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Atlanta

Vee Speers
JACKSON FINE ART
3115 E. Shadowlawn Avenue
February 13–March 28

Vee SpeersÕs ÒThe Birthday PartyÓ is not your typical cake-and-
candle celebration. The children depicted are dressed in costumesÑ
bird wings, a monkey mask, a princess dress, a gladiatorÕs helmetÑ
but rather than creating a festive air, the subjectsÕ appearances
evoke an ominous coterie. The guests at this party seem near the
end of childhood and headed for lives not found in the rosy picture
books of youth.

Unnatural costumes and props fuel often-sinister implications. A
young girl in a beautiful white lace dress serenely grasps a dead
rabbit in one hand. A shirtless boy in a helmet is poised with a
machine gun and pistols tucked into the waist and pockets of his
pants. Another girl faces away from the camera, holding a pair of
open scissors just below her long, braided hair.

The strength of these pictures lies in their ambiguity, partly supplied
by the children who, between the ages of seven and ten, have body
shapes and facial features that teeter between youth and adulthood.
The remaining enigma is provided by Speers, a Paris-based former
fashion photographer who, with evocative clothing, fantastic
hairstyles, and emotionally charged objects, creates each macabre
character.

By contrast, the staging of the twenty-one images is quite minimal.
Each frame contains either one or two children posed in front of the
same textured stucco wall. In most instances, the subjects stare
directly at the camera, devoid of facial expressions. Each image is
shot in black-and-white, though in many instances Speers later
added color digitally, giving the pieces the effect of hand tinting. The
compositional simplicity only accentuates the realization that viewers
are responsible for completing the stories, and whatever dark
predictions they might have about these childrenÕs futures are of the
audienceÕs own design.

— Rebecca Cochran

PERMALINK TALKBACK (0 MESSAGES) E-MAIL PRINT

Vee Speers, Untitled #37,  2008,

color photo, 36 x 29".

Boston

Shepard Fairey
THE INSTITUTE OF CONTEMPORARY ART, BOSTON
100 Northern Avenue
February 6–August 16

That the work of Shepard Fairey suddenly finds itself in a storm of
publicityÐÐfrom GQ to the New York TimesÐÐseems not only
preordained but a bit tautological. For FaireyÕs work began as a
germ of ubiquitous, ÒviralÓ publicity, in the legendary form of small
stickers depicting the mug of Andre the Giant, a former pro-wrestling
phenomenon. ANDRE THE GIANT HAS A POSSE, announced
these enigmatic decals, plastered in the most unlikely of places by a
seemingly anonymous army in the early 1990s. (When someone
offered one to me fifteen years ago, I duly placed it on my notebook.
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There was a strange thrillÐÐmixed with misgivingÐÐat being part of a
nameless posse headed by a melancholic giant.) But suspicions that
this phenomenon entailed more Big Brother than brotherly love have
been dispelled. FaireyÕs anonymity has crystallized into a
multifaceted enterpriseÐÐincluding a clothing line and graphic-design
companyÐÐrecently punctuated on an even grander scale by the
artistÕs poster featuring (presidential candidate) Barack Obama.
Fairey and his company, Obey Giant, are now embroiled in a lawsuit
over the artistÕs use of an Associated Press photograph as the basis
for his poster.

His batiklike collages most often reveal newsprint barely poking
through their figuresÕ creamy skin. Aside from the history of political
posters, FaireyÕs work finds its most obvious affinities with Haring
and Basquiat, on the one hand, and Murakami, Lichtenstein, and
Warhol (of whose ÒMarilynÓ series Fairey has duly printed a ÒGiantÓ
version) on the other. His use of bold black outlines, large scale, and
increasingly Pop-ish composition also conjures Gilbert and George,
though to more expressly ideological ends. The prankish aphorisms
that pepper his imagery have gained poignancy in light of the
economic crisis. His series ÒTwo Sides of Capitalism,Ó 2007, plays on
the iconography of American money; the tags OBEDIENCE IS THE
MOST VALUABLE CURRENCY and RANSOM NOTE replace the
usual pecuniary axioms found on bills. But these latter works are
owned and sold by the Jonathan Levine GalleryÐÐhardly a bastion of
anticapitalist radicalism. Fairey was recently hired by Saks Fifth
Avenue to design bags and advertisements in a pastiche of Russian
Constructivist style, raising further questions about the blend of
earnestness and irony in his work. In that vein, a few (clearly faux
and sanitized) plastic newspaper racks sit in the lobby of the ICA,
perhaps seeking to stir up the urban grittiness inevitably drained
when Fairey is museumified. This gambit only calls further attention,
although perhaps not in the way anticipated, to the important meta-
questions that the show raises about commodification and activism,
institutional critique and critical success.

— Ara H. Merjian
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Shepard Fairey, Guns and Roses ,

2007, stencil and collage on paper,
44 x 30".

William Pope.L
CARPENTER CENTER FOR THE VISUAL ARTS
24 Quincy Street, Harvard University
February 19–April 5

ÒLike a chicken is made of meat, and a house is made of stone,
black people are made of funny.Ó By turns jocular and deadpan,
William Pope.LÕs address, an entrŽe to his multimedia installation in
the Carpenter CenterÕs main gallery, stirred up laughter somewhere
between amusement and discomfiture. Allusions to Jacques Lacan
took turns with Bed Bath & Beyond and studied lyricism gave way to
cavalier musing, as the artist aerated the gravitas of his own words
even as he spoke them.

In Pope.LÕs category-defying practice, humorÐÐand its relationship to
questions of race, language, and authorityÐÐis no stranger to the
serious, but rather its obverse and equal. This exhibition takes a
rather tight-lipped Swiss architect as the object and subject of the
artistÕs sustained (serious) joke. The physical presence of Le
CorbusierÕs legacy in the very structure of the Carpenter Center
itself (his only building ever completed in North America) reveals
Pope.LÕs reflexive sensitivity, his attention to formal and conceptual
involutions. Miniature plaster models of the buildingÐÐdesignated as
ÒCorbu Pops[icles]Ó and looking somewhat like toy tanksÐÐlay strewn
throughout the installation and epitomize his stingingly self-
conscious approach.

The installation consists primarily of a long, studiolike bench, bearing
pots containing an unidentified gooey liquid (inevitably evoking
Pope.LÕs Black Factory, 2005Ð2006, an interactive installation he
has staged in other venues). The bench is plastered with pages from
books on modernism and architecture, scribbled with various jottings
and drawingsÐÐa long-standing preoccupation of Pope.LÕs practice.
Like Adolf Loos before him, Corbu had little time for modernismÕs
penchant for illogic or for the frequent eccentricities and
inconveniences of alternative embodiments. The architectÕs Òmachine
for living inÓ is here reduced to a mass-produced toy; his architectÕs

View of “William Pope.L,” 2009.
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bench and texts are despoiled by random scrawls; the lucidity of his
antiseptic, geometric propriety is muddled by the haphazard chaos of
a nonsensical, anal-expulsive intervention. But as in any parody, the
target is played with in earnest. ÒHumor,Ó Pope.L remarked in his
talk, Òis as formally serious as geometry. ItÕs just messier.Ó

— Ara H. Merjian
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Melanie Smith
MIT LIST VISUAL ARTS CENTER
20 Ames Street E15
February 6–April 5

The word vanishing hardly leaps to mind with regard to Mexico City.
As the largest metropolis in the Western Hemisphere, it has
engulfed the surrounding countryside with exponential
prodigiousness. But perhaps that unchecked sprawl threatens,
precisely, to undermine our image of the city, swelled so excessively
as to prevent any perspective on its contours. Melanie SmithÕs varied
body of work gives back Mexico City some of its dimensions, both
human and architectural, even as it conveys the alienation and
anonymity intrinsic to the cityÕs enormousness. Her series of acrylic
"Vanishing Landscapes," 2005Ð2006, perhaps allegorizes the vexing
attempt to bring the city into focus, while her video Spiral City, 2002,
presents a circling, aerial view of uniform city blocks, animated only
by the procession of vehicles. The videoÕs title nods to Robert
SmithsonÕs 1970 film on Spiral Jetty and its attention to the question
of entropy, though here it is the urban environment that appears
subjected to the second law of thermodynamics, rendered a ruin
even as it is inhabited.

In an adjoining room, a series of photographs and videos presents
the obverse (both spatially and conceptually) of these disorienting,
dehumanized cityscapes. Rather than the cold, gray geometry of
infinite apartment blocks, we find the interior of a travel agency at
once bright and sour, a department store brimming with commodities
and shoppers, and outtakes from an aerobic class and its
endearingly awkward choreography. It is, in part, her status as an
outsider looking in that has afforded SmithÕs incisive viewÐÐat once
sympathetic yet still curiousÐÐof ÒEl DFÓ (El Distrito Federal), as its
denizens call it. If, as an immeasurable whole, Mexico City is
vanishing because of its near ubiquity, SmithÕs work materializes
some of its irreducible particulars with a quirky and endearing
pathos.

— Ara H. Merjian
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Melanie Smith, Spiral City,  2002,

still from a black-and-white video,
57 minutes.

Buffalo

“Gateways: Space, Place, and the Transformative”
BURCHFIELD PENNEY ART CENTER AT BUFFALO STATE COLLEGE
1300 Elmwood Avenue
November 21–April 19

The new Burchfield Penney Art Center, across the street from the
venerable Albright-Knox, is a knockout expansion for Buffalo State
University. This exhibition focuses on the rich history of artists
associated with the college through a diverse collection of art from
BuffaloÕs past and present. Work by notables Cindy Sherman and
Robert Longo are mixed into an eclectic and burly menagerie of
sculpture and painting that enlivens the ÒGatewaysÓ metaphor well
beyond Erie Canal sloganeering. Dominating the east gallery,
Russell DrischÕs painting Gateway, 1989, depicts a monumental
pergola over a stone walkway, dappled in light shining through
twisted vines. Flanked by watery reflections, the grandiose triptych is
composed from photographs and painted in bright and warm acrylics.
Wrapped House II, 1991, by Lin Xia Jiang, complements Gateway

Lin Xia Jiang, Wrapped House II,

1991, oil  on canvas, 66 x 72".
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Wrapped House II, 1991, by Lin Xia Jiang, complements Gateway
with a web of art-historical references, including Andrew WyethÕs
Christina’s World and Christo and Jeanne-ClaudeÕs swaddled
architecture. Robert HirschÕs World in a Jar: War and Trauma, 2004,
offers stark photographs placed in individual jars and stacked in a
tall, undulating wave while also evoking September 11 through iconic
symbols and imagery. A matte-black steel cone by George Smith,
titled Yuzu, 1999, illustrates the artistÕs allegiances to Abstract
Expressionism and African abstraction. In Annie HooverÕs Unhinged,
2007, a large painting cascades down the wall in a waterfall of
neon-orange and pastel-green spray paint that agglomerates into
pink and white foam on the floor. ÒGatewaysÓ offers a firm set of
foundational purchases by the institution, indicative of the impact of
several movements on the region, from political Conceptualism to
postmodern abstract painting, which have set the stage for an
expansion of the cityÕs cultural identity.

— Sean Carroll
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Chicago

“The End of Analog”
ROOTS & CULTURE
1034 N Milwaukee Ave
February 20–March 21

Taking a cue from the federally imposed end date to analog TV
broadcasts, this exhibition, curated by Eric Fleischauer, offers floor
plans of sitcom living rooms, digital photographs of record-album
covers, and a glowing, underlit, crystalline stack of jet-black CDs in
transparent cases. It turns less to the issue of digital-versus-analog
signals than to the interfaces required to translate these ethereal
pulses into visible and audible forms. Electromagnetic waves hardly
change, but how they are registered, transmitted, and consumed
does.

Todd SimeoneÕs Record Cover in a Flash (Reason to Believe), 2007,
imbricates photography with sculpture and analog with digital. A
photograph of an enlarged album cover, it has a white aureole from
the cameraÕs flash in the center. The bright void created by the flash
is ringed by a misty halo that nearly touches the edges. Melding a
flat disk into a flat cover, the concentric rings formed by the flash
and the halo echo the circular form of the record stored insideÑthe
tightly wound vinyl groove suggested by the pristine, digitally
produced photographic surface. At the same time, the extraordinary
resolution of the image captures blunted edges, dirt, and tiny
abrasions that cause the cover to jump off the photographic surface,
as if it were an actual aged cardboard cover that might just be
mounted behind the glass.

For the moment, the human genome lumbers along sleepily as
technologies mutate and transform at a rate faster than we do; we
are consigned to the analog of corporeality. Two works address the
interface between technology and the body head-on. In George
Monteleone and Alexander StewartÕs Coax, 2009, one TV depicts a
man wearing cable-lined pajamas while a facing monitor offers the
snowy, flickering image generated by his stiff movements. Though a
catalogue is available for download, it is exhibited as a clothbound
book in the show, complete with gold-embossed lettering on its light
gray cover designed by Susannah Kim. It must be picked up, flipped
through, and set down againÑhandled  rather than merely seen.

— James Glisson
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Todd Simeone, Record Cover in a

Flash (Reason to Believe),  2007,

color photograph, 42 x 42".

Robert Mapplethorpe
MARY AND LEIGH BLOCK MUSEUM OF ART
Northwestern University, 40 Arts Circle Drive
January 13–April 5

http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Christo%20and%20Jeanne-Claude%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22George%20Smith%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Andrew%20Wyeth%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Annie%20Hoover%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Robert%20Hirsch%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Lin%20Xia%20Jiang%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Sean%20Carroll%22&sort=newest
http://artforum.com/archive/id=22050
http://artforum.com/talkback/talkback=22050
http://artforum.com/picks/id=22050&action=send
http://artforum.com/picks/id=22050&view=print
http://artforum.com/archive/id=22218
http://artforum.com/guide/country=US&place=Chicago&jump=5493#location5493
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Eric%20Fleischauer%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Todd%20Simeone%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Alexander%20Stewart%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22Susannah%20Kim%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22George%20Monteleone%22
http://artforum.com/search/search=%22James%20Glisson%22&sort=newest
http://artforum.com/archive/id=22218
http://artforum.com/talkback/talkback=22218
http://artforum.com/picks/id=22218&action=send
http://artforum.com/picks/id=22218&view=print
http://artforum.com/picks/section=us#
http://artforum.com/archive/id=22022
http://artforum.com/guide/country=US&place=Chicago&jump=1329#location1329


3/12/09 9:54 PMartforum.com / critics' picks

Page 5 of 7http://artforum.com/picks/section=us

Now two decades since the culture wars co-opted Robert
MapplethorpeÕs photographs, it feels possible to view his work
without a knee-jerk defense against philistinism. Indeed, the intimate
scale of these black-and-white Polaroids offers an experience very
different from the larger format and crisp formality of the artistÕs later
work. But though these works of 1970Ð75Ñninety -two selected from
some fifteen hundred that were madeÑare  among his earliest in the
medium, they evidence the heights to which this relatively simple
technology could be raised. MapplethorpeÕs is not the Polaroid of the
snapshot, but rather one of careful composition and deliberate
lighting. Flowers, portraits of friends and lovers, and nude men in
bondage are united by his predilection for a clean line and a strong
pose. The untitled work of two wicker chairs against a bare wall, for
instance, is a classic study in form, while Untitled (Stewart Foster),
1973/75, highlights the sleek musculature of the nude male subject
through side lighting that accents the bodyÕs angles and curves. An
accompanying catalogue reveals that not all of MapplethorpeÕs early
works are as pristine as those on view, where cluttered backgrounds
and experimental exposures betray an element of play that has been
largely edited out of this exhibition. What remains is a beautifully
installed body of work that reveals an eye made for the viewfinder,
exquisitely adept at framing a scene.

— Margaret Ewing
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Robert Mapplethorpe, Untitled

(self-portrait),  1970/73, Polaroid, 4
1/4 x 3 1/4".

Houston

Danny Rolph
BARBARA DAVIS GALLERY
4411 Montrose
February 13–March 14

Dominating the main gallery, London-based artist Danny RolphÕs
Accelerator, 2009, is a large, vigorous wall drawing comprising
collaged magazines and newspapers, drawings half-filled with runny
paint, clear plastic sheets, and literature from the 1960s and Õ70s.
Using cut vinyl in bright yellow, neon pink, orange, aquamarine, and
black, jagged forms and arresting dynamics dominate a mŽlange of
pop-culture references. RolphÕs work threatens to burst forth from
the surface. Adding a personal touch to the otherwise abstract
assemblage, Rolph blends literary texts and sports images with
found drawings and pages from his childrenÕs coloring books. In
Accelerator, the repeated image of iconic soccer player Bobby
Moore holding the World Cup hovers above a grouping of illustrated
book covers from countercultural literature that snakes down to the
ground; to the right, a photograph of the Rat Pack is set against the
wall, held up with stickers featuring the numbers 1, 9, 6, and 7.
Torn-paper sketches such as Atomic 2 and 5, 2007, illuminate
RolphÕs process, constructing compositions from advertisements and
magazines. In a separate gallery hangs a series of paintings made
from Triple Wall plastic that feature strident juxtapositions of painted
and collaged elements. Here pictures of the artist with his children
and a painted pattern from a colleagueÕs tie are set side by side with
photographs of trucks and Le Corbusier buildings. Reaching across
the Atlantic, Rolph finds inspiration in the vigor of Americana but
tempers his excitement with an orderliness that allows his instinctive,
lyric arrangements to shine through.

— Sean Carroll

PERMALINK TALKBACK (0 MESSAGES) E-MAIL PRINT

Danny Rolph, Aberdeen,  2008,

mixed media on Triple Wall, 39 3/8
x 39 3/8".

Milwaukee

Dennis Balk
INOVA - INSTITUTE OF VISUAL ARTS
Kenilworth Square East, 2155 North Prospect Avenue
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February 6–April 5

There is a renewed enthusiasm for the freedoms inherent in
parafictions, falsehoods, and deception in contemporary art. Take,
for example, the work of Reena Spaulings, Toni Burlap, Claire
Fontaine, and Donelle Woolford. While pseudonyms and aliases
expose limitations intrinsic to individual practices, lies and falsehoods
inflate narrative impact, expanding political and entertainment value.
The art-world sage Dennis Balk is a master at creating competing
visions of reality. He has zealously presented his fictions in the form
of plays, props, diagrams, drawings, books, and various other
instructional didactics. The satiric title of his survey exhibition,
ÒDennis Balk: Early Work 1890Ð2090,Ó sets the stage for the
theatrical show, which negotiates a range of works from his Õ90s
ÒNapkin Drawings,Ó imaginative time lines delineated on linen
napkins with fine-point Sharpie, to a full rack of costumes borrowed
from the theater department of the University of Wisconsin,
Milwaukee. Peacock-blue stage curtains divide the exhibition space
and transform it into a museum of official-looking inventions,
theories, and curiosities. A wall tiled with digital prints depicting
complex black-and-white optical studies, each titled Placebo Moires,
1997, is juxtaposed with Photo Magnetic Receiver, Double Array
Device, Deactivated Partial Installation, 1999, an imposing object
consisting of metal rods and fabric that suggests the symmetry of a
television antenna while evoking the mystery of a NASA gadget. In
another gallery, a framed, archival print of a poster of Ho Chi Minh
hangs over a set of three steel drums titled Hollywood Homeless,
2009, and a set of Òexhibition props,Ó according to a gallery
checklist. BalkÕs show gives expanded meaning to mash-ups and the
language of Òtruthiness.Ó Critical, poetic, and funny, and spotted with
elements of complex beauty, his concrete fictions convey a depth of
wisdom and worldliness.

— Michelle Grabner
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View of “Dennis Balk,” 2009.

Pittsburgh

“PREDRIVE: After Technology”
THE MATTRESS FACTORY
500 Sampsonia Way
November 14–April 5

This group exhibition of new-media art covers a wide terrain, ranging
from rec-room psychedelia to neo-Op-art electronics. The eye-
popping vitality of the former is evident in Jacob and Jessica
CiocciÕs mixed-media installation The Dark Side of Light, 2008. Core
members of Paper Rad, their approach is visually intense and
eclectic, using rough juxtapositions of high and low technology in
flashing tie-dye colors, furry stuffed animals, VHS-era video hacks,
stoner jokes, and crudely pixelated pattern making. Compared with
this dizzying heterogeneity, Gretchen SkogersonÕs Switch, 2008,
works with a far simpler set of tools: A gently curved wall is hung
with vertical threads and serves as a screen for a shifting set of
powerfully physical fluorescent light fields, some of them magma hot,
some icy cool. Antoine CatalaÕs single-channel video Pumpkins,
2008, takes heavily processed footage of children playing Twenty
Questions and echoes the gameÕs riddling ambiguity with digital
visual distortion, their faces breaking and smearing into playfully
grotesque abstraction. A more disturbing example of new-media
grotesquerie is Brody CondonÕs Judgement Modification (After
Memling), 2008, a custom computer and self-playing game that
seems drawn from a Boschian nightmare: Mindless naked human
automata do herky-jerky spasms in the statuary niches of a
cathedralÕs entrance; a fat man in jester boots performs a corkscrew
self-trepanation; fractured prisms of light cut through a nebulous
nowhere of smoke and fog.

— Alexander Keefe
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Antoine Catala, Pumpkins, 2008,

still from a color video, 7 minutes.
Installation view, 2009.
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Toronto

Adam David Brown
MKG127
127 Ossington Ave.
February 14–March 14

One of Adam David BrownÕs achievements lies in his consistent
ability to explore the expressive potential of highly reductive imagery.
This exhibition features two colorsÑpink  and whiteÑand  just a few
shapes and letters. On entering the gallery, one is confronted by a
mural-size drawing, Silence (all works 2009) that depicts the letters
SHHHH. It is composed of Pink Pearl eraser applied arduously and
directly to the wall using hundreds of diagonal strokes. The
composition creates a palpable tension between a strongly evident
labor process and an ephemeral medium that is conventionally used
to eliminate mistakes rather than to make something of semantic
interest or aesthetic purpose. Close inspection of the workÕs delicate,
striated surfaceÑin  combination with the odor of rubber residueÑ
triggers regressive childhood memories of classroom writing
exercises and of teachers hushing chatty students. While Silence
signifies a Zen-like preoccupation with the ideas of quiet restraint
and the impermanence of all living things, Avoir functions with more
confidence as an unassailable commodity: This picture consists of
two eraser drawings on paperÑplaced  behind glass within a single
frameÑthat  both depict the letter I, which may be identified with the
egocentrism of consumer culture, particularly when acknowledging
oneÕs own presence atop the workÕs reflective surface. Here the
medium has more consistency as grainy powder and appears to
have been applied with adhesive to ensure longevity.

The duplication of the letter H or I implies the repeated and playful
enunciation exercised by toddlers developing linguistic abilities.
BrownÕs elegant imagery best suggests the speculative activity of
pronouncing single syllables belonging to a language that does not
yet exist and that therefore cannot rely on the comforts of coherent
sentences and narrative.

— Dan Adler
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Adam David Brown, Silence,

2009, Pink Pearl eraser, dimensions
variable.
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