Manuel Stehli — Disarmed

Manuel Stehli’s works usher in an immediate sense of calm. There is no spectacle here, despite the
origin of the subjects. Many figures are drawn from stock imagery and wrestling photographs:
bodies posed for purpose, for tension, for display. Stehli interrupts that logic. He pauses.

The figures are life-sized, sometimes larger and yet nothing is loud about them. The opponents are
gone. The objective has disappeared. What remains are figures in a room.

What is striking is that the stillness does not feel forced. The scenes don’t register as moments
pulled out of action. These characters don’t appear frozen - they are simply there. In that pause,
something shifts: figures that were once locked in struggle begin to read differently. They appear
almost attentive to one another, as if a form of compassion had entered the scene.

All preconceived notions fall away. For Stehli this means taking these figures out of circulation and
placing them under scrutiny. Their posture, their position, their relation to one another - all of it
comes into focus. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the first three paintings. Each image is
drawn from the same scene. At first glance, the paintings seem to differ only in hue. Looking closer,
it becomes clear that color isn't the only difference. Subtle shifts in posture and position begin to
emerge. These minor changes affect the relations within the image - and the atmosphere shifts
with them.

In the central room, four fitness machines occupy the space. These too are objects designed for
the body - for action, discipline, labor, the pursuit of human perfection. But here they are emptied
of that purpose. Removed from their context, they become something closer to ruins: remnants of
function, standing quiet. Every curve and joint suggests an intended movement and yet none of
that intention resolves into action anymore. Instead, it remains suspended, held in the same pause
as the figures.

Stehli’s works simultaneously examine physical states and produce psychological ones.

In this process, the origin of the imagery becomes irrelevant. They are about something more
fundamental: the human condition as seen not from narrative but from relation - tension,
distance, proximity, vulnerability. Attention turns to the way figures and objects are rendered, held
and read in space, how small differences in posture and position shift their alignment, both
between each other and within themselves.

Flatness is crucial here. It closes distance rather than creating it. Somewhere between surface and
depth, context dissolves and the viewer is drawn inward. The image resists connotation and
appears non-confrontational. The scene is no longer something to decode, but something to feel
and observe.

You are left with the figure, the light, the room - and a sense that extends beyond the image,
remaining.

- lda Baier



