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Since thousands of years fountains of burning oil have been 
reported to spout from the ground on the Absheron Pen-
insula and to be worshipped in fire cults. Despite this long-
standing history the discovery and industrial exploitation of 
oil in the middle of the 19th century marked a decisive event 
that lead to a radical transformation of the landscape and 
an enormous growth of the former provincial town of Baku. 
From then on oil pervaded – and still pervades – nearly all 
realms of life and according to its great significance pos-
sesses a decidedly mythological dimension. The exhibition 
“Black Myths” presents a series of interrelated work cycles 
that Michael Hirschbichler created around the resource of 
oil, and which investigate oil’s interplay with the geological, 
social, political, economical and cultural reality of the Ab-
sheron Peninsula and beyond. In a broad spectrum of artis-
tic media – which comprises installation, sculpture, draw-
ing, painting, photography, performance, film and sound 
– the works depart from the physical properties of oil and 
of the landscape, from which it is extracted, in order to en-
compass its political and spatial implications and finally its 
deeply-rooted and yet tacit mythologization. The individual 
works and work cycles shown in the exhibition can be under-
stood as a fragmentary collection of symbolic objects and 
signs, between which a complex web of myths unfolds.
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GEOLOGICAL PAINTINGS (THE PENINSULA CHArT)

soil samples from different locations on the Absheron Peninsula on wooden boards
57x75 cm each

2017

Soil samples collected from different sites on the Absheron 
Peninsula that are connected to oil, it’s extraction, process-
ing, the wealth generated thereof etc. form the basis of this 
work cycle. By removing the soil from its site of origin and 
by applying it onto wooden boards it becomes the resource 
for an aleatory painting process. The resulting “Geologi-
cal Paintings” form an abstract map consisting of multiple 
plates that are not meant to be representations or depic-
tions of the territory but rather physical translocations con-
taining hints of the region’s treatment of the ground and 
its mythology. Upon a closer look, traces of human presence 
and fragments of potential stories contained in this raw 
landscape material become visible. 



“Geological Paintings“
exhibition view Yarat Contemporary Art Space, Artim, Baku 2017



“Geological Paintings“, 2017
above: Arty om Island, latitude: 40.475511, longitude: 50.313606
below: Bal ax ani, atitude: 40.461657, longitude: 49.932202

“Geological Paintings“, 2017
above: Xirdalan, latitude: 40.465661, longitude: 49.791164

below: Dubendi Beach, latitude: 40.424629, longitude: 50.296141



“Geological Paintings“, 2017
above: Emin Beach, latitude: 40.367557, longitude: 50.126469
below: Sixov Cimer liyi, latitude: 40.300273, longitude: 49.772265

“Geological Paintings“, 2017
above: Bibi-Hey bat, latitude: 40.333084, longitude: 49.827849

below: Zabrat, latitude: 40.467085, longitude: 49.948617



“Geological Paintings“, 2017
above: Hövsan, latitude: 40.353755, longitude: 50.029174
below: White City, latitude: 40.388399, longitude: 49.890876

“Geological Paintings“, 2017
above: Surax ani, latitude: 40.414896, longitude: 50.009852,

below:  Xazar Islands, latitude: 40.253289, longitude: 49.625547



The works of the series “Oil Field Paintings” were created 
on one of the world’s oldest oil fields, in Bibi Heybat, Baku. 
In a kind of „Plein Air“ action, ironically engaging traditions 
of landscape painting – such as Impressionist as well as Ab-
stract Expressionist techniques – crude oil is taken directly 
from oil spills in the landscape and carried onto white canva-
ses. Applied in coarse gestures, the paintings are recordings 
of the different material characteristics and aesthetic qua-
lities of oil. Either liquid or dried, concentrated or mixed with 
rain water or soil, ranging in color from dark black to light 
brown, with different textures and haptic properties, the 
works capture crude oil’s different material states, depen-
ding on which part of the oil pit the oil was taken from. Con-
sidering this fascinatingly wide spectrum of appearances, 
oil’s archaic mythological implications become understan-
dable. It is not without reason that in ancient Greece oil was 
also known under the name „Oil of Medea“, which alludes to 
the fact that Medea is said to have used it for magical ritu-
als. The performance-like “ritual” of painting the “Oil Field 
Paintings” was interrupted by the security force controlling 
the Biby Heybat oil fields, foregrounding the territorial po-
wer relations, in which this valuable resource is enmeshed.

OIL FIELD PAINTINGS

crude oil sludge on canvas
85 x 120 cm each

2017



“Oil Field Paintings“
on the oil field of Bibi Heybat, Baku, 2017



“Oil Field Paintings“
on the oil field of Bibi Heybat, Baku, 2017



“Oil Field Paintings“
85 x 120 cm each, 2017



The work “How the Flood Turned Into Gold” stages the pro-
cess of translocating 2000 kg of oil sludge from the world’s 
oldest oil field in Bibi Heybat (Baku) to the exhibition space 
of Yarat in Baku. By excavating and moving the oil-dren-
ched landmass from the exterior context of a productive 
industrial wasteland to the clean interior space of an art in-
stitution, both the landscape of the excavation site and the 
perception the oil sludge’s material properties are transfor-
med. In this changed spatial setting the „black gold“ – as 
oil is frequently referred to due to its central role in indust-
rial society and its finiteness – reveals its visual, haptic and 
olfactory properties. Moreover, it acquires a mythological 
dimension, evoking the ancient past, when dead marine or-
ganisms sank to the ground of primordial oceans and over 
the course of millions of years were transformed under the 
absence of oxygen into what we know as oil today. Besides 
the material and sensual presence of the oil sludge, the ac-
tual process of moving it forms an integral part of the work. 
This process, which included negotiations with political au-
thorities and an oil corporation, involved people from dif-
ferent social realities in Baku, those who live the promises 
that the material contains, as well as those for whom they 
remain an illusion. 

HOW THE FLOOD TUrNED INTO GOLD

translocation of 2000 kg of Bibi Heybat oil sludge
variable dimensions

2017



“How The Flood Turned Into Gold“
excavation on the SOCAR oil field, Bibi Heybat, Baku, 2017



“How The Flood Turned Into Gold“
SOCAR oil field, Bibi Heybat, Baku, 2017

“How The Flood Turned Into Gold“
exhibition view Yarat Contemporary Art Space, Artim, Baku 2017



The work “Theater of Combustion” stages the act of bur-
ning fuel as a theatrical event. The main actor hereby is 
a light sculpture in the geometry of a methane molecule, 
which belongs to the group of alkanes, a main component 
of oil and gas. This sculptural enlargement of a molecular 
structure is positioned at different sites of oil production 
and processing on the Absheron Peninsula in Azerbaijan. 
Driven by a gasoline power generator the sculpture illumi-
nates its petro-chemical surroundings by burning the re-
source, which was exploited and refined there. The industri-
al landscapes and facilities, which are photographed during 
dusk and dawn, thus become mysterious places, where fos-
sil fuel is turned into a cult object, sculpturally materialized 
and ritually burned.

THEATEr OF COMBUSTION

in collaboration with Lukas Raeber
steel, neon lights, electrical cables, power generator, photographed at different sites

2017



“Theater of Combustion“ 
Sixov Cimer liyi, Baku, 2017



“Theater of Combustion“ 
Balaxani, Baku, 2017

“Theater of Combustion“ 
Suraxani, Baku, 2017



“Theater of Combustion“  

Sixov Cimer liyi, Baku, 2017
“Theater of Combustion“ 

Sumqayit, 2017



The work “Dark Lake Ritual” consists of sound ‘portraits’ 
of the different oil pumps on the Bibi Heybat oil fields in 
Baku. Each of these pumps executes mechanical move-
ments marked by a seemingly perpetual repetition. Alt-
hough they seem to move in a very similar way, the sound 
of each pump is unique, due to mechanical imprecisions and 
wear. The installation condenses the sound by reducing the 
spatial distance between the pumps on the field to the dis-
tance between the speakers in the exhibition space. Thus a 
simultaneity of sounds and rhythms is created. The pumps 
become individual actors of a collective ritual in a petro-in-
dustrial sound choreography across the topography of the 
oil fields. 

DArK LAKE rITUAL

sound installation, 6–90 speakers
variable dimensions

2017
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“Dark Lake Ritual“ 
territorial score showing the oil pumps on the SOCAR oil field in Bibi Heybat, Baku, 2017



“Dark Lake Ritual“ 

oil pit on the SOCAR oil field in Bibi Heybat, Baku, 2017
“Dark Lake Ritual“ 

exhibition view Yarat Contemporary Art Space, Artim, Baku 2017
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