
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„forestprotocols“ 
installation view Kunstverein Wolfsburg, 2015
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DIE WELT, November 15, 2013 Wiretapping Scandal

Also in the forest, there are the bugs

The artist Florian Mehnert installs a work titled „Wiretapping Protocols 
from the Forests“ in the German forest. It is intended to awaken walkers 
and remind them of their threatened privacy.  

What does a person have to do in the forest today?
Mushrooms, peace, and themselves. In the German forest, the memo-
ry of nature lives on. The fairy tale fi r tree was cut down in the Middle 
Ages. Since the Enlightenment, forestry has been invented, the trees have 
been cultivated as a cultural landscape. The romantics have transformed 
the timber plantations back into forests, a refuge for the driven souls of 
modernity.
The German forests have also survived forest dieback. Tree crowns are 
still sung as a green roof, tree trunks are recommended for leaning against. 
Those who follow the poetry path in the Hardtwald forest on the Upper 
Rhine come across Kurt Tucholsky‘s old forest criticism: „And these old 
trees are supposed to go away/ They, who do not grow back overnight?“ 
Nothing does a person better today than whistling in a forest that he has 
created for himself. In the Eifel region, the Black Forest, and the Bavarian 
Forest, the artist Florian Mehnert has now installed his work „Wiretapping 
Protocols from the Forests“
Directional microphones lurk in the undergrowth, bugs stick to the trunks, 
which switch on as soon as walkers approach and speak confi dentially to 
each other. Normal stage microphones were also hung in the branches for 
everyone to see.

America, you‘re better off

Now everyone can listen to the recordings on Mehnert‘s homepage: 
„What‘s that? Microphone or what? Come on, let‘s go further.“ It is this 
indifferent attitude that has inspired the artist to bug German forests. What 
if, after the home computer, the forest, the last sanctuary, is no longer pro-
tected from America, the algorithms, and the Big Brothers from the NSA?

Florian Mehnert maintains his homepage to wake up the Germans. But 
he strictly refuses to use any social networks. „The material from nature 
contains an opposition, a strong tension to reality, also to the electronic,“ 
he explains: „The forest protocols represent a confl ict and an attempt to 
approach something that is diffi cult for me to understand.“
America still has forests where one can get lost, where a forester has never 
laid his calipers around a trunk and felled it. Anyone who wants to be 
alone or share a secret just has to leave the worn-out Appalachian Trail. 
Perhaps the roots of the NSA scandal can be found there, somewhere in 
the wilderness, where America once again has it better. Where Reinecke 
and Master Rabbit still secretly say goodnight, there is no network. There 
are trees like in a German fairy tale, but no German artists.

by Michael Pilz, DIE WELT

Forest Protocols, Installation detail, Biennale Strassbourg

ph
ot

o:
 B

en
 H

ic
ke

r



24 25

“Way”, oil on canvas, 240 x 180 cm, 2018 
priv. collection Los Angeles
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“root 2”(Wurzel), oil on canvas, 240 x 180 cm, 2018 “Waldwirbel”, oil on canvas, 240 x 180 cm, 2019
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42°11N, 9°21O, oil on canvas, 240  x  180 cm, 2022
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“Entdeckung”, oil on canvas, 240 x 180 cm, 2024
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M I
Humantracks shows video sequences of hacked smartphones 

whose cameras and microphones have been remotely acti-
vated. 
Humantracks directly intervenes in the intimate and private sphere 
and the total loss of privacy. The smartphone as a constant com-
panion becomes a surveillance tool. The art project makes the 
invisible mass surveillance visible. Humantracks questions the 
meaning, the loss and the value of our privacy in the networked 
present. The video installation shows  simultaneously 42 video 
sequences.

In Humantracks, art serves not only as a form of expression, but 
also as a research tool to make the mechanisms and effects of 
surveillance visible. By making real interventions in the private 
sphere, the installation creates an immediate, emotional experi-
ence that makes abstract threats tangible. Art functions here as an 
experimental method to uncover social blind spots and pose criti-
cal questions about digital self-determination. The artistic staging 
not only documents but also actively questions how surveillance 
changes our perception, our behavior and our understanding of 
privacy.
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humantracks,
(Menschentracks), 2014
42 screens, cables, nylon cord
video sequences of hacked smartphones
dimension: 5 x 5 x 5m
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Museum für Angewandte Kunst,
MAK Frankfurt, 
installation view, 2015

humantracks,
(Menschentracks), 2014
42 screens, cables, nylon cord
video sequences of hacked smartphones
dimension: 5 x 5 x 5m
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“menschentracks”
acrylic, ink, graphite on paper, 
180 x 150 cm, 2018
priv. collection, China
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1 1  DAY S

Detail of the installation 11 DAYS

I N T
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A C T
 

USE OF REMOTE -CONTROLLED

ARMED DRONES

INTERACTIVE IMMERSIVE

INSTALLATION WITH VIA

INTERNET REMOTE -CONTROLLED

WEAPON

AND LAB RAT
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Florian Mehnert’s project “11 DAYS” offered a unique in-
sight into the complex dynamics of modern warfare and 

surveillance technologies by putting participants in the role of 
drone pilots who decided on life and death. This immersive 
world, existing in a hybrid space of physical installation and 
virtual interface, opened up new terrain for grappling with the 
ethical challenges of modern warfare.

Participants in “11 DAYS” were not merely passive observers 
but active agents in a complex network of decisions and conse-
quences. By controlling a physical weapon over the internet and 
observing the target via live stream, they experienced a direct 
connection between their actions and the resulting impacts on 
the environment. This telepresent experience led to increased 
cognitive load and emotional intensity among participants.

The choice of the fi rst-person shooter perspective as an aesthet-
ic medium allowed participants to experience the complexity of 
decision-making in an environment marked by uncertainty and 
moral ambivalence. By reducing the spatial distance between ac-
tor and action, this perspective laid bare the ethical gray areas of 
modern warfare technologies and forced participants to grapple 
with questions of accountability and moral agency.

The virtual presence of participants in a real environment con-
trolled over the internet opened up a level of refl ection on the 
role of technology as a mediator between the subject and their 
actions. The incorporation of the webcam stream, connecting the 
physical weapon to the intended target, illustrated the complex-
ity of human-technological interaction and provided a space for 
critical engagement with the ethical implications of using sur-
veillance technologies in modern warfare.

“11 DAYS” was an artistic intervention and at the same time a 
social experiment, that prompted deep refl ection on the ethical 
and moral dimensions of modern warfare and surveillance tech-
nologies. The project sparked a global shitstorm and received 
extensive world wide media attention, leading to a broad public 
discussion about the ethical boundaries of art.

The controversy escalated rapidly, and Mehnert was confronted 
with a fl ood of death threats and numerous complaints that kept 
prosecutors busy.

T H E  A R T  E X P E R I M E N T  1 1  DAY S

website with livestream view
before the project started

the installation 11 DAYS, 2015
white plastic box, steel frame, webcam, weapon,  
Mac mini, arduino board, servo´s, 
custom programmed software, 
webserver, website, livestream,
living white rat and facilities for the rat,
240 x 140 x 80 cm

questioning use of remote-controlled armed drones
Interactive installation with over internet remote-controlled weapon and living lab rat
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victims of drones: livestream view after the project has ended

extract of the book 11 DAYS:

work biography 11 DAYS
ISBN: 978 3 750 4945 03

[...] On Tuesday morning, I give an interview to another radio 
station. At 11.30 a.m., a television crew from the regional tele-
vision station announced that they would be coming. Around 
10.30 a.m., the cast-iron bell on my gate rings.
I react. During my walk to the opaque gate, I see from the shoes 
visible underneath that several people are waiting behind it.
I open the gate and come face to face with three gentle- men in 
trench coats.
It is not the camera crew.
One of the gentlemen approaches me confidently and au- thori-
tatively: „Mr Mehnert?“
I answer in the affirmative.
„We would like to talk to you,“ he asks in a convincingly firm 
voice that brooks no argument.
Caught off guard, I let the three gentlemen enter the courtyard. 
Silently, I lead the way and then halt hesitantly in front of the 
front door.
As I turn around, the presumed leader of the trio speaks up again 
and begins to introduce himself and his companions by name.
The situation slips away from me because at that moment I re-
alise that I am dealing with a superior form of official authority 
that was previously foreign to me.
The men stand in a semicircle around me and simultane- ously 
pull out their badges, which they routinely hold out to me.
I can‘t keep up with their pace and only glance at their cards 
without reading them. When they want to take them again, I 
insist and ask to see them again. I try to gain time, although I 
don‘t know what for.

screenshot : https://youtu.be/VYq-2bOnkqQ

„After the twelfth day, the gun will be pointed at you! 
No matter where you are: in the mall, in the shop around 
the corner or on the street. You know a life is worth 
nothing, then it shall be the same for you.“
1...r+4........4@guerrillamail.com

Mehnert talking at the ADCE European Creativity Festival 
of the Art Director Club of Europe in Barcelona Disseny 
Hub about 11 DAYS:
“11 DAYS is a social experiment giving a frighten insight 
into a society controlled by aggression and hatred”

Mr P., I estimate him to be in his late 50s, is the first to hand me 
his ID card again.
He is slim and a little taller than me. Over his grey suit he wears 
an open beige trench coat.
His face, looks narrow, the dark bags under his eyes contrast 
with his strikingly broad nose. He looks at me with a mockingly 
smug drawl around the thin corners of his mouth.
He seems to be the talker.
I study his identity card with exaggerated interest, and read there 
„Senior Government Director/ Head of De- partment“. Abrupt-
ly and slightly annoyed, he suddenly snatches his ID from my 
hand and comments gruffly, „We‘re not that pretty on our IDs, 
Mr Mehnert!“
The other man identifies himself as Detective Chief Inspector 
Mr G.. He speaks with a slight Swabian accent.
I estimate him to be in his early sixties.
He gives me the experienced impression of an old hand. His 
broad round face on his slightly corpulent stocky body smiles at 
me in a friendly fatherly way.
The third man.
Maybe in his mid-fifties, tall, broad and stocky.
Official veterinarian Dr. vet. K.
I don‘t remember his name.
Good-naturedly, I follow my cooperative attitude and kindly ask 
what I can do for the gentlemen.
Head of Department P. briskly takes the floor:
„Can we talk to you in peace, Mr. Mehnert?“ [...]
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print-out of the shitstorm 
and files of the criminal proceedings

examples from countless com-
ments in social media

SHIT
STORM
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“boat” mixed media on paper, 150 x 110 cm, 2024
(private collection china)

W O R K S  O N  PA P E R

A N D  C A N VA S
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“unvisible III”
ink, graphite, oil pastel, acrylic on paper, 
220  x  150 cm, 2024
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“unvisible II”
ink, graphite, oil pastel, acrylic on paper, 
240  x  150 cm, 2024
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“unvisible III”
ink, graphite, oil pastel, acrylic on paper, 
240  x  150 cm, 2024
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“boat - pectinella magnifi ca”
ink, graphite, watercolor, acrylic on 
paper, 240  x  150 cm, 2007-2021
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“dairy”, guache, ink, graphite on paper, 
50 x 70 cm, 2020

“dairy”, guache, ink, graphite on paper,
50 x 70 cm, 2020



64 65

“from the series “air roots”,  acrylic, chinese 
ink, graphite on paper, 150 x 110 cm, 2023
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“untitled”,  acrylic, chinese ink, graphite on paper, 180 x 150 cm, 2021 “untitled”,  acrylic, chinese ink, graphite on paper, 150 x 110 cm, 2021
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river, oil on canvas, 220  x  160 cm, 2022
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“forestprotocol”, graphite, inc on paper, 160 x 110 cm, 2022

“forestprotocol”, oil on canvas, 220  x  160 cm, 2022
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“Bonsai Garden Hong Kong”, chinese ink, graphite on paper, 120 x 30 cm, 2023
monastery garden, Hong Kong, 2023
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From the photoseries Smartphone Stack
180 cm x 134 cm, 2018, photography,
lamda print behind museum glas

exhibited at DHM
German Historic Museum  Berlin,
“von Luther zu Twitter”,2020
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From the photoseries Smartphone Stack
180 cm x 134 cm, 2018, photography,
lamda print behind museum glas

Title Programm
Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin, 2020 

Florian Mehnert‘s series „Smartphone Stacks“ 
vividly addresses the so-called privacy para-

dox. This describes the contradiction between the ex-
pressed desire for privacy and the actual behaviour 
of many people who willingly disclose personal data. 
Through this staging, he visualises how the partici-
pants literally become „data material“ - a collection 
of information that they themselves generate through 
their smartphone use. Mehnert confronts viewers with 
the fact that although we strive for privacy, we are 
constantly undermining it through our mobile phone 
activities. In an interview with Deutschlandfunk Cor-
so, this paradoxical discrepancy between attitude and 
behaviour is addressed.
On the one hand, many express concerns about pri-
vacy, but on the other hand, their digital behaviour 
constantly feeds the data collection mania of com-
panies and authorities.Mehnert‘s work shows in a 
disturbing way how we value the convenience and 
connectivity of smartphone use more highly than the 
protection of our privacy. It is precisely this tension 
between the desire for data protection and the reality 
of data sharing that constitutes the privacy paradox. 
His art urges us to question our contradictory attitu-
des and behaviours in relation to privacy.

S M A R T P H O N E  S TA C K S ,  2 0 1 8
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Florian Mehnert, India, negative film, 1996

photography

social
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Florian Mehnert uses photography to capture multi-layered 
social and cultural processes. Travelling through differ-
ent countries, he primarily documents social interactions, 
landscapes and cultural sites, each of which refers to spe-
cific local and global discourses. The photographic image 
is understood as a medium that captures fleeting moments 
and places them in a temporal context. The documentary 
practice thus serves not only as a visual archive, but also 
as an empirical basis for making changes and discontinu-
ities in social structures comprehensible; in this context, 
photography becomes an instrument with which Mehnert 
systematically records social developments - for example 
in the areas of urbanity, the experience of nature or cultural 
identity. The result is a visual chronicle that allows compar-
isons to be drawn between different regions, revealing both 
similarities and contrasts. The methodological approach to 
documentation is based on careful observation and the se-
lection of moments that are representative of larger social 
processes.

documentation
of social

dynamics

India, analog diapositive, 1996
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from the series “India”,  1996
analog black and white photography
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from the series “Indian-Diary”,  1996
analog black and white photography
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from the Indian Cycles
series of 10 different etchings,
edition 4 of 10, 
dry point etching on Bütten

aus Indien II,  chinese ink
1997, 50 x 70 cm
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from the series “India”,  diapositive,1996
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“drivers pause”, from the series “Hong Kong, 2023
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Hong Kong Park,2023, photography, lambda print, 182 x 105 cm
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Henderson Land Group, 2023, photography, lambda print, 178 x 100cm
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from the series “Hong Kong,  2023
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Hong Kong Central, 2023, photography, lambda print, 165 x 92 cm
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“untitled”, dry point etching, 
and ink drawing 40 x 50 cm, 
2008
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“untitled” e.a, dry point 
aquatint, 40 x50 cm, 2009



104 105

overpainted etching from the series “Warteleben”,
acrylic, chinese ink, dry point etching on paper, 49 x 39,5 cm, 2024
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overpainted etchings,  acrylic, chinese 
ink, graphite, etching on buetten  paper, 

2024

studio view, 2024

107
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from the Barbados Cycles, 
épreuve d`artiste, dry point 
etching on Bütten, 40 x 50 cm
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overpainted drypoint etching 
100 x 70 cm, 1999-2018

overpainted drypoint etching 
100 x 70 cm, 1999-2018
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“water” 3 of 3, dry point 
aquatint, 100 x 70 cm, 2017

“water fi eld storm”
3 of 3, dry point aquatint, 

100 x 70 cm, 2017



114 115

Mehnert’s photography serves also as an independent means 
of artistic expression. Here, his demand for precise obser-
vation of reality merges with a creative interpretation of the 
scenes captured. Mehnert’s deliberate use of the medium 
of photography does not serve the objective depiction of 
circumstances, but rather becomes a dialogical instrument 
that invites the viewer to actively engage with the content 
depicted. In this context, Mehnert’s projects Refugee Stacks 
and Social Distance Stacks can be cited as examples. In 
Refugee Stacks, photography is used to make the complex 
realities of refugees’ lives and their cultural identity visible. 
The visual presentation serves not only as an archive, but 
also as a critical reflection on migration and identity. Social 
Distance Stacks also addresses current social debates on 
physical and social distance through photographic interven-
tions. The artistic treatment of the topic opens up a space in 
which the photographic representation serves as an impulse 
for discourses on social isolation, control mechanisms and 
the dynamics of social interaction. Both projects demon-
strate how photography, as a medium of aesthetic debate, 
simultaneously reacts to social developments and helps to 
shape them by making hidden connections visible and ques-
tioning traditional narratives.

S O
C I

A L
P H O T O G R A P H Y

PA R T I C I PAT O RY

P E R F O R M A N C E
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Mehnert’s photography serves also as an independent means 
of artistic expression. Here, his demand for precise obser-
vation of reality merges with a creative interpretation of the 
scenes captured. Mehnert’s deliberate use of the medium 
of photography does not serve the objective depiction of 
circumstances, but rather becomes a dialogical instrument 
that invites the viewer to actively engage with the content 
depicted. In this context, Mehnert’s projects Refugee Stacks 
and Social Distance Stacks can be cited as examples. In 
Refugee Stacks, photography is used to make the complex 
realities of refugees’ lives and their cultural identity visible. 
The visual presentation serves not only as an archive, but 
also as a critical reflection on migration and identity. Social 
Distance Stacks also addresses current social debates on 
physical and social distance through photographic interven-
tions. The artistic treatment of the topic opens up a space in 
which the photographic representation serves as an impulse 
for discourses on social isolation, control mechanisms and 
the dynamics of social interaction. Both projects demon-
strate how photography, as a medium of aesthetic debate, 
simultaneously reacts to social developments and helps to 
shape them by making hidden connections visible and ques-
tioning traditional narratives.

The Refugee Stacks project is a reaction to the situation 
of refugee flows and an examination of postcolonial-

ism and migration.
For one week the Florian Mehnert talked to people in a ref-
ugee home and convinced them of his project. The Refugee 
Stacks as human sculptures draw attention to the fact that 
behind every refugee there is a personal story, an individ-
ual destiny, a person with abilities and dreams. The works 
approach the viewer through their aesthetics, and then con-
front their depiction of the stacked refugees in the next step.
The viewer’s oscillation between the aesthetics and the con-
frontation with the actual image situation creates a platform 
for discourse and discussion of the refugee issue.

postcolonialism
and 

migration

R E F U G E E  S TA C K S ,  PA R T I C I PAT O RY  P R O J E C T  W I T H  R E F U G E E S

“Refugee Stacks”,  2015
150 cm x 112 cm, photography,
lamda print behind museum glas,
(collection of Kunstforum TU Darmstadt)
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from the series “Refugee Stacks”,  2015
150 cm x 112 cm, photography,

lamda print behind museum glas,
(collection of Kunstforum TU Darmstadt)
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from the series “Refugee Stacks”
150 cm x 112 cm, 2015, photography,
lamda print behind museum glas

(collection of Regional Council
Freiburg i.Br.)



122 123

PA N
D E

M I C
SOCIAL

DISTANCE

INFORMATION BUBBLE



124 125

Florian Mehnert in cooperation with the Stuttgart Ballett 2021

During the pandemic Florian Mehnert realized his 
photographic project „Social Distance Stacks“.

Social Distance Stacks addresses the ubiquitous situ-
ation of social distance in the Corona Pandemic. For 
the „Social Distance Stacks“ project, the artist had 
people each enter a transparent inflatable and sealable 
PVC bubble. He arranged and photographed, among 
others, dancers of the Stuttgart Ballet, actors of the 
Theater Freiburg and the Stuttgart Philharmonic Or-
chestra. The surreal images are showing the dancers 
in narrow, restricted bubbles and reflected the isola-
tion and alienation during the pandemic.

social
d i s t a n c e

Social Distance Stacks, 2021
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Social Distance Stacks, Grand Finale with Romeo and Juliet 
and the couples of Swanlake and Giselle, photography, 
lambda print,
182 x 109 cm, 2021
private collection Tel Aviv, Israel
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Social Distancs Stacks, Hallenbad, 
photography, lambda print,

170 x 1127 cm, 2021
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Social Distance Stacks,
Philharmonic Orchestra
photography, lambda print,
170 x 127 cm, 2021
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I thought about how I could formulate a con-
tra-movement to the now omnipresent digitality.

A contra-movement that does justice to the withdraw-
al and the lockdown in a completely different way 
for me.
I have been looking for an analog form of expression 
that is in complete contrast to my conceptual proj-
ects that often take place in digital space with digital 
tools.
The woodcut is such an old form, perhaps even an 
anachronistic form of expression, and I found it ex-
citing to create the discrepancy between a traditional 
way of working but a digital motif, namely the smart-
phone display.
So maybe it’s a kind of paradox, to show a display 
that doesn’t show content, but that self is content. 
Completely different elements are shown, elements of 
the woodcut, my treatment, floral elements, cracked 
elements.
Completely untypical content for a smartphone dis-
play.
So what I show is actually a display that shows itself, 
that shows no other content, but the display itself is 
the content of the image.
It’s also my way of criticizing the use of the smart-
phone as a data collection device, to use the smart-
phone to monitor whole societies.
I think it is important to be able to fall back on one-
self, to be able to live an analog existence and live 
one’s own form of freedom there.

Florian Mehnert

Lockdown woodcuts 2022 

contra
movement
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“lockdown”, woodcut, unique 
prints, 107 x 80 cm, 2022

The woodcuts show dismantled broken smartphone and pad displays.
The work oscillate between the exciting discrepancy between the 
electronic high-tech product of a broken smartphone display and its 
representation through the century-old traditional woodcut.

136
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“lockdown pad”, 
overpainted woodcut on 
paper, unique prints,
100 x 70 cm, 2022

“lockdown pad”,  
overpainted woodcut 

on paper, unique print, 
100 x 70 cm, 2022
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P H O T O G R A P H Y  O N  C O T T O N

I C E L A N D

S e r i e s  o f  7  p h o t o g r a p h s  e x p o s e d  d i -
r e c t l y  o n  f r a m e d  c o t t o n  t r e a t e d  w i t h 
s i l v e r  g e l a t i n e .
T h e  p h o t o g r a p h s  w e r e  d e v e l o p e d 
m o u n t e d  o n  t h e  f r a m e s  u s i n g  t h e 
c l a s s i c  b l a c k  a n d  w h i t e  p r o c e s s i n g . 

F R A
G M

E N T
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fragments, Iceland, photography, silvergelatine on cotton, 180 x 140 cm fragments, Iceland, photography, silvergelatine on cotton, 200 x 156 cm
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“Stallfl ut”, soil, oil on canvas, 240 x 180 cm, 2017
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“Fluss”, oil on canvas, , 220 x 160 cm, 2018
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Fragments, Elements, Details is a 16-channel 
video installation spread over an entire village. 

Through visual abstractions, macro shots and subtle 
musical overlays, everyday elements are transformed 
into vivid compositions.
The installation includes sixteen projections on house 
walls and invites visitors to experience and connect 
different facets of their village during their tour. This 
sensory commentary on the identity of the village 
encourages viewers to rethink their perceptions and 
explore their surroundings with new appreciation, re-
vealing aspects that typically remain hidden by the 
veil of the ordinary. A social sculpture that brings the 
people in the village together.

“reflection”, 2024,
videostill of projection on 
the church of the village

plan of the 16 projections, 2024

16 channel videoinstallation, in public space, 2024

F R A G M E N T S

E L E M E N T S

D E TA I L S
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videostills of projections on housewalls
fragments, elements, details, 2024
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Lissabon, 2022, photography, lamda print, 178 x 100 cm
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sea, 2013,oil on canvas, 180 x 220 cm
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“wave”, oil on canvas, 180 x 220 cm, 2019
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The „Data to Light“ installation is a thought-pro-
voking light art piece that aims to make the invi-

sible work of data protection visible. It was commis-
sioned by the State Commissioner for Data Protection 
and Freedom of Information in Baden-Württemberg, 
Germany.

The permament installed walk-through sculpture 
consists of multiple LED strips that lead from many 
workspaces to the centre of the building, where they 
form an impressive light column. The light column in 
turn leads to the second floor, from where the indivi-
dual light lines lead back to the workspaces. Walking 
through the installation creates an immersive and dy-
namic experience. By translating the abstract concept of data into a tangi-

ble, visual form, Mehnert‘s installation invites viewers 
to contemplate the ubiquitous nature of data in our di-
gital age and the importance of protecting personal in-
formation. The light patterns represent the landscape of 
data flow, highlighting the complexity and vulnerabili-
ty of our digital footprints.

The installation is a permanent fixture at the offices of 
the State Commissioner for Data Protection in Stutt-
gart, serving as a powerful reminder of the agency‘s 
mission and the ongoing challenges of safeguarding 
privacy in an increasingly data-driven world.

Through „Data to Light,“ Mehnert demonstrates his 
ability to transform complex societal issues into cap-
tivating artistic experiences that provoke thought and 
foster dialogue. The installation exemplifies his multi-
disciplinary approach, blending art, technology to crea-
te works that resonate with contemporary audiences.

data to light, 2022
walk through installation over to complete fl oors
in the building of the State Commissioner for 
Data Protection, Stuttgart

2022

DATA

TO

LIGHT
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I N T E R D I S C I P L I N A RY  

S O C I A L  S C U L P T U R E
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public   
space

A remarkable manifestation of Florian Mehnert’s 
artistic work is the project “Freedom 2.0,” which 

makes a significant contribution to the discussion on the 
merging of privacy and digital networking. This ambi-
tious project unfolds as a multifaceted exploration of 
the political possibilities of citizens in an increasingly 
interconnected world.
Mehnert employs the expanded concept of art termed 
“social sculpture” to create a participatory art installa-
tion in public spaces, which he brought to life once as 
a tri-national project in Weil am Rhein/Basel/Hunigue 
in 2016 and in Stuttgart in 2018. whre he worked in a 
close cooperation with the Data Protection Officer of 
Baden Württemberg. The central question of the project 
is: “What does BIG DATA have to do with FREEDOM?”
In this regard, “Freedom 2.0” serves as an open plat-
form for discourse, inviting reflection and debate on 
the tensions between digital networking and individual 
freedom.

Florian Mehnert takes a critical look at the actual 
threats to freedom, which do not primarily stem from 
intelligence agencies, but from a digital surveillance 
capitalism aiming to monetize behavior predictions and 
analyze individual behavior in real-time. This approach 
aims to underscore and define the precious privacy of 
each individual while shedding light on the ethical chal-
lenges of an increasingly interconnected world.

The “Freedom 2.0” project comprises various elements 
that collectively enable a multifaceted discussion on 
the societal impacts of digitization. A self-tracking app 
raises awareness among users about how individual be-
havior generates data traces, while a series of shops are 
temporarily renamed to provoke questions about privacy 
and individual freedom in public spaces. Furthermore, a 
colored guidance system visualizes the networking of 
people and their movements in urban spaces, while Big 
Data colloquiums provide a platform for open discus-
sions.
“Freedom 2.0” thus embodies not only Mehnert’s com-
mitment to a deeper exploration of the consequences of 
digitization but also his vision of art as a critical tool for 
reflecting on the significant questions of our time.

in
Intervention

change of name into “drugstore of freedom”, 
(alias Drogerie Rühle, Weil am Rhein)

Freedom 2.0,  2016 & 2018
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G oogle is aware of our concerns, our interests 
and our next holiday destination. WhatsApp 

knows with whom we communicate. YouTube knows 
what videos we watch, and Instagram knows our posted 
life. Smart Speakers knows what is spoken at home and 
the smart TV looks in our bedroom. Facebook knows 
us better than our friends, and Amazon already knows 
today what we will buy tomorrow. The Big Data sys-
tem records our lives with all its ramifications. Person-
al and private data are collected permanently, always 
and everywhere.1  We all, the users of the Internet, the 
consumers, are the source of this free data for the new 
production process: the prediction of our human behav-
ior. The Big Data industry is therefore looking for a 
real-time model of our daily lives. Its resulting business 
models and commercialization processes are low-risk 
and will generate billions in revenue.
In September 2016 I realized the participative art in-
stallation FREIHEIT 2.0 in Weil am Rhein (Germany), 
Basel (CH), Huningue (France), and in June 2018 in 
Stuttgart.

The installation should provide a differentiated view of 
the challenge in the handling of Big Data in our digital, 
parallel reality and make the interactions between the 
digital and the analog world visible. I want to point out 
that democratic achievements, such as personal free-
dom, are a precious asset that must be defended in an 
increasingly digital world. I want to transport the com-
plex issue of Big Data to public spaces through an art 
installation.
It is important for others to see that FREEDOM 2.0 is 
not confused with a political action or measured as a 
success on the depth of its Enlightenment. 
Behind FREEDOM 2.0, the question raised is, “To what 
extent could a large-scale participatory installation in 
public spaces be implemented, whether there could be a 
broad range of participation and to what extent  would 
people be willing to engage in the abstract form of an 
art installation.”
Advanced art concept
Freedom 2.0 was a social, participatory art installation 

in which people were an important, co-shaping element 
of the work. It combined public spaces, participants 
and passers-by in its installation. Everyone was able 
to shape the project through the use of tracking apps, 
through discussions on the sidewalks, in the shops, and 
through their own thoughts, which could be expressed 
later in the Big Data colloquia. Freedom 2.0 was also 
an artistic form of initiated social revolt in its struc-
ture, through the changing of shop names and its guid-
ing system. FREEDOM 2.0 worked with an extended 
art concept, in which everyone was, in his own way, the 
designer and “creator” of his environment and society. 
Participating shops and their employees, the city of 
Weil am Rhein and Stuttgart, passers-by in public spac-
es and the visitors of the colloquia, were all part of 
shaping the elements of FREEDOM 2.0.  Employees of 
renamed shops were exposed daily to questions from 
their customers and participated in lively debates. Still 
growing traces of the tracking app users, testify to the 
enthusiasm for participation in this project. 
During this project I met students and older people who 
took the city tour along the management system. Some 
even asked for help installing their app. I engaged in 
countless conversations with people in and outside the 
colloquia. 

FREEDOM 2.0 has deepened my understanding of the 
attitude of society to the developments of Big Data.
The notion of freedom in the context of a parallel, digi-
tal world has been of interest to many people. 
The Freedom 2.0 project demonstrated that younger 
people in particular have a higher frequency of an un-
disturbed relationship with data and a digital world.

Some people even ask themselves if a “public self” 
is not the new social order. According to Zuckerberg, 
“privacy is obsolete”.  Many young “digital natives” 
consider the discussion about personal privacy to be of 
little relevance.
This is due in part to the naturally strong need for 
communication with peers. It takes place over smart 
phones with well-known apps like WhatsApp, Snapchat 

Foreword of the publication Freiheit 2.0
ISBN-13: 978 3 756 82770 1

The Selftracking app serves as an 
interface between the analog and 

digital world. It is used to create an 
awareness of the sensitivity of one’s 
own data.

The Selftracking app illustrates how 
individual movements in the analogous 
world are obtained. Motion profiles 
are one of the most important data 
resources that are traded and evaluated. 
Each line represents the movement of a 
person.person.

      Individual
Movements
 Become
   Readable
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and also Facebook. It is the basic need of humans to 
communicate and share their experiences. The Internet 
and smart phones are perfect for that. The fact that we 
enthusiastically accept the free communication and ex-
pressive tools of the industry correspond to the nature 
of the human being.
To this, the Big Data industry works with operant con-
ditioning and a positive reinforcement system. A person 
who posts a lot is interesting and rewarded by many 
“likes”, “followers”, “comments”, and perhaps even 
crowned as an Instagram or YouTube star. Those who 
do not participate fall back into social exclusion. A call 
for more caution, when dealing with your own data or 
encryption, lessens but does not solve the basic prob-
lem. Insurance companies are experimenting with smart 
health and telematics concepts. Facebook and Google 
work with micro targeting, Amazon with dynamic pric-
ing and anticipatory shipping. Anyone who does not 
provide real-time data cannot utilize these “instant grat-
ifications” and will have to pay for the right to privacy 
in the future. 
The possibility of predictive, calculated customer 
moves are within reach: the systematic evaluation and 
the correlation of all personal data. 
The creation of personality profiles, psychograms, and 
digital profiling leads to the systematic destruction of 
our private spheres. Young people typically lack the in-
sight and the far-sightedness regarding the privacy of 
their personal data and the recycling industry that is so 
willing to utilize it. They lack the knowledge about the 
monetary value their data contains. What kind of enthu-
siastic young Pokémon-Go player can see that the game 
is actually paid for with a lot of personal data?2

The game is not the product, but the player himself is.
There is a difference with “Digital Immigrants”. Here, 
there is a more conservative view of the world in terms 
of privacy, which is regarded as an important and ele-
mentary commodity. But there is social pressure too. A 
participant of the colloquia reported how, by leaving 
a WhatsApp group, he came in conflict with his wife, 
who had to justify herself in front of her digital friends, 
because her husband’s departure was interpreted as a 
rejection and dislike for the group. 
There is also enthusiasm for the possibilities and prom-
ises of Big Data: “If we are constantly collecting and 
correlating all the available data, we will get closer to 
the truth. We will understand human life in all its com-
plex processes and create a better life for each individ-
ual.”  However, self-determination and privacy must be 
sacrificed in return.
Digital natives in particular perceive, little by little, that 
the digital personality profiles in many ways resemble 
their analogous world. Through the colloquia, I some-
times get the impression that the “transparent self” has 
already become self-evident. It seems as if the relation-
ship to privacy is about to change into another far less 

critical attitude. The reasons are perhaps in the sense of 
the desire: the desire for security, in an optimistic belief 
in the good, and in the progress and enthusiasm for the 
technical possibilities. 
In general and in all the groups of the colloquia, the 
lack of background knowledge and an idea of how the 
daily and social lives change by means of data correla-
tions and evaluations have often been seen. There is no 
idea of what it means to live as a calculable algorithmic 
human, where companies know more about one’s self, 
than one knows about himself. There is a lack of knowl-
edge of how deep the Big Data industry has already 
penetrated many areas of life.
The question of how to deal with Big Data has often 
been discussed at the colloquia, showing this conscious-
ness in our society and politics has already begun. 
The goal of the Big Data industry is to extract human 
personality patterns, to predict real-time results about 
those behaviors3, and then commercialize them. This 
destruction of human dignity and the order of a free 
democratic society is accepted by the industry, its in-
vestors and by society itself. 

FREEDOM 2.0 has taken a first step towards exposure 
of the business procedures of Big Data; scrutinizing it 
in the form of a social, participatory art installation. It 
is to be used as a platform for discussion, for recogniz-
ing and learning that we have to develop a global ethic 
regarding Big Data in order to protect ourselves and our 
dignity in the future.

Florian Mehnert

1 Networks of Control,
A Report on Corporate Surveillance, Digital Track-
ing, Big Data & Privacy, Wolfie Christl, Sarah 
Spiekermann, 2016

2 Is Pokémon GO Watching You? A Survey on the 
Privacy-Awareness of Location-Based Apps’ Users, 
Chiara Braghin, Marilisa Del Vecchio, 2017

3 Big Data to Extract Patterns and Predict Re-
al-Life Outcomes 
Michal Kosinski, Yilun Wang, Himabindu Lakkara-
ju, and Jure Leskovec Stanford University Psycho-
logical Methods © 2016 American Psychological 
Association 2016, Vol. 21, No. 4, 

The guidance system reflects the digital movement profiles of the Freedom 
2.0 app on the streets and paths of Stuttgart, 2018



172 173

Freedom 2.0 Colloquia , Stuttgart
Dr. Stefan Brink, Data Protection Officer BW
Prof. Susanne Hahn, University of Düsseldorf

Florian Mehnert
Prof. Siegfried Stihl, University of Hamburg

Florian Mehnert’s Project 
Freedom 2.0 is used as learn-
ing and illustrative material in 
a school textbook.
(ISBN 978 3 532 70094 5)

Projection of the moving 
profiles users created with 
the App Freedom 2.0

Big Data Colloquia at Weil am Rhein , 2016
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