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Two views of the simultaneous exhibitions “Unmonumental: The Object in the 21st Century” and “Collage: The Unmonumental Piclure,” 2007-08.
Above, on wall, Mark Bradford’s Helter Skelter 1 & Il (2007) and below, on wall, Wangechi Mulu's untitled installation (2008).
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Art n erica

Make It New

With a four-part show imaugurating its sleek facility on the Bowery, the once-scrappy New Museum
Jaces a tough question: can ils cutling edge stay sharp?

When Marcia Tucker founded the New Muse-
um of Contemporary Art in 1977, following

dustup with the board of the Whitney Museum in
thich she lost her curatorial position, she wanted
o create a radically different kind of institution. In
he museum's early days, all staff members received
he same salary, rotated tasks and shared equally in
lecisions. While this administrative model quickly
roved untenable, the New Museum's early focus on
ternative and antimainstream approaches to art
‘emained an important part of its identity through
he 22 years of Tucker’s tenure as director.

The new New Museum, which opened its doors
ast December in a celebrated new building on the
Bowery designed by the young architectural team
Kazuyo Sejima + Ryue Nishizawa/SANAA, is another
kind of animal altogether. As sleek as a mini-MOMA,
and just as carefully attuned to “naming opportuni-
ties,” with every component, from the stainless steel
visitor desk to the restrooms and back stairs, embla-
zoned with a contributor's name, the New Museum

Foreground, Rachel Harrison: Huffy Howler, 2004,
mixed mediums, 84 by 48 by 30 inches.

BY ELEANOR HEARTNEY

is now poised to do battle with its larger New York
competitors on its own terms.

The title of the opening exhibition, “Unmonu-
mental,” seems a tribute to the museum’s histori-
cal mission, suggesting a rejection of crowd- and
collector-pleasing grandiosity in favor of something
more marginal, modest and subversive. However,
the art inside, though carefully tattered and unpol-
ished, is not really “new” or particularly alterna-
tive, especially considering the long gallery pedi-
grees of many of the artists on hand. Opening in
phases over 11 weeks, the exhibition eventually has
come to comprise four parts, each layered over the
others. The four sections were curated by Richard
Flood, Laura Hoptman and Massimiliano Gioni, all
members of the museum’'s revamped senior staff.
The first, which opened along with the museum
itself in early December, is devoted to “The Object
in the 21st Century” and consists of freestanding
assemblages by 30 artists. “Collage: The Unmonu-
mental Pieture,” which opened Jan. 16, is com-

posed of wall works by 11 artists that
have been installed in the galleries to
surround the sculptures from phase
one. The third and fourth, “The Sound
of Things: Unmonumental Audio” and
“Montage: Unmonumental Online,”
opened mid-February.

By far the most extensive section,

- = “The Ohject in the 21st Century” pres-

ents works that approach the found or
fractured object in various ways. Some
artists, like Shinique Smith, whose bun-
dles of rags evoke Arte Povera pioneer
Michelangelo Pistoletto, offer accumu-
lations of found objects. Other works,
like Rachel Harrison's anti-homages to
various pop icons, mingle created ele-
ments (here amorphous abstract forms
in polystyrene and cement) with pho-
tographs and readymade objects. There
are also spare juxtapositions of things
manufactured, one example being
Martin Boyce's We climb inside and
everything else disappears (2004), a
lounge chair frame set on its side and
threaded with a coiled yellow tube.
Other works are fabricated rather than
readymade, and find common cause
with the theme in their fragmentation
or unconventional use of materials. For
instance, Urs Fischer's roughly mod-
eled wax female nude figure is liter-
ally a candle that was gradually melted
throughout the course of the exhibi-
tion. Also figure-based is the work of
Matthew Monahan, whose wax and
painted foam constructions suggest
fractured and mutant Art Deco figures.
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Shinique Smith: Bale Variant Number 0011, 2005,
clothing, accessories, twine and wood, 72 by 28 by
28 inches. All photos Lhis article, unless otherwise
noted, Alison Brady, courtesy New Museum of
Contemporary Art, New York.

Certainly, as even the curators acknowledge in
their catalogue texts, this is not a new approach to
art. Indeed, they offer multiple genealogies, linking
the works on view to Duchamp, Dada, Arte Povera,
assemblage, the Combines of Rauschenberg and the
chance procedures of Cage. In a more contemporary
vein, they invoke the esthetic of ruins set off by
the attacks of 9/11, the cacophony of the informa-
tion age and the mélanges of MySpace. They offer
correspondingly multiple interpretations, making
reference to Baudrillard's theory of the simulacrum,
Rosalind Krauss's seminal essay Sculpture in an
Expanded Field and Nicholas Bourriaud’s Relation-
al Aesthetics. The works themselves fly out in many
different conceptual directions, from deconstructing
modernist esthetics to spoofing gender politics and
consumer culture to riffing on private histories and
fantasies. And some are simply inert, not yielding
much of any meaning to a puzzled museum visitor.
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While many of the
sculptures are imbued
with highly private
meanings, the collages,
which consist mainly
of media images,

tend to address the
wider social world.

nterestingly, the installation of the scattered sculp-

tures, which in phase one seemed overly crowded
and confusing, gained a certain amount of clarity with
the addition of the collages. Each collage artist has
been given an entire wall. The biggest transforma-
tion came on the third floor, where Wangechi Mutu
has unfurled a whole universe across the biggest
wall, which she painted brown and outfitted with a
planetary orb composed of mounds of stuffed fabric,
fake fur and aluminum foil. Establishing a low horizon
at floor level is a mountain range made of layers of
brown tape, while the brown “sky” above is filled with
celestial phenomena created by strings of beads and
scatterings of floating “stars” made up of tufts of fur
affixed to cutout photographs of a skinned pig. Mutu's
apparition has the effect of turning the sculptures on
the floor in front of it, especially Rebecca Warren’s
clay and bronze blobs and Fischer’s evoeation of
Excalibur stuck in a pile of dirt, into features of some
weird lunar landscape. The other truly inspired inter-
section of phases one and two occurred in the nar-
row space behind the elevator on the second floor,
where Kristen Morgin's decaying clay vessels play off
Kim Jones's reworked photographs of his Mudman
character, which, thanks to the addition of tight ink
drawings of cartoonish appendages, seem likewise in
a state of organic decomposition.

Even when they don't directly address the works
on the floor, the collages add gravitas to a show that
threatened, in its first incarnation, to drift into solip-
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Left to right, two untitled works by Urs Fischer from 2001 and 2003, with Elliot Hundley’s The Wreck, 2005.
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(1994/2005) and Liberator's Retreat (2006).

sism. Where many of the sculptures are imbued with
highly private and hermetic meanings, the collages
by and large address the wider social world. Perhaps
because the bits of “real life” out of which they
are composed consist mainly of media images that
inherently embody competing ideologies, values and
societal fantasies, they, much more than the sculp-
tures, address the traumas and the dissonances of
21st-century life.

This was particularly evident in Thomas
Hirschhorn’s 2007 “TATTOO” series, like Mutu's
installation (and a third by Mark Bradford) commis-
sioned for this show. It consists of a set of unframed
collages that mingle fragments of cheesecake imag-
ery or tattooed limbs from specialty magazines with
horrific images of the bleeding flesh and severed
limbs of Iraq war victims. Each of the individual
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Left to right, Matthew Monahan’s Fundamental Shadow (2006), At Home He Feels Like a Tourist

collages is also sprinkled with a field of graphic
symbols, in one case the peace sign, in others a
skull and crosshones or a canceled swastika, which
translate the horrors depicted into logolike abstrac-
tions. Equally trenchant are works from Martha
Rosler's well-known 2004 series Bringing the War
Home: House Beautiful, which juxtapose glamorous
domestic interiors and photo images from the Iraq
War, as well as Nancy Spero’s The Hours of the Night
IT (2001), in which a series of vertical collages pres-
ent a range of representations of women culled from
myriad historical and contemporary sources.

Given the widespread use of found objects
and images by artists for nearly a century now,
“Unmonumental” hardly qualifies as the launch of
a new movement, despite efforts by the curators
to establish new justifications and intentions for
this approach to art. What the show
does make clear is that colonizing bits
of the real world is a strategy with
both risks and rewards. It requires a
delicate alchemy to make such works
more than the sum of their parts,
and it is not enough to simply push
the responsibility for ferreting out
obscure connections onto the view-
er. But when the juxtapositions and
alterations resonate, they can provide
a powerful mirror of the contradic-
tions and complexities of the contem-

porary world. L]

The four-part “Unmonumental” exhibi-

tiom, with sections devoted to sculpture,

collage and sound, as well as an online

component (rhizome.org/montage), can

be seen at the New Museum, New York,

through Mar. 30. Also on view are Young-
| Hae Chang Heavy Industries’ “Black on
White, Gray Ascending” [through Mar. 23]
. and Jeffry maba’s “Donor Hall” [through
Nou 9].

Author: Eleanor Heariney is o freelance
eritic based in New York.
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ne of the second floor gallery, showing John Bn{r.k 5 .ﬁrmaﬂ sm.ﬂpm on Fhi_fﬂml in ﬁ:regmund

2w of the fourth floor gallery, showing Thomas Hirschhorn’s Works on Paper, from the “TATTOQ" series, 2007, on wall.
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