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NEIL BELOUFA

The artist talks about his pandemic miniseries and the liberating
potential of the early internet

- i — .
A pandemic is wreaking pandemonium

worldwide and pharma companies
scramble to patent a cure.

8l The labs of Dr. Martin, Dr. Suki and Dr.
i John both claim to have the solution but

Neil Beloufa, Screen-Talk, 2020, website screenshot.

As virtual art showrooms proliferated after cities locked down to curb the spread of Covid-19,

Neil Beloufa worked with web designers, developers, and painters to produce Screen-Talk.com.

The java site, its blinking interface a throwback to the *90s, features pop-up videos, a live chat,
and a series of games that allow browsers to choose an avatar and progress toward the prize of
an artist’s edition also available in an online shop. The URL launched in early May, days before
the end of France’s confinement, but its clips belong to a lo-fi miniseries that Beloufa made in
2014 titled Home Is Whenever I'm With You. The light, satirical approach of Beloufa’s serial—
rife with interpersonal melodrama that plays out in video chats as a mysterious respiratory virus
spreads across the globe—appears unsettlingly prescient now. When Beloufa decided to revise
the work, he retitled it Screen-Talk, a verb that names the relentless, unbroken, exhausting

experience of today’s online interaction.
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THE WAY WE EXHIBITED ART WAS DYSFUNCTIONAL long before Covid. In making Screen-
Talk.com, I was thinking about how we can tweak the old structures of producing and
displaying to create a new relationship with an audience that is funnier, more horizontal, more
flattened. The film was cowritten with artists Leon Maret and Jory Rabinovitz in 2014; the
games were developed by Jory Rabinovitz, and the avatars were made by painters Hyppolithe
Hentgen and Ludovic Boulard-Lefur during confinement in April. The budget was made
possible through microfunding by several institutions including Fondation d’Entreprise Ricard,
in Paris, and Pejman Fondation, in Teheran. M Woods in Beijing and Bidoun in the US, along

with many others, helped with distribution.

When the pandemic hit, the few people who had seen Home Is Whenever I’'m With You (2014)
were asking me to display it. And I was like, why add flux to the flux? [ wanted to exist outside
the huge platforms, to escape from those monsters and get in touch with the public outside
social media, where I can’t compete with a yoga influencer. I chose to target a smaller audience,

but an audience that would stay and really look at the work.

I was never satisfied with this film I had made six years ago. It was never really finished. We
didn’t find a distribution format, but also, at that time, it didn’t mean anything to anyone to see
people just living through Skype during a global pandemic. When I looked at it again this
spring, I had to wonder what the fuck was in our brain when we did it. What I remember is that
the initial desire was to make something about everyone living through computers. And then we
tried to find a narrative solution to talk about that relationship, the way people were locked to a
screen. And Ebola was happening at this moment, so we wrote a satire, a soap opera of elite
lust. When we did it, we were talking about how we believe in numbers that we don’t
understand, numbers that are pure abstractions but become proof of what we believe in. We
were also talking about pharmaceutical labs and the business behind them. We wanted to
address the self-interest of people like the main character, who asks her husband if she’s going
to die, and if so, shouldn’t she might as well go outside? We wanted to talk about all of that,

and then it actually became real.
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Still from Neil Beloufa’'s Home Is Whenever I’'m With You, 2014, video, color, sound, 60 minutes.

I like this expression Screen-Talk—and it’s actually our life now. When Zoom starts, the talking
starts and never stops. When FaceTime starts, the talking starts and never stops. If we were
having a coffee, we would stop, I would go grab another coffee, go out for a cigarette, we
would ask another question, we would look at the sky. Here, it’s just like blah blah blah blah
blah.

Screen-Talk is a game that describes the world, that describes politics, quarantine, and video’s
domination of our relationships through social media. The idea was to propose a hypothetical
model of display that would work with that world. For the last few months, the privately-owned
public space of the internet has been ruled by politicized American laws. To be forced to work
with that world was super scary. So that’s why [ wanted to make my own website. The world can
be something else, and online, that world is actually still possible. It may be nostalgic, but I liked
the early internet. I liked it when you were going on a shitty website made by someone who

didn’t know how to make a website. When there was room for mistakes and experimentation.

We will modify the website several times, add episodes and games to it, and try different

narrative structures. [t’s going to evolve through the end of the summer. I want to see what we

41 ELIZABETH ST, NEW YORK, NY 10013 » www.martosgallery.com * (212) 560-0670



MARTOS GALLERY

can do with media, the internet, and art; how we can generate or diffuse an economy; how we
can create problems, and how we can interact with a viewership. I want to see where it can be

pushed.

On top of the necessary public health response to the pandemic, there are political and
economic aspects to it that are mostly driven by technology and ideological interests. I’ve been
trying to create some critical distance around these. Making games at this time of uncertainty
feels liberating. It’s important to step back at a time like this and ask, “What do we build now?”

Instead of, “How do we get destroyed?”

— As told to Lillian Davies
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September 13,2018

March: Court in Boston, More Art Fairs in New
York, Dumplings, a Raucous Dinner Party

BY ANDREW RUSSETH +,

Detail of Jory Rabmomtz s Death ofAbel 2018, at Martos.

Perhaps because of the unusual gap week before the Armory Show, everyone seems to hit the
ground running. On the 3rd, Metro Pictures opens its first show with the Berlin-based artist Oliver
Laric. It is a strikingly confident affair, with just a 4-and-1/2-minute video—a hypnotizing mostly
black-and-white animation in which lines float and morph into different insects and animals—in
the front room and three small polyurethane sculptures of human/dog hybrids in the back.

On the 5th, a Monday, Los Angeles gallery Kayne Griffin Corcoran rents out Cafe Altro Paradiso in
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SoHo for a dinner in honor of Mary Corse, who sadly is absent. The Light and Space figure is busy
in her studio in Topanga Canyon, partner Bill Griffin explains in a toast. He mentions that her
upcoming exhibitions at the Whitney and Hammer will be her first museum shows in her 50-year
career, which is an absurd wait for an artist of her stature. Though the artist is missing, plenty of
others are on hand, like Beth Rudin DeWoody, Kelly Taxter, David Lewis, Lumi Tan,
Charles Harlan, Rachel Lehmann, who represents Corse in New York and Hong Kong, Erin
Somerville, the deputy director of White Columns (on track to open in its new space next month,
she says), Bruce Sherman, and Rob Teeters, who runs the Power Station in Dallas and provides
me helpful tips regarding art (and food and drink) for an upcoming trip to the city. It is a great
party, but promptly at 10 p.m., people begin grabbing their jackets and heading for the doors. It is
going to be a long week.

The next night, the Horts open their home in TriBeCa to visitors—an annual tradition—and I'm
wowed by a large Dawn Mellor on view. Then it is on to Fuentes, where Lonnie Holley plays a
set, backed by a three-piece band. He’s wearing a black cap, a quilt with the letter H is slung over
his keyboard, and a drum head is on the wall behind him bearing the words, “The music lives after
the instrument is destroyed.” A standing painting by John McAllister—curving, more than 25 feet
long, all plum, tangerine, melon—sits to the side of the room. Anna and Elizabeth play a set of
catchy sea shanty-like numbers, and Matt Arnett introduces Holley. “Every time he performs it’s a
marathon, in a way,” Arnett says. Describing the improvisation of Holley’s work, he adds that the
music “will happen here tonight, and then not again. If you’re fortunate enough to be here, you get
to share it.” The set begins with twinkling, spectral tones that soon give way to storms of sound,
Holley crooning lines like, “The bell of liberty/And from another country,” and, as the band crashes
behind him, “I woke up, and I fucked up.” “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” he sings at one point.
“Lonnie won’t make no fuss.” [Video]

And then the fair that many love to hate—the Armory Show—
arrives. After a decade of attending, I have developed my standard
route: start on sleepy Pier 92, keep moving, and never turn back,
making sure to pass each booth once. The highlights: a Nam June
Paik display at Gagosian, Magdalena Suarez Frimkess
ceramics at Kaufmann Repetto, a quilt and a painting by Faith
Ringgold at Pippy Houldsworth, and a Colby Bird construction
at Halsey McKay.

The next day it’s time for the Elizabeth Dee-helmed Independent,
which brings a manageable 57 galleries to Spring Studios in
Tribeca and which has a batting average that’s quite a bit better
than most fairs. Invisible-Exports has playful Cary Leibowitz
tableware, Kerry Schuss has winningly off-kilter paintings by the
entirely unknown Aaron Birnbaum, Cheim & Read has early
Jack Pierson sculptures, and Magenta Plains has a great Peter Judy Chicago, Pissing on Nature, 1984, at
Nagy painting from the 1980s. That night, Bjarne Melgaard, Salon 94.

who has acrimoniously left the city for Norway, presents an
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uproarious and vaguely autobiographical puppet show at Performance Space New York (née
P.S. 112) that includes lines like “In Norway, I paid for my art career by dealing drugs and having
criminal boyfriends,” “Rape America!,” and—the best—“All slutty literature changes lives.” [Video]

The week refuses to slow down. The always scrappy, lovable NADA
New York opens at Skylight Clarkson Square on Friday, but I decide
I will go Saturday. Instead, on Friday night, I head to North
Dumpling in Chinatown—a go-to spot for great dumplings when
cruising the neighborhood’s galleries—and catch a show of creepy
little works on paper by Jonas Lipps, who’s in town from Berlin,
hung on a bulletin board that’s operating at a gallery. As I head
north to the residence of the Norwegian Consulate General in East
Midtown, which is hosting a party for Vanessa Baird’s Armory
Show efforts, I receive an email from someone saying that Nan
Goldin is planning to stage a protest at the Met’s Temple of
Dendur the next day, which is located in the Sackler Wing, named
for Arthur M. Sackler, the founder of the company that became
OxyContin-maker Purdue Pharma after his death. “Nan Goldin’s
gonna spike the reflecting pool with oxy,” this person writes. What a
thought! Could it be true? Asking around a bit, it seems to be, but
there’s disagreement about whether it will take place at 3 p.m. or
4:10.

And so the next day, I make the requisite stops of Armory Week,
first swinging by NADA, which looks a great deal better than it did
the year before. Jackie Klempay, of New York’s Situations gallery,
has utterly charming carved-stone sculptures of odd, ferocious, and
adorable creatures by Jerry the Marble Faun. Photios
Giovanis, of Callicoon Fine Arts, has scrappy, hard-won new
constructions by the St. Louis-based Kahlil Robert Irving, one of
my favorite young artists, whom Giovanis tells me I just missed
meeting. At Shoot the Lobster, Quintessa Matranga has a
ramshackle salon-style display of text paintings by the great weirdo
Gene Beery (one reading “HIGH WATER MARK,” black on white, is
hung at the top of the booth, while “LOW WATER MARK” is near the
ground), as well as plush pieces—half heart, half crab—by Mieko
Meguro that are spilling out of a painted fireplace.

Not far away, the inexhaustible Ellie Rines, who runs the pocket-
sized gallery 56 Henry (also its address), is showing an assemblage
by Nikita Gale that recently appeared in a Studio Museum

A Bjarne Melgaard on view at the
residence of the Norwegian Consul
General.

Joe Overstreet, For Happiness, 1970, at
Firestone.

exhibition. Rines says hello, then says she’s running off to get a collector in. “Come back in 10 or 15
minutes and look interested!” she tells me, jokingly. This sounds like a fun exercise, but 'm moving
quickly and leave before she returns with her potential buyer. Other NADA highlights: a

41 ELIZABETH ST, NEW YORK, NY 10013 * www.martosgallery.com * (212) 560-0670



MARTOS GALLERY

frighteningly realistic fake photo of a naked Bob Dylan by Ryan Falkowitz at 106 Green; pastel
ceramics that look marzipan-soft, of body parts, food, cigarettes, and more, by Genesis Belanger,
at Mrs.; a huge Roy De Forest and a huge Alan Turner at Parker; and an ultra-grossed-out wall
construction by Kari Cholnoky at Safe Gallery.

By 3, I am at the Temple of Dendur, and it looks like business as usual. Starting at around 3:30,
though, a crowd of people trying to look inconspicuous begins to form. I spot a few individuals
holding prescription drug bottles and go up to say hello. They are planning to hand out pamphlets
resembling official Met materials calling on the Sackler Family and Purdue Pharmaceuticals to use
about half their profits for opioid-abuse programs, and for museums to stop taking their money. By
4, perhaps 100 people have gathered along the reflecting pool, and the guards clearly know
something is up. They politely try to move people away from the water.

At a touch after 4:10 p.m., Nan Goldin comes in wearing a dark jacket. Everyone turns to look
at her. There is some discussion, and then someone says, “Just do it.” Suddenly scores of people
are throwing pill bottles into the reflecting pool and echoing Goldin in a human mike. “In the name
of the dead,” she cries. “Sackler family. Purdue Pharma. Hear our demands. Use your profits. Save
our lives.” She continues, as Met guards argue with protesters, telling them to leave. “Protests go on
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outside the museum, not in the museum,” one says. The guards take away the banners, but Goldin
keeps going, then shouts, “Die!” and everyone collapses to the ground. It is one hell of a sight. After
a bit of time on the ground, everyone gets up and marches toward the front steps, chanting,
“Sacklers lie, people die,” as tourists take photos and ask questions. On the front steps, Goldin again
takes charge, speaking in front of a banner that reads, “SHAME ON SACKLER.” Holding a pill bottle in
her hand, she rallies the crowd and ends by saying, “We are just getting started! Read the facts!
Read the stats! We’'ll be back!” (Jillian Sackler, Arthur’s widow, for her part, releases a statement
through a spokesperson emphasizing that OxyContin was developed after his death. “Passing
judgment on Arthur’s life’s work through the lens of the opioid crisis some 30 years after his death

is a gross injustice,” she says in part.)

Sunday, the 11th, is a final catch-up day. First I stop by
the Brooklyn Museum to see Yusaku Maezawa's
$110.5 million Jean-Michel Basquiat, on its last day
on view, before it heads off to the Seattle Art Museum. At
least 30 people are staring at it when I stop by—a moving
sight. The artist’s Junior Membership card for the
Brooklyn on display, and it lists his address as 347 E. 35
St., Brooklyn, N.Y. Then it is on to Spring/Break, which
is overrun with people and art, and MoMA PS1, to see a
trio of great shows, by Cathy Wilkes (free-floating
intimacies), Michael E. Smith (brilliantly controlled
paranoid), and Carolee Schneemann (a living
legend), whose onetime lover, Anthony McCall,
happens to be in the show. Further proof that it’s a small,
small art world: While I am getting a bite at M. Wells,

Installation view of Cathy Wilkes’s solo show at MoMA
PS1.

P.P.0.W. cofounder Penny Pilkington wanders in with Schneemann, and I almost faint. I hop on
the G train to see a show of McCall’s classic light works at Pioneer Works, which is at least as jam-

packed as PS1.

Just about everything feels topsy turvy. On the morning of the 13th, President Trump fires
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, apparently via Twitter message. Hours later, Christopher
Knight breaks the story in the Los Angeles Times that MOCA L.A. director, Philippe Vergne, has
fired Helen Molesworth, its chief curator. Catherine Opie tells Knight that Vergne told her he
did it for “undermining the museum.” People are pissed, not least because this follows the dismissal
of Raicovich. That night, I head up to the opening of “New Photography 2018” at MoMA, an
unusually strong edition of the show, where Paul Mpagi Sepuya, B. Ingrid Olson and Em

Rooney are standouts.
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A couple weeks later I am back at the museum, for the opening

of Adrian Piper’s retrospective, which takes up the entire sixth
floor. It is a well-attended affair, and the show itself is a tour de
force, positioning Piper as one of the signal artists of the past half-
century. Particularly exciting is the early stuff—a spare pencil self-
portrait and Minimalist pieces—and the video installations, most of
which I've only ever read about. The other big shows of the month
are the Whitney’s revelatory Grant Wood show and its austerely
exquisite Zoe Leonard survey and the figurative sculpture show
“Like Life” (Met), which is weird in the best way—perhaps a role
model for how the institution can develop its contemporary
program, tapping its deep well of resources to bring in otherwise-
impossible loans, like Jeremy Bentham’s preserved body, which
is the star of the show.

Out of the gallery shows I see, the survey at Firestone of Joe

At the Met Breuer, the “Auto-Icon” of

Overstreet’s work from between 1967 and 1972 is my favorite, Jeremy Bentham, by Thomas Southwood
presenting a guy firing off ideas one after another, like Smith, with a wax head made by Jacques
abstractions on shaped canvases that seem almost to fly Tulrich sinicelelortsto/ presenve the

philosopher’s original head were not
through space and other canvases that are attached tautly to the _——

floor and ceiling, caught mid-somersault.

Also excellent is Cosima von Bonin'‘s latest at Petzel, the centerpiece of which is a circle of
large fish sculptures—all wrapped with fabric and some sporting guitars. Above them, a giant
metal can labeled “Authority Puree” occasionally puffs smoke. I feel like I have landed on another
planet. Another highlight is also nautical in theme: Jory Rabinovitz’s funked-out postwar
classicism at Martos, which includes a prostrate body with a face he cast from a life mask of
Abraham Lincoln. Its body is made of tabby concrete embedded with oyster shells, and at the
opening Rabinovitz serves up oysters to visitors, who are invited to pile shells around the sculpture.
At the end of the show, the piece will be donated to the Billion Oyster Project, to help it repopulate
the New York Harbor with bivalves. Success is expected to take generations but someday far in the
future, people in the city may be eating oysters harvested from his sculpture.

Also seen: “Guarded Future” (Downs & Ross), a crowd pleaser that features some classic Judy
Chicagos and whimsically weird Karen Sylvester paintings; speaking of Chicago, big, insane,
1980s numbers by her, with bodies tinted with rainbows, including one of a man peeing on the
world—very of-the-moment (Salon 94); RJ Messineo (Canada); “Noon — One” (Canada);
Danielle Orchard (Hanley); Andrea Joyce Heimer (Beauchene); Kim Dingle, among her
pieces an absolutely terrifying sculpture of an angry baby in a playpen (Sperone Westwater); a
disarming suite of wry paintings by Jean-Frédéric Schnyder (Presenhuber); Camae
Ayewa/Moor Mother (The Kitchen); Eduardo Terrazas (Taylor); Serge Attukwei Clottey
(Lombard); an uneven but still formidable batch of dilapidated new Isa Genzken sculptures
(Zwirner); a-touch-too-slick-for-my-taste Stan Douglas photographs (Zwirner); Wang
Dongling (Chambers); Paul Feeley (Greenan); Dan Flavin (Zwirner); “Indelible Marks”
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(American Medium); Manuel Esnoz (Kravets Wehby); a mind-blowing, superb, trippy Cyprien
Gaillard 3-D video piece (Gladstone); Maria Pinsky (303); Jannis Kounellis (Carolina
Nitsch); Erika Verzutti (Kreps); Dianna Molzan (Kaufmann Repetto); scintillating, high-sheen
Carrie Moyer paintings (DC Moore); Chris Daze Ellis (P.P.O.W.); Bo Bartlett (Allan Stone
Projects); “Draughtsmanship” (Allan Stone Projects); one of Robert Gober’s 2001 Venice
Biennale pieces, a cellar door leading to another, plus delectable constructions (Marks); spare
Martin Barré masterworks (Marks); weak, formulaic Barnaby Furnas paintings (Boesky);
Claudia Weiser (Boesky); a taut Robert Mapplethorpe show, curated by Roe Ethridge
(Gladstone); Louise Nevelson (Pace); detail-packed, neon-glowing Erik Parker paintings, with
the ones on planks—like tagged John McCracken sculptures—looking particularly toothsome
(Boone); Dennis Oppenheim’s legendary 1971—72 installation Violations, with 103 hubcaps he
stole off cars in California (Marlborough Contemporary); Michael Alvarez (Marlborough
Contemporary); Magdalena Abakanowicz (Marlborough Contemporary); Greg Lindquist
(Lennon, Weinberg); jaw-dropping Robert Ryman drawings (Pace); Markus Brunetti (Yossi
Milo); Francois Morellet (Dia:Beacon); Cy Twombly (Gagosian 980 Madison); and an oddball
group presentation with Ed Ruscha, Roe Ethridge (a knockout screenshot of a Kellyanne
Conway photo), Jeff Koons, and others (Gagosian 980).

And more: “Mr. Unatural and Other Works from the Allan Frumkin Gallery, 1952—
1987” (Venus), replete with great Robert Arneson, William N. Copley, and Roy De Forest;
Martha Tuttle (Tilton); “Sculpture” (both Luhring Augustines), with Cady Noland’s final
work standing sentry the door of the Chelsea location; “Like an Iron Glove Cast in Velvet”
(Interstate); Eduardo Paolozzi’s super-intricate prints (Clearing); Korakrit Arunanondchai
(Clearing); Sophie Stone and Nick Poe, who has designed a pool table adorned with an image of
a vase (Safe); Lorna Mills (Transfer); Carissa Rodriguez (SculptureCenter); “A Page from
My Intimate Journal (Part I),” one of the finest group shows of the year, with B. Wurtz, Matt
Connors, Otis Houston Jr., and too many more greats (Gordon Robichaux); impressive new
Sarah Crowner paintings, viewable from a kind of dance platform (Kaplan); planetary-sized
Chris Martin paintings (Kern); Sarah Jones (Kern); a portentous Anri Sala affair (Goodman);
Milton Avery landscapes, plus a few pretty portraits (Yares); Carrie Moyer, a sight to see in the
plush land of Boone; Chris Huen Sin Kan (Lee); Robert Bechtle (Gladstone); Frida Orupabo
(GBE); Avery Singer (GBE); Jos de Gruyter & Harald Thys (GBE); “First-Year MFA
Exhibition” (Wallach Art Gallery); Dan Boardman’s intricate photo collages (321); Anna Bella
Geiger (Wallach Art Gallery); “New Talent,” curated by Madeline Weisburg (Wallach Art
Gallery); Milton Resnick (Cheim & Read); Mildred Thompson’s crackling abstract paintings
(Lelong); pleasantly scrappy Mike Cloud paintings (Thomas Erben); Richard Aldrich
(Bortolami); Jonathas de Andrade (Alexander & Bonin); Doris Salcedo (Alexander & Bonin);
vintage Michel Parmentier numbers (Ortuzar Projects); Perry Hoberman (Postmasters);
Jillian Mayer (Postmasters); Coop Fund, Amalle Dublon & Constantina Zavitsanos,
Devin Kenny, John Neff (Artists Space); Emma McMillan (Lomex); “25 Years:
Representation” (Algus); and Carlos Reyes (Bodega); Arnold Kemp (May 68, a hybrid
bookshop, record store, and gallery space run by the estimable Bob Nickas); and, on the top floor
of Hauser & Wirth’s Chelsea space, an exhibition for Jack Whitten, who died in January at the age
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of 78, that consists of his final completed painting—a modestly sized abstraction, tiled in radiant
colors and named Quantum Wall, VIII (For Arshile Gorky, My First Love In Painting).

The Berkshire Museum case reaches the highest court in Massachusetts on the 20th in Boston, with
all parties presenting their viewpoints on the proposed compromise between the AGO and the
museum. It is a standing-room-only crowd, so I am glad I arrived the night before and got to court
early. “I have to tell you, I'm watching two different movies,” Justice David Lowy says, after
hearing opponents of the deal say that the museum is irresponsibly and needlessly selling off
assets and the museum’s lawyers answer the step is essential. Both sides seem to feel that their
voices have been heard, and everyone leaves with fingers crossed. A nice bonus of the trip is that I
am able to dart over to the Institute of Contemporary Art, just after filing my story, to see “Art in
the Age of the Internet, 1989 to Today,” which is predictable but enjoyable, and solo displays by
Hito Steyerl, Wangechi Mutu, and Nicholas Nixon.

Back in New York, all sorts of fun things are afoot. The singer, comedian, Woodstock hotel
proprietor, artist, mailman, and master of so many more things Paul McMahon is putting
together a survey of his life’s work at 9 Herkimer Place, a space owned by Helene Winer. On
Saturdays, Madeline Hollander is staging an ingenious dance performance at the Artist’s
Institute that aims to lift the temperature in the room and stops when the A/C clicks on.

[Video] Stephanie LaCava and Bryan Weiss has a party for Triple Canopy at their SoHo loft
on the 29th, and the night before, Georgia Sagri stages a dinner party-performance at the
Emily Harvey Foundation in SoHo on the 28th. [Video] As people dine at a central table, she gets
up and begins speaking, repeating herself in ways that are by turns rhythmic, hypnotic, menacing,
and comical. The audience, arrayed around the perimeter of the room, includes Josh Kline, Nick
Mauss, and other artists and art types. “I will say no now,” Sagri says determinedly. “I will say no. I
will say no. I am very happy for saying no. No, no, no, no, no. No for this and no for that. No for this
and no for that.” More beautiful words have never been spoken.
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January 29, 2018

9 Art Events to Attend in New York City
This Week

BY THE EDITORS OF ARTNEWS [+]

The announcement image for Jory Rabinovitz's exhibition at Martos Gallery.

COURTESY THE ARTIST AND MARTOS GALLERY
FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 2

Opening: Jory Rabinovitz at Martos Gallery

Tabby concrete is an uncommon material created by burning oyster shells down into lime. It
features prominently in Jory Rabinovitz’s new show of sculptures, one of which is an oyster shell
made with the special type of concrete. The shell is filled with, among other things, a copper-cast
head of Abraham Lincoln and feet from the Statue of Liberty, with the metal sourced from
American pennies and the artist’s old sculptures. After the exhibition’s conclusion, the sculptures
will be donated to the Billion Oyster Project and placed in bays around New York City, where the
copper will fend off predators and the tabby concrete will provide housing, in turn aiding in the
restoration of oyster life in the city’s harbors and also functioning as a natural filtration system.
Martos Gallery, 41 Elizabeth Street, 6—-8 p.m.
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CLASS DISMISSED: A
ROUNDTABLE ON ART SCHOOL,
USC, AND COOPER UNION

Sarah Lehrer-Graiwer, introduction, Helen Molesworth, Mike Essl, Jory Rabinovitz, Lee Relvas,
Amanda Ross-Ho, Victoria Sobel, Frances Stark, A. L. Steiner, Charlie White
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University of Southern California Roski School of Art and Design MFA students and faculty at Michael Heizer's Double
Negative, 1970, Overton, NV, June 23, 2011. Photo: Sean Kennedy.

=

IN AN ERA when creative economies are leading the hypermonetization of every aspect of life,
from attention and identity to privacy and time, it’s not surprising that this country’s most
progressive models of art education are under attack. In fact, the liberal arts and humanities are
besieged across the board, increasingly expected to justify their funding, even their very
existence, in universities and beyond. We are witnessing a massive cultural shift when we see the
corporatization of higher education—with its top-down power structures, bloated
bureaucracies, “synergistic” partnerships with the private sector, relegation of faculty to

contingent adjunct labor, and reliance on students as revenue streams—spiking tuition costs and
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sending student debt ballooning.

All this has come dramatically to a head this past year on both coasts, at the Cooper Union for
the Advancement of Science and Art in New York and the University of Southern California’s
Roski School of Art and Design in Los Angeles. It is sadly predictable and all the more alarming
that the ever-accelerating process of financialization should upend two of the most vital art
schools in America, each of which has been based on the endangered premise of a tuition-free or
fully funded education. While the specific circumstances and institutional histories make the
nature of each crisis distinct, they both betray the wrenching cultural shifts produced by a head-

on collision with the technocratic crusaders of contemporary capitalism.

Following its board of directors’ decision to abandon Cooper Union’s tuition-free mandate,
which had stood for more than 150 years, the school’s president and five trustees resigned amid
an ongoing inquiry into the institution’s finances by the New York State Attorney General. The
grassroots Committee to Save Cooper Union has taken legal action to preserve the venerable
institution’s founding mission of free education, and to call attention to the fiscal
mismanagement and lack of accountability on the part of the school’s board of trustees. [ Eds.
note: As this issue was going to press, the Attorney General announced that a settlement had
been reached and that Cooper Union would work to eventually reinstate free tuition.] At USC
Roski, the drastic restructuring and reduction in funding for the school’s renowned graduate
program by a new dean’s administration prompted high-profile, tenured faculty to resign in
protest and the entire MFA class of 2016 to drop out en masse earlier this year, citing

unacceptable changes to funding packages, curriculum, and faculty.

Debates over art education have a long history, of course. A groundbreaking and utopian model
that remains relevant today is Black Mountain College, which nurtured cultural and pedagogical
innovation at mid-century and which is the subject of a major exhibition at the Institute of
Contemporary Art, Boston, opening on October 10. Artforum invited the show’s curator,
HELEN MOLESWORTH, to join eight distinguished participants—from Cooper, faculty MIKE
ESSL and alumni JORY RABINOVITZ and VICTORIA SOBEL; and from USC Roski, current or
former faculty members FRANCES STARK, CHARLIE WHITE, and A. L. STEINER; alumna
AMANDA ROSS-HO; and LEE RELVAS, one of the seven class-of-2016 students who dropped

out—to discuss the current situation at both institutions and the histories, challenges, and
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continued promise of art school.

Sarah Lehrer-Graiwer is a critic in Los Angeles.

Ly .

Faculty parking markers at USC Roski School of Art and Design, Los Angeles, June 2, 2015. Photo: Peter Holzhauer.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: We’ve convened today to talk about the current crises at USC and
Cooper, both of which are symptoms of larger problems facing the entire concept of art
education in this country. And for many schools today, Black Mountain College remains a key

model for art education after World War II.

In the face of this crisis, Black Mountain is even more relevant to the current situation than one
might think: It was a program born of extraordinary optimism, but it was also born of dissent,
born of a firing of tenured faculty, born of a group of teachers and students deciding that they
needed to own the means of production themselves and create an institution in which there were
no trustees or board of regents, so they could collectively control the college. It had an
extraordinary efflorescence and was a wellspring of the American avant-garde; the curriculum at
BMC influenced many of the practices that define contemporary studio and liberal-arts
programs—group critiques, collaboration, interdisciplinarity. It also failed beautifully and
wonderfully and spectacularly at its end: It was short-lived, running only from 1933 to 1957.
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Which leads me to the most basic and perhaps the most unanswerable question: Why now? Why
are extremely successful, renowned arts-education departments on both coasts under attack in
the way that they are at Cooper and USC? Are they—and Black Mountain—anomalies,
experiments that could never last? Or are they victims of some of the nastiest tactics of our

neoliberal new economy?

CHARLIE WHITE: I believe that the small group of faculty who transformed the graduate
program at USC understood it as a new direction, a new scope and form, for an MFA studio
program. But looking at it today, what becomes clear is that, yes, it was actually just a brief
experiment by a handful of artists attempting to reinterpret an underwhelming graduate

platform.

FRANCES STARK: I don’t really see what we were doing as radically experimental. It was an
experiment within USC, but we—a group including Charlie, David Bunn, Sharon Lockhart, and
Jud Fine, who brought me and Andrea Zittel on board there—were functioning in a way that
was similar to the models around us, namely, the broad spectrum of MFA programs for which

LA is well known.

CHARLIE WHITE: Yes—what became an experiment was not the pedagogical model, but our
goal of having sixteen fully funded students, establishing a majority female core faculty, and
offering a faculty-to-student ratio of 1:3. It was this structure, both financial and cultural, that

was carving out new territory and creating a new experience for our students.

FRANCES STARK: And we had a core faculty structure, as we called it, that came about in a very
organic way. Because we had intellectual intimacy and an understanding and respect for our
shared goals, we were actually able to govern ourselves and create conditions that allowed the

students to thrive. That is what the university administrators became hostile toward.

A. L. STEINER: The program collapsed under the current administration’s dismissal of that
vision and that autonomy. The seven students left the program when the dean made the fateful
decision to rescind their funding and curricular offers. By the end of the spring semester, Roski’s
administration sent the MFA program into free fall, with no director, no core faculty, and

significant changes to the coursework and mission—curricular dysfunction.

JORY RABINOVITZ: That’s what’s so shocking about Cooper. What was taken away from the
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school was its very own founding charter: free education.

Peter Cooper had achieved incredible upward mobility as an illiterate industrialist. Not having
had a formal education himself, he developed the idea of a school that would be free to all,
regardless of ethnicity, religion, or sex. And this was during the time of slavery, the verge of the
Civil War. He fought for the rights of women, African Americans, Native Americans, the labor
movement, but I think it’s important to point out that he was also fixated on monetary policy
and economic regulation, with the purpose of fending off oligarchy and ensuring that the rich
couldn’t manipulate markets. He knew that economic freedoms would be exploited to strip
human freedoms. This is why it’s so critical to understand that the “free” in his vision of free
education meant both gratis and liber. Free education affords a type of autonomy, not only
financial but psychological. It allows pedagogy from a debtless standpoint. This was vital to
how I made art and learned about art at Cooper, and it’s stayed embedded in my practice and in

how I engage the market.

So after this founding charter was eviscerated and the new $20,400 tuition was marketed as 50
percent off “normal” tuition, it became hard not to believe that something more insidious than
incompetence or ignorance had seeped into Cooper Union, something that Cooper himself had

fought against his whole life.
HELEN MOLESWORTH: But why should an education at this level be free?

CHARLIE WHITE: Well, Cooper Union and our small graduate program have one important trait
in common: selectivity. Acceptance to Cooper Union is very difficult, because the school can set
the bar extremely high for its incoming class due to its quality and funding, and at USC, when
we were operating in full form, we were selecting just eight incoming students from a pool of
more than four hundred applicants. That level of selectivity is the beginning of a faculty’s
relationships with their students—students that, in both of these cases, were not needed for

revenue.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: So you’re saying that a revenue-free situation actually protects

meritocracy.

CHARLIE WHITE: Absolutely.
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MIKE ESSL: One feeling that I think we all shared at Cooper Union was that when you’re in the

room in a class of students, you knew why everybody else was there. Nobody was being forced
to be there. No one was paying to be there. Everybody was showing up to learn, to be a citizen
in the class. The reason I went to Cooper Union wasn’t because it was free. It was because it was

free for everyone. We were all in it together.

VICTORIA SOBEL: I started attending Cooper in 2008, right before the market crash. When I was
applying to colleges, I needed to land a scholarship to attend. And Cooper wasn’t actually the
cheapest option. Going to Cooper was a choice I made to take on debt, to engage with a
community that had a civic-minded mission for pedagogy based on the idea of “free,” not in
monetary terms, but “free” as in “liberatory” and even “oppositional.” Having to pay to live in
the city, having to pay the associated fees, I now have a lot of student debt, with no prospects of

breaking even and no foreseeable way to reengage with my art practice.

Prior to the 1990s, there was no dollar affiliation to the scholarship. There was no talk of the
tuition in terms of a gift. But in the ’90s, something happened: The school realized it could
benefit from state tuition assistance grants by assigning a dollar amount—in essence, charging

students and then immediately applying a full scholarship.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: How did you decide at USC that the MFA would be fully funded? Was

that part of your revamping of the program, or was that already in place?

CHARLIE WHITE: It was the goal of the core faculty, yes; however, our funding model was the

result of the previous deans of the school being very supportive of its MFA, and the university
being very supportive of terminal-degree programs. We were always a small program with
decent funding, but starting around 2005, when new faculty came on board and the program
was reinvigorated by a new vision, our applicant pool began to grow significantly; our yield
then began to increase, our alumni began to gain national attention, and the program became
more recognized. As a result, we were able to gradually, year by year, increase our funding
support both from within the school and from the greater university, while still maintaining

autonomy as a faculty.

By 2011, the school had the means to provide two years of teaching assistantships for each
incoming student. What this meant was that in a relatively short period, with the support of our

deans and the university, we had achieved an MFA program that was fully funded.
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HELEN MOLESWORTH: Which is interesting because you were channeling, or taking advantage

of, some of the same incentives and structures that then brought about the demise of the

program.

CHARLIE WHITE: I think we were trying to borrow from the model of how the university

regarded and supported the sciences, and their terminal-degree programs.

A. L. STEINER: It was an investment. Not a long-term investment like Cooper Union, but it’d
been a decade-long investment in a program that had vision and rigor. It was implemented and
administered by a group of faculty that continued to change and grow, and the program was
stable, intimate, exemplary. The new Roski administration acted recklessly. Their actions yielded

the demise of the program quicker than anyone could have imagined or predicted.

MIKE ESSL: When I’'m in the classroom, I don’t teach the marketplace. But the new mantra is
that the student is a customer. And that concept simply never existed at Cooper Union before,
that the student is the customer, and the teacher is the service provider. That’s what we risk

when the students start paying.

FRANCES STARK: The student-as-customer model is a huge thing at USC. But I think we have
to make a distinction between teaching the marketplace and preparing students for the
workforce. One of the things about the cozy ivory tower of art school is that you can hide
from—or you can stay mystified by—the market. You can remain mystified by it because we’re

not teaching it.

You know, I’'m the first person in my whole family ever to graduate from college. I chose to go to
Art Center [College of Design in Pasadena] because I wanted to study with Mike Kelley and
Stephen Prina, not because I was thinking about jobs or a salary after graduation. I didn’t know

anything about money. And they were like, “Oh, here, sign these papers, la-la-la.” Then you’re
$80,000 in debt.

I think that it would actually behoove everyone to teach the marketplace. But when I first started
teaching, I was also under the impression that an MFA was a teaching degree. And one of the
things that’s so interesting about the USC situation is that, as Charlie mentioned, what made it
free for these students was the opportunity to be a teaching assistant. But the administrators

were unable to understand that more was required than simply assigning TA-ships, and seemed
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uninterested in developing these students as teachers. This is what they do at UCLA, for
instance, where you really do learn how to teach. You can produce or perform pedagogical
research. You actually learn to do the job you’ve been assigned to perform. And a wonderful,
strong, reputable grad program is going to trickle down to the whole university. But USC did not

allow for that.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: Well, I wonder. One of the things that we’re broaching implicitly is the
shift from going to art school for going-to-art-school’s sake, and going to art school in a
landscape in which the roles of the artist and the curator and the whole situation of the “art
world” have become demonstrably professionalized. And Frances, in a way, you’re painting the
more benign version of professionalization: The MFA is a teaching degree and therefore we must
teach our students how to go out and be teachers, and the TA-ship is the testing ground. But
there is another, darker side of professionalization: For younger people, college is a debt-

producing engine before they even begin learning a profession.

USC Roski School of Art and Design MFA class of 2015, LAXART, Los Angeles, CA, June 19, 2015. Photo: John Tain.

LEE RELVAS: I'm one of the seven MFA students who just dropped out from USC. We dropped

out collectively to protest the school’s reneging on funding and curricular promises made to us,
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because that funding model and pedagogical model were clearly no longer considered valuable
under the new dean’s leadership. But we also wanted to protest publicly the economics of higher

education: namely, the normalization of massive student debt.

We range in age from twenty-seven to forty-one years old. So we actually did know what we
were getting into as far as the debt that we thought we were going to be taking on, as well as the
lack of teaching opportunities, and if we were so lucky to get a teaching job, how little most of

those teaching jobs paid.

But we still wanted two years of time and space to be artists and thinkers and to be in close
conversation with each other. And outside these flawed institutions, there is little material and

cultural support for that.

CHARLIE WHITE: We asked our students to commit two years of their lives to the program. We
provided studios, and the TA-ships provided tuition remission and a small stipend, but we didn’t
pay their rent, we didn’t buy their food, so most of them needed to figure out some way to make
ends meet. But the burden was a fraction of what schools can cost, and all of the students were

on as equal terms as possible.

During their time in the program, we asked them not to work so they could focus on their studio
practice, and we also asked for them not to show. We didn’t want them to prematurely enter an
art world that’s become too eager to collect young artists, and too impatient to allow their work
to take its final form. We wanted to open up a space unlike the outside world; we wanted to

offer intellectual access, unparalleled dialogue, generous time, and serious community.

What we found was that by doing this, our graduates were better equipped to establish their
own studios, continue their practices, engage the art world, teach, test, take risks, on more

stable terms than most of their peers at other programs.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: Well, there are in fact very few funded MFA programs, period. Most
MFA students are paying. So it’s an incredible privilege to go to a place where you get a
fellowship. And the question becomes, on the one hand, why is that the exception? But on the
other hand, if someone has to pay to get their accounting degree or to go to trade school, why

shouldn’t artists have to pay as well?
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FRANCES STARK: That, of course, is the very question that comes up in a boardroom, when
people like us aren’t sitting in that boardroom. And it should remind us of the need to articulate
extremely clearly what is at stake in a “free education.” Right? That it may be a value we take
for granted, that we haven’t articulated strongly enough. What is at stake is the value of what we
are offering. How do we manage under a technocratic ideology that does not support anything
beyond that which leads directly to earning a degree, or anything that could lead to a way of
thinking that Black Mountain represents—to thinking differently, and not in the Apple sense?

[Laughter.]

A. L. STEINER: What is the value of something that can’t necessarily be professionalized? What
does arts education in higher ed mean? Is an arts program a fine arts program, a commercial
arts program, or a fusion of those things? And tech, art, design—where do the humanities exist

within those structures?

The USC MFA program never failed. It had an amazing trajectory that culminated with a truly
incredible group of multidisciplinary students. But we weren’t able to stop Roski’s new
administration from dismantling the MFA program, which the university had heavily invested in
for over a decade. That’s where it fell off the cliff: with new leadership at Roski who no longer

saw, understood, or cared for or about the program’s value and core components.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: In New York, do you have a similar sense that the faculty and the

students at Cooper were unable to articulate the value of free tuition to the board?

MIKE ESSL: I think we did articulate it but we weren’t heard, and it was all the more disturbing
to me because of my own personal understanding of that value. My dad is a mechanic and my
mom is a bookkeeper. They didn’t go to college and they didn’t save for college, and me going
to college was just never on their radar. And Cooper Union gave me permission to go to art
school. Without that freedom, without being able to tell my parents essentially to fuck off, I

don’t know where I would be now. [Laughter.]

And what that does for, say, a lower-middle-class student, that permission, the way it lowers the
risk of art school and allows you to even conceive of going, is something that the board of

trustees did not care about at all.

We would hear about how the cost of teaching artists is too expensive and that when artists
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graduate they don’t donate, and there was really no consideration of the artist as a person in the
world at all. And so for those people to be the board members of a school like Cooper Union, I

would argue, is criminal. They just refused to hear any arguments.

JORY RABINOVITZ: There was no dialogue, no transparency. There was never any mention of
charging tuition while I was at Cooper. I started when the demolition of the Abram S. Hewitt
Memorial art building, and the construction of the new Thom Mayne—designed academic
center, 41 Cooper Square, in its place, was just beginning. The three-year transition phase
completely displaced the art school and literally split it in two, sending half of the classes and
studios to a rented building in Long Island City. Since the art school donated the least and
protested the most, it really felt like we were being singled out to receive this weird form of

punishment or austerity measure. Many of the school’s questionable financial decisions that are

currently under investigation happened at the very same time. So when I look at the new

building, it’s hard not to see a big perforated smoke screen.

MIKE ESSL: They showed up at the table already having decided that our model was old-
fashioned and could no longer be supported. Which is why we have been saying all along that

it’s a cultural problem, not an economic one.

AMANDA ROSS-HO: That extends to postgraduates as well. I was thinking about what you said
about preparing for the marketplace and about professional practice and whatever that is. |
don’t know, but I know that one of the main experiences that I have as a full-time artist is
defending the value of what I do. That’s pretty much all I do [laughter|—figure out how to give

it value and justify its value.

So as Mike says, it is a cultural issue, in the sense that that is the broader environment that

artists go into. By that same token, though, it could be prepared for in some way.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: Well, it strikes me that there is an analogy between Mike saying that it’s
a cultural problem, not a fiscal problem, and the days of AIDS activism, when one of the biggest
tasks was rhetorical: to insist that it was the inactivity of the government that created the AIDS

crisis. That it wasn’t, in fact, a medical crisis, but a political one.

So I wonder what the language is that allows us now to insist that this is a cultural problem, not

a fiscal one?
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FRANCES STARK: At USC, the broader cultural question of the value of the field of art is
reflected in the very name of the school. Because one of the great divisions in the USC Roski
situation is between design and fine art. And we didn’t have tenured faculty in design, but we

did have money coming in for that field.

All that scholarship, all that commitment to art, to studying and learning and understanding,
should be under one umbrella—graduate and undergraduate. Instead, we had an administration
with zero understanding of the broader situation or even what the culture industry actually is.
We got hijacked by an administration with a mission to make the art school into a conduit for

Silicon Beach.

And meanwhile, there is still no foundation course to orient students within the contemporary
culture industry. Despite the fact that an external review committee gave harsh warnings about
the state of Roski’s ad hoc, uncritical, under-staffed design area, the Roski School of Fine Arts

became the Roski School of Art and Design.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: So is part of what is happening here an opposition, stated or not, to

critical thinking? And therefore one of the distinctions between what it might mean to go to art
school and what it might mean to become a professional animator or go into a design program
is that what we value is precisely art school’s open-endedness, whereas the design degree has as

its ideational end point a position in the advertising or film industry?

FRANCES STARK: The value of artistic research needs to be defined. Our field cannot survive

without it at this point.

A. L. STEINER: And that’s what was taken away. At the end of the program, the MFA students
were essentially shut out of undergraduate fine arts TA-ships, so they could not have an
influence on or a dialogue with the students. The ability to define our field, to define the value of

our research and work, was dismissed—because the value of the field itself was dismissed.

Before I stepped down as director of the program last December, after one and a half years, it
was clear that the program was still technically viable. The university’s administrators had
outlined a five-year transitional funding plan; everything was in place to allow the program to
continue. But after I stepped down, the new dean fast-tracked the dismantlement of the

program, removing the MFA core faculty and, in a final dramatic move, taking away the
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students’ funding. This was premature ejaculation and jumping the gun, all at once.

Remember that this dismantlement took place after the university announced that it had raised
almost $4 billion. The decisions made by Roski’s administrators were not based on reason or
logic or an investment in learning. Those decisions are ideological. They’re cultural. They’re not
financial. And this provoked deeper questions about the viability, even survival, of student and

faculty voices in the fine arts within academia.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: But that is also evidence of a split—to tie Cooper and USC together
again—between administration and faculty. There is a corporatization of the academy across
the country in which the administration of the academy and the faculty are now increasingly at
odds. There is no longer the idea that faculty is involved in the institution’s leadership, in self-

governance, basically.

A. L. STEINER: Eighty percent of USC’s faculty is now adjunct and contingent. This is part of an
ideology of austerity being embraced at the school, even though its undergraduate program
ranks sixteenth in tuition nationwide and the university is one of twenty schools nationwide
responsible for one-fifth of the country’s graduate-school student debt. The dean’s thinking
came down to a gamble—that the graduate faculty’s interactions, and the program’s funding
and curricular promises, were unnecessary. There’s a bigger agenda in play, and it’s intertwined
with the value and significance of an arts education in a technocratic regime, in a world where

the nonprofit sector exists as a manifestation of the private sector.

CHARLIE WHITE: In fairness, we were initially presented with alternate long-term models,
models such as an increase of students from sixteen to thirty-two, or a decrease of committed
faculty from five to two. These shifts would have made us like so many other graduate programs
that have raised their number of students and decreased their number of committed faculty to
offset costs. However, these ideas were never fully rolled out; instead, things went a very

different direction and we are where we are now.

FRANCES STARK: But you have to consider that in context. I was on the search committee for
the new dean in the spring of 2013, and the problem of financial sustainability was not explicitly
on the table when we were interviewing candidates. The entire process seemed perfunctory: It
became clear that the interim dean was the internal candidate they wanted, and who, it was later

disclosed, was somehow attached to the $70 million gift from Jimmy lovine and Dr. Dre to
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endow a new school of “Art, Technology and the Business of Innovation” at USC. Erica Muhl,
who became dean, has zero background in contemporary fine art, design, or art history. She is
not conversant with these fields at all. I asked her, “What is your vision for the school?” And she
responded, “To be number one.” No joke. OK? She told the graduate students: “The future of

art is Mark Zuckerberg.” This is not a real candidate. This was a complete coup.

A. L. STEINER: How much does the cultural shift that we’re talking about—requiring the
justification of the value of an arts education or the humanities—have to do with the tech and
finance sloganeering of creativity, from “Think different” and “disruption” to the experience

economy?

HELEN MOLESWORTH: And this is endemic now both at private institutions and in the public
university system—in which the humanities have come under fire across the board. Ironically, we
in the humanities have taken to justifying some of what we do in the language of the sciences
and of scientific research, as Charlie alluded to earlier—which is a defensive posture that may
actually undermine us in the end. The idea of free research in an artist’s studio and free research
in a scientific lab are, in fact, really different forms of knowledge production and really different

forms of aesthetic and intellectual activity.

But it can’t be, probably, that we are only on the side of the good and they are only on the side
of the bad. That is too hypostatized. So have we not done a good enough job, collectively, about
articulating what our field is, what the values of art are? I actually think we’ve engaged in—TI’ll
own it—some self-marginalization. We’ve removed ourselves from the fabric of daily life. We’ve

got to cop to something.
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Banner hung by Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science and Art students occupying the Foundation Building,
New York, December 3, 2012. Photo: Lee Milby.

VICTORIA SOBEL: Your dean was underqualified. Our president was vastly underqualified to
take on the financial situation of the school or its cultural mission, and the board now

reluctantly acknowledges that.

There’s widespread public misperception about the situation that was engineered by PR
consultancies to make it seem ambiguous as to how we were driven to end 156 years of free
education. Actually, our endowment had suffered from thirty years of being sold off, parceled
out, and liquidated by the board for cash injections to carry out an agenda of globalization and
expansion. As the financial seams began to burst in 2011, there was still enough time not to

charge tuition and this was deliberately obscured.

From 2011 to 2012, when students and faculty tried to use existing modes of governance and
communication through the faculty-student senate and student councils to address the issue of
tuition, they were being blocked by the administration at every turn. And so that wasted a year.
A year of operating costs at Cooper when we’re running a deficit and we’re approaching
financial crisis—that was crucial. So now imagine three-going-on-four years of wasted operating
costs plus the new operating expenses of a tuition-based infrastructure, which involves lawyers,

consultants, database systems.
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So this is the lie that’s been told: that we hit rock bottom, because alumni don’t donate, and we
have to charge. When in reality we’d had three years of lead-in time. Student protests had
resulted in a negotiation process, which led to a working group that was nominated by
representatives of the community, which developed a model to prevent charging tuition—before

a single student had been charged—that could have averted the whole thing.

The trustees chose not to pursue that model, not because it wasn’t a workable solution, but
because they were already off signing a new $50 million bridge loan necessary to implement
tuition and to cover the school’s general expenses until the rent increase on the Chrysler
building in 2018. In the meantime, they had us spinning our wheels in a working group, but
without full access to financial information. A process we had all agreed to in good faith was

sabotaged.

This was a galvanizing time to be a student. We scarcely knew what to do with ourselves, and
out of desperation we tried to translate the values instilled in the classroom to the work that
needed to be done on the institution. I’m reminded of Roski’s “Don’t work, don’t show,” but at

Cooper it was: “Don’t make school work. Make the school work.”
CHARLIE WHITE: That’s great.

JORY RABINOVITZ: Yes. I mean, first and foremost, Victoria and other Cooper students

sacrificed their arts educations and dropped everything to fight for the model of free tuition.

VICTORIA SOBEL: In a sense, USC and Cooper have come to be known as holdouts “against the

system,” when really the system was superimposed on them.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: We have to remember that for the vast majority of Western civilization,
the art school was not, in fact, part of the academy or the university. The art school was its own
entity, deeply imbricated in its own particularities and its own mission statements and governed
much more independently. And I’'m sure they were just as fucked-up as any other self-governing
institution. [ Laughter.] You know? I don’t think the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris circa 1876 was
a hotbed of radical thinking. And in fact the current director, Nicolas Bourriaud, was just

basically ousted from that institution.

So it’s worth asking, at this moment of crisis in higher education, whether or not the art school
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wants to continue its potentially unhappy marriage to the university as such.
A. L. STEINER: I have thoughts—

HELEN MOLESWORTH: I bet you do. [Laughter)]

A. L. STEINER: Well, as a privately funded private institution, USC has the prerogative to do
what it likes with its programs and mission. But I like to think back to what Fred Moten said
when he visited us last year: to simply take what we could with us and, no matter what

happened, to value that in itself, which I think is what Victoria is saying.

There are no promises. Was the studio art program an anomaly within the university, supported
by a previous administration? What will it be now? Is there another direction to take the art
school, or is its path going to be predetermined by Silicon Valley, Beach, River, Silicon whatever?

You know, Silicon Body. [ Laughter.]

CHARLIE WHITE: I think Helen brings up a complicated point. If we are speaking honestly about
art school, then we must recognize that “art school” is not the same as “fine art” school. Today,
art schools house many different forms of visual study, with the majority of their students
focusing on some form of commercial practice, while the “fine art”—the studio track—is

continually getting smaller and more fragile.

I experienced this, for example, as an undergraduate at the School of Visual Arts, a privately
held institution that had numerous commercial tracks but that also kept its fine-arts program
strong and vital during the market low of the early ’90s, largely thanks to one person: critical
thinker and department chair Jeanne Siegel. Similarly, the broader contours of my graduate
education at Art Center, like Frances’s and our colleague Sharon Lockhart’s, were shaped by
one person, Richard Hertz, who created a unique space for artists to teach in, a somewhat
short-lived experiment in itself that brought artists like Mike Kelley, Christopher Williams, and

Stephen Prina together to teach.

So I think if we’re being realistic, what we find is a very small and committed community of
artists and individuals sustaining what fine art means, while other schools that lack committed
studio art advocates have to industrialize and commercialize their programs to survive. In fact, I

think if we look closely we will see that the “fine art” component of most “art” schools has been
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in a state of attrition for decades, though only now are we seeing some of the most important

schools, programs, and projects in jeopardy.

FRANCES STARK: If all MFA programs die, I personally don’t care. Sorry. We need to look at
the bigger questions. The tragedy for me is the fact that what we feel our value is, we’re not able
to inject that or shape or get involved with the people who are shaping our products, our

computers, our toolbox, everything around us. We’re just not.

When I stopped spreading myself so thin between the institution and my own studio practice, I
started to wonder, can I put a little bit of the academy back into the market, in some way? How
can the energy of the institution—intellectual intimacy, shared values—be injected into another

part of my professional reality?

While the search for the new dean was going on, and the $70 million endowment from Dr. Dre
and Iovine was still being kept secret, I went on an unpaid leave of absence, and I started
working with a guy [ met on the street, Bobby Jesus, as a mentor in my studio. He became my
friend and we have collaborated on many projects. When Bobby Jesus first found out about the
MFA program, he was like, “What the hell do they do? What is this?” And I said exactly what
Lee said in the very beginning, and in your discussion of Black Mountain, Helen, you very
beautifully describe what that goal is—that this is a place where you could come and think and

talk and be together.
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Josef Albers and his students at Black Mountain College, Black Mountain, NC, April 1942. Photo: Tom Leonard.

VICTORIA SOBEL: As a community of people in the arts and humanities, should we really be
worried about protecting ourselves, even with the best of intentions, or should we actually be
worried that we’re basking in the meritocracy, in the exclusivity of our fields, and not making

sure that our extended community is inclusive in terms of race, gender, and class?

At Cooper, we have to start to think about the implications of continuing to invoke
“meritocracy.” When you take a look at the numbers of who is coming and how and why, some

nasty stuff crops up.

FRANCES STARK: There’s no question that the MFA is a luxury, and I benefited from it. But I
taught privileged kids who were undergraduates at USC, and they aren’t the best readers. Very
few have had the experience of having any kind of joy through reading. Reading is emancipatory

and it changes your life. That experience is not happening out in the world or in school.

CHARLIE WHITE: That’s true. However, one of the most inspiring experiences I have taken part
in was sitting in a dark room, with a group of exceptional artists and thinkers whom I greatly
respect and trust, to select a cohort of students to share a collective studio experience, and then
witnessing that group of artists form an intellectual community with the faculty and one
another.
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The world doesn’t do a very good job doing that without an institution. It doesn’t do it because
it doesn’t have a platform, committed organizers, or a common interest with which to bring
people together. I guess what I’'m trying to say is that without art school, there is only the art
world—and its markets—to function as the custodian of progress, and if you enter that world
without ever going through a period of questioning it, without ever going through the filter of
faculty that should be tired of it and tired of themselves in it [laughter], then you never create
communities that might change that same art world in interesting and progressive ways. From
the Bauhaus to Black Mountain, from Albers at Yale to Kaprow at CalArts—these were
moments when radical new communities were made, places where you could come and think

and talk and be together.

A. L. STEINER: The basic message seemed to be that the program should function without our
bodies. Sure, some classes could be held for a certain number of hours per day, but the studio
visits, the group crits, the graduate lecture series, the core, the trips—the things that involve the
tangibility of bodies, the things that had allowed the program previously to provide real support
systems, intellectual rigor, transferable skills from the TA-ships—should disappear. But without

those things, no real community can form.

LEE RELVAS: One of the first things that all the MFA students did collectively was back in the
fall, when we heard that USC wanted to close the Architecture and Fine Arts library, we all got

together and spent a lot of time writing a letter arguing against the closing.

The school’s rationale for wanting to close the arts library was borrowed from a corporate-
management, technocratic worldview, along the lines of: “Oh, only 10 percent of the books are
being checked out, so we can just put them all in a depository somewhere. Everyone can access
everything on the Internet.” What does that do? First of all, 10 percent of books. Who knows
how many ideas that 10 percent has inspired? That’s the thing that’s unquantifiable. That’s the
thing that’s implicit and rarely explicit. And that’s what disappears from the picture entirely

when it’s only looked at through metrics.

But having a library is also about having bodies in a room. Not just being on the Internet. And
when we started thinking about dropping out, we realized that everything that was valuable to
us was proximate to one another and to the faculty. Everything else about the structure that

allowed that proximity to happen, we could pretty much leave, although we would suffer some
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financial loss going into debt for a degree we would not get. But the most important things to us

were these bodies in conversation, with one another.

So when we were talking about this last night—all seven of us now meet once a week, and we’re
working on projects together—I said, “What do you guys think is the most important thing to
get across here?” It is those bodies in proximity. We came to the conclusion, to echo Steiner, that
the institution believes that it can actually operate without people. If students are not just
customers, if people are physical bodies who actually talk back, who want to participate in their
own education, then the institution does not actually want people! The more we experienced the
impossibility of dialogue with the institution, the more we felt the incredible possibilities of
dialogue with each other. That’s where the value lies, and that’s the value that can’t ever be
empirically measured to anyone’s satisfaction, and I think that’s why we have to keep insisting

on the importance of ambiguity, open-ended conversation, and proximity. More weirdness, more

Joy.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: And that model of relationships and contact and intimacy is relatively
new. It is very different from the traditional notion of the artist working alone in the studio, and
that shift is very much connected to Black Mountain and to the modernist schools of thought

that came out of the ’30s, ’40s, and ’50s.

AMANDA ROSS-HO: One of the things that was taken away was precisely this notion of investing
in a trust, in proximity, in collaboration. For example, at USC all the students were part of the
process of making new hires. We all had visits with every single person who was coming on
faculty. We even had input on the incoming students. We helped select the new building, weighed
in on the space, how it was laid out, what we needed in the gallery. There was this sense of all of

us doing it together.

A. L. STEINER: The dismantlement wasn’t of a program. The dismantlement was of collective

and collaborative structures and thought.

What Roski’s dean told me was that our program’s problems stemmed from its structure—that
current and future graduate students shouldn’t be concerned about who they’re studying with.
This administrative and cultural shift comes from the administration’s vision of a “USC
experience,” “authentically staged” spectacles as a replacement for bodies, interactions, critical
thinking.
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HELEN MOLESWORTH: Well, I think nothing has been more devastating to the curatorial field

than the rise of the curatorial-studies program.
VICTORIA SOBEL: Let’s get that on record. [ Laughter.]

HELEN MOLESWORTH: No, I do. And I’'m prepared to have that be in print, I think. [ Laughter.]
I now routinely go to art shows and I see what I call MFA art, organized by MA curators. There
is a kind of flattening of the field through the programs that we have all, in various ways, been
involved with. And the crises around Cooper and USC have demonstrable, real effects on real
people, but there is also a way in which, if I take a step away from the fire, I think, “Well, maybe

it’s not the worst thing to happen, that the MFA program loses some of its own sense of its

assuredness, of its rights, of what people are entitled to.”

What I find most extraordinary about the USC situation is that you and the other six students
formed your own group in the aftermath. It seems to me your crisis is to your benefit in some
way. [ realize that’s an outsider’s point of view, but you’re still meeting once a week, and you
have created a nominal, provisional, self-sustaining, self-governing institution of your own

making,.

A. L. STEINER: Lee made a beautiful statement about their group of seven to me the other night,
that they wouldn’t have come together if it hadn’t been for the program. And they feel thankful

that it happened, even with the program’s implosion and the consequences the students

suffered.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: We’re all talking about art education, but how and why did you all get

into teaching in the first place? What do you do in the classroom?

MIKE ESSL: At Cooper, I tried really hard, at least in some way, to instill a sense of the public
good. That there was a legacy at Cooper Union that you are a part of, and that in the design
program, specifically, you’re following in the footsteps of giants, the people who literally

designed our profession.

I know how grandiose it sounds, but when I graduated, as a result of receiving that tuition-free
scholarship, I felt I should give back somehow. And then, over the past few years, bringing the

fight into the classroom and trying to explain to everyone in an open and honest way what was
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going on and who the players were, I felt that putting that all on the table was also part of my

responsibility as an educator.
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Cooper Union students protesting at the Foundation Building, New York, December 3, 2012. Photo: Lee Milby.

FRANCES STARK: Frankly, I did not know how to teach. You go to a university and you think
it’s supposed to be an institution of teaching, that you’re supposed to be with teaching experts.
Guess what? They don’t give a shit about teaching at all. They don’t hire people based on
teaching experience. They just want to make sure that you’re going to meet your tenure
standards or that you have a high-profile career, that you’ve published a lot. Artists who want to
grow as educators are not supported by the institution, because the institution isn’t invested in

their methodology.

I came into a mess and was asked to address the division between fine art and design. I did my
best. Thank God my partner was a design expert, and I tried to tackle those problems. But
basically, everyone is on their own. You go into the dean’s office and you negotiate your private
salary and you don’t tell anybody else. If this is a pie factory and you’re selling your MFA pie for
$100,000, Mr. Pie Manager, can you tell me what the ingredients of your pie are? They should be
able to say, “We like a flaky crust. We like a soft crust. And in order to get a flaky crust you must

do this and that.” But they don’t know the recipe. They don’t know the ingredients of the
41 ELIZABETH ST, NEW YORK, NY 10013 * www.martosgallery.com * (212) 560-0670



MARTOS GALLERY

product that they’re selling.

I’m not saying that I want them to tell me what to do. ’m saying people don’t know how to
teach. Students are not able to write paragraphs. And yet artists are coming in and they’re like,
“Read this Deleuze handout.”

HELEN MOLESWORTH: You’re speaking about a very real part of this current crisis. We are
living in a culture where some students get to college and still don’t know how to write, don’t
know how to read, much less read critically. And then we have faculty who assign them twenty-
five pages of Mille Plateaux and throw up their hands when it doesn’t go well. This is a kind of
perverse version of the post-’60s fetish for de-skilling. Values that once seemed germane—like
skills in draftsmanship or Cibachrome printing or color theory, as well as conceptual practices
that confronted and critiqued traditional artistic skills and craft—have become profoundly
perverted as they’ve been put through this corporatized, for-profit model that has no dialectical

balance anymore. There is no counterweight.

FRANCES STARK: I was talking about undergrads, by the way. One of the main questions is
whether there is a distinction between how you teach MFA and how you teach undergraduate.
And what happens is that everyone starts to teach undergraduates like they’re graduate students.

But that kid can’t even parse an episode of The Simpsons.
HELEN MOLESWORTH: Here’s what’s good. It’s trickling up. [ Laughter.]

MIKE ESSL: I have taught at a place where—I mean, I probably shouldn’t say the name of the
school, but I can tell you the initials are SVA. [Laughter.] I had a student who just never showed
up. There was no medical reason, no explanation. When she did show up, there were just

excuses as to why she didn’t do her work. I failed this student. And then I was called into the

department chair’s office and I was told, “If you fail this person, she might not come back and
we will lose $30,000.”

CHARLIE WHITE: Wow.

FRANCES STARK: Exactly.

A. L. STEINER: But teaching is such an incredibly intimate act. It can be very egalitarian. It can

be very authoritarian. Everyone who comes in to teach has different interests, methods,
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experiences. I’'m dedicated to teaching and learning, but they’re not solely experiences I’ve had
inside an institution. I can relate to Frances on this. You know, I learned an incredible amount
from artists and activists in Queer Nation, ACT UP, and the Women’s Action Coalition in the
’90s. I participate in pedagogy because I learn, not only because I teach. They’re symbiotic. But
I will say that the intimacy of teaching, regardless of whether it’s a class of a hundred people or
five people or one-on-one studio visits—there’s something that never changes, which is the

energy of the people and the room, an interest in responding to what’s happening around you.

After my final year at USC, I felt extremely disheartened. We had recruited these people on
behalf of the university, and what happened to them was something I could never have imagined,

that absolutely did not need to—and should not have—happened.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: You’re talking about coming of age in the *90s. I think that there is a
generation now who has come of age underneath a huge umbrella of economic trauma, of the
financialization of culture and the production of debt on the lower and working classes as a way
to finance the extraordinary expansion of an oligarchy class. But amid today’s talk of trauma
and things being stolen, promises broken and lies, the words of Walter Benjamin haunt me right
now: that the state of emergency in which we find ourselves is not the exception but the rule.
And those ruptures and breaks are part of the engine of how this slow, stuttering, iterative
process of social change and something like forward movement—or just movement—happens. |
just want to be mindful of how we understand the crisis we’re in now: It is real and it is

particular, but I’'m not sure it’s new.

CHARLIE WHITE: Yes, exactly,the financialization of culture and the production of debt on the
lower and working classes. So? For this very reason we should consider the terminal degree

something to support, not sell, right?

We have to see the logic of that move in ourselves as artists first. Truly free expression and
experimental thinking are civic enterprises; they are not privatized exchanges. Art pushes
boundaries for everyone. Our creative freedom is indebted to those who took risks before us,
those who tested society’s readiness for new ideas. How do we support a generation of radical
thinkers—radical individuals—if we shackle them to a monetized system by making them have

to dig themselves out of a hole on day one?

FRANCES STARK: All I know is that art is something that I want to do because I have seen it

41 ELIZABETH ST, NEW YORK, NY 10013 » www.martosgallery.com * (212) 560-0670



MARTOS GALLERY

work. It functions. I could look at it, and that dead artist, every single thing that they meant,

could go into my brain. It’s a magical technology.

I want to honor that magic. And that’s what it means to be a teacher. I can learn from Amanda,
because she’s putting form in front of me. She’s thinking through form. I’m looking at her stuff
and it’s blowing my mind. The form is the art. It’s why we do this. It’s not because we want a
certain position in society, or to climb up the ladder, or to juke the stats to ensure that we get a
raise. We do it because we revere the form and the physical ability to have thought in form. That
is why we are here. And the administrators don’t believe in that religion—don’t see that form, or

don’t even understand form.

We believe that form manifests and resonates in unexpected, magical ways that other things

don’t.

HELEN MOLESWORTH: Or, as my friend the artist Steve Locke says, there is no content without

form. Ever.

CHARLIE WHITE: I’'m a great believer in form—and school is form. I didn’t even love school
when [ was a student, but I have come to be a great believer in what art school can offer and the

changes it can make, that it must make.
FRANCES STARK: I’'m a great believer in school, which is why I quit USC. [Laughter.]

A. L. STEINER: I am dedicated to continuing this, whether it’s inside somewhere, outside

somewhere, or both.

— Sarah Lehrer-Graiwer, Helen Molesworth, Mike Essl, Jory Rabinovitz, Lee Relvas, Amanda
Ross-Ho, Victoria Sobel, Frances Stark, A. L. Steiner, Charlie White
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10 Picks From Independent New York 2015
By Rachel Small

Now in its sixth edition (not counting last fall’s experimental project fair), Independent
New York has near cult status among art world insiders, consistently serving up
intriguing, original contemporary art in the midst of Armory Arts Week. With Center
548’s layout in Chelsea breaking away from the traditional booth format, browsing the art
is a less regimented experience, closer to a free form exhibition than a fair. This year,
Independent hosts 50 galleries and nonprofits representing 14 countries, with most
coming from New York and Berlin. A resolve hangs in the air to make it count: This is the
last time Independent will be held at Center 548, which has been a focal point for the arts
since Dia took ownership in 1987. A new owner plans to tear it down and build
condominiums.

Jory Rabinovitz, Through 4,
2015. Melted pennies,
unmelted pennies, Verdigris
Green fabric, pedestal. 84 x
46 x 42 in. Photo: Courtesy
of Martos Gallery, New
York.

Jory Rabinovitz continued a
series in which he uses
pennies as material to create
custom pieces for Martos
Gallery's booth. Creating
forms from melted pennies,
he then stamps them with
the coin to create texture,
and oxidizes copper to dye
the fabric-tube components.
As this year is the last time
that Independent will be at
Center548, Rabinovitz
designed a tribute: a piece on
the wall echoes the window
it faces, and the work
pictured matches the
measurements of
Centerb48's stairs.
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At Independent, Gavin Brown
Reveals He’s Leasing Space for a New
Headquarters

By Nate Freeman

As we’ve known for a while, dealer Gavin Brown will soon be forced to vacate
the Greenwich Street digs he’s occupied for over a decade. The show that
opens this Saturday—"Karl Holmqvist: HERE’S GOOD LOOKING @U, KID”
along with a video work by Rirkrit Tiravanija that shows Mr. Holmqvist
reading and performing his works—will be one of the last.

And it appears the dealer has found a solution to his problems, a new home
for the enterprise. At the press preview for Independent earlier today, we
stopped by his booth, which displayed a few wonderful works by Silke Otto-
Knapp, on sale for $1,600 to $40,000, depending on the size (last we checked,
two had sold.)

After some pleasantries, we returned to a topic
that we've discussed before, most recently on

email and prior to that at his satelliete gallery

in Chinatown: where will the new space be?

We've heard a variety of rumors too unverified

to print, but we have yet to have anything

confirmed from the man in charge. Until now!

“It’s pretty much ready,” he told us. “It’s

coming to a conclusion. I'm signing a lease in

uuuuuuuuuuu

about a month.” 2
Gavin Brown, Untitled 2014/2015,

b h i . edition of 20. At the White Columns
So, breathe, GBe will stay in NYC. But BoGH A IRESHEN UL (DOt B

wherever will it be going? Nate Freeman)
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“Oh, I'm not going to tell you that,” he said.

(So, I didn't tell you I knew where the new space was, OK?)

After pressing him for details, he did admit that he’s rather fond of the
mystery space.

“It's the most beautiful space I've ever seen in
New York,” he said

“What did you do, lease Grand Central?” I
wondered, aloud.

“Ha!—Well it doesn’t have the pomposity of
Grand Central,” he said.

And that was all we got. We were charmed to

see, however, that the artist had editions of his

Jory Rabinovitz, Through 3, at the own work (he was an artist in another life) at
Martos Gallery booth at . .
R — the White Columns booth. The two on display
Freeman) were installations of a hand extended from a

mirror. Also for sale at the White Columns
booth: a shirt by Bob Nickas with the iconic image of Joan Didion leaning out
of the car window—but the Joy Division logo atop it. Badass. Twenty bucks. A

must buy.

Elsewhere at Independent, there are some great works by Mike Cloud at
Thomas Erben Gallery where he takes dead aim at Annie Leibovitz—he cuts
up photos from one of her works and writes ANNIE LEIBOVITZ all over—and
there was some great Jory Rabinovitz penny-based installations at Martos
Gallery, plus Maurizio Cattalan was walking around all over the place, so
what are you doing, get on over to Independent! The vernissage is tonight
from 6:00 to 8:00.
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Bad Weather Be Damned! Cold Collectors Raid
Chelsea’s Independent Art Fair

BY John Chiaverina, Hannah Ghorashi

Another snowy, terrible New York City afternoon (a people-
watching game to play with younger fairgoers is “snot bubble or
tiny septum piercing?”) was no deterrent for a flock of art
enthusiasts descending on today’s Independent art fair in
Chelsea. Some of them were even too eager to speak: “There’s a
time to look and a time to talk, and I'm looking right now,”
collector Mera Rubell said in the fair’s opening hour. At least at
Independent, there is a relatively (compared to the harrowing
Armory) manageable amount of stuff to see.

Hanging out at the booth of Berlin’s Société gallery is a giant
lighthox photograph by the German-Mongolian artist Timur Si-
Qin approximating the aesthetics of an Abercrombie & Fitch ad
campaign. In the photo, two absurdly hunky young white male
models share a draped American flag around their oh-so-broad
shoulders.

Work by Timur Si-Qin at Société
Presents.JOHN CHIAVERINA/ARTNEWS

Si-Qin has in the past worked with materials as disparate as

swords and Axe Body Spray (side note: we look forward to that

inevitable moment when Axe Body spray sponsors an art fair), so for him to take on the aesthetics of
an Abercrombie campaign fits nicely in line with his style as an artist, which for now is represented
by a Yin-Yang crest with the words PEACE in all-caps below it, a signature that can be seen in the
corner of his work on display at the Independent and on most of his works.

New York’s Real Fine Arts brought to the fair a giant Cookie
Monster-esque sculpture by the artist Stefan Tcherepnin,
originally made for a movie included in the artist’s recent
exhibition at the gallery. “It had a Buckminster Fuller geodesic
dome in it as a setting,” said RFA cofounder Tyler Dobson,
explaining the video, “so they were walking around in this
atmosphere, and a few sculptures came out of that film.” Dobson
described the flick as having a “dystopian, abstract narrative,”
and although actual actors donned the suit in the movie, at the
Independent the monster was merely stuffed.

In order to reach the piece, one has to navigate a series of very
small sculptures by Sam Anderson (on display at Tanya
Leighton), a perilous path guarded in part by Dobson and a very
attentive security guard. The guard stationed in front of
Anderson’s miniatures is probably in for a very long shift. “I'm

Sculpture by Stefan Tcherepnin, 2 = : -
presented by Real Fine Arts.JOHN gonna have a heart attack myself,” she said after seeing a visitor

CHIAVERINA/ARTNEWS nearly stomp a small sculpture of a dog wrapped in some sort of
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sheet. (Canada Gallery’s Phil Grauer, perhaps noticing a

reporter’s slack-jawed fascination with Tcherepnin’s monster,
offered a pithy explanation of the work his gallery had on display: “This booth is very serious art, it
might not work for you, move along.” The art in question was from the deceased first generation
conceptual artist Gerald Ferguson, hailing from—incidentally—Nova Scotia.)

A less stressful installation came from Karma, tucked in a corner
by a window, showing photographs by the sculptor Robert
Grosvenor—sexy cars, large-scale toy ships, a gorgeous pair of
green doughnuts floating, Ophelia-like, on water. Another piece,
not on view, unfortunately: a rat surfing on a life preserver. The
works are a kind of preview for a show opening Friday at the
gallery, “LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WE ARE FLOATING IN
SPACE,” which features Grosvenor and some of his
contemporaries, like John McCracken, Brice Marden, Charlotte
Posenenske, Robert Smithson, Ken Price, and Anne Truitt.

Speaking of floating around up in space somewhere, there was
Jose Martos, owner of Martos Gallery, displaying Jory
Rabinovitz’s untitled copper installation. Trimmed in oxidized-
green fabric tubes, copper squares missing penny-sized holes are ! e 48 o B

mounted as a sort of conceptual shrine to the lowest denomination ;.\ Gal?ﬁ,, T
of the American dollar. The missing copper, like indulgence CHIAVERINA/ARTNEWS

change, is scattered just below the Ur-plates of metal. Martos was

quick to summarize the history of the American penny to a willing

listener—how it was once made of pure copper, until the government switched to a copper and zinc
alloy and the actual material worth of the coin dropped. He compared a set of white steps scattered
with pennies to Fascist architecture, and his eyes lit up.

“I love Fascist architecture,” Martos declared. “And Futurism.”
We also learned that he admires Alfred Hitchcock’s fastidious
eye for design, particularly the cavernous theaters in Spellbound;
periodically, he goes through and rewatches Hitchcock’s entire
filmography. The James Bond series receives equal attention. He
asked if we’d like to meet his assistant, claiming she was much

better at talking than him. That’s doubtful.

Tyson Reeder, represented by Canada Gallery, had a few
paintings on view courtesy Brussels’s Office Baroque; one of
them, Untitled, depicts a spirited longhaired rock band jamming
out in front of an artificial brick wall. Elsewhere, Matthew Higgs,
director of White Columns and one of Independent’s co-
founders, was discussing a forthcoming vinyl LP produced by
White Columns of the noisy and not entirely musical Piano Party
Tyson Reeder, Untitled.JOHN —pretty much exactly what it sounds like—Reeder threw at
CHIAVERINA/ARTNEWS Canada earlier this winter. (Today, however, Higgs was selling

records out of his booth by Emily Sundblad and Matt Sweeney,

which were, according to Higgs, “Much more conventional.”)
Higgs also had a work on view by the dealer Gavin Brown. Brown was a floor above, selling
watercolors by the German, L.A.-based artist Silke Otto Knapp. Brown’s piece was a rendering of his
own hands, one spray-painted neon pink and the other black, each mounted on a circular mirror.
Small world.
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ART REVIEW

Art as Architecture and as
Currency

By Karen Rosenberg

“Liz Glynn: Ransom Room,” one of three solo shows at SculptureCenter in Long Island
City, Queens. Hiroko Masuike/The New York Times

For refreshingly un-Koonsian ideas about sculpture, look no

41 ELIZABETH ST, NEW YORK, NY 10013 * www.martosgallery.com * (212) 560-0670



MARTOS GALLERY

further than the three solo exhibitions now at SculptureCenter. One
is a large-scale installation by the midcareer Icelandic artist Katrin
Sigurdardottir; the other two are smaller projects by the emerging
American artists Liz Glynn and Jory Rabinovitz. Shiny objects and
artisanal craftsmanship play a role here, as they do in Jeff Koons’s
survey at the Whitney, but so do imperfection, evanescence and
parsimoniousness.

The biggest of the three projects, and the most commanding, is Ms.
Sigurdardottir’s “Foundation.” An ornamental gray-and-white tile
floor on a raised platform, “Foundation” was first exhibited last
summer in the old laundry quarters of a Venetian palazzo at the
55th Venice Biennale, where it represented the Pavilion of Iceland.
It was subsequently installed at the Reykjavik Art Museum, in a
building that was once a customs house. Now it has come to yet
another postindustrial setting, the former trolley repair shop of
SculptureCenter.

Conceived with all three of these locations in mind, “Foundation”
might be seen as a challenge to the idea of site-specific,
architectural installations. In a catalog interview with the project’s
curators, the SculptureCenter’s executive director, Mary Ceruti,
and Ilaria Bonacossa, the director of the Museo d’Arte
Contemporanea di Villa Croce in Genoa, Ms. Sigurdardottir
describes “a floating pavilion, a wandering pavilion. A pavilion that
is here but yet not here.”
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Katrin Sigurdardottir’s large-scale installation “Foundation.” Hiroko Masuike/The New
York Times

The baroque-patterned tilework initially gives off a sense of
permanence, but as you tread on it you notice strange gaps: areas
where tile had to be cut out to accommodate walls and columns of
the Venetian palazzo and, later, the Reykjavik museum. Only in
New York is it totally free-standing, engulfed by SculptureCenter’s
cavernous interior, so that it appears as a room within a room.

With “Foundation,” Ms. Sigurdardottir is also moving deeper into
the decorative arts — abandoning the all-white set pieces
exemplified by her 2010 set of installations in the Metropolitan
Museum’s period rooms. Instead of building ghostly models that
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riff on existing architecture, she is making something that looks
historically authentic (at least to the casual observer) and is
steeped in artisanal labor. Its thousands of concrete tiles, we are
told, were all handmade by the artist and her assistants.

They add up to a stunning, 18th-century-style complement to
SculptureCenter’s exposed brick walls and metal fixtures. But as
you tread on this graceful surface, you may feel as if you are on
overly familiar ground: in one of Rudolf Stingel’s carpeted rooms,
or even in his 2013 Venice project at the Palazzo Grassi, which
upped the ante on large decorative installations by covering walls
as well as floors and by giving a contemporary, digital twist to a
traditional pattern.

And originality aside, the multisite concept of “Foundation” results
in a certain blandness; the piece may simply be too
accommodating for its own good.

If “Foundation” is an act of architectural salvage, Ms. Glynn’s
“Ransom Room” (organized by Ms. Ceruti) is about salvaging a
narrative from colonial history. The inspiration for her installation,
which fills a small side gallery, was the capture of the 16th-century
Inca emperor Atahualpa by Spanish conquistadors. The emperor
promised, and delivered, a hefty ransom: a room filled with gold
and silver vessels from all over the empire. But the Spanish
executed him anyway, and melted the piles of precious metal
objects into ingots (for use back in Europe as currency.)
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At SculptureCenter, Ms. Glynn has fashioned her own version of
Atahualpa’s ransom: a glittering pile of surrogate “artifacts,” cups
and plates and vases cast in red sculpture wax and coated in gold
mica powder. She is adding objects to the room as the show
progresses, re-enacting the buildup of the original ransom. And
eventually, she will melt the whole heap down into ingots.

You could see “Ransom Room” as a mere simulation game, or a
particularly creative high school history project. And in some ways,
it is. But it’s done with an eye to big ideas rather than fussy details,
and some of those ideas feel unexpectedly timely. Thinking about
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art as ransom, for instance, you may find yourself pondering the
fate of objects in the Detroit Institute of Art’s collection.

Coinage also figures in Mr. Rabinovitz’s “Non Olet” (organized as
part of the “Now Showing series by Ruba Katrib), a subtle
intervention that makes inspired use of the gallery’s bathrooms
and spills out into the surrounding hallways. Titled after the Latin
phrase “pecunia non olet,” or “money doesn’t stink,” it refers

obliquely to the “Urine Tax” imposed by the Roman emperor
Vespasian (the collection of liquid waste from public bathrooms for
resale to the producers of ammonia and other chemicals).

Mr. Rabinovitz, similarly resourceful, has melted down pennies and
fashioned them into brass pipes. Threaded through the gallery
walls, the pipes could be mistaken for actual plumbing except for
their strange trails of bluish-green fabric (the color of oxidized
copper) and the fact that they seem to be leaking coins onto the
floor.

As in “Foundation” and “Ransom Room,” we are reminded that
sculpture often comes from, or winds up as, something else:
architecture, for instance, or currency. Our trophies may well end
up as some future civilization’s pennies.
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‘Tory Rabinovitz: Eighty Three’ at
Martos Gallery

By Andrew Russeth

Thin, rumbled snakes of fabric, winning riffs on Claes Oldenburg and Franz
West, dance atop boxes and spill out of pipes that are made of copper and
zinc and riddled with holes, seeming to have shed the pennies that are
strewn on the ground around them. Jory Rabinovitz used those hard-to-love
coins to produce his works, illicitly melting them to make the pedestals and
pipes, and refining and oxidizing them to produce pigments to dye his
textiles. (Coins from before 1983, made predominantly of copper, offer up
verdigris; later ones, after the federal government exchanged pricy copper

for zinc, yield a coral white.)

Balancing in the gallery is Current (Creditor) (all works 2014), a 10-foot-tall
pole made of shining copper, with green fabric streaming from its top. It
looks like a whip, both fearsome and comical. Another pipe, Current (Debtor),
is, in stark contrast, stuck to the wall, spewing its fabric to the floor (and,
naturally, made of cheap zinc). Again and again, Mr. Rabinovitz uses elegant
goofiness as a Trojan horse for trenchant criticism concerning how value and
meaning are created and assigned. He charms, then prods. This is one of the
freshest outings by a young artist this season and a welcome surprise.

(Through June 7, 2014)
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