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How	The	West	Was	(Really)	Won:	The	1970s	Indian	Pain^ngs	of	Fritz	Scholder	
by	Kent	Logan	

Collector	and	Philanthropist	

Matinee	Cowboy	and	Indian,	a	large	1978	painting	by	Fritz	Scholder,	depicts	what	appears	to	be	a	U.S.	
cavalry	officer	and	an	American	Indian	tribal	leader	shaking	hands	on	an	agreement—possibly	one	that	has	
ended	hostilities;	the	three	eagle	feathers	the	chief	holds	in	his	left	hand	often	symbolized	such	a	“peaceful”	
event.	On	closer	examination,	however,	the	faces	of	both	characters	betray	a	deeper	sense	of	distrust,	
even	contempt.	The	soldier	appears	to	be	grinning	insincerely,	while	the	jaw	of	the	chief	is	firmly	set	in	a	
cynical	expression.	Rather	than	a	picture	of	a	positive	collaboration,	Scholder	probably	intended	this	
painting	to	be	a	metaphor	for	the	continuing	struggle	between	the	U.S.	government	and	its	Native	
American	inhabitants,	which	has	been	ongoing	for	more	than	two	hundred	years.	

The	U.S.	government	signed	more	than	four	hundred	treaties	with	American	Indian	tribes	and,	by	most	
accounts,	did	not	live	up	to	one;	roughly	two	thirds	of	these	treaties	involved	the	ceding	of	Indian	lands.	The	
Indian	Removal	Act	of	1830	gave	President	Andrew	Jackson	the	right	to	remove	the	Cherokee	and	all	
southern	tribes	to	lands	west	of	the	Mississippi;	in	fact,	they	were	pushed	as	far	as	Oklahoma.	Shortly	
thereafter,	the	Indian	Trade	and	Intercourse	Act	of	1834	provided	for	the	reorganization	of	the	then	ten-
year-old	Bureau	of	Indian	Affairs	(BIA),	essentially	giving	the	U.S.	Department	of	the	Interior	absolute	control	
over	the	lives	of	all	Native	Americans	and	effectively	disenfranchising	the	Indian	population.	Manifest	
Destiny	was	the	republic’s	mantra,	and	all	that	stood	in	the	way	of	this	“Westward	Ho!”	doctrine	were	the	
tribal	lands	of	the	Delaware,	Cherokee,	Chippewa,	Sioux,	Apache,	and	other	native	tribes.	

Then	in	1887,	Congress	passed	the	General	Allotment	Act,	known	as	the	Dawes	Act,	which	ostensibly	
“gave”	each	Native	American	head	of	household	160	acres—an	amount	deemed	adequate	for	agricultural	
self-sufficiency;	at	the	time,	Indian	tribes	controlled	roughly	155	million	acres	of	land.	The	actual	effect	of	
the	Dawes	Act,	however,	was	to	free	up	a	“surplus”	of	Indian	land,	much	in	demand	by	white	settlers	pushing	
west.	Because	of	this	new	allotment	process,	by	1935	Native	Americans	lost	roughly	90	million	acres	(of	
their	155	million)	to	westward	expansion.	The	allotment	policy	was	finally	reversed	in	1934	with	the	
passage	of	the	Indian	Reorganization	Act,	or	Wheeler-Howard	Act,	which	attempted	to	reinvigorate	the	
tribal	organization	system	and	provide	a	structure	for	tribes	to	interact	with	state	and	federal	agencies.	

While	this	was	a	significant	positive	step	for	Native	American	self-rule,	it	lasted	for	less	than	twenty	years.	
In	1953,	House	Concurrent	Resolution	108	passed	Congress	and	effectively	“terminated”	all	tribes	within	
California,	Florida,	Texas,	and	New	York,	and	certain	named	tribes	in	Montana,	Oregon,	Wisconsin,	Kansas,	
Nebraska,	and	North	Dakota.	The	resolution	meant	the	end	of	tribal	governments	for	more	than	one	
hundred	tribes,	in	essence	dissolving	self-rule.	It	also	greatly	reduced	the	role	of	the	BIA.	

Within	ten	years,	however,	government	policy	reversed	itself	once	again.	In	1961	Secretary	of	the	Interior	
Stewart	Udall	convened	a	task	force	on	Indian	affairs,	which	recommended	the	reassertion	of	tribal	self-
determination	and	the	cancellation	of	the	“termination”	approach	adopted	in	1953.	As	if	the		
misappropriation	of	Native	American	lands	and	inconsistent	government	policy	weren’t	enough,	the	irony	
was	that	the	U.S.	government	also	failed	to	provide	adequate	social	and	health	services	on	most	
reservations.	Tragically,	Native	Americans	suffered	higher	percentages	of	tuberculosis,	alcoholism,	
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diabetes,	infant	mortality,	and	suicide	than	the	general	population.	Unemployment	on	reservations	was	
(and	still	is)	rampant,	and	Native	Americans	have	the	nation’s	lowest	rates	of	high-school	graduation.		

Why,	then,	were	Native	Americans	painted	as	romantic,	stoic,	noble	savages?	How	did	they	achieve	such	
mystical	status	as	a	spiritual	icon	of	Americana,	when	the	reality	of	their	experience	at	the	hands	of	
European	settlers	was	so	very	different?	Whatever	the	reason,	it	was	Fritz	Scholder	who	“popped	the	
balloon”	in	1969	when	he	painted	Indian	with	Beer	Can,	the	first	“real”	Native	American	portrait.	

One	Quarter	Luiseño;	Three	Quarters	Non-Indian	

It	is	ironic	that	the	man	who	would	revolutionize	how	the	world	looked	at	Indians	swore	that	he	would	never	
paint	them.	Fritz	Scholder	was	the	son	of	a	BIA	school	administrator	who	was	half	Luiseño	but	did	not	
embrace	his	Native	American	heritage.	Scholder	himself	would	repeatedly	assert	that	he	was	not	Indian.	
His	childhood,	however,	was	spent	following	his	father	around	the	West	as	his	father	was	assigned	
various	posts	by	the	BIA,	eventually	locating	in	Sacramento,	California,	in	1957.	There,	Scholder	enrolled	in	
art	school	at	Sacramento	Junior	College	and	studied	under	the	renowned	Bay	Area	figurative	artist	
Wayne	Thiebaud.	

By	1964,	Scholder	parlayed	a	budding	reputation	into	a	position	as	the	Advanced	Painting	Instructor	at	the	
Institute	of	American	Indian	Arts,	but	it	would	be	three	years	before	he	painted	Indian	No.	1,	a	
straightforward,	stereotyped	portrait,	and	another	two	years	until	he	completed	the	paradigm-changing	
Indian	with	Beer	Can.	

Over	the	next	decade,	Scholder	would	go	on	to	produce	hundreds	of	Indian	portraits,	an	interesting	paradox	
for	an	artist	who	insisted	he	was	only	one-quarter	Luiseño	(and	therefore	“not	an	Indian”)	and	would	
“not	paint	Indians.”	This	psychological	contradiction	is	not	the	subject	of	this	essay,	but	suffice	it	to	say	
that	the	confusing	identity	issues	associated	with	his	early	upbringing	had	now	collided	with	an	explosion	
of	Indian	rights	activism	and	the	American	Indian	Movement’s	(AIM)	takeover	of	Alcatraz	in	1969,	the	
occupation	of	the	BIA	headquarters	in	Washington	in	1972,	and	the	standoff	with	the	federal	government	
at	Wounded	Knee,	South	Dakota,	in	1973.	

Multiculturalism:	The	Conceptual	Platform	of	Scholder’s	Indian	Series	

Perhaps	more	illuminating,	however,	was	a	statement	Scholder	made	to	a	newspaper	reporter	around	the	
time	AIM	took	over	Wounded	Knee:	

People	don’t	really	like	Indians.	Oh,	they	like	their	own	conceptions	of	the	Indian—usually	
the	Plains	Indian,	romantic	and	noble	and	handsome	and	somehow	the	embodiment	of	
wisdom	and	patience.	But	Indians	in	America	are	usually	poor,	sometimes	derelicts	
outside	the	value	system,	living	in	uncomfortable	surroundings.	We	have	really	been	
viewed	as	something	other	than	human	beings	by	the	larger	society.	The	Indian	of	
reality	is	a	paradox—a	monster	to	himself	and	a	non-person	to	society.	

While	he	never	publicly	embraced	the	actions	of	the	American	Indian	Movement,	Scholder	appears	to	have	
immersed	himself	in	the	wider	social	activism	agenda	of	the	1970s	by	highlighting	the	discrimination	
against	the	Native	American	minority.	While	his	art	is	not	often	thought	of	in	this	more	universal	context	of	
sociopolitical	art,	I	would	argue	that	Scholder	shares	a	common	ground	with	artists	as	diverse	as	Philip	
Guston,	Leon	Golub,	and	Robert	Colescott.	

It	is	often	said	that	so-called	sociopolitical	art	becomes	dated	very	quickly	and	disappears	from	virtually	all	
curatorial	agendas.	And	while	art	that	references	overt,	specific	events	or	persons	typically	does	not	
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stand	the	test	of	time	or	memory,	several	universal	sociopolitical	themes	have	remained	a	part	of	society’s	
fabric	for	the	past	forty	years	and	thus	have	transcended	the	narrow	label	of	“sociopolitical	art.”	In	fact,	art	
that	is	relevant	to	social	issues	is	at	the	heart	of	the	definition	of	post-modernism,	and	is	often	referenced	
under	the	umbrella	of	multiculturalism.	

Pop	Art	was	a	mirror	on	the	popular	culture	of	materialism	and	“keeping	up	with	the	Joneses”	so	
prevalent	in	the	1960s.	But	as	the	decade	drew	to	a	close,	darker	issues	clouded	the	horizon.	The	
optimism	of	the	early	1960s	seemed	to	evaporate	with	the	continued	escalation	of	the	Vietnam	War	and	
the	concurrent	growing	antiwar	sentiment	at	home;	simultaneously,	the	Civil	Rights	Movement	was	in	full	
swing,	heightened	by	the	assassinations	of	Dr.	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	and	Robert	Kennedy	in	1968.	

Up	to	this	point,	mainstream	artists	only	addressed	sociopolitical	issues	obliquely.	The	first	artist	of	stature	
who	dared	to	do	it	directly	was,	ironically,	the	Abstract	Expressionist	painter	turned	realist	Philip	Guston.	In	
1970,	Guston	shocked	the	art	world	with	his	show	of	hooded	Ku	Klux	Klansmen	at	the	Marlborough	Gallery.	
The	images	of	Klansmen	smoking,	drinking,	sitting	around	in	empty	rooms,	or	patrolling	streets	
reflected	Guston’s	deep	disenchantment	with	the	Vietnam	War,	the	oppression	of	minorities’	civil	
rights,	and	general	political	corruption	and	ineptitude.	Leon	Golub	explored	this	same	territory	in	a	more	
graphic	figurative	manner.	His	paintings	of	torturers,	mercenaries,	and	thugs	exposed	the	dehumanizing	
aspects	of	tyranny,	abuse	of	power,	oppression,	and	the	exploitation	of	the	innocent.	

Racism,	segregation,	and	black	voter	disenfranchisement	had	also	reached	a	boiling	point	in	the	early	1970s.	
The	artist	who	first	embraced	those	issues	was	the	“new	image”	painter	Robert	Colescott.	His	cartoonish,	
raucous	images	of	blacks	in	distorted	historical	situations	were	a	biting	commentary	on	popular	racial	
stereotypes.	And	despite	progress	in	addressing	the	many	aspects	of	African	American	status	within	our	
overall	society,	this	subject	remained	a	central	theme	in	work	of	such	1980s	artists	as	Jeff	Koons	and	
Raymond	Saunders	and	1990s	artists	including	Glenn	Ligon,	Kara	Walker,	Radcliffe	Bailey,	and	the	British	
artist	Yinka	Shonibare.	

Real,	Not	Red	

Scholder	often	emphasized	that	he	wanted	to	depict	Indians	as	“real”	rather	than	the	idealized	“red”	
stereotype	of	western	novels	and	movies.	No	image	epitomized	this	more	than	Super	Indian	No.	2	(1971).	

The	painting	depicts	a	powerful	image	of	an	American	Indian	dancer,	capped	by	an	impressive	buffalo	
headdress;	the	dancer	is	taking	a	break	from	a	tourist-pleasing	performance	while	eating	an	anachronistic	
ice-cream	cone.	At	first	glance,	this	painting	seems	to	celebrate	an	important	cultural	tradition,	but	Scholder’s	
true	intent	is	to	underscore	the	struggle	of	native	people	to	find	a	balance	between	their	traditional	
practices	and	their	contemporary	roles	entertaining	tourists.	His	reward	is	a	strawberry	ice-cream	cone.	
While	Scholder	did	not	claim	to	make	statements	in	his	art,	to	viewers	of	this	work	other	associations	seem	
possible.	First,	Super	Indian	No.	2,	and	particularly	the	connection	between	an	American	Indian	dancer	and	a	
performance	for	tourists,	could	invoke	the	stereotyped	image	of	the	Indian	in	Buffalo	Bill	Cody’s	Wild	West	
show,	which	was	spectacularly	popular	in	the	late	1800s.	Cody	had	been	an	army	scout,	Pony	Express	
rider,	and	Congressional	Medal	of	Honor	winner	when	he	staged	his	first	“cowboy	and	Indian”	show	in	
1883.	Despite	their	pride,	a	number	of	Indian	leaders	participated	in	these	demeaning	exhibitions,	
primarily	for	the	money	and	the	“right”	to	travel	off	the	reservation.	The	second	reference	relates	to	the	
significance	of	the	buffalo	headdress;	Scholder’s	decision	to	paint	this	was	probably	not	by	accident.	Nothing	
was	more	important	to	American	Indian	Plains	culture	than	the	buffalo;	the	source	of	food,	clothing,	and	
shelter,	the	buffalo	was	also	the	spiritual	touchstone	of	Indians’	beliefs.	It	has	been	estimated	that	there		
were	30	to	60	million	buffalo	roaming	the	Plains	before	Europeans	arrived;	by	the	1880s	that	number	had	
shrunk	to	a	few	thousand.	By	destroying	the	buffalo,	the	white	man	had	in	effect	destroyed	the	Indian.	
While	the	dancer	in	this	work	is	Pueblo,	the	image	of	the	buffalo	is	inextricably	linked	to	the	broad	
stereotype	of	the	Plains	Indian.	
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It	should	not	be	surprising	that	many	of	Scholder’s	Indians	are	obviously	tortured	creatures;	distorted,	
monster-like	faces	abound	in	paintings	such	as	Indian	with	Strawberry	Soda	Pop	(1970),	Mad	Indian	No.	3	
(about	1970),	Portrait	of	a	Massacred	Indian	(1972),	and	Insane	Indian	No.	26	(1972).	No	wonder	Scholder	
cites	Francis	Bacon	as	one	of	his	most	important	influences.	

In	fact,	the	screaming	Indian	in	Scholder’s	1969	painting	Indian	in	Car	seems	to	closely	relate	to	Bacon’s	
famous	series	of	screaming	popes.	The	anguish	expressed	in	the	Indian’s	face	may	reflect	the	prospect	
that	the	subject	has	no	control	over	where	he	is	“being	driven”;	his	life	is	being	controlled,	for	example,	
by	the	vagaries	of	white	administrators	with	little	concern	for	what	is	in	his	best	interests.		

In	another	painting	from	1972,	Massacre	in	America:	Wounded	Knee,	the	bloody	corpses	of	the	victims	of	the	
1890	Wounded	Knee	massacre,	which	have	been	thrown	into	a	snowy	mass	grave	and	look	disturbingly	
inhuman,	bear	a	grotesque	similarity	to	the	slab	of	meat	that	dominates	Francis	Bacon’s	seminal	work	
Painting	(1946).	

The	important	point	is	that	while	Scholder	has	appropriated	aspects	of	Bacon’s	style,	he	has	applied	them	to	
subject	matter	that	clearly	reflects	his	own	unique,	genuinely	personal	experience.	

The	conceptual	basis	of	Scholder’s	1970s	Indian	series	is	completely	original,	and	in	fact	revolutionary,	in	the	
sense	that	he	has	discarded	the	stereotypical	stoic	Indian	portraiture	that	had	dominated	Western	painting	
until	that	time.	In	effect,	not	only	was	Scholder	heavily	invested	in	the	“multiculturalism”	wave	of	the	
1970s,	he	was	one	of	the	first	artists	to	return	to	the	figure—and	more	importantly,	to	use	the	portrait	
to	explore	issues	of	psychological	identity.	

Portraiture	and	Psychological	Identity	

Under	the	combined	weight	of	the	New	York	School,	modernism,	and	Clement	Greenberg,	figurative	art	in	
general—and	portraiture	in	particular—almost	died	completely	in	the	late	1940s	and	early	1950s.	Kept	
alive	by	the	work	of	Larry	Rivers,	Alex	Katz,	Philip	Pearlstein,	and	Lucien	Freud,	it	began	to	make	a	
comeback	in	the	late	1950s.	All	these	artists,	however,	were	“objective	realists”	in	the	sense	that	they	
were	engaged	in	painting	“exactly”	what	was	in	front	of	them.	The	Pop	artists	(Andy	Warhol	in	particular)	
injected	psychological	content	into	portraiture,	essentially	creating	more	of	a	“conceptual	portrait”	
than	a	strict	representational	rendering.	In	California,	Bay	Area	figurative	painters	David	Park	and	Richard	
Diebenkorn	had	moved	away	from	abstraction	to	a	more	gestural	style	of	figuration.	

But	it	was	Scholder	who	combined	all	of	the	revived	elements	of	figuration—and	added,	through	his	firsthand	
experience,	all	the	angst	of	two	hundred	years	of	the	“Indian	Problem”—to	evolve	a	new	psychological	
portraiture	that,	in	a	more	general	sense,	would	also	influence	the	new	figurative	artists	emerging	in	the	
1980s	and	1990s.	Artists	as	diverse	as	Jean-Michel	Basquiat,	Jeff	Koons,	David	Wojnarowicz,	Marlene	Dumas,	and	
Antony	Gormley	all	explored	this	genre	extensively.	Additionally,	Francesco	Clemente’s	work	deals	almost	
exclusively	with	self-portraiture.	Kathy	Halbreich	in	the	Hirshhorn	Museum	catalog	Culture	and	Commentary:	An	
Eighties	PerspecHve	said	that	Clemente	is	“a	voyeur	of	his	own	homelessness,	and	his	sexuality	gives	him	his	
portable	dwelling,	the	shelter	of	identity.”	

In	a	more	general	sense,	Jeffrey	Deitch,	director	of	the	Museum	of	Contemporary	Art,	Los	Angeles,	between	
2010	and	2013,	stated	in	conjunction	with	the	exhibition	Post	Human	that	he	curated	in	1992:	

I	do	think	we	are	seeing	a	significant	movement	toward	figurative	art.	I	see	it	as	
more	of	a	reinvention	of	figurative	art,	however,	rather	than	a	return	to	figuration.	
I	feel	that	we	are	seeing	a	rebirth	of	figurative	art	that	is	coinciding	with	these	
changes	in	the	social	and	technological	environment.	This	new	figurative	art	is	
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coming	from	someplace	very	different	than	the	figurative	tradition	of	Picasso	and	
Matisse.	A	new	type	of	figurative	art	is	developing	instead	that	is	heir	to	the	
conceptual	tradition	of	Duchamp	and	Warhol.	

In	hindsight,	it	now	seems	obvious	that	Scholder	not	only	was	at	the	vanguard	of	a	return	to	figuration	
in	the	1970s,	but	was	also	one	of	the	first	artists	to	marry	conceptualism	with	psychologically	infused	
portraiture.	His	Indian	portraits	were	truly	“loaded	images”	rather	than	mere	“pictures”;	in	many	
respects,	Scholder’s	Indians	echoed	the	same	rage	expressed	by	Guston’s	use	of	Ku	Klux	Klansmen.	In	a	
similar	manner,	the	German	artist	Anselm	Kiefer	held	up	a	mirror	to	Germany’s	role	in	World	War	II	and	
the	Holocaust.	Kiefer	is	often	referred	to	as	the	“archaeologist	of	German	guilt”	and	has	been	described	as	
“a	kind	of	Pied	Piper	leading	the	way	from	the	demons	of	the	Third	Reich.”		

Fritz	Scholder:	More	Indian	Than	Not	

Despite	his	repeated	denials	that	he	was	not	an	Indian	and	would	never	paint	Indians,	the	emotional	
intensity	of	these	1970s	portraits	dismisses	any	notion	that	Fritz	Scholder	was	not	personally	invested	in	
a	protracted,	tragic,	and	still	unresolved	Native	American	experience.	

In	a	more	general	sense,	I	believe	art	is	not	created	by	an	individual	in	a	vacuum;	it	is	the	result	of	
personal	experiences	and	the	forces	that	have	shaped	the	artist’s	personality.	While	it	is	not	clear	that	
Scholder	ever	resolved	his	personal	dilemma	concerning	his	mixed	heritage,	one	painting	he	completed	
midway	through	the	Indian	series,	American	Portrait	with	One	Eye	(1975),	seems	to	punctuate	this	
emotional	prevarication.	

Interestingly,	he	has	titled	this	painting	“American”	portrait,	not	“Indian”	portrait,	and	has	highlighted	that	
point	with	the	use	of	a	red,	white,	and	blue	palette,	obviously	referencing	the	American	flag	(which	was	
featured	prominently	in	a	number	of	his	other	important	1970s	works).	The	flag	speaks	emphatically	to	the	
point	that	Indians	were	indeed	American	citizens,	although	the	“with	One	Eye”	phrase	seems	to	
underscore	their	second-class	status.	

In	terms	of	general	philosophy,	I	believe	that	art	is	a	mirror	of	our	culture,	and	that	the	best	of	it	
provides	insight	into	issues	that	face	us	as	individuals	and	as	a	society	as	a	whole.	The	hallmark	of	truly	
great	art,	in	my	opinion,	is	when	an	artist’s	personal	statement	captures	a	more	universal	theme.	In	
fact,	art	that	is	relevant	to	social	issues	is	at	the	heart	of	the	definition	of	post-modernism.	

I	have	always	been	impressed	by	a	passage	I	read	early	in	my	collecting	career:	

Every	work	of	art	is	the	child	of	its	age	and,	in	many	cases,	the	mother	of	our	
emotions.	It	follows	that	each	period	of	culture	produces	an	art	of	its	own	which	can	
never	be	repeated.	Efforts	to	revive	the	art	principles	of	the	past	will	at	best	produce	
art	that	is	still-born	.	.	.	The	artist	must	have	something	to	say,	for	mastery	over	form	
is	not	his	goal	but	rather	the	adaptation	of	form	to	its	inner	meaning.	

Importantly,	this	statement	was	made	by	one	of	the	most	respected	abstract	painters.	More	astonishingly,	it	
was	made	over	one	hundred	years	ago	by	Wassily	Kandinsky	in	Concerning	the	Spiritual	in	Art,	published	in	
1914.	To	me	it	is	a	defining,	enduring	statement	about	the	purpose	of	contemporary	art,	not	just	for	
the	early	twentieth	century	but	for	contemporary	art	today.	Not	only	did	Fritz	Scholder’s	paintings	strip	the	
veneer	off	the	false	stereotype	of	the	Native	American	promulgated	by	Hollywood	films	and	western	
novels,	it	also	forced	American	society	to	hold	a	mirror	up	to	itself	and	evaluate	its	own	morality.	
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Re-Figuring	Scholder:	His	Indian	Series	1967-1980	by	John	P.	Lukavic	
Associate	Curator,	Na^ve	Arts,	Denver	Art	Museum	

I	never	met	Fritz	Scholder.	His	life	and	art	revealed	themselves	to	me	through	his	words,	forever	recorded	in	
countless	interviews,	gallery	announcements,	books,	and	news	ar$cles.	When	you	immerse	yourself	in	his	view	
of	the	world	you	find	yourself	ensnared	in	a	web	of	paradoxes.	

Scholder	claimed	he	was	not	an	American	Indian	ar$st,	but	he	was.	He	claimed	he	was	a	gentle	soul,	but	he	
painted	pain,	horror,	and	death.	He	said	his	art	was	not	poli$cal,	but	it	certainly	polarized	the	art	world.	For	
every	posi$on	he	took,	he	seemed	to	have	explored	the	other	side	of	the	proverbial	coin.	

Except	for	one	thing:	He	was	first	and	foremost	a	colorist	who	used	figura$ve	art	to	test	the	limits	of	what	
paint	can	express.	

Beginnings	

Fritz	Scholder	(1937–2005)	was	a	highly	influen$al	figura$ve	ar$st,	master	colorist,	teacher,	and	source	of	
inspira$on	and	controversy	for	American	Indian	ar$sts	for	almost	firy	years.	His	name	and	art	are	firmly	$ed	to	
the	Southwest,	but	he	was	no	more	a	regional	ar$st	than	Georgia	O’Keeffe.	Born	in	Breckenridge,	Minnesota,	
on	October	6,	1937,	Scholder	was	always	des$ned	to	become	not	just	an	ar$st,	but	a	great	one.	His	early	years	
are	well	documented.	He	studied	with	Oscar	Howe	(Yanktonai	Dakota)	in	the	early	to	mid-1950s,	who	along	
with	Scholder	is	considered	among	the	most	groundbreaking	American	Indian	ar$sts	of	the	twen$eth	century.	
Arer	moving	with	his	family	to	Sacramento,	California,	Scholder	studied	silk	screening	and	art	apprecia$on	
with	Gregory	Kondos	and	oil	pain$ng	and	art	history	with	Wayne	Thiebaud	(in	1957–58)	at	Sacramento	Junior	
College;	he	later	studied	under	Raymond	Wis	and	Tarmo	Pasto	at	Sacramento	State	College.	It	was	during	this	
$me	that	he	began	pain$ng	in	an	expressionist	style,	making	landscapes	in	thick,	busery	paint	and	rich	color.	
The	figure	did	not	appear	in	his	art	un$l	a	few	years	later,	but	the	founda$on	for	what	was	to	come	was	laid	in	
the	figura$ve	arts	and	Abstract	Expressionist	tradi$ons	of	the	California	Bay	Area	in	the	1950s.	

In	the	summers	of	1961	and	1962,	Scholder	par$cipated	in	an	experimental	project	for	American	Indian	ar$sts	
at	the	University	of	Arizona	called	the	Southwest	Indian	Art	Project,	sponsored	by	the	Rockefeller	Founda$on.	
Scholder,	who	was	one-quarter	Luiseño,	always	claimed	that	he	never	iden$fied	as	an	Indian	prior	to	this	$me	
and	speculated	that	his	father	enrolled	him	in	the	Luiseño	Mission	tribe	without	his	knowledge;	however,	that	
is	not	exactly	true.	In	May	1959,	two	years	before	the	Rockefeller	project	began,	Scholder	submised	an	entry	
in	the	14th	Annual	Na$onal	Compe$$on	of	American	Indian	Pain$ng	and	Sculpture,	hosted	by	the	Philbrook	
Museum	of	Art	in	Tulsa,	Oklahoma.	That	year,	his	pain$ng	Mission	Canyons	won	First	Honorable	Men$on	in	
the	non-tradi$onal	pain$ng	category.	Well	before	that,	Scholder	had	painted	an	Indian	subject	while	in	high	
school—in	a	classic	flat,	representa$onal	style	with	strong	visual	influences	from	Oscar	Howe.	Regardless	of	
when	Scholder	first	entered	the	world	of	American	Indian	art,	the	Rockefeller	project	proved	a	life-changing	
experience	for	the	young	ar$st.	Scholder	once	said	that	the	event	“was	for	me,	the	beginning	of	a	new	period	
of	pain$ng.”	

SUPER INDIAN: FRITZ SCHOLDER 1967-1980  
DENVER ART MUSEUM, October 4, 2016 - January 17, 2016


PHOENIX ART MUSEUM, February 26 - June 5, 2016


NERMAN MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART, JUNE 23 - SEPTEMBER 18,  2016


______________________________________________________________________________
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In	an	essay	on	Na$ve	American	pain$ng,	Arthur	Silberman	noted	that	the	objec$ve	of	the	Rockefeller	program	
was	“to	explore	ways	to	develop	young	ar$sts	and	crarsmen	trained	in	contemporary	idioms	and	techniques.”	
Scholder	once	noted:	“The	Rockefeller	project	wanted	an	Indian	who	painted	non-Indian	subjects,	I	was	it.”	This	
project	was	born	out	of	a	desire	to	broaden	the	scope	and	possibili$es	of	American	Indian	art.	Scholder	
explained	it	as	such:	

At	the	project	we	were	bombarded	with	Indian	art	and	European	art.	It	was	a	tremendous	
cultural	shock.	In	fact,	some	of	the	Indians	really	couldn’t	take	it	and	I	think	it	messed	some	
of	them	up.	But	what	the	project	opened	up	was	freedom	in	Indian	pain$ng.	When	people	
went	off	to	work	they	were	permised	to	do	whatever	they	wanted	to	do.	The	result	was	
quite	amazing.	Out	of	this	came	a	merging	of	rich	Indian	heritage	with	contemporary	art.	

The	American	Indian	ar$sts	in	this	program	were	exposed	to	contemporary	and	modern	art,	surrealist	films,	
and	so-called	primi$ve	art.	In	this	environment,	Scholder	thrived.	It	was	so	successful	in	the	eyes	of	the	
federal	government	that	it	led	to	the	founding	of	the	Ins$tute	of	American	Indian	Arts	(IAIA)	in	Santa	Fe	in	
1962.	In	1964,	arer	earning	his	master	of	fine	arts	degree	at	the	University	of	Arizona,	Fritz	Scholder	accepted	
a	teaching	posi$on	at	IAIA.	This	experience	is	what	led	him	to	begin	one	of	the	most	important	figura$ve	
pain$ng	series	in	American	art	history.	

The	Indian	Series		

“One	winter	evening	early	in	1967	I	decided	to	paint	an	Indian.”	
	 —Fritz	Scholder,	1973	

“Scholder	has	singlehandedly	destroyed	Indian	pain$ng	in	the	Southwest.”		
—A	prominent	Indian	art	trader,	around	1969	

As	with	all	great	ar$sts	who	play	a	role	in	a	transforma$ve	period,	Scholder’s	name	is	oren	invoked	to	mark	a	sea	
change	in	American	Indian	art.	Aleta	M.	Ringlero	put	into	words	how	drama$c	his	effect	was	on	the	history	of	
Indian	art	when	she	noted	that	other	works	fall	into	one	of	two	categories:	American	Indian	art	“Before	Fritz”	and	
“Arer	Fritz.”	The	state	of	American	Indian	art	prior	to	Scholder’s	arrival	in	Santa	Fe	is	well	documented,	especially	
the	Studio	Style	championed	by	art	instructor	Dorothy	Dunn.		In	Scholder’s	opinion,	“the	Indian	had	.	.	.	become	
caught	in	a	tourist	pleasing	cliché	of	a	flat	style	of	pain$ng,	and	had	never	really	been	exposed	to	anything	
else	.	.	.	Up	to	[1961]	Indian	ar$sts	had	not	had	that	freedom.”	To	him,	Indian	pain$ng	was	“not	only	a	visual	
cliché	but	a	psychological	cliché.”	When	he	took	the	faculty	posi$on	at	IAIA	in	1964,	Scholder	sought	to	make	
changes—and	he	meant	it.	He	also	swore	never	to	paint	an	Indian—and	he	meant	it.	That	is,	un$l	a	few	years	
later	when,	to	our	benefit,	he	broke	that	promise.	

From	Monet,	Gauguin,	and	van	Gogh	to	Jasper	Johns,	Robert	Rauschenberg,	and	Francis	Bacon;	from	Cubism	to	
Abstract	Expressionism	and	Pop	and	Op	Art,	Scholder	introduced	his	students	to	the	great	names	and	works	of	
modern	and	contemporary	art.	He	challenged	his	students	to	find	inspira$on	in	world	art	movements	and	to	
move	away	from	what	became	known	as	the	“Waters	of	Minnetonka”	school	or	“Bambi	art”—a	subset	of	the	
“flat	style”	noted	above	that	oren	incorporated	a	blue	deer.	

His	students,	such	as	T.	C.	Cannon	(Kiowa/Caddo/Choctaw),	Aus$n	Rave	(Minneconjou	Lakota),	Bill	Soza	
Warsoldier	(Cahuilla/Apache),	and	Alfred	Young	Man	(Cree),	began	to	explore	the	blending	of	contemporary	
styles	with	na$ve	subjects	with	varying	degrees	of	success.	By	1967,	Scholder’s	frustra$on	with	his	students’	
handling	of	the	“Indian”	subject	caused	him	to	break	his	vow.	In	January	of	that	year,	he	painted	an	Indian.	

Reflec$ng	on	that	moment	in	$me,	Scholder	explained	his	mo$va$on	to	begin	the	Indian	series.	“The	kids	at	the	
Ins$tute	here	were	doing	Pop	Indian	themes—but	not	doing	them	well.	I	really	wanted	to	do	good	pain$ngs	of	
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the	subject.	It	had	never	been	painted	well	before,	it	had	never	been	painted	honestly	before,	and	nobody,	
certainly	had	painted	the	Indian	the	way	he	is	today.	So	I	showed	my	students	how	to	do	it	right.”	The	result	was	
Indian	No.	1	(1967),	which	began	a	series	that	spanned	the	next	thirteen	years	of	his	successful	and	influen$al	
career.	

The	beginning	of	his	Indian	series	highlights	two	major	paradoxes	in	Scholder’s	career.	One,	which	has	been	
thoroughly	examined	in	the	literature	on	Scholder,	was	his	iden$ty	as	an	American	Indian	ar$st	.	.	.	or	not.	As	an	
enrolled	member	of	the	Luiseño	tribe,	he	certainly	had	the	right	to	iden$fy	as	such,	but	he	grew	up	away	from	his	
na$ve	community.	He	did	not	consider	his	ancestry	a	guiding	force	in	his	life	as	an	ar$st.	That	did	not	stop	others	
from	labeling	him	an	Indian	ar$st,	and	perhaps	classifying	him	as	a	regional	ar$st.		

I’m	one-quarter	Indian,	one-quarter	German,	one-quarter	French,	and	one-quarter	English,	
and	in	a	way	that	is	what	my	pain$ng	is.	I	truly	believe	that	if	someone	is	going	to	reach	a	
point	of	expressing	himself	he	has	to	find	out	who	he	is	and	accept	it.	I	consider	myself	a	
painter.	I’m	happy	that	I	seem	to	have	influenced	a	few	Indian	painters.	I’m	also	glad	that	
I’m	part	Indian.	But	what	I	most	want	is	to	be	known	as	a	painter.	I	revel	in	the	fact	that	I’m	
a	painter	and	that	I’m	able	to	live	and	func$on	on	my	work	and	do	exactly	what	I	want.	

Not	having	grown	up	in	a	na$ve	community	and	not	sharing	the	experiences	of	Indian	boarding	schools	made	
him	an	outsider	in	the	eyes	of	many	na$ve	people.	For	someone	like	Scholder	to	paint	Indian	subjects,	especially	
in	the	way	he	did,	was	scandalous.	Herein	lies	the	second	paradox:	The	subject	maser—that	is,	the	Indian—was	
not	really	what	Scholder	considered	important	in	his	pain$ngs.	In	contrast	to	many	of	his	students	who	started	
with	the	subject	maser	and	then	explored	techniques	and	approaches,	Scholder	was	primarily	a	colorist	and	
lover	of	paint.	His	explora$on	of	the	Indian	subject	was	really	an	explora$on	of	color.	This	became	clear	when	he	
spoke	of	what	color	can	do	to	energize	a	pain$ng:		

I	am	a	colorist.	I	love	color.	One	color	by	itself	really	is	presy	blah.	I	don’t	care	what	color	
you	take.	It’s	when	you	put	the	second	color	next	to	the	first	color	that,	then	things	start	
to	happen,	and	you	get	vibra$ons,	you	get,	when	you	get	purple	next	to	an	orange,	things	
are	going	to	happen.		

Scholder’s	use	of	color	ac$vates	the	canvas	in	a	way	that	few	have	achieved.	

Coming	from	a	background	and	technical	training	in	Abstract	Expressionist	pain$ng,	and	having	come	of	age	
during	the	high	point	of	the	figura$ve	arts	movement,	Scholder	began	his	Indian	series	as	an	experiment	in	
pain$ng.	The	controversy	that	resulted	proved	that	he	was	on	to	something:	he	used	paint,	smears,	color,	and	
composi$on	to	evoke	emo$on.	And	he	was	very	good	at	what	he	did.	

Once,	when	asked	about	the	most	important	elements	in	his	work,	Scholder	replied:	“Color	and	a	strong	image.	
Color	is	what	makes	pain$ng	different	than	any	other	medium	and	the	challenge	for	any	visual	ar$st	is	to	
produce	a	strong	and	new	visual	experience	for	the	viewer.	Third	in	importance	would	be	subject	maser.	.	.	.	I	am	
not	interested	in	making	statements,	even	though	many	things	can	conceivably	be	read	into	them.”	Scholder	
knew	that	for	him	to	paint	Indian	subjects	the	way	he	did	was	controversial.	He	was	breaking	taboos	by	pain$ng	
images	that	were	not	representa$onal	and	exclusively	posi$ve,	and	he	did	it	on	purpose.	He	wanted	both	na$ve	
ar$sts	and	the	non-na$ve	viewing	public	to	see	that	there	was	a	different	reality	in	the	world—“real,	not	red.”	He	
wanted	to	challenge	popular	views	and	preconceived	no$ons	about	contemporary	Indian	people.	And	to	think,	
he	wasn’t	even	Indian	.	.	.	How	dare	he?	Well,	not	everyone	hated	him	and	what	he	was	doing.	Commen$ng	on	
the	acceptance	of	his	art	at	the	$me,	Scholder	noted	casually:	“Young	Indians	dig	it	.	.	.	because	they	are	a	
swinging	group	who	aren’t	all	hung	up	in	iden$ty	crises.”	
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Part	of	the	problem	is	that	back	in	1967	and	con$nuing	to	this	day,	people	have	a	hard	$me	looking	past	the	
subject	to	see	what	Scholder	intended	in	his	pain$ngs:		

Ever	since	my	first	Indian	pain$ng,	everybody	screamed!	And	that’s	when	I	became	
controversial.	The	traders	gasped	because	I	represented	everything	they	dislike.	Nobody	
knew	what	to	do	with	my	work.	And	then	the	ques$on	“Is	he	Indian	or	not?”	came	up.	All	of	
this	just	because	I	changed	to	the	subject	maser	of	the	American	Indian.	Which	has	always	
been	just	that	to	me:	subject	maMer,	which	has	always	been	about	third	on	the	list	of	what	
is	important	about	pain$ng.	

Of	course	the	subject	maser	and	Scholder’s	handling	of	it	was	important	to	his	success,	and	it	certainly	is	the	first	
element	of	his	work	viewers	see;	however,	I	challenge	you	to	take	a	step	closer	to	his	pain$ngs	and	really	look	at	
his	use	of	color.	

Regardless	of	what	people	thought	of	him	as	a	person,	or	what	they	thought	of	his	work,	Scholder	soon	became	
the	face	of	the	“New	Indian	Art”	movement.	This	movement	was	not	necessarily	a	stylis$c	movement,	but	more	
of	a	movement	in	ideas.	“The	New	Indian	Art	is	a	movement	more	of	message	or	statement	that	could	be	made	
in	abstract	terms,	pop	or	op	or	hard	edge,	or	in	tradi$onal	terms,”	said	Scholder.	“Probably	the	most	valuable	
part	of	the	movement	is	freeing	the	Indian	ar$st	to	work	any	way	he	wants.”	Scholder	never	felt	obligated	to	
conform.	He	drew	freely	from	anywhere	and	everywhere	and	from	anyone	for	inspira$on.	

People	in	Santa	Fe	didn’t	know	what	to	make	of	Scholder’s	art	at	first.	In	fact,	the	earliest	patrons	of	the	Indian	
series	came	from	the	East,	par$cularly	New	York.	Scholder	speculated	that	it	was	because	eastern	collectors	were	
more	familiar	with	Abstract	Expressionism	and	figura$on	than	collectors	in	the	Southwest.	He	suggested	that	his	
eastern	collectors	cared	less	about	the	subject	than	they	did	about	his	style	and	use	of	paint.	

Scholder	was	certainly	not	alone	in	his	blending	of	contemporary	art	styles	with	Indian	subjects,	nor	was	he	the	
first	to	do	it;	in	fact,	much	of	the	cri$cism	he	received	from	other	na$ve	ar$sts	as	his	star	rose	was	due	to	the	
percep$on	that	he	copied	his	students’	ideas.	What	these	cri$cs	seemed	to	miss	was	the	fact	that	Scholder	took	
ideas	from	whatever	he	liked.	His	early	pain$ng	instructor	from	Sacramento,	Gregory	Kondos,	told	me:	“Scholder	
was	the	biggest	thief	of	them	all	.	.	.	but	we	all	did	it.”	Another	of	Scholder’s	instructors,	painter	Wayne	Thiebaud,	
once	said:	“I’m	very	influenced	by	the	tradi$on	of	pain$ng	and	not	at	all	self-conscious	about	iden$fying	my	
sources.	.	.	.	I	actually	just	steal	things	from	people	that	I	can	use—just	blatant	plagiarism.”		

In	fact,	Scholder	and	his	students	based	much	of	their	early	work	on	historical	photographs	of	Na$ve	Americans,	
which	the	Smithsonian	Ins$tu$on	provided	as	sources	of	inspira$on	for	IAIA	art	students.	Lowery	Stokes	Sims,	
curator	of	the	Museum	of	Arts	and	Design	in	New	York	City,	righxully	dismisses	the	idea	that	Scholder’s	style	was	
taken	from	his	students:		

Despite	the	precocious	talent	of	the	students,	it	was	Scholder	who	had	the	maturity,	
perspec$ve,	and	experience	to	take	this	style	to	the	larger	art	world	and	claim	a	place	for	
Na$ve	ar$sts	in	the	American	art	mainstream,	seyng	a	trajectory	for	wider	par$cipa$on	in	
that	mainstream	by	successive	genera$ons	of	Na$ve	American	ar$sts.		

She	also	notes	that	the	use	of	historical	photographs,	a	non-perspec$val	system,	flasened	surfaces,	lively	color,	
and	the	use	of	words	and	lesering	were	found	in	his	earlier	work.	Andy	Warhol,	who	influenced	and	later	
became	acquainted	with	Scholder,	certainly	used	historical	photographs	as	the	basis	for	his	own	work.	To	this,	
Paul	Chaat	Smith	adds:		
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Others	at	IAIA	painted	grotesque,	distorted	Indians	first.	But	nobody	else’s	Indians	haunted	
viewers	the	way	Scholder’s	did,	and	that’s	the	reason	we’re	s$ll	arguing	over	him	today.	His	
pain$ngs	did	what	great	art	some$mes	does:	unleash	forces	far	beyond	what	the	ar$st	
intends.		

What	Scholder	was	able	to	do	with	the	subject	through	his	paint	applica$on,	color	pairing,	and	overall	
composi$on	is	what	makes	his	work	so	significant.	Take	for	example	his	pain$ng	Dog	and	Dead	Indian	(Warrior)	
(1971).	Here	Scholder	took	a	simple	form,	put	it	in	a	bleak	landscape	with	a	dog	sniffing	about,	and	called	
asen$on	to	the	morbid	nature	of	his	final	composi$on	with	the	$tle	and	splasering	of	red	paint.	What	he	then	
did	with	the	form	through	the	use	of	color	and	the	dialogue	ini$ated	by	the	placement	of	the	dog	created	an	
impacxul	result.	

The	rela$onship	between	a	figure	and	the	space	around	it	was	well	summarized	by	Thomas	Bolt	in	his	study	of	
American	figura$ve	pain$ng:	

Adding	a	figure	changes	a	pain$ng	profoundly.	The	space	of	a	room	or	landscape	becomes	a	
charged	field	in	rela$on	to	the	figure;	if	two	figures	are	added,	in	rela$on	to	each.	Figure	
relates	to	figure.	A	figure	wants	to	tell	a	story	.	.	.	or	to	mean	something.	We	react	to	painted	
figures	as	people,	emblems,	or	icons;	iden$fy	with	their	situa$ons	or	measure	ours	against	
theirs.	We	tend,	unconsciously,	to	posi$on	ourselves	in	rela$on	to	them.	Since	pain$ngs	are	
made	by	hand	and	lack	the	(easily	exploited)	factual	glamour	of	photography,	we	also	decide	
whether	or	not	to	believe	in	them.	.	.	.	The	viewer	of	a	figura$ve	pain$ng	is	a	very	demanding	
viewer,	and	figuring	the	human	form	was,	tradi$onally,	the	highest	form	of	art.	

A	form	used	in	a	new	way	creates	a	new	way	to	look	at	it.	A	form	on	a	color	field	may	be	interes$ng.	But	once	a	
form	takes	on	a	recognizable	iden$ty	as	a	figure,	it	adds	a	new	level	of	tension	and	prompts	the	viewer	to	think	
about	the	figure’s	rela$on	to	the	background,	which	further	takes	on	the	context	of	a	scene,	or	seyng,	in	which	
the	figure	exists.	Adding	a	second	figure	increases	the	tension	and	possibili$es.	It’s	all	about	composi$on.	

Removing	a	figure	changes	the	subtext	as	well.	In	his	pain$ng	Seated	Indian	with	Rifle	(aSer	Remington)	(1976),	
the	seated	form	was	taken	from	the	Henry	F.	Farny	pain$ng	The	CapHve	(1885).	By	removing	the	human	form	
from	the	posi$on	of	aggressor	as	seen	in	Farny’s	work,	and	placing	him	on	a	solid	color	field,	Scholder	
highlighted	the	solitary	form	and	inverted	the	dynamics	of	the	pain$ng.	Here	the	figure	seems	cold,	but	
determined.	A	protector,	not	a	captor.	

In	other	works,	the	connec$ons	to	source	are	not	as	overt,	but	the	general	influence	is	clear.	This	is	especially	
true	in	Mad	Indian	No.	3	(1970)	and	Dying	Indian	in	Nebraska	(about	1972).	Clearly	Scholder’s	love	of	Francis	
Bacon’s	art	influenced	his	style	in	these	works.	Scholder	oren	stated	that	Bacon	was	his	favorite	ar$st,	along	
with	Richard	Diebenkorn,	whose	influence	seems	apparent	in	Scholder’s	Indian	in	Taos	Pueblo	(1970)	in	its	color	
and	composi$on.	Even	when	no	source	inspira$on	is	clear,	as	in	Dartmouth	Portrait	No.	14	(1973),	the	image	
s$ll	invokes	historical	referents.	This	par$cular	pain$ng	makes	me	think	of	Edward	S.	Cur$s	photographs,	
although	here	I	think	Scholder	is	covertly	poking	fun	at	Cur$s.	Edward	Cur$s	was	well	known	for	dressing	
Indians	up	in	clothing	he	thought	appropriate,	even	though	his	sisers	oren	did	not	wear	such	styles.	In	
Dartmouth	Portrait	No.	14,	the	na$ve	man	is	wearing	an	animal	on	his	head.	The	slumped	posture	and	frowning	
mouth	tell	the	true	story.	That	man	does	not	want	to	be	dressed	in	that	way.	He	is	not	happy	with	the	
stereotype	this	reinforces.	In	this	work,	Scholder’s	Indian	destroys	the	myth.	

A	Figura^ve	Ar^st	

In	Scholder’s	obituary	for	the	New	York	Times,	Joshua	Brockman	eulogized:	“His	pain$ngs,	which	celebrate	paint	
with	drips,	smears,	energe$c	brushwork	and	vivid	underpain$ng,	have	been	described	as	symbolist	or	colorist.	
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Abstract	Expressionists	like	de	Kooning	and	Franz	Kline	informed	his	style,	and	the	influence	of	Francis	Bacon,	
Richard	Diebenkorn,	Goya,	Paul	Gauguin,	Edvard	Munch	and	Cy	Twombly	is	also	evident.”	Despite	all	these	
influences,	however,	Scholder	developed	his	own	style.	He	may	have	borrowed	ideas,	but	the	result	was	pure	
Scholder.	

Some	cri$cs	believe	Scholder	took	too	much	from	Bacon,	especially	in	his	more	grotesque	and	morbidly	themed	
works.	But	where	Bacon’s	work	is	bleak	and	pessimis$c,	Scholder’s	treatment	of	the	subjects,	no	maser	how	
dark	they	may	appear,	is	full	of	hope.	This	is	yet	another	paradox.	The	energy	conveyed	through	gestural	
brushstrokes	and	bright	colors	elevates	the	subject	from	a	dark	place.	This	underlying	compassion	for	the	human	
condi$on	firmly	situates	Scholder	in	the	figura$ve	tradi$on	in	the	way	this	tradi$on	is	defined	by	scholars	such	as	
Patricia	Hills,	who	notes	the	“humanist	bias”	in	both	postwar	abstrac$onists	and	figura$ve	ar$sts.	She	also	
argues	that	among	the	themes	in	postwar	figura$ve	pain$ng	was	the	situa$on	of	“a	single	figure	alone	in	a	vast	
space”—a	composi$onal	structure	that	Scholder	oren	portrayed	and	then	charged	with	energy	created	by	color,	
brushwork,	and	finally,	subject.	

Ar$sts	who	create	figura$ve	work	oren	find	themselves	in	a	basle	over	the	way	in	which	their	subjects	are	
perceived.	To	depict	a	subject	is	to	influence	the	way	others	see	it.	A	technique	used	by	many	figura$ve	ar$sts	is	
to	“produce	shock	and	fascina$on	in	the	observer”	and	“communicate	their	own	concern	for	threatened	and	
struggling	humanity.”	Viewing	a	shocking	or	disturbing	image	is	a	challenge	for	a	viewer.	It	causes	us	to	enter	a	
psychological	state	where	we	are	vulnerable	and	it	is	uncomfortable;	however,	if	we	allow	ourselves	to	lower	our	
guard	and	intently	consider	what	we	see,	it	can	lead	to	a	profound	experience.	The	anxiety	we	feel	when	
confronted	with	such	work	is	well	explained	by	Patricia	Hills:	

The	anxiety	we	experience	confron$ng	the	canvases	of	[the	“new	image	of	man”	painters]	is	
less	a	response	to	the	subject	than	the	tension	we	feel	in	trying	to	read	clarity	into	ambiguity,	
to	find	ra$onal	order	where	things	have	fallen	apart,	to	hope	for	wholeness	where	only	
fragments	remain.	Like	the	theater	of	the	absurd,	these	an$-sensuous	and	ugly	pain$ngs	ask	
disturbing	ques$ons	to	which	the	answers	can	only	be	inexact	and	subjec$ve.	

This	is	not	to	suggest	that	work	such	as	Scholder’s	is	solely	about	shock	value;	rather,	the	reac$on	of	shock	in	
viewers	manifests	itself	because	the	work	challenges	their	views	of	humanity	and	removes	them	from	the	
comfort	zone	maintained	by	clichés	and	stereotypes.	

Understanding	how	we	react	to	a	challenging	subject	is	the	first	step	to	transcending	that	subject.	Scholder’s	
work	oren	puts	us	in	this	situa$on.	We	should	expect	to	feel	unease	when	first	confron$ng	his	art,	but	we	owe	
it	to	him	to	open	our	minds	and	look	deeper	to	find	the	energy	and	vitality	he	so	carefully	created.	

Scholder’s	Indian	series	came	at	a	$me	when	the	broad	art	world	began	to	recognize	the	work	created	by	
minority	ar$sts,	such	as	Romare	Bearden	and	Bob	Thompson.	One	thing	that	became	evident	when	these	
minority	ar$sts’	works	were	considered	is	that	the	human	condi$on	is	not	always	universal.	Images	of	people	
are	connected	to	different	histories,	cultures,	and	life	experiences.	Bearden	once	explained	the	source	of	his	
own	art:	“I	work	out	of	a	response	and	need	to	refine	the	image	of	man	in	terms	of	the	Negro	experience	I	know	
best.”	The	human	condi$on	is	not	just	a	“white”	condi$on.	It	is	varied	and	complex,	some$mes	joyful	and	
some$mes	tragic.	Scholder	sought	to	refine	the	image	of	na$ve	peoples	through	his	Indian	series	by	exploring	
what	he	considered	a	more	“real”	reality.	He	challenged	the	stereotype	of	the	roman$c	noble	Indian	by	showing	
us	another	side	of	the	Indian	condi$on	in	all	its	pain,	triumph,	hurt,	and	glory.	

Moving	On,	and	Scholder’s	Legacy	

“I	laid	the	Indian	to	rest	last	year.”	
	 —Fritz	Scholder,	1981	



�15

While	Scholder	painted	various	other	subjects	between	1967	and	1980,	including	women,	flowers,	and	vampires,	
his	fame	was	derived	from	his	Indian	series,	which	also	proved	his	best	body	of	work.	In	1971,	four	years	arer	the	
series	began	and	nine	before	it	came	to	a	close,	a	writer	predicted	a	$me	when	Scholder	would	move	away	from	
pain$ng	Indians:	“It	is	inevitable	that	Scholder	will	leave	the	Indian	theme.	It	was	never	more	than	a	compelling	
sidetrack	on	the	mainline	to	a	more	important	ar$s$c	des$ny.	It	is	incomprehensible	to	him	that	he	might	be	
mastered	by	subject	maser	and	consigned	to	a	single	theme	the	rest	of	his	ar$s$c	life.”	

In	August	1980,	Scholder	opened	a	gallery	show	$tled	Fritz	Scholder/Indian	Land:	Ten	PainHngs	at	the	Elaine	
Horwitch	Galleries	in	Santa	Fe.	These	ten	pain$ngs	were	dark	in	palese	and,	while	s$ll	figura$ve,	much	more	veiled	
than	anything	else	he	had	ever	painted.	Joshua	Taylor,	then	director	of	the	Na$onal	Museum	of	American	Art,	
Smithsonian	Ins$tu$on,	provided	this	analysis	of	the	Indian	Land	pain$ngs:	“The	pain$ngs	shown	in	August	1980	
under	the	undescrip$ve	$tle	Indian	Land	spring	back	to	the	expressive	boldness	[presumably	of	Scholder’s	earlier	
works],	but	have	lisle	to	do	with	likeness	or	visual	observa$on.	Their	environment	is	the	mind	and	their	inhabitants	
have	lisle	reference	to	place	and	$me.”	These	works	show	the	influence	of	Nathan	Oliveira’s	dark	and	mysterious	
pain$ngs	and	they	provide	a	visual	transi$on	from	the	Indian	series	into	the	style	and	themes	that	consumed	the	
next	decade	or	so	of	Scholder’s	career.	

The	Indian	series	began	with	shock	and	ended	in	shock.	Gallerists,	collectors,	and	fans	of	Scholder’s	work	could	not	
believe	it	would	end.	His	Indian	images	had	become	inextricably	$ed	to	the	life	and	art	scene	of	the	Southwest.	But	
Scholder	wanted	a	change.	As	he	explained,	“The	reason	I	ended	the	Indian	series	last	year	was	that,	with	those	10	
pain$ngs,	I	had	taken	the	Indian	to	the	most	abstract	point.	I	felt	I	had	finished	what	I	had	to	say	about	Indians.	And	
I	think	if	you	.	.	.	lose	interest	in	a	subject,	it	is	$me	to	quit.”	

Unfortunately,	his	later	work	did	not	receive	the	acclaim	of	his	Indian	pain$ngs.	Immediately	it	was	labeled	tough,	
dark,	muted,	contempla$ve,	and	ambiguous.	Years	later,	arer	his	death,	the	post–Indian	series	work	was	deemed	
“far	less	potent”	and	without	the	“anguished	bite”	of	the	Indian	series.	Scholder	did	return	to	pain$ng	Indians	
around	1993,	in	a	body	of	work	he	$tled	his	Red	series,	but	those	works	never	quite	achieved	the	recep$on	of	his	
Indian	series.	

The	Indian	series	began	as	a	break	from	established	mores	in	American	Indian	art	and	ended	as	one	of	the	most	
important	bodies	of	work	in	the	figura$ve	arts	movement.	It	was	controversial.	It	was,	and	remains,	challenging	to	
view.	And	in	it,	Scholder	was	at	his	best.	These	pain$ngs	evoked	emo$on	and	charged	the	room	with	energy—all	
through	the	brilliant	use	of	color	and	brushwork.	

Lowery	Stokes	Sims	argues	that	Scholder	“belonged	to	a	genera$on	of	American	ar$sts	who	bridged	the	abstract	
expressionist	movement	of	the	1950s	and	the	pop	art/minimalist/color	field	movements	of	the	1960s.”	He	
deserves	the	broad	recogni$on	and	asen$on	that	other	figura$ve	ar$sts	of	that	genera$on	enjoy.	
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Remembering	Scholder	by	Don	Mon^leaux	and	John	Gri`s	
Ar^st;	Ar^st	and	Educator,	U.	S.	Department	of	Educa^on	

We,	Don	Mon$leaux	(Oglala	Lakota)	and	John	Griss	(Cherokee),	both	asended	the	Ins$tute	of	American	Indian	
Arts	in	Santa	Fe	from	1966	to	1968	while	Fritz	Scholder	was	the	teacher	of	advanced	pain$ng	and	art	history.	Our	
experience	was	nearly	firy	years	ago,	so	some	reflec$ons	may	be	murky.	Don	came	from	Rapid	City,	South	
Dakota,	and	John	from	Joplin,	Missouri.	Other	classmates	were	from	Montana,	California,	Oklahoma,	Arizona,	
New	Mexico,	and	many	other	states,	and	of	course	many	different	tribal	na$ons.	We	brought	those	diverse	
backgrounds	with	us.		

During	those	years,	students	chose	between	the	tradi$onal	pain$ng	or	advanced	pain$ng	class—we	were	both	in	
the	laser.	The	advanced	pain$ng	class	was	not	very	structured.	We	were	provided	a	small	studio	in	a	regular	
classroom	that	was	divided	into	four	separate	spaces.	At	that	$me,	since	it	was	a	Bureau	of	Indian	Affairs	
school,	students	were	provided	with	the	best	materials.	You	could	paint	in	oils,	acrylic,	or	watercolor,	plus	you	got	
your	own	easel	and/or	drawing	table.	You	had	the	best	paintbrushes,	and	stretched	and	prepared	canvases	were	
provided	in	nearly	any	size	you	wanted.	

Scholder	wasn’t	a	hands-on	sort	of	teacher.	He	didn’t	really	instruct	us	so	much	as	show	us.	We	both	recall	that	
when	he	painted	in	the	studios,	you	could	quickly	tell	he	was	color-oriented.	With	his	work	in	his	New	Mexico	
Landscapes	and	the	Moths	and	BuMerflies	series	prior	to	his	Indian	series	he	was	an	Abstract	Expressionist,	but	
colorful.	Perhaps	one	of	his	strongest	influences	on	his	students	was	the	use	of	color.	He	never	told	us	what	
subjects	to	paint	or	how	to	paint.	He	influenced	us	by	seeing	the	good	in	our	work	and	commen$ng	on	that	good.	

His	own	use	of	color	and	composi$on	and	the	balance	of	his	pain$ngs	enforced	the	cri$ques	he	made	of	our	
pieces.	The	scale	of	his	pain$ngs	and	his	strong	use	of	color	are	s$ll	influences	in	Don’s	work	today.	Scholder	loved	
his	art,	and	that	love	had	a	direct	influence	on	his	students’	work.	To	find	the	good	in	even	bad	art	is	something	he	
ins$lled	in	both	of	us.	

Though	there	were	group	cri$ques,	his	cri$ques	were	generally	one-on-one	and	very	construc$ve.	Scholder’s	
cri$ques	were	healthy,	fun,	s$mula$ng,	and	educa$onal—allowing	us	to	be	bold	and	crea$ve	and	to	push	the	
limits	of	our	work.	

On	the	whole,	we	were	given	a	lot	of	freedom.	Homework	or	class	$me	was	spent	pain$ng;	the	primary	
requirement	was	to	show	up	and	work.	Students	became	confident	in	their	work	and	quickly	grew	independent.	
You	painted	what	you	wanted	as	long	as	you	were	crea$ve.	Oren,	many	students	were	in	the	studio	at	the	same	
$me,	and	we	encouraged	and	supported	each	other.	While	we	worked	we	listened	to	Dylan,	Donovan,	the	Rolling	
Stones,	and	the	Doors.	And	we	were	proud	of	what	we	were	doing	no	maser	how	good	or	bad	it	was.	

As	we	grew	more	confident,	during	studio	$me	we’d	be	in	our	own	worlds	and	our	own	minds.	Even	with	music	
playing	we	concentrated	on	our	work.	Whether	we	were	pain$ng,	sketching	a	pending	pain$ng,	or	doing	research,	
it	was	a	peaceful	yet	crea$ve	$me.	

Scholder	had	an	ego;	he	knew	he	was	good.	He	had	a	mischievous	smile.	He	was	your	best	friend,	mentor,	and	
teacher.	He	was	able	to	walk	that	line.	
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We	both	remember	when	Fritz	painted	his	first	Indian.	He	brought	a	canvas	to	school,	along	with	his	paints,	his	
brushes,	and	his	rocking	chair.	He	painted	in	the	back	studio	and,	when	he	was	done,	he	allowed	us	to	cri$que	
his	work.	The	pain$ng	was	obviously	nothing	like	his	landscapes	and	buserflies,	other	than	his	use	of	color.	For	
John,	as	someone	who	enjoys	drawing	in	detail,	it	was	somewhat	frustra$ng;	it	wasn’t	how	he	viewed	drawing	
or	pain$ng,	as	being	realis$c	and	in	perspec$ve.	Yet	John’s	best	work	at	IAIA	was	a	reflec$on	of	that	boldness,	
distor$on,	and	color	Scholder	shared	with	us.	And,	for	Don,	it	confirmed	the	direc$on	he	wanted	to	go	with	his	
work.	

Like	him	or	not,	Scholder	ler	an	impression	on	his	students.	We	all	took	many	different	paths	to	our	careers:	
Some	are	ar$sts,	some	educators,	and	some	are	in	other	fields,	but	his	influence	was	one	of	ins$lling	self-
confidence	and	a	belief	in	yourself.	
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Painter,	Traveler,	Diplomat	by	Jessica	L.	Horton	
Scholar	and	Author	

Fritz	Scholder	traveled	two	paths	between	1967	and	1980,	the	period	in	which	he	depicted	the	majority	of	his	
Na$ve	American	subjects.	First	(and	most	familiar),	the	ar$st	delved	into	the	fraught	poli$cs	of	tourism	in	the	
American	Southwest	following	his	appointment	as	a	pain$ng	instructor	at	the	Ins$tute	of	American	Indian	Arts	
(IAIA)	in	Santa	Fe	in	1964.	What	beser	pursuit	for	a	burgeoning	ar$st	in	the	era	of	Pop	than	the	big	business	of	
picturing	Indians?	Yet	Scholder	pointedly	took	up	the	subject	in	resistance	to	what	he	called	a	horde	of	“ugly	
tourists”	trampling	the	region	in	search	of	a	roman$c	Indian	cliché.	Second	(and	compara$vely	lisle	known)	is	
the	ar$st’s	frequent	travel	abroad	at	the	height	of	Cold	War	cultural	diplomacy.	He	encountered	the	work	of	
Francis	Bacon	in	London,	began	his	Vampir	series	in	Transylvania,	created	the	lithograph	Indian	in	Paris	in	1976,	
painted	images	of	pyramids	in	Egypt,	won	the	Interna$onal	Prize	in	Lithography	from	Intergrafik	‘80	in	Berlin,	and	
lectured	widely	on	Na$ve	American	art.	

This	essay	is	the	first	to	explore	the	rela$onship	between	Scholder’s	Indian	series	and	the	cultural	poli$cs	of	
travel.	How	did	the	ar$st’s	approach	to	na$ve	subjects	interweave	touris$c	lessons	from	his	Santa	Fe	tenure	with	
his	own	regular	journeys	abroad?	In	both	cases,	Scholder	joined	up	with	a	flow	of	world	travelers	who	have	for	
centuries	recorded	their	impressions	of	new	places	and	peoples	using	brush	or	pen.	At	the	same	$me,	he	
poli$cized	a	modernist	tradi$on	in	which	“symbols	and	metaphors	of	travel	are	used	in	ways	that	obscure	key	
differences	of	power	between	na$onali$es,	classes,	races,	and	genders.”	The	ar$st	made	such	differences	newly	
visible	wherever	he	and	his	works	went,	trading	the	leisure	of	tourism	for	his	own,	idiosyncra$c	brand	of	
diplomacy.	This	was	especially	evident	in	1972,	when	Scholder	toured	through	Europe	with	the	exhibi$on	Two	
American	Painters:	Fritz	Scholder	and	T.	C.	Cannon	under	the	auspices	of	the	United	States	Informa$on	Agency.	
Although	Scholder	distanced	himself	from	the	American	Indian	Movement	in	the	same	period,	the	far-flung	
travels	of	ar$st	and	work	helped	to	posi$on	indigenous	poli$cs	in	the	middle	of	the	Cold	War	interna$onal	arena,	
lending	them	addi$onal	significance	in	the	context	of	global	art	history	today.		

Santa	Fe,	Tourism,	and	Pop	

In	1972,	Fritz	Scholder	wrote	a	short	poem	to	accompany	Super	Indian	No.	2	(1971):		

He	tried	to	ignore	the	hoard	[sic]	
of	ugly	tourists	as	he	ler	the	others.	In	the	

old	days	there	were	few	white	
watchers	along	with	the	old	professional	

Indian	lovers.	Now	it	had	turned	
into	a	carnival.	He	stepped	up	to	the	
red,	white,	and	blue	concession	

stand	and	ordered	an	ice	cream	cone	
—a	double-dip	strawberry. 

“He”	is	a	buffalo	dancer,	perhaps	from	one	of	the	pueblos	near	Santa	Fe,	apparently	worn	out	from	physical	
exer$on,	heat,	and	crowds.	His	enormous	brown	frame	slumps,	right	arm	draped	across	bent	knee.	Instead	of	a	
picturesque	dance	rasle,	the	preferred	prop	of	tourists’	photos,	he	grips	an	incongruous	pink	ice-cream	cone.	
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Tourists	love	na$ve	dances,	cold	treats,	and	the	reprieve	of	an	air-condi$oned	hotel.	But	the	brochures	promise	a	
spectacle	of	pure	difference,	implying	that	ice	cream	should	remain	outside	the	frame.	In	the	visual	culture	of	
Southwest	tourism,	this	most	American	of	desserts,	associated	with	childhood	and	middle-class	leisure,	does	not	
belong	in	the	fist	of	a	swarthy	Indian	partaking	in	dances	that	the	Superintendent	of	Pueblo	Day	Schools	called	“so	
bes$al	as	to	prohibit	their	descrip$on”	in	1915.	It	is	as	if	one	of	Edward	Cur$s’s	Tesuque	Buffalo	Dancers	(1925)	
snuck	out	of	the	photograph,	selected	a	flavor	from	Wayne	Thiebaud’s	Four	Ice	Cream	Cones	(1964),	and	plopped	
down	on	Scholder’s	canvas	with	a	sigh	of	relief	to	take	a	lick. 

Scholder’s	bit	of	Pop	irony	talks	back	to	the	region’s	longstanding	ethnographic	entertainment	complex,	which	he	
viewed	with	an$pathy	throughout	his	Santa	Fe	tenure.	During	the	industrial	boom	of	the	late	nineteenth	century,	
an$modernist	pilgrims	sought	spiritual	solace	in	red-rock	mesas	and	cultural	authen$city	from	Na$ve	American	
communi$es.	The	Santa	Fe	Railway	and	the	Fred	Harvey	Company	joined	forces	to	organize	regional	asrac$ons,	
build	cushy	hotels,	and	publish	alluring	guidebooks,	marke$ng	the	Southwest	as	a	premier	travel	des$na$on.	
Pueblos	and	Navajos	responded	to	the	curious	stares	and	ready	pocketbooks	of	outsiders	with	a	mixture	of	outright	
resistance	and	strategic	coopera$on.	They	variously	prohibited	photography	at	ceremonies,	sold	posery	and	
tex$les	to	the	crowds,	sat	before	the	lens	and	easel,	and	circulated	their	own	wry	representa$ons. 

Although	the	Fred	Harvey	Company	closed	up	shop	soon	arer	Scholder’s	appointment	at	IAIA	in	1964,	the	ranks	of	
interna$onal	visitors	were	replenished	by	the	camera-to$ng	con$ngent	of	the	era’s	counterculture.	Na$ve	
Americans,	too,	were	among	those	experiencing	the	region	for	the	first	$me.	Paul	Chaat	Smith	has	wrisen	of	Yuchi-
Muscogee	Creek	photographer	Richard	Ray	Whitman’s	arrival	in	the	1960s:	“[He]	journeyed	to	Santa	Fe	to	realize	
the	intoxica$ng	vision	promised	in	the	glossy	pages	of	a	weekly	magazine.	He	found	instead	a	cold,	soulless	place	
where	commerce	meant	the	same	thing	as	art,	culture	was	oren	a	pose,	and	cynicism	came	as	naturally	as	
breathing.”	Similarly,	recogni$on	of	the	colonial	dynamics	at	play	in	the	Southwest	fueled	Scholder’s	convic$on	that	
images	of	Na$ve	Americans	were	caught	in	a	roman$c	trap:	“Upon	my	arrival	in	Santa	Fe	in	1964,	I	vowed	that	I	
would	not	paint	the	Indian.	The	non-Indian	had	painted	the	subject	as	a	noble	savage	and	the	Indian	painter	had	
been	caught	in	a	tourist-pleasing	cliché.”	Yet	the	no$on	that	Scholder	could	remain	outside	this	poli$c—one	in	
which	his	students,	fellow	teachers,	and	nearby	indigenous	communi$es	were	deeply	embroiled—proved	
untenable.	Scholder	entered	the	fray	three	years	later,	wielding	strawberry	ice-cream	cones	and	soda	pop	as	
weapons	against	the	crowd.	

Soon,	cri$cs	across	the	country	hailed	Scholder	as	the	forerunner	of	a	“New	Indian	Art	Movement”	centered	on	
IAIA.	Faculty	and	students	sought	to	distance	their	work	from	the	ceremonial	dances	and	buffalo	hunts	that	na$ve	
ar$sts	painted	for	sale	beginning	in	the	1910s.	They	sculpted	contemporary	poli$cal	messages	to	a	soundtrack	of	
Bob	Dylan	while	Allen	Ginsberg	and	Vincent	Price	dropped	by	to	read	poetry.	Scholder	quickly	developed	his	
signature	strategy	of	short-circui$ng	otherwise	picturesque	scenes	of	na$ves	with	modern	props.	It	is	perfected	in	
Indians	with	Umbrellas	(1971),	among	his	first	lithographs	created	at	the	Tamarind	Ins$tute	in	Albuquerque.	A	field	
of	green	and	yellow	hatching	meets	a	mustard	sky	filled	with	cloud	forms,	sugges$ve	of	the	Great	Plains.	Men	on	
horseback	congregate	as	a	row	of	swir	dark	strokes	on	the	horizon,	like	the	ominous	war	par$es	of	Hollywood	
westerns.	Instead	of	ubiquitous	feather	bonnets,	these	“braves”	sport	jaunty	hats	and	carry	red	and	white	
umbrellas	redolent	of	picnics,	amusement	parks,	and	long	days	spent	tanning	at	the	beach.	Although	Scholder	
imagined	he	was	the	first	to	create	such	a	scene,	nineteenth-century	drawings	by	the	Lakota	ar$st	Red	Hawk	and	
others	also	feature	parasols	on	the	Plains,	adding	a	layer	of	historical	realism	to	Scholder’s	seemingly	fantas$cal	
image.	Thus	adorned,	the	warriors	seem	ready	to	lir	off	and	join	Mary	Poppins	in	the	sky.	At	this	moment,	thanks	
to	Scholder’s	growing	fame	and	his	newfound	interest	in	printmaking,	his	Indians	did	become	buoyant,	mul$plying	
and	circula$ng	alongside	the	tourist	brochures	they	teased.	Two	different	versions	of	Hopi	Dancers	(1974),	
portraying	one	of	American	anthropology’s	most-pictured	subjects,	share	the	itera$ve	iconicity	of	Andy	Warhol’s	
Marilyn	Diptych	(1962).	Warhol’s	juxtaposi$on	of	the	saturated	colors	of	a	magazine	spread	and	the	gray	scale	of	
newsprint,	a	binary	repeated	across	the	whole	of	the	series,	lays	bare	the	logic	of	reproduc$on	that	dissolves	real	
faces	into	media	abstrac$ons.	According	to	art	historian	Jonathan	Flatley,	“the	work	of	art	is	conceived	of	not	in	
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rela$on	to	a	‘real	person’	but	in	rela$on	to	the	process	of	reproducibility	itself	.	.	.	the	‘person’	disappears	from	the	
process	as	if	she	had	never	existed.”	In	Scholder’s	work,	the	study	is	directed	less	at	the	crea$on	of	Hollywood	
stardom	than	the	truth-telling	presump$ons	of	ethnographic	photography.	As	the	authority	of	black	and	white	
cedes	to	the	glamour	of	blue	and	orange	in	Hopi	Dancers,	the	fantasy	of	cultural	access	shades	into	pure	Indian	
simula$on.		

While	Scholder	cast	the	“dazzling	light	of	New	Mexico”	on	the	colonial	poli$cs	of	Southwest	travel,	he	also	explored	
a	more	subtle	range	of	alterna$ves.	In	Indian	in	Taos	Pueblo	(1970),	the	yellow	of	desert	earth	and	tan	of	adobe	
walls,	ubiquitous	in	the	landscape	pain$ngs	of	modernists	who	congregated	in	northern	New	Mexico,	are	mobilized	
in	an	unusual	composi$on.	Planes	of	color,	dark	shadows,	and	indeterminate	shapes,	which	seem	plucked	from	
Richard	Diebenkorn’s	UnHtled	(Albuquerque)	(1951),	guard,	rather	than	showcase,	the	cloaked	na$ve	subject	at	
center.	Working	with	local	students	at	IAIA,	Scholder	must	have	been	aware	of	Pueblo	communi$es’	efforts	to	
protect	ceremonial	knowledge	from	intrusive	outsiders.	Here	he	puts	the	abstract	landscape	to	work,	deflec$ng	
viewers	from	private	indigenous	lives.	We	glimpse	only	enough	to	alert	us	of	all	that	we	don’t	and	shouldn’t	know	
about	subjects	who	resist	the	treatment	of	their	plaza	as	a	stage.		

Interna^onal	Travel	and	the	Occult	

Scholder’s	$me	in	Santa	Fe	was	punctuated	by	his	own	forays	abroad.	Only	two	years	arer	beginning	the	Indian	
series,	he	resigned	from	IAIA	and	spent	the	next	six	months	traveling	through	Europe	and	North	Africa.	Reflec$ng	
on	the	decision	years	later,	Scholder	found	that	the	bright	dream	of	the	art	school	was	doomed	to	bureaucra$c	
mismanagement	and	fac$onalism	by	the	federal	Bureau	of	Indian	Affairs	(BIA).	He	further	observed,	“we	were	s$ll	
all	buying	into	this	strange	kind	of	ethnic	roman$cism	.	.	.	this	localized	art	patronage	of	the	Southwest,	that	was	
deadly,	and	that	more	than	anything	a	person	today	living	in	this	country	who	happens	to	be	an	Indian	has	to	in	
some	way	transcend.”	Evidently	Scholder	used	his	travels	to	drive	this	point	home,	communica$ng	to	friends	and	
patrons	that	his	prac$ce	belonged	beyond	the	borders	of	the	American	Southwest,	in	the	world	at	large.		

He	called	his	trip	in	1969	“a	grand	gesture	by	taking	a	grand	tour	of	Europe.	I	had	never	been	to	Europe,”	he	added,	
chuckling,	“and	I	knew	that	this	would	make	everybody	mad.”	The	“grand	tour”	was	a	centuries-old	tradi$on	by	
which	privileged	young	Europeans	became	in$mately	acquainted	with	the	great	works	of	human	civiliza$on,	
rendering	them	in	miniature	in	their	sketchbooks.	Scholder	joined	up	with	this	lineage	apparently	without	irony.	
Increasingly	skep$cal	of	the	value	of	art	school	educa$on,	he	advised	young	na$ve	ar$sts	to	travel	instead.	And	for	
the	rest	of	his	life	he	insisted	on	every	ar$st’s	freedom	to	depict	Egyp$an	pyramids,	Indians	with	umbrellas,	and	
any	subject	that	compels	the	imagina$on.	Rather	than	a	discrete	category	of	his	oeuvre,	I	consider	that	Scholder’s	
ventures	abroad	generated	a	translocal	context	and	content	for	his	Indian	series.	

Many	of	Scholder’s	indigenous	subjects	could	be	described	as	unhomely,	in	that	they	confront	us	with	the	limits	of	
all	that	is	familiar,	safe,	reassuring.	While	incongruity	is	a	primary	strategy	of	works	like	Super	Indian	No.	2,	
indeterminacy	is	the	effect	of	portraits	such	as	Mad	Indian	(1969),	created	the	same	year	Scholder	completed	his	
first	major	trip	abroad.	“Mad,”	implying	either	angry	or	insane,	is	indicated	by	the	clawlike	hand	curled	in	the	air	
and	the	deep	frown	on	the	subject’s	face.	Beyond	these	affec$ve	signals,	body	and	space	are	a	collage	of	
unresolved	parts:	two	halves	of	a	shirt	that	don’t	match,	a	bulbous	purple	forearm	res$ng	on	an	uniden$fiable,	
creaturely	form,	“background”	shapes	that	seem	to	come	alive	and	wrap	around	the	figure,	and	nega$ve	space	
under	his	ler	armpit	that,	when	apprehended	through	a	quick	glance,	suddenly	protrudes	like	a	foot	clothed	in	
white.	The	portrait	disturbs	the	clear	lines	of	sight	so	prized	by	tourists,	withholding	knowledge	and	refusing	to	be	
domes$cated.	It	is	precisely	monstrous,	morbid,	excessive,	or	occult	subjects	that	Scholder	catalogued	with	special	
asen$on	during	his	travels.	He	preferred	the	sealed	pyramids	of	Egypt	to	the	open	lines	of	the	Parthenon,	
shrouded	vampires	to	proud	Adonises,	and	the	meaty	distor$ons	by	Francis	Bacon	to	Mona	Lisa’s	famed	half-smile.	
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One	of	Scholder’s	recurring	approaches	to	na$ve	subjects	is	the	pictorial	equivalent	of	mummifica$on.	Although	
the	ar$st	never	discussed	his	Indian	series	explicitly	in	such	terms,	he	wanted	to	be	an	Egyptologist	as	a	child,	
studied	sarcophagi	in	the	Bri$sh	Museum,	traveled	to	Egypt	several	$mes,	and,	on	a	more	in$mate	scale,	kept	an	
Egyp$an	mummy	in	his	personal	collec$on,	which	he	repeatedly	drew	and	painted.	Scholder	similarly	wraps	and	
bundles	his	Indian	figures,	crea$ng	self-enclosed	forms	that	inhabit	a	disturbing	borderline	between	subject	and	
object.	In	Dog	and	Dead	Indian	(Warrior)	(1971),	the	figure	is	s$ffened	in	a	horrible	pose	of	death,	leg	crooked,	
neck	thrown	back.	The	body	is	swaddled	in	white	paint	flecked	with	red	and	blue,	a	thin	wisp	of	bandage-like	
material	flowing	from	his	neck.	The	iden$ty	and	hint	of	narra$ve	suggested	by	the	parenthe$cal	“Warrior”	are,	like	
the	dog	that	mourns	or	menaces	him	at	top,	stopped	in	their	tracks,	frozen	out	of	$me.	To	more	dignified	ends,	the	
blanketed	man	in	profile	in	Indian	with	Feather	(1970),	also	from	the	series	Indians	Forever,	echoes	the	eternal	
monumentality	of	Egyp$an	sarcophagi.	Sioux	Burial	at	Mouse	River	(1979),	a	lithograph	created	the	same	year	as	
Scholder’s	The	Sarcophagus,	hints	at	cultural	affini$es	between	bundled	burial	prac$ces	separated	by	centuries	and	
half	a	globe.	

Scholder’s	inves$ga$on	of	the	precarious,	oren	violent	border	zone	between	life	and	death	may	be	what	drew	him	
to	the	work	of	Bacon	in	the	Tate	Modern	in	London	at	the	end	of	his	1969	trip.	Before	Scholder	sought	to	strip	the	
romance	from	his	Indian	subjects,	Bacon,	a	professed	atheist,	pursued	a	similar	course	to	reinterpret	Chris$an	
crucifixion	iconography.	Instead	of	heroic	suffering	and	salva$on,	Bacon	saw	butchered	meat,	declaring	bluntly,	
“well,	of	course,	we	are	meat,	we	are	poten$al	carcasses.”	It	is	likely	that	a	work	such	as	Lying	Figure	No.	2	(1959)	
influenced	Scholder’s	rendering	of	a	ditch	of	tangled	flesh	and	bone	in	Massacre	in	America:	Wounded	Knee	(1972).	
While	Bacon’s	single	figure	retains	a	semblance	of	human	iden$ty,	Scholder’s	bodies	are	a	heap	of	dismembered	
hooves,	ribs,	and	steaks.	He	envisions	the	infamous	massacre	of	Lakota	men,	women,	and	children	by	the	U.S.	
Cavalry	in	1890	as	so	many	animal	parts	in	a	slaughterhouse.	Scholder	inaugurated	this	interna$onal	aesthe$c	
dialogue	on	canvas	one	year	before	American	Indian	Movement	(AIM)	ac$vists	occupied	the	site	in	South	Dakota,	
indica$ng	his	will	to	move	domes$c	Indian	struggles	beyond	the	U.S.	na$onal	borders	that	proved	so	catastrophic	
to	indigenous	survival.	

Similar	concerns	mo$vated	Scholder’s	collec$ng	prac$ce.	He	brought	pieces	of	the	world	back	to	the	Southwest,	
filling	a	new	home	he	purchased	in	Scossdale,	Arizona,	in	1972	with	objects	amassed	from	his	travels.	They	
included	a	Roman	miniature	vase	for	collec$ng	tears,	voodoo	objects	such	as	a	double-horned	goat	and	a	two-
headed	calf,	a	taxidermy	bison	head,	and	countless	vintage	postcards.	Scholder	explained,	“[It’s]	not	like	most	
houses	in	that	it’s	more	of	a	museum	of	many	objects.”	He	curated	his	living	quarters	in	a	non-categorical	manner	
recalling	the	global	mélange	found	in	seventeenth-century	European	cabinets	of	curiosity.	He	especially	prized	
objects	charged	with	magic	and	power	as	reminders	that	“we	know	so	lisle.”	More	than	exo$c	souvenirs,	his	
collec$ons	extended	the	unhomely	spaces	of	his	canvases	and	prints	while	supplying	props	for	further	pain$ng.	
They	helped	Scholder	“transcend”	the	dangerously	complacent	Southwest	visual	culture	by	resitua$ng	his	Indian	
subjects	in	a	vast,	unknowable,	and	oren	disturbing	world.	

Cultural	Diplomacy	and	the	Cold	War	

Scholder’s	travels	unfolded	against	a	backdrop	of	vola$le	interna$onal	rela$ons	during	the	Cold	War.	In	1972,	the	
connec$on	was	made	explicit	when	the	ar$st	was	invited	to	lecture	about	contemporary	na$ve	art	alongside	the	
traveling	exhibi$on	Two	American	Painters.	The	event	placed	key	works	from	his	Indian	series,	including	seven	from	
the	present	exhibi$on,	as	well	as	pain$ngs	by	his	former	student	at	IAIA,	the	Kiowa	painter	T.	C.	Cannon,	at	the	
center	of	American	cultural	diplomacy	efforts	in	Romania,	Germany,	England,	Yugoslavia,	and	Turkey.	Scholder’s	
tour	emerged	from	a	partnership	between	the	Smithsonian	Ins$tu$on	and	the	United	States	Informa$on	Agency	
(USIA);	the	former	organized	shows	of	the	brightest	American	talents,	while	the	laser	coordinated	their	travel	to	
strategic	venues	abroad.	The	official	goal	of	this	arrangement	was	to	disseminate	American	values	of	democracy	
and	freedom	around	the	globe,	especially	in	countries	deemed	vulnerable	to	Communist	influence.	Considering	
that	Scholder	was	among	the	most	cri$cal	ar$sts	of	his	genera$on	when	it	came	to	represen$ng	Na$ve	Americans,	
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that	Scholder	was	among	the	most	cri$cal	ar$sts	of	his	genera$on	when	it	came	to	represen$ng	Na$ve	Americans,	
how	did	his	work	and	words	dovetail	with	this	interna$onal	mission?		

Certainly,	traveling	under	the	auspices	of	the	USIA	meant	that	Scholder	was	framed	by	a	narra$ve	not	of	his	
making.	For	example,	Scholder	oren	stated	publicly	that	he	had	lisle	contact	with	indigenous	peoples	prior	to	his	
tenure	in	the	Southwest	and	did	not	lay	claim	to	na$ve	iden$ty	despite	his	one-quarter	Luiseño	ancestry.	Yet	Brigid	
Lay	declared	on	a	radio	broadcast	for	Voice	of	America	in	1972	that	“Fritz	Scholder	is	one	of	the	many	who	cherish	
their	Indian	heritage	and	look	forward	to	a	genuine	renaissance	of	the	Red	man.”	As	historian	Andrew	Denson	has	
explored,	USIA	depic$ons	of	Na$ve	Americans	acknowledged	oppression	in	the	past	but	focused	on	“recoun$ng	a	
modern	history	of	jus$ce	and	government-led	improvement”—an	adver$sement,	in	effect,	for	the	success	of	
American	democracy.	As	the	apostle	of	a	“Red	man”	renaissance,	Scholder’s	innova$ve	prac$ce	was	evidence	of	
the	na$on’s	benevolent	mul$culturalism	and	tolerance	for	cri$que.	Importantly,	his	USIA	tour	coincided	with	peak	
events	of	AIM,	including	ac$vists’	takeover	of	the	BIA	offices	in	Washington,	D.C.,	in	1972,	known	as	the	Trail	of	
Broken	Trea$es,	and	their	occupa$on	of	Wounded	Knee	in	1973.	Despite	sharing	the	ac$vists’	cri$que	of	the	BIA,	
historic	massacres,	and	other	legacies	of	colonialism,	Scholder	insisted,	“I	don’t	dig	Red	Power	and	I	don’t	iden$fy	
with	protest	Indian	art.”	The	USIA	may	well	have	intended	the	tour	to	func$on	as	a	diploma$c	foil,	direc$ng	
interna$onal	media	away	from	disrup$ve	sovereignty	struggles	back	home.		

Yet	Scholder	performed	his	own	characteris$c	acts	of	resistance	abroad.	Though	he	admits	to	being	“naïve”	upon	
arrival	in	Bucharest,	any	idealism	he	felt	about	the	tour	ahead	was	instantly	shasered.	He	encountered	a	picture	of	
himself	with	students	at	IAIA	reproduced	in	a	beau$ful	color	publica$on	$tled	America,	siyng	on	the	coffee	table	
of	an	ambassador’s	pala$al	home.	“And	I	realized	that	this	was	propaganda.”	He	tells	of	bailing	on	remaining	
engagements	in	the	city	and	convincing	his	guide	to	take	him	to	Transylvania—a	detour	that	would	later	result	in	
ArHst	as	Vampir	and	other	dark	pictures	that	pointedly	reaffirmed	his	outsider	status.	Arerward,	the	ar$st	sent	a	
litany	of	complaints	to	organizers	in	Washington,	D.C.,	about	all	aspects	of	the	tour:	“Our	stay	in	Romania	was	a	
disaster—no	planning	by	the	USIA.	In	Yugoslavia	I	find	that	the	exhibit	will	not	be	in	Belgrade,	but	in	a	Southern	
region	which	is	the	most	provincial	.	.	.	.	I	ques$on	the	value	of	having	the	show	in	Turkey	at	all.”	Despite	official	
reports	that	Scholder	was	a	“definite	program	asset,”	his	outspoken	cri$que	may	explain	why	several	showings	in	
Turkey	and	a	proposed	extension	of	the	exhibi$on	never	came	to	pass.		

When	Scholder	was	not	making	trouble	in	person,	his	artwork	carried	the	torch.	Some	of	his	most	overtly	disrup$ve	
images	were	ler	out	of	Two	American	Painters—depic$ons	of	Indian	massacres,	for	example,	painted	in	1972,	
which	eerily	foreshadow	the	Wounded	Knee	takeover	the	following	February.	At	the	same	$me,	a	work	such	as	Dog	
and	Dead	Indian	(Warrior),	which	did	travel,	was	hardly	a	picture	of	benign	mul$culturalism.	With	its	garish,	skull-
like	grin,	hollow	eyes,	and	clear	references	to	the	alcoholism	plaguing	American	Indian	popula$ons,	Indian	with	
Beer	Can	(1969)	also	seems	as	clear	a	condemna$on	of	colonialism	as	any	AIM	manifesto.	Some	Romanian	viewers	
seemed	to	catch	the	nega$ve	drir,	for	the	visitor’s	book	included,	among	warm	sen$ments,	comments	such	as,	
“The	American	embassy	which	supervises	the	ways	by	which	the	USA	is	made	known,	should	detect	what	is	useful	
and	what	isn’t	.	.	.	.	[T]he	impression	upon	the	youth	is	unfavorable.”	No$ng	Scholder’s	distorted	bodies,	another	
cri$c	who	reviewed	the	exhibi$on	at	the	American	Embassy	in	London	concluded	that	Francis	Bacon	and	other	
European	painters	had	exerted	greater	influence	on	the	ar$st	than	the	Americans	listed	in	the	catalog.	He	
wondered,	“Could	the	persistent	and	very	pleasant	references	to	Bri$sh	pain$ng	be	a	subtle	expression	of	dissent,	
a	discreet	disavowal	of	the	art	that	has	put	white	America	in	the	forefront	of	the	interna$onal	movement?” 

Disavowal	is	overt,	not	discreet,	in	Indian	and	Rhinoceros	(1968),	one	of	Scholder’s	most	memorable	pain$ngs	in	
this	exhibi$on.	In	a	photograph	from	the	opening	in	Bucharest,	interna$onally	recognized	Romanian	painter	
Constan$n	Piliuta	stands	before	the	massive	canvas,	remarking	on	art’s	possibili$es	for	“strengthening	the	
friendship	between	our	two	peoples”—that	is,	Americans	and	Romanians.	A	robed	na$ve	man	clutching	a	peace	
pipe	looms	over	the	head	of	the	U.S.	ambassador	who	stands	listening.	A	powerful	tool	of	indigenous	diplomacy,	
the	mutual	smoking	of	the	peace	pipe	sealed	pacts	between	indigenous	na$ons	and	Europeans	from	the	earliest	
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moments	of	contact.	But	here,	trust	appears	broken;	the	figure	stands	with	his	back	to	the	rear	end	of	an	enormous	
rhinoceros.		

The	beast	was	heavy	with	poli$cal	symbolism	during	the	Cold	War.	In	Romanian-born	playwright	Eugène	Ionesco’s	
popular	work	Rhinocéros	(1959),	the	inhabitants	of	a	provincial	French	town	transformed	into	rhinoceroses	in	what	
most	cri$cs	interpreted	as	a	drama$za$on	of	the	spread	of	fascism	and	communism.	Carrying	on	the	theme,	
Russia’s	premier	Cold	War	military	tank,	the	T-64,	was	widely	known	by	the	nickname	“Rhino.”	Scholder	gives	the	
creature	a	conspicuous	twist.	He	placed	the	lesers	“BIA,”	a	reference	to	the	federal	agency	notorious	for	breaking	
trea$es	and	mismanaging	indigenous	rela$ons,	in	the	top-ler	corner	of	the	pain$ng,	hin$ng	at	an	equa$on	of	
African	mammal,	American	bureaucracy,	and	Soviet	power.	Indian	and	Rhinoceros	thus	visually	refuses	Piliuta’s	
confident	message	of	interna$onal	goodwill.	Clutching	the	unused	pipe,	the	na$ve	man	retains	his	independence	
from	diploma$c	theater	of	all	kinds.	

Between	1967	and	1981,	Scholder	simultaneously	turned	his	back	on	touris$c	simula$ons	of	the	American	
Southwest	and	the	ideological	baggage	of	Cold	War	interna$onalism	as	legi$mate	frameworks	for	picturing	
American	Indians.	Yet	the	larger-than-life	figure	in	Indian	and	Rhinoceros	also	looks	out	at	viewers	holding	the	
peace	pipe,	as	if	open	to	a	new	kind	of	rela$onship,	a	truce	yet	to	be	determined.	By resituating	Pueblo	dancers,	
Plains	warriors,	and	other	na$ve	subjects	within	the	idiosyncra$c	i$nerary	of	his	own	“grand	tour,”	Scholder 
retained optimism that they might address, and thereby affect, the world at large. Perhaps	this	is	diplomacy	arer	all,	
Scholder-style.	
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SUPR	NDN	by	Brad	Kahlhamer	
Ar^st	

Fritz	Scholder	painted	Indians—dusty,	vested	dudes	picking	up	security	gigs	at	Jesse	Ed	Davis	or	Buffy	Sainte-Marie	
tour	stops,	lanky	rez	bucks	with	scary,	unpredictable	grins	flashing	moments	of	vulnerability	mixed	with	bravado	
and	swagger.	His	reality-based	pain$ngs	were	a	secular	break	from	previous	fare.	Composed	with	a	film	director’s	
flair,	the	new	na$ve	actor	was	forefronted	in	the	Department	of	Psychic	Interiors.	They	were	the	Na$ves	of	Now	
announced	with	rock-poster	directness.	

Now	that	Scholder’s	2008	exhibi$on	Indian/Not	Indian	has	run	the	gauntlet	of	the	Na$onal	Museum	of	the	
American	Indian—New	York/Not	New	York—other	conversa$ons	can	begin.	Not	easy,	as	the	work	is	rooted	in	the	
West;	Na$ve	American	pain$ng	is	a	rare	topic	in	the	art	debate–torn	province	of	NYC,	where,	in	the	mainstream	
apparatus,	na$ve	narra$ves	are	chronically	avoided,	like	blood	clots;	and	Fritz	Scholder’s	work—loaded	with	
contradic$ons	and	complexi$es—may	not	play	well	with	other	op$mized	immigrant	narra$ves.	

It’s	significant	that	Scholder’s	work	is	being	gathered	once	more	and	offered	at	the	Denver	Art	Museum,	a	major	
western	ins$tu$on	with	a	na$onal	reach	and	not	solely	na$ve	preference.	Fritz	Scholder’s	Super	Indian	offers	an	
opportunity	to	engage	a	younger	audience	that	has	lisle	interest	in	parsing	painter	strokes	or	ethnic	purity,	but	
instead	pursues	open-source	excava$on.	This	new	audience	seeks	authen$c	‘60s	and	‘70s	hallmarks	as	a	
reconcilia$on	with	the	digital	spin	and	speed	cycles	of	today.	

And	in	this	sense	Fritz	Scholder’s	Super	Indians	are	ever	more	in	play.	Indian	in	Car	(1969),	with	its	spilled	Lava	
Lamp	shapes	and	warped	line	contour,	spotlights	the	na$ve	rock	star	in	eternal	post-performance	howl;	and	the	
beau$ful	companion	study	is	a	cursive-line	dance	of	virtuoso	filigree,	a	gesture	of	nota$onal	economy.	

Featuring	a	cascade	of	melted	face	paint,	Mad	Indian	No.	3	(1970)	forecasts	neo-expressionist	winds	at	least	a	
decade	away,	and	as	with	most	Scholder	figura$on	it	has	an	embedded	catch-and-release	tension.	An	urgency	
results	from	flat,	elemental	terrains	fused	by	ecsta$c	paint	handling	in	the	foreground.	Mad	Indian	seems	painted	
to	a	jukebox	sound	fed	by	theremin	drip—a	rare,	dreamy,	vinyl	blend	worthy	of	repeat	listens.	

Indian	and	Rhinoceros	(1968)	signals	a	Plains	Meets	Pictures	Genera$on	vision,	with	genre-jumping	appropria$on	
leser	forms;	the	pain$ng	fuses	mass	symbol	communica$on	with	aboriginal	order,	while	offering	a	From	America/
Not	About	America	codex.	

Scholder’s	considerable	body	of	stand-alone	lithographs,	with	their	graphic	starkness	and	aqueous	detail,	ranks	
parallel	with	the	pain$ngs.	They	form	a	high	noon	standoff	to	Warhol’s	gunfighter	Elvis	of	1963.	

Fritz	Scholder’s	1979	photography	book,	Indian	Kitsch,	predates	the	best	inspira$onal	Tumblrs	with	an	incisive,	
ruthless	eye.	The	book	is	a	scroll-through	treatment	of	“the	other”	via	visual	clichés.	It’s	painter-ac$vist	fused	with	
cultural	forensics.	It’s	interes$ng	to	note	how	a	good	number	of	his	photographs	mirror	the	axial	composi$ons	of	
his	pain$ngs,	a	pictorial	swap	meet.	A	very	contemporary	aytude,	then	and	s$ll.	

Under	new	management	and	open	for	new	interpreta$on,	Scholder’s	pain$ngs	are	a	cultural	seed	bank,	where	
color	and	line	weave	together	figura$on	and	abstrac$on.	His	work	is	as	psychologically	accurate	as	any	historical	
photographs	detailing	an	earlier	era.	Fritz	Scholder’s	painted	Indians	are	headlining	again,	offering	relevance	and	
connec$ons	to	the	searcher	audience	of	now.

SUPER INDIAN: FRITZ SCHOLDER 1967-1980  
DENVER ART MUSEUM, October 4, 2016 - January 17, 2016


PHOENIX ART MUSEUM, February 26 - June 5, 2016


NERMAN MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART, JUNE 23 - SEPTEMBER 18,  2016


______________________________________________________________________________




�25

Indians	and	the	Stone:	Lithography	as	an	Extension	of	Scholder’s	Art		
by	Eric	Berkemeyer	
Curatorial	Assistant,	Na^ve	Arts,	Denver	Art	Museum	

In	the	course	of	Fritz	Scholder’s	career,	he	returned	$me	and	$me	again	to	the	print	studio.	In	1970	he	created	
his	first	lithograph,	just	three	years	arer	beginning	his	Indian	series.	“I	think	that	one	would	get	bored	working	in	
one	medium	all	the	$me,”	he	said	of	his	work	in	printmaking.	“Lithography	is	a	whole	different	thing,	and	a	
totally	different	atmosphere.	You	have	to	make	your	own	crisis.	I	have	forced	myself	into	other	environments.	I	
am	always	looking	for	a	challenge,	and	it	can	be	trauma$c.”	

By	the	mid-1970s	he	was	also	experimen$ng	with	etching	and	monotype.	Eventually,	these	other	print	media	
would	truly	complement	Scholder’s	process.	But	it	was	in	his	lithographs	of	1970	to	1979	that	he	most	strongly	
advanced	the	themes	and	subjects	he	was	exploring	at	that	$me.	

This	exhibi$on	includes	ten	lithographs	Scholder	created	in	the	span	of	his	Indian	series.	From	the	thirty-eight	
Scholder	prints	in	the	Denver	Art	Museum	collec$on,	we	selected	these	lithos	to	reflect	the	breadth	and	quality	
of	his	graphic	work	in	that	thirteen-year	period.	Throughout	his	work	in	the	medium,	one	sees	the	same	ar$s$c	
concerns	as	in	his	canvases:	themes	of	iden$ty	and	representa$on	along	with	the	morbid	and	grotesque,	and	his	
technical	interests	in	the	uses	of	color,	texture,	and	mark-making.	But	these	prints	are	not	simply	a	side	note	to	
the	pain$ngs.	They	stand	as	testament	to	an	ar$st	who	mastered	the	medium	of	lithography	and	then	used	its	
special	characteris$cs	to	extend	his	ar$s$c	prac$ce.	

Stone	lithography	in	a	workshop	seyng,	like	the	Tamarind	Ins$tute,	suited	Scholder’s	approach	to	making	art.	As	
a	print	medium,	lithography	allows	an	ar$st	to	work	more	immediately	with	an	image	than	methods	such	as	
etching	or	block	prin$ng,	in	which	several	steps	are	necessary	before	the	ar$st	sees	how	the	printed	image	will	
look.	Dark,	oil-based	lithographic	crayons	and	tusche	(an	oily	liquid	that,	when	dry,	resists	water	like	litho	
crayons	do)	are	either	drawn	or	painted	onto	a	light-colored	stone,	in	much	the	same	way	one	works	on	paper	or	
canvas.	The	ar$st’s	drarsmanship	or	painterly	style	is	readily	translated	into	the	medium.	And,	though	it’s	only	
black	and	white,	the	ini$al	drawing	closely	resembles	what	the	final	image	will	look	like.

Both	crayon	and	tusche	are	oily	in	nature,	resis$ng	water,	while	the	porous	nature	of	the	limestone	used	in	
stone	lithography	asracts	water.	Arer	the	drawings	are	made,	the	stone	is	treated	to	make	permanent	the	
hydrophobic	nature	of	the	drawn	part	of	the	stone.	To	print	the	image,	the	stone	is	dampened	to	resist	the	ink	
while	the	drawn	por$on	of	the	stone	receives	the	ink	freely.	Once	the	stone	is	inked,	paper	is	laid	across	the	face	
and	both	are	run	through	a	lithographic	press;	the	pressure	transfers	the	ink	from	the	surface	of	the	stone	to	the	
paper.	

In	collabora$ng	with	a	workshop,	primarily	the	Tamarind	Ins$tute,	Scholder	was	able	to	focus	on	his	concepts	
and	composi$ons	while	the	master	printers	asended	to	the	technical	aspects	of	pulling	proofs	and,	once	
approved	by	the	ar$st,	pulling	the	final	prints.	

Considering	Color

When	the	Tamarind	Lithography	Workshop	moved	from	Los	Angeles	to	Albuquerque	in	1970,	Scholder	became	
one	of	the	first	ar$sts	to	produce	with	the	shop,	newly	dubbed	the	Tamarind	Ins$tute.	Between	December	1970	
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and	March	1971	this	rela$onship	resulted	in	his	first	print	folio,	Indians	Forever.	This	early	suite	exhibits	a	solid	
connec$on	to	his	pain$ng,	but	it	also	reveals	rapid	technical	experimenta$on	and	growth	as	well	as	a	renewed	
explora$on	of	ideas	seen	in	Scholder’s	earlier	works.

Fritz	Scholder’s	pain$ngs	are	recognized	for	their	intense	and	oren	shocking	use	of	color.	Brilliant	contrasts	in	hue	
characterize	his	pain$ngs	of	the	1960s	and	1970s.	Though	not	all	of	Scholder’s	lithographs	are	in	color,	he	carried	
with	him	into	his	print	work	a	keen	sense	of	color	and	a	drive	for	experimenta$on.	Four	of	the	eight	prints	in	
Indians	Forever	were	mul$ple-color	prints.

The	first	of	these,	Indian	at	the	Circus	(1970),	was	an	ambi$ous	first	color	lithograph	that	incorporated	five	colors.	
In	most	instances,	color	lithography	requires	a	separate	stone	for	each	color	to	be	printed;	the	ar$st	must	conceive	
how	the	colors	will	work	together	but	draw	each	por$on	of	the	composi$on	independently.	Though	Indian	at	the	
Circus	exhibits	many	characteris$cs	of	his	pain$ngs—such	as	the	stereotypical	Plains	Indian	figure	seemingly	out	of	
place	and	rendered	in	electrifying	green,	pink,	and	red—it	lacks	the	spontaneity	of	his	pain$ngs	or	even	the	
monochroma$c	prints	of	the	same	period.	Scholder	renders	each	of	the	five	colors	in	broad	regions	of	flat	color	
with	lisle	overlap.	The	black	impression	is	the	only	one	he	executes	with	a	sense	of	mark-making,	yet	even	it	
seems	rigid	compared	to	Indian	with	Feather,	also	created	in	December	1970.	In	accounts	of	Scholder’s	$me	at	the	
ins$tute,	former	Tamarind	director	Clinton	Adams	remarked	on	the	challenge	and	frustra$on	Scholder	experienced	
with	this	first	color	lithograph,	including	the	difficulty	of	visualizing	the	color	in	advance	as	well	as	the	added	$me	
it	took	to	proof	lithographs	in	color.

Quickly,	though,	Scholder’s	color	lithographs	took	on	more	and	more	nuance.	The	three	inks	in	his	second	color	
lithograph,	Kachina	Dancers	(January	1971),	are	much	more	integrated.	The	blue	of	the	sky	also	appears	as	accents	
in	the	dancers	and	the	adobe	buildings	behind	them.	Both	the	dancers	and	the	buildings	are	rendered	primarily	in	
a	dark	brown.	In	contrast	to	Indian	at	the	Circus,	energe$c	strokes	of	the	lithography	crayon	and	varied	line-
weights	give	the	en$re	scene	energy.	In	his	third	color	lithograph,	Indian	at	the	Bar	(1971),	Scholder	uses	color	only	
sparingly	to	punctuate	the	composi$on.

The	final	color	lithograph	in	the	Indians	Forever	suite	is	Indians	with	Umbrellas,	from	March	1971.	It	is	in	this	print	
that	Scholder	fully	achieves	the	level	of	sensi$ve	color	rela$onships	seen	in	his	pain$ngs.	But,	at	this	point	he	is	
also	employing	the	strengths	of	the	print	medium	to	stunning	effect,	resul$ng	in	a	scene	that	vibrates	with	energy.	
In	it,	more	than	a	dozen	American	Indians	on	horseback	sit	huddled	together	in	a	row	across	a	high	horizon.	
Stretching	out	below	them	is	a	field	of	grass	rendered	in	staccato	strokes	from	Scholder’s	litho	crayon.	Behind	the	
crush	of	horses	unfolds	a	sky	filled	with	sunset-hued	yellow-orange	billowing	clouds.

Though	printed	in	four	colors,	Indians	with	Umbrellas	only	employs	two	stones	in	its	produc$on.	The	primary	
drawing,	or	“key	drawing,”	consists	of	the	riders,	horses,	umbrellas,	and	much	of	the	grass	in	the	foreground.	
Scholder	drew	these	en$rely	on	one	stone	with	a	lithography	crayon.	He	then	made	the	background	of	clouds	and	
a	secondary	set	of	grass	on	another	stone.	In	this	instance	he	painted	the	clouds	using	tusche,	an	oily	liquid	that	
resists	water	arer	drying.	Scholder	had	been	using	this	technique	for	many	of	the	monochroma$c	images	in	
Indians	Forever,	but	here	he	latches	onto	an	approach	in	which	the	tusche	flows	to	create	textures	that	mimic	
other	natural	processes,	a	technique	he	employs	in	many	later	prints,	such	as	Indian	with	Feather	Fan	(1975),	to	
achieve	skin	textures	that	appear	weathered.

An	almost	magical	effervescence	results	from	Scholder’s	combina$on	of	these	two	stones.	First,	the	background	
stone	in	solely	yellow-orange	ink	was	printed.	Then	printed	over	the	top	was	the	primary	image	in	a	technique	
called	a	“rainbow	roll.”	By	inking	a	roller	with	mul$ple	colors	at	once,	the	printer	can	apply	a	gradient	of	color	to	a	
single	stone.	In	Indians	with	Umbrellas,	the	red	in	the	umbrellas	fades	into	the	purple	of	the	figures	and	the	upper	
por$on	of	the	grass,	which	transi$ons	into	green	in	the	field	below.	The	complementary	tones	of	the	purple	and	
yellow	mul$ply	their	intensity,	while	the	dashes	of	green	and	yellow	in	the	grass	add	to	the	overall	energy	of	the	
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composi$on.	One	of	Scholder’s	persistent	cri$ques	of	the	depic$on	of	American	Indian	subjects	was	their	
unyielding	stoicism.	Over	and	over	again	he	undercut	this	no$on	through	expressive	color.	In	its	texture	and	color,	
Indians	with	Umbrellas	forcefully	denies	stoicism	or	permanence.

Clinton	Adams’s	account	of	Scholder’s	first	foray	into	lithography	implies	that	he	experimented	with	a	number	of	
poten$al	color	combina$ons	for	the	prints	in	Indians	Forever.	The	flexibility	of	color	in	lithography	is	one	of	its	
challenges	as	well	as	a	strength.	While	crea$ng	the	composi$on,	the	ar$st	does	not	apply	the	color	directly;	
instead,	he	draws	in	black	with	either	crayon	or	tusche.	However,	once	a	composi$on	is	finalized	and	all	the	stones	
are	ready,	the	printers,	working	under	the	ar$st’s	direc$on,	can	run	any	number	of	proofs	while	tes$ng	different	
color	combina$ons	on	the	various	stones.

On	several	occasions,	Scholder	executed	edi$ons	of	his	prints	in	more	than	one	final	color	arrangement.	Included	in	
this	exhibi$on	are	two	versions	of	Hopi	Dancers	(1974).	Both	prints	use	the	same	key	image	of	five	dancers	
rendered	primarily	through	painted	tusche	with	only	minor	addi$ons	of	detail	in	crayon.	In	the	first	state,	the	
figures	are	inked	in	a	deep	blue	and	printed	on	a	background	of	a	reddish	orange.	The	second	state	was	printed	
with	only	the	primary	image	in	black	ink.	Other	prints	in	his	Indian	series	con$nue	this	itera$ve	approach	to	
lithographic	images:	Indian	Landscape	of	the	same	year	was	edi$oned	in	four	different	states,	ranging	from	a	single	
color	to	six.

In	examining	Fritz	Scholder’s	lithographs	and	reading	his	accounts	of	his	$me	in	the	studio,	it	is	easy	to	see	why	he	
gravitated	toward	the	medium.	The	direct	method	of	applying	a	design	to	the	stone	well	suited	his	gestural	pain$ng	
and	drawing	style.	Addi$onally,	though	Scholder	ini$ally	encountered	challenges	in	crea$ng	color	prints,	the	means	
of	doing	so	allowed	a	methodical	approach	to	color	that	gave	him	new	ways	to	experiment	with	a	signature	aspect	
of	his	art.	

On	Revisi^ng	Subjects

While	the	print	studio	was	a	rich	venue	in	which	to	experiment	with	color	and	technique	in	ways	not	afforded	him	
by	pain$ng,	it	also	presented	Scholder	an	opportunity	to	revisit	and	elaborate	on	subjects	from	previous	pain$ngs.	
Indians	with	Umbrellas,	for	instance,	seems	to	recall	the	early	Indian	pain$ng	Four	Indian	Riders	(1967),	in	which	
Indians	on	horseback	crowd	together	along	a	high	horizon	above	a	field	of	grass.	Prints	such	as	Indian	at	the	Circus	
and	Indian	in	Paris	(1977),	though	not	strictly	based	on	earlier	pain$ngs,	place	stoic,	tradi$onally	garbed	Plains	
Indians	in	unexpected	environments	to	undermine	tropes	of	western	art—though	perhaps	he	was	doing	so	with	a	
knowing	nod	to	circus-like	venues	of	performance	such	as	Buffalo	Bill’s	Wild	West	show.

Scholder’s	most	conspicuous	elabora$on	on	subject	maser,	however,	is	his	examina$on	of	the	violent	and	the	
grotesque.	It	is	in	prints	of	these	morbid	subjects	that	he	makes	his	renderings	most	exaggerated	and	explicit.	
Scholder’s	depic$ons	of	mad,	drunken,	and	massacred	Indians	came	about	in	an	environment	of	increasing	
violence,	anxiety,	and	tension	between	American	Indian	groups	and	the	federal	and	local	governments.	In	the	late	
1960s	and	early	1970s,	poli$cal	protests	and	violence	asributed	to	racial	mo$va$ons	raised	the	profile	of	American	
Indian	issues	na$onally.	Pivotal	events	such	as	na$ve	protesters’	occupa$on	of	Alcatraz	Island	(1969),	the	American	
Indian	Movement’s	(AIM)	protest	known	as	the	Trail	of	Broken	Trea$es	(1972),	which	ended	in	the	occupa$on	of	
the	Bureau	of	Indian	Affairs	building	in	Washington,	D.C.,	and	the	standoff	between	AIM	members	and	federal	
marshals	at	Wounded	Knee	(1973),	which	ended	with	the	deaths	of	two	na$ve	protestors	and	the	injury	of	a	
marshal,	raised	the	specter	of	violence	between	the	government	and	Indian	groups.	Na$ve	individuals	died	at	the	
hands	of	whites	in	three	highly	publicized	incidents	in	1972;	one	of	these,	the	death	of	Raymond	Yellow	Thunder	in	
Gordon,	Nebraska,	almost	certainly	inspired	Scholder’s	Dying	Indian	in	Nebraska	(1972).

Scholder’s	1971	lithograph	Indian	Target	does	not	illustrate	the	moment	of	violence	or	its	arermath.	Instead,	it	
alludes	to	violence	yet	to	occur.	The	black-and-white	print	depicts	a	highly	abstracted	figure	on	horseback	riding	
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toward	the	viewer;	the	subject	is	iden$fiable	as	an	Indian	by	the	hint	of	a	Plains	headdress	and	the	horse’s	
geometric	facemask.	A	circle	divided	by	crosshairs	frames	the	scene	of	horse	and	rider.	Not	only	does	the	print	
depict	poten$al	aggression,	it	places	the	viewer	into	the	ac$on	by	sugges$ng	that	he	or	she	is	the	one	who	is	about	
to	pull	the	trigger.	Given	that	wealthy	whites	dominate	the	art	market,	the	message	is	subversive—implying	that	
the	viewer	is	complicit	in	aggression	toward	American	Indians.

One	of	the	most	immediate	and	violent	of	Scholder’s	pain$ngs	is	Portrait	of	a	Massacred	Indian	(1972).	In	it,	an	
Indian	man	in	historic	clothing,	indica$ng	that	this	scene	takes	place	in	the	distant	past,	sits	holding	a	longbow	
across	his	lap.	The	background	is	a	striking	collision	of	planes	of	brilliant	pink	and	yellow.	Even	more	striking	is	the	
plume	of	brushstrokes	that	obliterates	the	Indian’s	head.	Reminiscent	of	the	blurry	s$lls	from	Abraham	Zapruder’s	
film	of	John	F.	Kennedy’s	death,	the	pain$ng	evokes	poli$cal	assassina$on.	Among	the	confusion	of	strokes	appear	
three	dark	patches	that	hint	at	the	form	of	a	skull.	This	symbol	of	death	is	further	indicated	by	several	small,	light	
strokes	that	appear	to	be	the	skull’s	teeth.	Cognizant	of	military	ac$ons	such	as	the	1890	massacre	at	Wounded	
Knee,	Scholder	made	recognizing	the	brutality	of	such	historic	events	unavoidable	by	his	viewers.

The	following	year,	Scholder	revisited	this	subject	and	composi$on	with	the	lithograph	Portrait	of	a	Massacred	
Indian	No.	3	(1973);	produced	at	Edi$ons	Press	in	San	Francisco,	it	was	one	of	only	a	handful	of	Scholder’s	
lithographs	done	outside	the	Tamarind	Ins$tute.	In	this	instance,	the	viewer’s	perspec$ve	is	much	closer	and	one’s	
witness	to	the	violence	more	gruesome.	Rather	than	the	full-length	image	of	the	pain$ng,	a	three-quarter-length	
portrait	now	confronts	the	viewer.	As	in	many	of	Scholder’s	pain$ngs,	this	image	was	likely	lired	from	an	early	
photograph.	Scholder	again	shows	a	seated	Indian	in	historic	costume,	this	$me	holding	a	pipe	across	his	lap.	From	
this	new	vantage	point	the	fidelity	of	the	detail	has	increased.	While	the	pain$ng	was	rendered	in	broad	forms,	the	
Indian’s	hands	and	the	pasern	in	his	shirt’s	fabric	are	much	more	detailed	in	the	print.	This	isn’t	to	say	that	the	
lithograph	doesn’t	reflect	Scholder’s	characteris$c	approach	to	the	figure;	he	creates	the	arms	and	lap	with	flowing,	
spontaneous	lines	and	frames	the	upper	half	of	the	composi$on	in	a	halo	of	white	using	brushwork	on	the	stone.	
But	the	overall	rela$onship	between	viewer	and	subject	is	much	more	immediate.	Finally,	the	most	drama$c	
change	in	the	image	is	Scholder’s	rendering	of	the	spaser	that	replaces	the	Indian’s	head.	Instead	of	the	an$-
natural	colors	of	the	pain$ng,	here	brushstrokes	and	drips	in	bloodred,	black,	and	white	extend	from	ler	to	right.	
The	brutality	of	the	murder	in	both	the	pain$ng	and	the	print	is	accentuated	by	the	fact	that	the	figure	is	in	a	state	
of	rest,	seated	and	unprepared	to	retaliate.	However,	in	this	new	rendering	the	violence	is	exaggerated.	With	the	
added	specificity	of	detail	the	event	becomes	more	tangible	to	the	viewer.

A	more	drama$c	departure	occurs	in	Scholder’s	lithograph	Indian	at	the	Bar	(1971).	This	print	revisits	his	first	
examina$on	of	Indian	alcoholism:	his	1969	pain$ng	Indian	with	Beer	Can.	Both	images	reflect	a	sense	of	the	
monstrousness	of	alcoholism	along	with	the	death	and	decay	it	can	cause.	Scholder’s	approach	to	the	pain$ng	is	
reminiscent	of	the	figura$ve	works	of	Francis	Bacon	and,	to	a	lesser	extent,	Willem	de	Kooning.	Both	ar$sts	
employed	similar	techniques	of	monstrous,	distorted	figures	to	express	distressed	psychological	states.	Scholder’s	
lithograph,	like	the	earlier	pain$ng,	depicts	an	Indian	in	a	cowboy	hat	holding	a	Coors	beer	can	and	cozied	up	to	a	
bar.	But	in	comparison	to	its	predecessor,	this	lithograph—like	Portrait	of	a	Massacred	Indian	No.	3—presents	the	
morbid	aspects	of	the	subject	more	explicitly.	Scholder	has	dis$lled	the	image	into	the	key	components,	again	
making	them	more	direct	and	empha$c.

The	face	in	Indian	at	the	Bar	has	become	more	skeletal	than	is	suggested	in	the	pain$ng.	The	eyes	of	the	figure	are	
replaced	by	dark	voids.	In	the	pain$ng,	frames	and	stems	surround	these	areas	to	represent	sunglasses,	but	in	the	
lithograph	those	elements	are	almost	completely	gone—enhancing	the	appearance	of	empty	eye	sockets.	As	in	the	
pain$ng,	Scholder	renders	the	rest	of	the	face	in	quick	dashes	with	a	row	of	white	teeth	grimly	crossing	the	lower	
edge	of	the	head.	Unlike	the	pain$ng	there	is	no	lower	jaw,	sugges$ng	a	vacant	skull	siyng	upon	the	shoulders.

The	other	key	element	of	the	composi$on	is	the	Coors	beer	can.	In	the	lithograph,	the	can	has	taken	a	new	pride	of	
place	in	contact	with	the	Indian’s	hand	rather	than	on	the	bar	in	front	of	him.	The	rela$onship	between	the	Indian	
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and	the	beer	is	now	more	ac$ve.	The	can	is	also	the	unmistakable	focal	point,	printed	in	four	colors	while	the	rest	
of	the	image	is	in	black	and	white.	The	can	is	real;	the	aluminum	is	even	printed	in	a	metallic	ink.	The	Indian,	
however,	becomes	stark,	almost	ghostly.	His	torso	is	a	solid	white	mass	and	the	background	a	deep	black;	gone	are	
such	details	as	the	western	shirt	and	bracelet	and	the	purple	color	block	that	framed	the	Indian’s	head	in	the	Indian	
with	Beer	Can	pain$ng.

Scholder	acknowledged	that	at	$mes	he	painted	“monsters.”	In	returning	to	the	subject	of	alcoholism	with	Indian	
at	the	Bar,	he	drops	much	of	the	direct	reference	to	other	ar$sts	seen	in	the	pain$ng	to	use	a	more	general	
expressionism.	In	both	pain$ng	and	print,	Scholder	is	consciously	employing	expressionist	strategies	and	
techniques	to	represent	an	understanding	of	the	problem	of	alcoholism	as	one	of	the	psyche	and	sickness,	rather	
than	an	issue	inherent	to	the	nature	of	Na$ve	Americans.	But,	in	Indian	at	the	Bar	he	skillfully	simplifies	and	
exaggerates	to	further	highlight	the	dangers	of	alcohol	and	its	monstrous	impact	on	the	Indian	subject.

Ul$mately,	the	print	workshop	became	a	space	where	Fritz	Scholder	could	experiment.	With	this	new	medium,	he	
pushed	his	prac$ce	both	technically	and	conceptually.	Through	the	late	1970s	he	con$nued	to	depict	Indian	
subjects,	crea$ng	powerful	images	such	as	Indian	at	the	Lake	(1977)	and	Sioux	Burial	at	Mouse	River	(1979),	both	
included	in	this	exhibi$on.	The	lithography	workshop	was	not	merely	a	place	where	he	could	reproduce	what	he	
had	already	done	in	pain$ng.	Instead,	Scholder	entered	the	print	studio	open	to	the	new	possibili$es	offered	there.	
In	doing	so,	he	created	a	body	of	graphic	work	that	is	rich	in	its	approach	to	color,	texture,	and	composi$on.	At	the	
same	$me,	it	complements	Scholder’s	painted	works	with	new	and	inven$ve	approaches	to	his	standard	themes	of	
stereotypes	and	the	morbid,	while	s$ll	employing	the	expressionist	sensibility	for	which	he	is	so	recognized.	
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A	Grand	Balance	by	Theodore	Waddell	
Ar^st,	Teacher	and	Rancher	

I’ve	always	admired	Fritz	Scholder’s	ability	to	break	with	expecta$on.	Many	American	Indian	as	well	as	western	
American	ar$sts	get	stuck	in	what’s	customary	in	their	field:	beads	and	feathers,	cowboy	hats	and	buckles.	It’s	
difficult	to	overcome	established	styles	and	subjects—to	use	new	approaches	to	advance	the	work	and	our	
understanding	of	it.	Scholder	did	this,	big-$me.	He	not	only	challenged	assump$ons	but	moved	the	needle	of	
understanding.	His	lithographs	were	$mely	and	con$nue	to	command	an	important	place	in	our	history.	

When	I	was	teaching	at	the	University	of	Montana	in	Missoula	around	1970,	an	exhibi$on	of	Scholder’s	prints	
arrived.	I	was	astounded	by	the	lithographs—especially	the	ones	that	were	value-oriented	with	strong	blacks	in	
the	composi$ons.	His	sense	of	composi$on	is	very	powerful.	It’s	a	bonus	to	be	able	to	see	his	experimenta$on	
with	color	side	by	side	with	the	value	composi$on,	as	in	his	two	versions	of	Hopi	Dancers.	For	my	money,	the	
most	difficult	thing	to	do	with	a	lithograph	is	to	deal	with	value	without	color.	

On	the	other	hand,	if	you	look	at	what	he	did	with	color,	as	in	Indian	at	the	Lake,	you	no$ce	the	amazing	
manipula$on	of	color	and	how	effec$ve	he	was	in	dealing	with	composi$on.	The	green	shape	between	the	
horse’s	legs	is	outrageous,	yet	it	works	effec$vely	in	the	composi$on	as	it	gives	relief	from	the	blue,	pink,	and	
yellow	in	the	background—a	grand	balance,	impossible	to	understand.	One	can	only	marvel	at	the	audacity	of	
the	result.	
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Scholder	in	the	Southwest	by	David	Bradley	
Ar^st	and	Ac^vist	

When	I	first	heard	of	Fritz	Scholder	I	was	sta$oned	in	Guatemala,	serving	in	the	Peace	Corps	in	the	mid-1970s.	I	
was	on	an	R-and-R	break	in	Quetzaltenango	when	I	met	a	couple	of	tourists	from	Santa	Fe,	New	Mexico,	and	they	
told	me	about	a	superstar	Indian	ar$st	who	was	taking	the	Southwest	art	scene	by	storm.	Arer	I	finished	my	
Peace	Corps	tour,	I	moved	to	Santa	Fe	and	enrolled	at	the	Ins$tute	of	American	Indian	Arts	(IAIA),	where	Scholder	
once	taught.	As	an	IAIA	student,	I	made	it	a	point	to	asend	as	many	gallery	openings	and	museum	exhibits	as	I	
could.	It	was	an	exci$ng	$me	in	Santa	Fe,	and	for	a	young,	enthusias$c	art	student	it	was	inspiring.	Fritz	Scholder	
was	leading	a	pack	of	successful	American	Indian	ar$sts	who	were	the	talk	of	the	scene.	They’d	started	a	
movement,	and	it	was	then	that	I	first	met	Scholder.	

Beginnings	

In	1964,	Scholder	had	been	recruited	to	teach	pain$ng	at	the	new	art	college	in	Santa	Fe	called	the	Ins$tute	of	
American	Indian	Arts.	There,	he	joined	a	dis$nguished	faculty.	Lloyd	Kiva	New,	the	“father”	of	contemporary	na$ve	
fashion	design,	was	serving	as	the	school’s	first	art	director.	Allan	Houser	taught	sculpture	and	Charles	Loloma	
taught	jewelry.	Like	Scholder,	these	two	great	ar$sts	quickly	acquired	notoriety	and	eventually	quit	teaching	to	
pursue	their	art	careers.	One	of	Scholder’s	most	famous	students,	T.	C.	Cannon,	rose	to	fame	arer	leaving	IAIA	and	
serving	in	the	army	during	the	Vietnam	War.	But	as	Scholder	himself	gained	notoriety,	a	few	former	students	
resented	that	he	never	acknowledged	their	influence	on	his	style	and	the	extent	to	which	he	may	have	“borrowed”	
from	their	work.		

When	contempla$ng	Scholder’s	art	and	the	themes	he	explored,	I	find	it	noteworthy	that	IAIA	was	founded	around	
the	$me	of	the	birth	of	the	Civil	Rights	Movement.	Much	of	the	change	in	American	society	at	that	$me	was	
mirrored	in	the	work	of	IAIA	students.	The	Vietnam	War	drar	took	some	Indian	art	students	away	from	the	art	
world	for	a	couple	of	years	and	changed	them—and	their	art—forever.	The	1960s	were	a	$me	of	both	excitement	
and	pain	in	America.	The	American	Indian	Movement	grew	out	of	the	Civil	Rights	Movement,	and	so,	too,	a	brave	
new	Indian	art	movement—led	largely	by	Fritz	Scholder—grew	out	of	that	excitement	and	pain.	Scholder’s	Indian	
series	of	pain$ngs	and	lithographs	serves	as	a	record	of	that	art	movement’s	birth.	

I	arrived	in	Santa	Fe	in	1977,	when	Scholder	was	s$ll	at	the	top	of	his	game.	He	was	the	first	“superstar”	
contemporary	Indian	ar$st,	and	it	was	very	interes$ng	to	see	the	phenomenon	of	his	celebrity	and	how	he	
handled	it.	He	split	his	$me	between	houses	in	Galisteo	(near	Santa	Fe)	and	Scossdale,	Arizona,	and	he	seemed	to	
live	life	differently	in	each	place.	When	he	was	in	the	Santa	Fe	area,	he	was	humble	and	approachable.	I	remember	
seeing	him	driving	around	town	in	a	small,	inexpensive	car.	But	publicity	photos	taken	in	Scossdale	show	him	
posing	with	his	two	elegant	Afghan	hounds	in	front	of	his	Rolls	Royce.	A	part	of	the	major	urban	area	of	Phoenix,	
Scossdale	is	a	glitzier	place	than	Santa	Fe.	You	don’t	see	many	Rolls	Royces	around	Santa	Fe.	

Arer	I	graduated	from	IAIA	and	then	the	College	of	Santa	Fe,	my	work	was	accepted	in	1980	by	the	pres$gious	
Elaine	Horwitch	Galleries,	where	Scholder	was	also	represented.	At	first,	I	was	a	bit	overwhelmed	to	be	included	in	
a	couple	of	group	shows	with	Scholder	and	non-Indian	stars	as	well.	By	that	$me	Scholder	was	selling	out	all	of	his	
shows,	and	museums	around	the	world	were	puyng	his	work	into	their	collec$ons.	His	meteoric	rise	to	
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shows,	and	museums	around	the	world	were	puyng	his	work	into	their	collec$ons.	His	meteoric	rise	to	
interna$onal	stardom	was	unprecedented	for	an	American	Indian	ar$st.	

But	it	was	the	art	itself	that	deserved	all	the	asen$on.	I	s$ll	remember	seeing	Scholder’s	pain$ng	Drunk	Indian	No.	
2	(1972)	on	display	at	the	Ins$tute	of	American	Indian	Arts	Museum	when	I	was	a	student	at	IAIA.	Besides	being	an	
impressive	composi$on,	it	really	stuck	in	my	mind	because	of	the	sociopoli$cal	statement	it	made	and	how	
controversial	the	theme	of	a	drunken	Indian	was.	Some$me	later,	I	saw	a	film	that	showed	Scholder	walking	
around	Gallup,	New	Mexico,	and	observing	Indian	lifestyle	there.	Gallup	claims	to	be	the	“Indian	Capital	of	the	
World,”	and	the	Drunk	Indian	image	was	a	result	of	that	visit	and	featured	in	the	film.	Scholder’s	willingness	to	
address	the	ugly	side	of	life	and	controversial	themes	was	gutsy,	and	that	willingness	to	push	his	art	into	
uncomfortable	places	was	inspira$onal.	I	later	went	on	to	use	sociopoli$cal	statements	in	much	of	my	own	work.		

Another	thing	that	impressed	me	about	Scholder	was	how	fast	and	effec$vely	he	could	paint,	especially	since	I’ve	
been	a	painfully	slow	painter	most	of	my	career.	There	are	films	in	the	IAIA	library	showing	Scholder	execu$ng	
pain$ngs	in	just	an	hour	or	two.	As	a	skilled	colorist,	he	had	an	intui$ve	and	spontaneous	approach.	Watching	
those	films,	I	saw	how	he	created	his	art.	First,	he	chose	a	background	color	and	had	his	assistant	construct	and	
paint	his	canvas	in	just	that	color	so	he’d	have	a	point	of	departure.	With	the	colored	canvas	in	front	of	him,	he	
turned	on	loud	rock	music	and	contemplated	the	emo$onal	effect	that	the	first	color	had	on	him.	As	he	proceeded	
to	draw	with	color,	he	let	each	new	color	suggest	the	color	he’d	use	next.	

The	1980s	

Around	1980,	Scholder’s	work	abruptly	changed	direc$on.	His	Santa	Fe	exhibits	took	place	around	the	week	of	the	
annual	Santa	Fe	Indian	Market.	He’d	built	an	amazing	career	with	bright,	figura$ve	Pop	Art	pain$ngs	of	American	
Indians,	so	his	Indian	Land	exhibit	at	the	Horwitch	gallery	the	summer	of	1980	shocked	many	people.	The	images	
were	not	figura$ve	and	not	iden$fiably	Indian.	His	palese	was	darker	and	somewhat	drab.	It	was	not	what	the	
collectors	wanted—nor	what	Elaine	Horwitch,	his	gallerist,	wanted.	The	show	didn’t	sell	very	well,	and	it	marked	
the	beginning	of	the	end	of	his	business	rela$onship	with	Horwitch.	Scholder	had	apparently	grown	$red	of	
pain$ng	what	everyone	expected	him	to	paint,	and	$red	of	being	dismissed	by	some	“serious”	art	cri$cs	as	a	
regional	ar$st	who	was	selling	out	his	integrity	and	could	only	sustain	his	success	by	pain$ng	Indians.	Eventually,	
Scholder	bought	a	lor	in	New	York	City,	where	he	seemed	to	try	to	prove	his	cri$cs	wrong	by	becoming	a	“serious”	
New	York	ar$st	who	didn’t	have	to	paint	Indians	in	order	to	be	successful.	

Scholder	was	a	true	intellectual	who	gave	fascina$ng	interviews,	but	for	much	of	his	career	he	appeared	to	be	
struggling	with	an	iden$ty	crisis.	In	magazine	interviews	he	emphasized	that	he	was	not	an	Indian,	even	though	he	
was	a	bona	fide	member	of	the	Luiseño	tribe	of	California.	Ironically,	one	or	two	ar$sts	were	building	their	careers	
around	that	same	$me	by	copying	Scholder’s	Indian	series	and	claiming	to	be	Indian,	even	though	they	weren’t.		

For	many	years,	Scholder	stopped	pain$ng	Indians.	Near	the	end	of	his	career,	though,	he	seemed	to	embrace	his	
Indian	iden$ty	again	and	revisited	the	Indian	theme	in	his	artwork,	though	many	people	thought	the	new	pain$ngs	
didn’t	have	the	same	power	as	his	early	works.		

Over	the	years,	I	saw	Scholder	a	few	more	$mes—once	or	twice	when	he	was	visi$ng	the	Santa	Fe	Indian	Market	
with	his	then	wife,	Romona,	and	another	$me	at	IAIA.	A	couple	of	$mes	I	was	in	group	shows	with	him	in	
Scossdale	at	the	annual	Pleasures	of	the	PaleMes	fundraising	exhibi$ons,	held	at	the	beau$ful	Phoenician	resort.	I	
always	addressed	him	with	respect	and	called	him	“Mr.	Scholder,”	and	he	always	treated	me	with	kindness	and	
encouragement.		

To	me,	Fritz	Scholder	and	his	work	recall	a	special	$me	when	Santa	Fe	became	known	as	one	of	the	top	art	markets	
in	the	country,	and	contemporary	Indian	art	was	put	on	the	map.	



�33

REVOLT 1680/2180: VIRGIL ORTIZ  

DENVER ART MUSEUM, September 15, 2013 - August 17, 2014 
______________________________________________________________________________


Forward	by	Herman	Agoyo	
Ohkay	Owingeh	Tribal	Council	

Oppression,	perseverance,	and	cultural	iden$ty.	These	are	the	keys	to	understanding	the	Pueblo	Revolt	of	
1680	and	its	con$nued	relevance	today.	The	revolt	was	a	reac$on	to	the	oppressive	and	restric$ve	ac$ons	
taken	by	the	Spanish	toward	the	indigenous	people	throughout	the	Southwest.	Po’pay,	a	Pueblo	man,	was	
among	those	persecuted	for	maintaining	his	own	cultural	and	religious	beliefs.	Tortured	by	the	Spanish	and	
eventually	released,	he	understood	the	despair	and	anguish	of	his	people.	His	response	was	to	organize	a	
rebellion	to	free	the	Pueblo	people	and	cast	out	the	Spanish.	To	us,	the	Pueblo	people,	Po’pay	is	our	hero.	
Tribes	were	on	the	verge	of	losing	their	cultural	iden$ty	when	the	revolt	brought	everything	back	on	track	
for	our	people.	

The	impact	and	remembrance	of	the	revolt	has	not	wavered	over	$me	for	the	Pueblo	people.	As	a	way	to	
honor	his	importance	I	worked	to	have	a	statue	of	him	placed	in	the	Na$onal	Statuary	Hall	in	the	U.S.	
Capitol	in	Washington,	D.C.	The	statue	represents	the	man,	but	it	also	symbolizes	the	strength	and	
determina$on	of	Pueblo	culture,	religion,	and	history.		

Carved	by	Cliff	Fragua,	the	marble	statue	is	seven	and	a	half	feet	tall.	It’s	the	ar$st’s	rendi$on	of	Po’pay,	as	
no	actual	drawings	exist.	A	knosed	cord	in	his	ler	hand	designated	the	day	the	Pueblo	revolt	would	begin.	
A	bear	fe$sh	in	his	right	hand	symbolizes	the	core	of	the	Pueblo	world	and	religion.	A	pot	behind	Po'pay	
signifies	Pueblo	life	and	culture.	The	figure	wears	a	deerskin	and	tradi$onal	Pueblo	moccasins,	and	his	hair	
is	depicted	in	the	tradi$on	of	his	people.	A	shell	necklace	around	his	neck	is	a	reminder	of	where	life	
begins.	On	his	back	are	scars	that	remain	from	the	Spanish	whipping	he	received	for	his	par$cipa$on	and	
faith	in	Pueblo	ceremonies	and	religion.		

What	an	honor	to	highlight	and	celebrate	how	Virgil	Or$z	is	keeping	the	Po'pay	story	alive.	His	new	
interpreta$on	comes	from	his	heart,	mind,	and	hands,	and	it	reflects	an	extraordinary	ability	to	capture	
turmoil,	fear,	triumph,	determina$on,	and	hope	in	his	clay	works.	Or$z	tells	the	story	of	Po’pay	and	the	
Pueblo	Revolt	with	a	combina$on	of	intensity	and	persistence	that	makes	it	personal.	His	works	speak	
clearly	to	viewers’	emo$ons,	and	his	success	in	crea$ng	an	ever-expanding	audience	is	very	important	in	
keeping	the	story	of	our	people	alive.		

This	is	how	we	as	Pueblo	people	honor	our	ancestors	and	the	legacy	of	Po’pay.	We	take	responsibility	to	
reach	others	in	this	genera$on	and	the	next	and	to	the	world	beyond	the	pueblos.	We	have	a	
determina$on	to	preserve	the	teachings	and	history	of	our	ancestors.	Virgil	Or$z	con$nues	this	legacy	
while	he	honors	his	past,	and	he	challenges	those	who	know	nothing	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt	to	understand	
that	in	the	face	of	oppression	and	overwhelming	odds	we,	the	Pueblo	people,	have	persevered.	
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Terra	Nova:	Virgil	Or^z,	Time	Traveler	by	Peter	Held	
Museum	Director	and	Art	Curator	

The	figure	has	been	represented	by	ar$sts	and	ar$sans	throughout	human	history	in	many	guises.	Their	
varying	perspec$ves	necessarily	reflect	the	place	and	culture	in	which	they	live;	recording	moments	in	$me,	
resona$ng	with	both	universal	and	personal	expression,	revealing	aspects	of	inner	and	outer	experiences.	
Clay,	that	most	archival	of	materials,	records	and	forms	tangible	ar$facts	from	the	past:	Japanese	Haniwa	
tomb	figures;	effigy	forms	from	the	Dogon	people	of	Africa;	and	the	renowned	terracosa	warriors	from	the	
Qin	dynasty	have	shed	light	on	these	cultures	and	inspired	us	for	centuries.	Figural	representa$ons	in	clay	are	
part	of	an	unbroken	chain	since	the	dawn	of	culture.	

What	is	it	about	this	material	that	bonds	us	with	historical	connota$ons,	close	to	our	everyday	lives?	This	
elemental,	primordial	ooze	is	seduc$ve,	sensuous,	responsive,	geologic,	and	malleable.	Evidence	of	the	
maker’s	hand	is	revealed	by	direct	interac$on	with	the	material,	exposing	a	deeper	mnemonic	awareness.	

Ar$sts	create	works	that	convey	both	self-expression	and	transcendence.	Objects	bestow	power	beyond	their	
immediate	materiality,	becoming	iconic	when	they	emit	shared	stories.	Their	social	impact	reevaluates	
commonly	held	values.	Ar$sts	of	diverse	backgrounds	and	disciplines	collec$vely	confront	complex	problems.	
Facing	innumerable	challenges	and	opportuni$es,	ar$sts	forge	new	paths	toward	societal	shirs,	
foreshadowing	individual	and	collec$ve	evolu$on.	

As	ar$sts	strive	to	make	sense	of	an	increasingly	complex	world,	contemporary	ceramicists	have	increasingly	
engaged	with	the	figure.	The	malleability	and	tac$le	characteris$cs	of	clay	suit	this	shiring	focus	on	
figura$on.	Globaliza$on,	coupled	with	economic	and	poli$cal	upheavals	that	influence	today’s	cultural	and	
social	landscape,	forces	the	ar$st	to	redefine	the	role	of	the	studio	ceramic	ar$st	in	the	twenty-first	century.	
Uncharted	territories	are	revealed	as	ar$sts	incorporate	new	technologies	such	as	3-D	modeling	and	rapid	
prototyping,	crea$ng	hybrid	forms	never	possible	before.	They	assume	a	greater	role	as	alterna$ve,	
transdisciplinary	producers	of	knowledge,	crea$ng	new	models	of	dialogue	that	address	contemporary	
concerns,	but	are	s$ll	marginalized	by	overemphasized	Eurocentric	art	historical	perspec$ves.	

Ar$sts	who	have	chosen	to	work	in	clay	do	so	for	a	variety	of	reasons:	personal	concerns,	poli$cal	and	social	
ac$vism,	and	perhaps	a	search	for	a	communal	balance	in	a	seemingly	all-consuming	technological	culture.	
More	and	more,	narra$ve	content	creates	drama$c	vigneses	that	address	issues	of	iden$ty,	gender,	and	
aliena$on.	Works	are	becoming	more	emo$onally	charged,	mysterious,	unsesling,	and	at	$mes	dystopian.	

How	does	Virgil	Or$z’s	ar$s$c	oeuvre	fit	into	the	con$nuum	of	contemporary	ceramics?	Every	ar$st	creates	
his	or	her	work	from	a	self-referen$al	perspec$ve;	in	the	case	of	Or$z,	that	star$ng	point	harbors	a	duality	in	
which	his	cultural	iden$ty	as	Cochi$	intertwines	with	his	experience	as	world	ci$zen.	His	mining	of	historical	
and	cultural	sources,	endowed	with	postmodern	punk	and	science-fic$on	sensibili$es,	has	formed	a	
compelling	body	of	powerful,	beau$ful	work.	His	vision	is	molded	outside	his	facile	skill	and	technique,	not	
trumping	his	conceptual	underpinnings.	Or$z’s	ability	to	animate	space	comes	from	a	convergence	of	
ancestral	values	with	contemporary	thought	that	enables	the	ar$st	to	communicate	the	complexity	of	
contemporary	existence	while	providing	a	founda$on	of	Na$ve	American	perspec$ves,	which	empowers	
younger	genera$ons.	
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Virgil	Or$z	is	a	neo-Na$ve	raconteur,	a	seasoned	ar$st	well	versed	in	skills	beyond	the	technical	aspects	of	his	
crar.	Highly	adept	in	promo$on	and	marke$ng,	his	VO	Inc.	has	become	a	worldwide	brand	with	diverse	products,	
including	jewelry,	apparel,	and	fashion	runway	shows.	His	much-an$cipated	exhibi$on	installa$ons	become	
mul$media	spectacles,	incorpora$ng	bravura	graphics,	sound,	and	performance	with	a	commitment	to	formal	
ar$s$c	rigor.	Unencumbered	by	rigid	disciplines,	Or$z	offers	mul$ple	points	of	entry	into	his	unified	and	
hybridized	worldview.	These	asributes	underlie	the	core	of	his	ar$s$c	prac$ce.	

For	the	last	decade	Or$z	has	worked	in	serial	fashion,	producing	novellas	in	a	con$nuing	story	that	reinterprets	
the	events	and	legacy	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt	of	1680	and	projects	them	well	into	the	future.	Saints	and	Sinners	
(2005),	part	of	an	earlier	stage	of	Or$z’s	explora$on	with	figura$on,	was	grounded	in	the	historic	events	of	1680.	
In	that	series,	St.	Michael	typifies	the	stylis$c	mo$fs	Or$z	developed,	accentua$ng	his	forms	in	monochroma$c	
paserning.	Sinuous	curvilinear	lines	are	juxtaposed	with	sharp	geometrics.	In$mida$ng	with	raised	fist	and	
military	garb,	St.	Michael	poses	triumphantly	as	ul$mate	conqueror.	

In	his	2012	exhibi$on	Velocity:	The	Future	Captured	in	Clay,	Or$z’s	figures	become	post-colonial	nomadics,	
migra$ng	to	uncharted	territory	in	search	of	answers	to	future	survival.	Exi$ng	terra	firma,	the	character	Or$z	
calls	Translator,	unleashed	from	its	topographical	base,	propels	toward	the	third	dimension	to	meet	Po’pay,	
leader	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt	of	1680,	in	his	new	guise.	The	ar$st,	employing	his	signature	tasoo-like,	
me$culously	painted	contouring	paserns	on	the	emerging	avatar,	melds	historic	Cochi$	monos	figures	with	
android	robo$cs,	providing	authen$city	to	the	narra$ve.	

The	eVOluHon	series	(2013)	catapults	five	hundred	years	into	the	future,	from	1680	to	2180	at	warp	speed,	and	
exemplifies	Or$z’s	refined	virtuosity.	Cuda	and	Steu	are	a	pair	of	interstellar	$me	travelers.	Seemingly	
tradi$onal	whorling	topknots	act	like	antennae,	perhaps	divining	a	telepathic	reconnec$on	with	the	Star	
People,	ancients	who	figure	into	numerous	indigenous	crea$on	stories.	The	discordant	paserning	defies	the	
eyes	to	rest;	repeated	geometrics	simultaneously	bind	and	separate	the	figures.	

Or$z’s	sensi$vity	to	material,	infused	with	intellectual	prowess,	allows	him	to	become	an	effec$ve	
communicator	and	bridge	builder,	shedding	light	on	past,	present,	and	future.	The	trajectory	of	his	career	is	
thoroughly	woven	into	his	life	on	Cochi$	Pueblo.	The	ar$st	resides	in	a	fer$le	moment	on	Terra	Nova,	a	new	
land	in	a	parallel	universe	where	we	know	what	is	going	to	happen	to	us	in	the	future	because	it	resembles	our	
past.	
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Revolt	1680/2180:	Virgil	Or^z	by	Charles	S.	King	
Author	and	Gallerist	

The	Pueblo	Revolt	of	1680	is	a	historic	event	that	hovers	somewhere	between	unknown,	insignificant,	or	
ignored	by	most	Americans,	unless	they	live	in	certain	areas	of	the	Southwest.	Virgil	Or$z	(born	in	1969)	grew	
up	hearing	tales	of	the	revolt	in	his	home	in	Cochi$	Pueblo,	New	Mexico.	He	was	astonished	that	as	he	traveled	
around	the	United	States	hardly	anyone	seemed	to	have	heard	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt.	Yet,	when	he	would	travel	
overseas,	it	was	a	part	of	his	cultural	history	about	which	he	was	frequently	ques$oned.	How	could	such	a	
major	event	about	the	Pueblo	people	disappear	from	the	American	historical	consciousness	yet	find	
recogni$on	elsewhere	in	the	world?	For	nearly	a	decade,	Or$z	has	sought	a	way	to	tell	this	story	in	his	artworks	
and	simultaneously	to	make	it	more	relevant	and	interes$ng	to	the	next	genera$on.	The	revela$ons,	impact,	
and	importance	of	this	piece	of	Pueblo	history	whisper	through	the	background	of	the	various	mediums	he	
u$lizes	and	jut	forward	into	an	imagined	future.	

The	seeds	for	the	Pueblo	Revolt	were	sown	when	the	Spanish	began	to	colonize	the	Rio	Grande	region	in	1598.	
For	the	next	eighty	years	the	Spanish	were	increasingly	aggressive	in	their	asempts	to	Chris$anize	the	Pueblo	
people	and	suppress	or	even	exterminate	indigenous	religions.	Around	1670	a	period	of	prolonged	drought	
began	and	devastated	this	already	dry	area.	The	resul$ng	famine	and	accompanying	social	and	economic	crises	
further	exacerbated	the	strained	rela$ons	between	the	Spanish	and	the	Pueblo	people.	In	1675	Spanish	
authori$es	arrested	forty-seven	Pueblo	men,	including	medicine	men	and	tribal	elders,	as	diversionary	
scapegoats	for	the	drought	and	put	them	on	trial	for	“sorcery.”	The	Pueblo	people	rebelled	against	these	unjust	
accusa$ons.	Arer	three	of	the	men	were	hanged,	the	Puebloans	converged	on	Santa	Fe,	the	Spanish	provincial	
capital,	and	demanded	the	release	of	the	remaining	prisoners.	The	authori$es	finally	relented.	Among	those	
released	was	a	man	named	Po’pay,	from	Ohkay	Owingeh	Pueblo.	

Over	the	next	five	years	Po’pay	organized	support	among	forty-six	Pueblo	villages	to	expel	the	Spanish.	Under	
his	plan,	each	pueblo	would	rise	up,	kill	the	Spaniards	in	the	area,	and	advance	en	masse	on	Santa	Fe.	The	date	
set	for	the	uprising	was	August	11,	1680.	Po’pay	had	dispatched	runners	carrying	knosed	cords	to	all	the	
pueblos.	Each	morning	the	Pueblo	leaders	were	to	un$e	one	knot.	When	the	last	knot	was	un$ed	it	would	
signal	the	commencement	of	the	rebellion.	On	August	9,	however,	the	Spaniards	discovered	the	significance	of	
the	knosed	cord	and	the	impending	revolt	by	capturing	and	torturing	two	Tesuque	Pueblo	runners.	Po’pay	then	
ordered	the	revolt	to	begin	immediately.	On	August	10,	the	Pueblos	began	stealing	Spanish	horses,	sealing	off	
the	roads	leading	to	Santa	Fe,	and	pillaging	surrounding	seslements.	By	August	13,	all	the	Spanish	seslements	
in	New	Mexico	had	been	destroyed	and	Santa	Fe	was	besieged.	The	Pueblo	people	surrounded	the	city	and	cut	
off	its	water	supply.	Finally,	on	August	21,	the	Spanish	governor	led	his	people	out	of	the	city	and	retreated	
southward	along	the	Rio	Grande	River.	Although	the	victory	over	the	Spanish	only	lasted	for	a	brief	twelve	years	
un$l	their	reconquest	of	the	area,	the	Pueblo	Revolt	of	1680	has	remained	a	source	of	na$ve	pride	and	cultural	
significance.	

Hearing	about	the	long	suppression	of	the	Pueblo	religion	through	the	destruc$on	of	religious	ar$facts	and	the	
breaking	of	clay	figures,	which	the	Spanish	deemed	to	be	“idols,”	had	a	profound	effect	on	Or$z.	In	his	twen$es	
he	began	to	ques$on	the	impact	of	organized	religion	and	Catholicism	in	par$cular	on	Pueblo	culture.	This	
inner	conflict	found	an	outlet	in	much	of	his	early	figura$ve	clay	work.	Around	1990	he	began	a	revival	of	the	
historic	monos,	clay	figures	made	in	Cochi$	from	about	1880	to	1920.	Their	func$on	was	to	provide	social	
commentary	in	a	world	inundated	by	the	arrival	of	the	railroads	and	an	influx	of	“foreigners”	to	the	region.		
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Cochi$	posers	observed	all	kinds	of	people	with	whom	they	came	into	contact,	
and	they	recorded	their	impressions	of	them	in	clay	in	a	way	that	communicated	
amusement,	cri$cism	or	simply	an	ac$ve	interest	in	the	rapidly	changing	local	
scene.	Because	the	figurines	were	not	used	by	Pueblo	insiders	but	were	made	for	
sale	to	some	of	the	same	outsiders	they	portrayed,	posers	had	to	develop	a	keen	
understanding	of	what	their	targeted	audience,	the	Western	other,	would	
understand,	appreciate	and	buy. 

This	use	of	the	figures	for	social	commentary	is	where	they	derived	their	name,	monos.	The	word	is	a	
colloquial	blend	of	Spanish	and	Keres	(the	indigenous	language	of	Cochi$	Pueblo),	with	inexact	defini$ons	
that	range	from	“mimic,”	“mocking,”	or	“cute,”	to	“monkey.”	While	“monkey”	might	have	suggested	the	
elongated	bodies	and	arms	or	the	simplified	open-mouthed	faces	of	the	figures,	it	was	also	a	subtle	racial	
pejora$ve	aimed	at	their	Cochi$	makers.		

These	figures	had	been	virtually	forgosen	for	over	a	genera$on	and	remained	scarce	even	in	museum	
collec$ons.	Or$z	was	inspired	by	the	large	size	of	these	pieces	and	the	tradi$on	of	using	clay	as	a	means	
to	comment	on	society.	He	would	use	his	own	rendi$ons	of	the	monos	figures	to	express	internal	conflicts	
and	passions	and	to	present	his	interpreta$on	and	understanding	of	the	world	and	history	while	chipping	
away	at	preconceived	ideas	of	modern	American	Indian	art	and	par$cularly	Pueblo	posery.	These	figures	
would	become	the	medium	through	which	he	could	tell	his	story	along	with	the	history	of	his	pueblo	and	
people.		

One	of	the	first	series	Or$z	created	as	he	began	to	explore	the	idea	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt	in	his	art	was	
Saints	and	Sinners	(2005).	These	figures	brought	form	to	various	Catholic	saints.	Or$z	chose	St.	Michael,	
St.	Lucy,	St.	Bartholomew,	and	St.	Sebas$an	for	reasons	ranging	from	symbolism	to	drama$c	appearance.	
Their	primary	importance	was	to	drama$ze	the	Spanish	impact	on	Pueblo	life	and	culture.	The	loss	of	
Pueblo	religion,	one	of	the	factors	leading	to	the	Pueblo	Revolt,	gave	this	concept	power.		

Among	the	saints,	Or$z	also	“wanted	to	do	a	monos	style	figura$ve	head	on	a	plate.	It	would	be	reminiscent	
in	style	of	the	painted	depic$ons	of	St.	John	the	Bap$st’s	severed	head.	The	monos	head	represents	the	‘clay	
idols’	broken	by	the	Spanish	just	as	St.	John	was	‘broken’	and	seen	as	here$cal	in	his	teachings.”	Or$z	
designed	the	plate	with	a	“secret	script,”	a	wrisen	code	he	devised	in	elementary	school	and	later	developed	
into	a	stylized	font.	“The	secret	script	on	the	plate	represents	the	story	of	how	and	why	all	the	pieces	were	
broken	by	the	Spanish	for	being	‘false	gods.’	It	is	the	clay	that	is	now	given	the	voice	to	proclaim	that	they	are	
not	false	idols.”	Sacrifice,	resurrec$on,	and	redemp$on	are	con$nuing	themes	in	Saints	and	Sinners	and	
throughout	the	en$re	Pueblo	Revolt	1680/2180	series.	

As	the	Saints	and	Sinners	series	progressed,	Or$z	began	counterbalancing	the	saints	with	a	group	of	“sinners.”	
Says	Or$z,	“You	never	really	know	who	is	the	saint	and	who	is	the	sinner	in	real	life,	or	as	the	saying	goes,	
‘Every	saint	has	a	past	and	every	sinner	a	future.’”	The	sinners	ranged	from	a	Marilyn	Manson–style	musician	
to	a	transves$te.	This	was	also	his	first	foray	into	vessels	painted	with	figura$ve	forms	and	human	faces.	
Several	jars	featured	androgynous	figures	engaged	in	mildly	ero$c	behavior.	One	jar	depicted	a	man	licking	a	
woman’s	boot.	He	painted	another	vessel	with	the	outline	of	a	man	puyng	his	finger	into	someone’s	mouth.	
When	the	jar	was	turned	and	only	the	arm	and	extended	finger	were	visible,	they	appeared	to	resemble	the	
extended	hand	of	God	in	Michelangelo’s	CreaHon	of	Adam	in	the	Sis$ne	Chapel.	A	final	pair	of	vessels	
depicted	“Heaven	and	Hell.”	Androgynous	“angels”	with	otherworldly	features	and	stylized	halos	held	
revolvers	in	their	hands.	They	faced	off	against	handsome	horned	“devils”	on	the	opposing	jar	with	syringes	in	
their	hands.	The	basle	of	who	is	good	and	who	is	evil,	that	is	to	say	the	“saints	and	sinners,”	entwined	subtle	
sexual	themes	with	a	contemporaneous	explora$on	of	religious	mores	and	social	behavior.		

The	next	move	forward	in	Or$z’s	clay	work	would	be	influenced	by	experiences	at	two	European	exhibi$ons.	It	
was	in	Paris	in	2001	as	part	of	the	group	show	Un	Art	Populaire	at	the	Fonda$on	Car$er	that	Or$z	surprisingly	
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encountered	Europeans	who	had	been	educated	about	the	Pueblo	Revolt.	In	2006	he	returned	to	Europe	for	
the	Free	Spirit	exhibi$on	in	’s-Hertogenbosch,	the	Netherlands.	Once	again	he	was	confronted	with	this	
European	knowledge	of	Pueblo	history	while	there	remained	either	limited	knowledge	or	willful	ignorance	of	
it	back	in	the	United	States.	“How	could	it	be	so	well	known	in	Europe	and	simply	unknown	in	America?”	Or$z	
lamented.		

Upon	his	return	to	New	Mexico	his	recently	hired	manager,	Tish	Agoyo,	provided	another	connec$on	to	the	
1680	revolt	through	her	father,	Herman	Agoyo,	and	their	home	pueblo	of	Ohkay	Owingeh.	Herman	Agoyo	had	
co-edited	a	book,	Po'pay:	Leader	of	the	First	American	RevoluHon,	and	was	instrumental	in	the	placement	of	a	
statue	of	Po'pay	in	the	Na$onal	Statuary	Hall	in	the	U.S.	Capitol	in	Washington,	D.C.	The	elder	Agoyo	had	been	
an	integral	force	in	changing	the	pueblo’s	name	from	the	Spanish	“San	Juan”	back	to	Ohkay	Owingeh,	which	
means	“the	place	of	strong	people.”	This	$mely	and	personal	interac$on	with	an	important	tribal	elder	
asuned	Or$z	to	the	deeper	historic	and	cultural	importance	of	the	story	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt.	For	him	there	
was	no	doubt	that	this	event	con$nued	to	be	relevant	for	the	Pueblo	people.	

In	2007	Or$z	began	to	iden$fy	and	give	form	to	characters	who	would	populate	his	fic$onalized	version	of	the	
Pueblo	Revolt:	Tahu,	a	girl	blinded	by	the	Spanish	conquistadors;	Mopez,	the	leader	of	the	Pueblo	Runners;	
and	the	Cas$lians	to	represent	the	Spanish	invaders.	The	characters	who	make	up	the	Pueblo	Revolt	series	are	
inspired	by	names	and	words	in	Keres	and	other	Puebloan	languages.	“Tahu”	is	a	word	used	as	a	sign	of	
respect	for	older	Pueblo	women.	“Mopez”	means	“cardinal”	and	was	the	Keres	name	of	Or$z’s	brother.	“I	
wanted	to	use	na$ve	language	words	and	names	to	iden$fy	the	characters.	Part	of	the	Revolt	story	had	to	be	
the	actual	events,	but	I	also	wanted	it	to	$e	into	our	language.	If	I	could	get	the	kids	interested	in	history	I	
might	also	be	able	to	get	them	interested	in	our	language	and	keep	it	alive.”	

His	show	in	2007,	$tled	Le	Sauvage	PrimiHf,	was	a	tongue-in-cheek	response	to	a	review	of	his	figura$ve	
posery	featured	in	Un	Art	Populaire	in	Paris.	“I	saw	a	French	newspaper	review	and	it	called	my	work	‘le	
sauvage	primiHf.’	I	wasn’t	offended	but	laughed	at	the	irony	of	being	called	a	‘primi$ve	savage.’	More	
importantly,	I	wanted	to	take	ownership	of	the	term	and	take	away	any	of	the	nega$ve	connota$ons	and	
empower	it	with	a	posi$ve	message.”	This	was	the	first	$me	he	had	created	only	a	series	of	vessels	and	no	
figures	for	an	exhibi$on.	The	stylis$c	influence	of	the	nega$ve-space	faces	he	had	painted	on	the	jars	for	
Saints	and	Sinners	and	Free	Spirit	was	the	star$ng	point	for	his	new	imagery.	Or$z	simplified	the	storyline	of	
the	1680	revolt	and	used	each	vessel	to	tell	one	small	part	of	it.	While	each	vessel	could	stand	alone	and	tell	
its	“story,”	the	grouping	as	an	installa$on	would	create	a	complete	composi$on.	The	overall	concept	could	be	
visualized	if	each	jar	were	lined	up	side	by	side	to	form	individual	“panels”	as	in	a	comic	strip.	Each	future	
exhibi$on	would	provide	Or$z	an	opportunity	to	further	expand	the	roles	and	rela$onships	of	his	characters.	
Yet	despite	their	appearance	on	the	jars	as	drawn	images,	it	would	be	three	years	before	he	began	to	create	
them	as	figures.	

In	2010	Santa	Fe	was	preparing	to	celebrate	its	four	hundredth	anniversary.	Or$z	saw	this	as	the	perfect	$me	
to	debut	his	Pueblo	Revolt	story	in	figura$ve	form.	The	anniversary	became	a	controversial	event,	as	there	
were	opposing	views	and	interpreta$ons	of	Spanish	colonial	history	from	the	Pueblos	and	those	of	Spanish	
ancestry	s$ll	in	the	New	Mexico	area.	“I	knew	it	had	to	be	during	Indian	Market	that	year	in	Santa	Fe,	when	
the	pieces	I	would	make	about	the	Revolt	would	be	seen	by	the	most	people	and	have	the	biggest	impact.”	
Or$z	undertook	to	create	twelve	pieces	for	the	Revolt	1680	exhibi$on	and	have	them	displayed	in	a	room	with	
six	figures	placed	on	opposite	sides.	They	were	arranged	on	a	checkered	base	to	create	the	idea	of	a	
chessboard.	The	Puebloans	stood	on	one	side	and	the	Spanish	on	the	other.	A	Cas$lian	and	the	Virgin	of	
Guadalupe	were	the	Spanish	king	and	queen,	squaring	off	against	their	Pueblo	counterparts	Po’pay	and	Tahu.	
The	figures	on	the	Spanish	side	told	the	story	of	their	conquest	and	the	brutality	of	their	occupa$on.	Or$z	
depicted	the	“bishops”	holding	the	severed	feet	of	Acoma	men,	bringing	to	life	the	story	of	a	massacre	at	
Acoma	in	which	hundreds	were	killed	and	the	feet	of	twenty-four	men	were	cut	off	arer	a	revolt	against	the	
Spanish	at	the	pueblo.	The	Pueblo	side	of	the	installa$on	included	addi$onal	figura$ve	forms	of	Mopez,	
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another	Runner,	a	futuris$c-faced	Translator	in	tradi$onal	Pueblo	dress,	and	other	characters	he	had	been	
visualizing	in	his	mind.	

“I	was	worried	about	how	people	would	react	to	the	Revolt	figures,	especially	in	Santa	Fe.	Would	the	old	
antagonisms	s$ll	hold?	Would	people	be	offended	by	portraying	Spanish	atroci$es	in	such	a	strong	manner?	It	
was	the	impact	of	the	show	on	people	and	their	interest	in	the	story	I	was	telling	that	let	me	know	I	was	on	the	
right	track.	It	was	$me	to	unleash	the	rest	of	my	vision!”	

Or$z	realized	arer	the	Revolt	1680	show	that	with	the	historic	part	of	his	story	in	mo$on	he	needed	to	find	a	way	
to	project	and	incorporate	his	vision	of	a	futuris$c	revolt	and	yet	maintain	the	same	level	of	comprehension	by	
viewers.	He	was	also	entering	untested	waters	for	his	clay	work	as	the	pieces	he	wanted	to	create	were	more	
elaborate	and	mul$dimensional.	He	was	about	to	wrap	a	tradi$onal	art	form	in	the	imagery	of	a	futuris$c	science	
fic$on	story.	

On	a	more	personal	level	it	was	his	own	family	that	finally	brought	Or$z	to	the	realiza$on	that	the	Pueblo	Revolt	
had	to	play	a	more	meaningful	and	contemporary	role	in	his	clay	work.	Part	of	a	large	family,	with	more	than	
twenty	nieces	and	nephews	and	nearly	as	many	great-nieces	and	great-nephews,	Or$z	recognized	the	
overwhelming	influence	and	distrac$ng	trends	of	the	modern	media	and	high-tech	culture.	While	it	made	life	
easier	and	more	fun,	he	saw	that	it	also	held	within	it	the	poten$al	for	a	disrup$ve	and	nega$ve	impact	on	
American	Indian	culture.	“How	could	I	get	my	nieces	and	nephews	interested	in	posery	or	the	Pueblo	Revolt	
when	all	they	wanted	to	do	was	play	video	games	and	watch	DVDs?”	Or$z	asked.	The	impending	loss	of	Pueblo	
culture,	language,	and	religion	were	all	issues	that	permeated	his	vision	of	where	he	wanted	to	take	his	posery.		

Or$z	realized	that	the	answer	had	been	formula$ng	itself	just	below	the	surface	for	years.	He	recalled	the	
influence	in	his	younger	years	of	movies	such	as	Star	Wars	and	how	a	love	of	fantasy	and	science	fic$on	had	
become	an	integral	part	of	his	life.	“If	I	could	take	the	Pueblo	Revolt	and	figure	out	how	to	make	it	futuris$c,	it	
would	make	the	story	more	personal	and	relatable	to	my	nieces	and	nephews.	Not	only	would	people	outside	
the	pueblos	understand	the	significance	of	the	Revolt,	they	would	want	to	know	more	about	it.”	The	1680	
Pueblo	Revolt	had	become	a	consistent	and	overriding	theme	in	his	work.	It	would	take	several	years	for	him	to	
figure	out	how	to	effec$vely	incorporate	this	futuris$c	vision	into	the	storyline.	

Before	commencing	the	next	stage	of	the	Revolt	series,	Or$z	felt	compelled	to	go	back	to	the	basics.	“I	needed	a	
moment	to	step	back	and	focus.	My	figures	were	all	bound	in	the	past	and	I	needed	to	know	that	I	wasn’t	giving	
up	on	tradi$onal	aspects	of	the	art	form	in	order	to	make	some	big	leaps	forward	and	new	changes	in	style.	
Maybe	it	was	just	a	way	of	asking	those	posers	before	me	to	keep	me	going	in	the	right	direc$on	and	help	me	
keep	the	art	alive.”	He	spent	extended	periods	examining	the	monos	figures	in	museums	and	private	collec$ons.	
That	process	revealed	much	about	the	early	techniques	of	making	the	pieces.	“It	was	all	the	lisle	details	that	I	
had	not	really	no$ced	before.	The	way	the	hands	came	off	the	sleeves	or	the	brown	shoes	instead	of	the	black	
boots	I	painted.	I	spent	a	lot	of	$me	looking	at	older	pieces	just	to	get	a	grasp	of	how	the	lisle	details	impacted	
the	whole.	How	they	were	similar	yet	very	individualized.”	

This	research	would	inspire	the	next	series,	VerHgo:	A	Spin	on	TradiHon–Reviving	the	Past	(2011),	for	which	Or$z	
created	some	of	his	largest	monos	to	date.	The	presenta$on	of	this	show	was	partly	inspired	by	a	long$me	
dream	to	re-create	a	historic	photograph	by	Ben	Wiyck	from	the	1880s.	“I	remember	being	in	Prague	and	
seeing	the	Charles	Bridge	and	thinking	that	it	reminded	me	of	Wiyck’s	staged	photos	with	numerous	Cochi$	
monos	figures.	I	took	pictures	of	the	bridge	but	didn’t	use	them	for	nearly	ten	years.”	Or$z	re-created	the	large	
figures	in	the	photo,	yet	gave	them	his	own	personalized	style	and	forms.	He	also	invited	four	genera$ons	of	
posers	in	his	family	to	iden$fy	pieces	in	the	Wiyck	photo	and	re-create	them.	The	result	included	work	by	his	
father,	sisters,	a	niece,	a	great-niece,	and	two	nephews.	For	Or$z,	the	community	aspect	of	the	project	became	
as	important	as	the	actual	re-crea$on.	
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I	wanted	to	see	my	niece	and	nephews	create	pieces,	learn	a	bit	of	history	and	be	
part	of	an	art	installa$on.	I	wanted	to	show	them	that	they	were	making	pieces	that	
were	part	of	a	whole.	There	was	a	lot	for	them	to	learn	about	the	process.	I	thought	
about	how	these	posers	worked	back	in	the	1880s,	with	the	women	oren	geyng	
together	to	sand	or	paint	pieces.	Having	the	family	involved	seemed	to	evoke	the	
same	community	spirit.	

The	VerHgo	series	was	a	cri$cal	juncture	for	Or$z’s	posery.	In	reality	it	was	less	a	detour	from	the	next	phase	
of	the	Pueblo	Revolt	1680/2180	concept	than	a	serene	and	soul-searching	moment	to	pay	homage	to	the	
past.	This	tribute	to	the	inspira$onal	history	of	the	monos	figures	was	wound	$ghtly	with	his	desire	to	inspire	
another	genera$on	of	posers.	“It’s	important	to	recognize	that	Pueblo	communi$es	are	very	much	alive	and	
have	a	level	of	vitality	that	speaks	to	genera$ons	of	strength,	persistence,	brilliance,	and	thriving	energy.”	
Standing	on	this	founda$on	he	made	a	huge	leap	forward	not	only	in	the	figura$ve	forms,	but	also	in	the	
style	of	pain$ng.		

The	futuris$c	version	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt	in	2180	came	to	life	in	Velocity:	The	Future	Captured	in	Clay	(2012).	
“In	crea$ng	the	Velocity	series,	I	wanted	to	pay	tribute	to	our	great	leader	Po’pay	and	ancestors	that	lived	
and	walked	on	our	lands,	and	respect	that	their	imprints	will	live	on	through	me.”	Velocity	drew	technically	
from	the	advancements	in	Or$z’s	clay	work	from	each	of	the	previous	shows.	The	figures	were	no	longer	
sta$c	but	built	to	portray	a	sense	of	movement.	He	painted	the	designs	to	accentuate	this	newfound	mo$on.	
Each	figure	would	be	a	futuris$c	version	of	the	historic	figures	of	Revolt	1680.	The	connec$on	between	the	
two	series	would	be	Translator.	This	apparently	female	character	was	ini$ally	a	two-dimensionally	drawn	
concept,	which	Or$z	had	been	using	in	fashion	designs	and	on	some	of	his	posery	for	several	years.		

She	kept	showing	up	on	the	shirts	and	some$mes	on	the	posery.	I	didn’t	iden$fy	who	
she	was	for	a	long	$me,	as	I	wanted	to	keep	her	to	be	used	as	the	conduit	between	the	
past	and	the	future	of	the	Revolt	story.	Her	appearance	is	androgynous,	as	I	believe	that	
gives	her	more	power.	She	can	subtly	appear	to	be	whatever	form	you	want,	male	or	
female.	In	the	end	I	think	of	her	as	a	“grandmother,”	or	elder,	leading	the	Translator	army.	

It	is	through	Translator	that	Or$z	tells	the	story	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt	1680/2180.	The	future	version	contains	the	
same	events	as	in	the	past,	but	now	with	lasers,	$me	travel,	wormholes,	and	flying	runners.		

He	also	gave	the	characters	an	increasingly	larger	voice	to	tell	the	story	in	clay.	“Every	character	is	created	in	my	
mind.	I	envision	what	they	look	like	as	I	write	and	read	my	character	scripts	over	and	over.	It	is	rare	that	I	sketch.	
I	love	to	see	instant	results	with	my	body	pain$ng	and	theatrical	makeup	on	my	models.”	He	derived	inspira$on	
from	his	photo	shoots	for	the	fashion	models	and	clothing	lines.	The	body	paint	and	live	ac$on	shots	helped	give	
him	a	new	perspec$ve	on	how	to	form	his	clay	for	these	futuris$c	figures.	Each	character	began	to	grow	in	
complexity,	including	Tahu,	leader	of	the	Blind	Archers;	Kootz,	her	twin	brother	and	one	of	the	Runners;	and	
Mopez,	head	of	the	Gliders/Runners.	Translator’s	ability	to	travel	in	$me	would	intertwine	the	past	and	present	
versions	of	Pueblo	Revolt	as	she	would	func$on	as	a	narrator.	She	was	now	a	futuris$c	clay	figure	and	not	just	a	
painted	face	on	a	vessel.	Or$z	simultaneously	created	a	printed	booklet	and	short	video,	adding	a	mul$media	
dimension	to	the	story	with	Translator	rela$ng	the	event	to	the	viewer.	

In	the	summer	of	2012	Or$z	premiered	his	VenuHan	Soldiers.	The	figura$ve	clay	work	was	now	supported	by	
photographs	of	models	dressed	as	soldiers.	The	story	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt	was	evolving,	and	Or$z	was	able	to	
have	fun	developing	more	background	for	the	characters	that	would	soon	appear	in	Revolt	2180.	Those	would	
include	Na$ve	American	superheroes	expressed	in	clay,	photography,	video,	and	film.	“The	Venu$an	Soldiers	are	
futurist,	herculean	superheroes,	over	eight	feet	tall,	who	fight	mainly	at	nighyme	and	possess	extraordinary	
strength	and	magical	powers.”	Here	the	Venu$an	Soldiers	reflect	the	destruc$on	of	pueblos	by	the	Spanish	
during	their	original	conquest.	In	the	future	version,	Cas$lians	are	the	destroyers	and	the	Venu$an	Soldiers	
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embody	devasta$on.	Their	environment	has	been	destroyed	by	nuclear	weapons.	The	Venu$an	Soldiers	use	
oxygen	tanks	and	gas	masks	to	survive.	This	story	is	a	thoughxul	embodiment	of	a	world	overrun	and	of	the	
natural	order	destroyed	yet	survivable	by	the	sense	of	“Pueblo	community.”	Tahu	and	Kootz	lead	the	Venu$ans	
to	find	a	hospitable	land	and	“rebuild	their	tradi$ons	and	ways	of	life	on	ancestral	sacred	lands.”	

The	narra$ve	con$nued	in	2013	with	the	crea$on	of	Blind	Archers:	Tahu’s	Journey	(fig.	7,	Tahu	photo).	The	story	
tells	of	the	young	Tahu,	who	is	blinded	by	a	conquistador	during	an	archery	contest.	Years	later	she	becomes	the	

leader	of	the	Blind	Archers	and	part	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt.	Or$z	imbues	the	storyline	with	the	importance	of	
survival,	courage,	hope,	and	determina$on.	The	story	remains	similar	in	both	the	1680	and	2180	versions	with	
a	narra$ve	that	weaves	the	events	through	$me.	The	show	also	developed	an	underlying	personal	significance	
as	a	tribute	to	his	mother,	Seferina	Or$z	(1931–2007),	his	sisters,	his	nieces,	and	the	powerful	role	of	women	in	
Pueblo	culture.	“Over	the	past	several	years,”	he	says,	“as	I	have	been	crea$ng	the	Pueblo	Revolt	1680/2180	
stories	in	clay,	the	words	and	advice	of	my	mother	keep	coming	back	to	me.	When	I	was	young	I	was	very	close	
to	her	and	not	only	did	she	teach	me,	my	sisters,	and	brother	to	make	posery,	but	she	would	tell	us	stories	of	
our	Pueblo	people.”	Blind	Archers	became	both	a	con$nua$on	of	the	revolt	story	and	a	way	to	connect	viewers	
with	Pueblo	culture.	“My	mother	would	oren	say,	if	it	wasn’t	for	the	women,	a	lot	of	our	tradi$ons	and	
ceremonies	would	be	forgosen.”	Or$z	has	again	raised	the	connec$on	between	the	historic	Cochi$	figures	
made	by	women,	the	role	of	women	in	the	pueblo,	and	the	need	to	keep	alive	cultural	tradi$ons.		

By	the	summer	of	2013	Or$z	again	expanded	his	storyline	with	eVOluHon,	his	ini$als	prominently	emphasized	
in	the	$tle	(fig.	8,	eVOlu$on	graphic).	Here	the	figures	were	en$rely	par$cipants	in	the	2180	Revolt.	Inherent	in	
each	of	the	futuris$c	series	was	the	symbolic	representa$on	of	the	current	nineteen	pueblos	in	New	Mexico.	“I	
didn’t	want	to	offend	any	of	the	Pueblo	people	who	might	not	agree	with	my	futuris$c	and	fic$onalized	version	
of	the	Pueblo	Revolt.	In	telling	the	story,	the	nineteen	different	pueblos	are	represented	in	nineteen	different	
storylines	or	loca$ons.	In	the	future	it’s	meant	to	represent	the	varied	peoples	of	the	pueblos	and	not	each	
tribal	area	specifically.	I	want	to	include	and	honor	all	Pueblo	people.”		

Survivorship	Armada	spaceships,	Aeronauts,	Gliders,	and	alien-like	figures	all	became	part	of	the	increasing	
panoply	of	characters.	The	clay	work	once	again	was	reshaped	and	these	figures	assumed	a	larger	scale	than	
previous	work.	Central	to	the	storyline	were	the	more	alien-like	Ancient	Ancestor	figures,	which	he	posi$oned	
at	the	center	of	the	installa$on.	These	Ancient	Ancestors	had	elongated	faces,	held	varied	geometric	boxes	in	
their	hands,	and	wore	elaborate	headdresses.	Their	prominence	seemed	to	challenge	the	viewer	to	iden$fy	the	
role	of	these	aliens	in	this	futuris$c	story.	“The	ques$on	I	asked	myself	is,	are	they	aliens?	Well,	maybe	it's	
really	the	ques$on	of,	are	there	aliens?	Probably,	but	I	like	to	think	that	they	are	just	future	versions	of	
ourselves	that	have	come	back	to	help	and	provide	guidance.	Angels,	devils,	aliens—maybe	they	are	all	just	the	
same	thing.” 

These	futuris$c	scenes	underscore	the	movement	Or$z	expresses	in	these	clay	works	and	their	complicated	
painted	surfaces.	“I	wanted	to	create	an	illusion	of	mo$on	using	the	sculp$ng	and	pain$ng.	The	Blind	Archers	
series	has	a	more	three-dimensional	style	of	sculpture.	The	Aeronauts,	I	designed	them	so	they	look	like	they	
are	launching	like	a	rocket	or	an	aircrar.	They	are	portrayed	like	the	Ancient	Ancestors	[aliens].	They	are	laid	
back	and	surrounded	with	old	style	‘hieroglyphics.’”	The	twins	Cuda	and	Steu,	Aeronaut	pilots,	appear	
androgynous	and	are	sculpted	and	painted	to	be	the	“yin-yang”	of	one	another	in	their	angular	forms	and	
designs	(fig.	9,	Steu/Cuda	graphic).	“There	is	a	connec$on	between	Cuda,	Steu,	and	the	Ancient	Ancestors,”	
says	Or$z.	“There	are	always	three	Ancestors	on	each	Survivorship	to	guide	them.	Kind	of	like	the	three	Magi	of	
the	Na$vity,	they	represent	the	wisdom	of	the	elders	within	the	marvels	of	technology.”	The	Survivorships	are	
an	integral	part	of	the	narra$ve	and	create	a	link	from	the	ancient	past	to	the	future.	Or$z	has	created	them	
only	as	a	graphic	design,	using	his	photos	of	burned	trees	from	a	forest	fire	near	Cochi$	Pueblo	to	create	their	
complex	wings	and	appearance.	Or$z	has	an	uncanny	ability	to	bend	the	various	media	to	fit	his	imagina$on.	
“The	Survivorships	visited	Earth	in	the	ancient	past.	They	transformed	themselves	to	look	like	the	
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mountaintops.	As	humans	evolved,	they	decided	to	leave	Earth	and	as	they	took	off	into	space	they	created	the	
flat	tops	of	the	mesas.	I	used	the	burned	trees	for	the	graphics	as	I	wanted	to	bring	them	new	life.”	The	
powerful	ingredients	of	earth,	nature,	and	art	are	used	to	build	this	new	futuris$c	mythology.	

Or$z’s	evolu$on	to	eVOluHon	began	on	a	founda$on	of	historic	ethnographic	art	and	occurred	within	a	
context	of	systema$cally	cri$quing	social,	religious,	poli$cal,	and	sexual	mores.	In	his	retelling	of	the	revolt	
story,	Or$z	calls	into	ques$on	the	basic	fabric	of	society.	There	are	no	answers	required,	but	his	ques$ons	
certainly	should	prompt	recogni$on	of	the	impact,	fu$lity,	and	consequences	of	anger,	cultural	
misunderstandings,	revenge,	and	retribu$on	for	man’s	inhumanity	toward	one	another.	The	priest	and	the	

soldier	cut	an	equal	swath	through	the	Revolt	series,	leaving	the	Pueblo	people	to	regroup,	react,	and	
resurrect	themselves.	There	is	no	hiding	the	tragedies	of	the	Spanish	conquest	and	the	Pueblo	Revolt.	Or$z’s	
art	amounts	to	a	call	to	resist	tempta$on,	to	oppose	injus$ce,	and	to	seek	inside	oneself,	one’s	family,	and	
one’s	culture	for	deeper	meanings	in	life.		

The	next	stage	of	Or$z’s	story	about	the	Pueblo	Revolt	surely	will	build	on	the	dynamism	he	has	created	so	far.	
The	simple	yet	purposeful	mul$media	extension	of	Velocity	was	his	first	effort	combining	clay,	video,	and	a	
wrisen	story	booklet.	Mul$media	will	con$nue	to	play	a	major	role	in	his	work.	“A	screenplay,	a	movie,	a	
graphic	novel.	I	want	to	see	the	Pueblo	Revolt	1680/2180	in	every	visual	medium	possible,	to	be	seen	by	the	
most	people	possible.	It’s	a	social	media	world	and	that’s	how	the	next	genera$on	is	going	to	respond.	It	
won’t	be	enough	to	just	see	the	movie,	it	has	to	go	viral	on	every	format	available.”	Or$z	certainly	sees	a	
limitless	horizon	for	the	expansion	of	his	art	and	for	keeping	it	modern,	moving,	and	relevant.	He	is	imagining	
a	series	of	life-size	warrior	figures,	called	VObots	(again	invoking	his	ini$als).	“I	want	to	make	larger,	life-size	
figures	and	give	them	actual	mo$on	through	a	video	art	component.	I	want	to	combine	it	all	and	make	the	
story	come	alive!”	

Moving	into	mul$media	is	an	important	transi$on	for	many	contemporary	Na$ve	American	ar$sts.	Scholars	
Janet	Berlo	and	Alex	Marr	write,	“What	Na$ve	ar$sts	find	emancipatory	about	the	new	media	is	the	
democra$za$on	of	both	authorship	and	consump$on.”	This	observa$on	perfectly	reflects	Or$z’s	expansive	
use	of	various	social	media	outlets	to	extend	the	reach	of	his	art	geographically	and	socio-economically.	His	
art	is	no	longer	for	those	who	can	afford	to	buy	a	work	in	clay;	he	provides	original	graphic	ar$stry	on	a	nearly	
daily	basis	for	anyone	with	a	Facebook	or	Instagram	account.	He	is	leveling	the	playing	field	for	“high”	and	
“low”	art.	

Or$z’s	use	of	figura$ve	forms	as	his	primary	mode	of	expression	creates	an	added	dimension	to	his	art	
beyond	the	classic	vessel.	As	he	coils	each	piece	from	na$ve	clay,	the	body	of	each	figure	becomes	part	of	a	
subtle	unspoken	statement	about	his	work.	Or$z	has	moved	beyond	his	sta$c	early	figures	to	more	emo$ve	
and	complex	works,	which	extend	ver$cally	and	u$lize	addi$onal	clay	accessories.	His	refined	sanding	
techniques	create	gentle	curves	and	flows	to	the	clay	underneath	his	painted	designs.	“It	has	taken	years	of	
experimenta$on	and	growth	to	get	to	this	point	that	I	can	create	pieces	in	clay	that	are	stable,	structurally	
secure,	and	also	expansive.	The	clay	has	allowed	me	to	create	ac$on	and	tell	my	story	through	it.”		

On	the	surface	of	his	work	Or$z	has	systema$cally	revived	historic	imagery	and	painted	concepts	that	were	
dominant	in	Cochi$	posery	more	than	one	hundred	years	ago.	Yet	it	is	assuredly	not	just	replica$on	or	revival	
but	an	ar$s$c	re-imagina$on	of	that	imagery	that	has	given	his	works	their	power.	Each	piece	can	be	broken	
down	into	the	smallest	design	elements	of	plant,	sun,	moon,	spinach	leaf,	or	other	na$ve	design.	In	sum	they	
create	their	dynamic	expression.	The	jagged	lines	of	a	lightning	pasern	create	a	sense	of	mo$on	on	one	figure	
while	the	plant	tendrils	on	another	reach	up	from	the	base,	roo$ng	them	to	a	more	organic	and	earthly	
connec$on.	Noted	art	historian,	gallerist,	and	cri$c	Garth	Clark	said	of	Or$z’s	designs,	“He	has	morphed	and	
tweaked	tradi$onal	decora$on	into	non-tradi$onal	territory.	He	plays	with	line	in	a	way	that	echoes	his	roots	
but	is	more	related	to	the	sinuous	sexuality	of	Art	Nouveau.	His	paserns	seem	Na$ve	American,	but	again	they	
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owe	as	much	to	Mary	Quant	and	Op	Art	of	the	1960s	as	they	do	to	his	own	decora$ve	art	inheritance.”	Just	as	
the	figures	have	evolved	to	move	and	step	out	of	sta$c	clay,	the	designs	enhance	and	enforce	this	visual	sense	
of	movement.	Or$z	has	played	with	design	as	much	as	he	has	played	with	the	clay;	together	they	amount	to	a	
tour	de	force.	

Technically,	Or$z’s	posery	is	deeply	bound	to	the	use	of	locally	sourced	clay	and	the	wild	spinach	plant	for	
paint,	coil	construc$on,	and	na$ve	outdoor	firing	techniques	(fig.	10,	Virgil’s	hand	pain$ng).	Why	con$nue	to	
use	these	possibly	anachronis$c	techniques	when	acrylic	paints,	a	wheel,	and	a	kiln	are	readily	accessible?	The	
materiality	of	his	work	permeates	each	piece	and	is	highly	valued	by	him	and	his	collectors.	“In	so	many	na$ve	

tradi$ons,”	Berlo	and	Marr	write	of	materiality,	“the	visual	is	not	prized	over	the	other	senses,	as	it	was	for	so	
long	in	European	decora$ve	tradi$ons.	A	basket,	for	example,	is	about	tac$lity,	about	scent,	about	
genera$ons	of	knowledge	in$mately	held	within	a	given	landscape	and	its	ecology.”	For	Or$z	and	his	
adherents	it	is	not	just	that	a	piece	is	interes$ng	or	aesthe$cally	pleasing.	The	weight	of	the	coil,	the	texture	
of	the	clay,	the	varied	color	of	the	rare	white	slip	from	the	firing—these	are	all	equal	components	in	any	
par$cular	piece.	It	might	be	presumptuous	to	say	one	is	holding	a	piece	of	Pueblo	cultural	history	when	it	
looks	like	an	alien	in	a	spaceship,	but	Or$z	has	tapped	into	an	unspoken	cogni$ve	connec$on	from	the	past	
to	the	present.	Each	of	Or$z’s	gallery	installa$ons	is	created	with	the	expecta$on	of	sales	to	support	his	
ability	to	make	posery,	clothing,	and	other	design	pursuits	into	the	future.	The	success	of	his	work	reflects	
how	well	he	is	able	to	balance	its	materiality	with	the	crea$on	of	a	cohesive	story	so	that	viewers—and	
collectors—can	relate	to	his	narra$ve	inten$ons.	

Throughout	his	career,	Or$z	has	found	a	wellspring	of	inspira$on	in	the	culture	and	tradi$ons	of	his	na$ve	
Cochi$	Pueblo.	His	personal	feelings	about	religion,	sex,	art,	and	culture	were	the	genesis	of	his	telling	of	the	
Pueblo	Revolt	story.	The	cultural	founda$ons	are	readily	apparent	in	each	of	his	exhibi$ons,	and	they	have	
unfolded	in	his	work	in	dynamic	and	provoca$ve	ways.	 

To	tell	the	Pueblo	Revolt	1680/2180	story	in	a	way	that	is	accessible	to	all	is	cri$cal	for	Or$z.	It	has	become	his	
raison	d’être	and	his	mission	to	enlighten	others	about	his	culture	and	the	Pueblo	world.	He	has	moved	far	
beyond	others’	stereotypical	and	simplis$c	cri$ques	of	cultural	appropria$ons	and	certainly	far	beyond	the	use	
of	the	clichéd	“dream	catcher”	to	represent	cultural	commercializa$on.	The	pieces	of	his	Revolt	series	underpin	
the	current	cri$que	that	“most	of	the	Na$ve	art	world	has	moved	on	to	far	more	complex	and	subtle	
reappropria$ons	and	transla$ons	of	history	and	art	history.”	Or$z	is	not	worried	about	dilu$ng	his	culture	or	
about	inappropriate	“cultural	appropria$on”	of	the	imagery.	There	is	an	innate	vitality	in	opening	the	world	
around	him	to	a	deeper	comprehension	and	connec$on	to	the	underlying	currents	that	give	pueblo	life	its	
innate	strength.	

When	I	was	young,	I	didn’t	realize	I	was	making	art.	When	I	was	older	I	started	to	make	
standing	figures,	yet	I	had	never	seen	one	of	the	monos	figures.	I	feel	that	I	was	put	
here	to	revive	these	old-style	figures.	Today,	I	would	say	that	it	is	of	utmost	importance	
to	tell	the	story	of	the	Pueblo	Revolt.	It’s	a	story	of	freedom,	self-determina$on,	and	
empowerment,	and	a	story	that	I	think	resonates	not	just	in	the	na$ve	community.	We	
have	survived	persecu$on	and	marginaliza$on	over	the	past	few	centuries	yet	we	
survive,	we	persevere.	More	important	we	have	endured.	

For	Or$z,	the	stories	told	in	the	clay	reflect	the	impact	he	wants	to	have	on	the	world	around	him	through	
educa$on,	art,	and	informa$on.	It	is	fascina$ng	to	watch	how	he	encourages	his	family	to	use	the	clay	for	their	
own	ar$s$c	expressions,	not	to	imitate	his	work	in	style,	but	to	find	their	dis$nc$ve	voices	in	the	clay.	In	this	
sense	he	holds	true	to	the	historic	context	of	the	monos,	helping	others	to	use	the	clay	as	an	expression	of	
desire,	hope,	change,	and	social	commentary.	Or$z	has	created	more	than	just	an	evolu$on	in	style	and	
techniques.	He	has	built	a	founda$on	for	a	new	revolu$on	in	the	ar$s$c	expression	that	has	been	part	of	
Cochi$	history	for	hundreds	of	years. 
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Denver	Art	Museum:	Preeminence	in	American	Indian	Arts	

The	exhibi$on	Sovereign:	Independent	Voices	is	part	of	a	focused	strategic	five-year	plan	by	the	Denver	Art	
Museum’s	Na$ve	Arts	Department	to	expand	the	recogni$on	of	contemporary	art	by	American	Indian	ar$sts	
and	to	highlight	the	prominence	of	our	collec$ons	to	the	public.	With	the	generous	support	of	museum	
patrons	Vicki	and	Kent	Logan	and	other	key	donors,	the	Na$ve	Arts	Department	is	significantly	expanding	the	
depth	of	its	world-renowned	collec$on	of	American	Indian	art	through	girs,	purchases,	and	commissions	that	
include	major	works	by	the	leading	ar$sts	of	our	$me.	Works	from	such	ar$sts	as	Kent	Monkman,	Jeffrey	
Gibson,	Rose	B.	Simpson,	and	Virgil	Or$z	are	among	the	highlights	of	new	acquisi$ons	and	promised	girs.	
These	include	all	those	works	featured	in	Sovereign.	

Formed	in	1925,	the	Denver	Art	Museum’s	Na$ve	Arts	Department	collects,	preserves,	displays,	and	interprets	
the	arts	of	the	indigenous	peoples	of	North	America,	Africa,	and	Oceania.	Since	its	beginning,	the	museum	
was	one	of	the	first	to	use	aesthe$c	quality	as	the	criterion	to	develop	such	a	collec$on	and	was	the	first	
major	art	museum	in	the	United	States	to	collect	American	Indian	art.	Over	the	past	century	
the	collec$on	has	grown	and	now	contains	nearly	20,000	art	objects.		

With	works	in	diverse	media,	our	historic,	pre-1930s	collec$on	is	encyclopedic	and	covers	all	forms	of	art	from	
a	wide	geographic	region.	Our	mid-century,	American	Indian	modernist	collec$on	(1920s–1960),	consis$ng	of	
approximately	three	hundred	pain$ngs,	is	arguably	one	of	the	best	and	most	comprehensive	in	the	world.	This	
was	accomplished	through	broad	collec$ng	of	not	only	emerging	ar$sts,	but	of	an	emerging	style	of	art.	
During	the	1960s	to	1990s,	DAM’s	curators	focused	their	collec$ng	largely	on	historic	genres	of	na$ve	arts,	
which	ler	a	gap	in	our	collec$on	(predominantly	in	the	area	of	contemporary	na$ve	arts)	that	we	have	been	
working	to	fill	since	that	$me.	

Over	the	past	few	decades,	the	museum	has	demonstrated	a	strong	commitment	to	collec$ng	contemporary	
work	by	American	Indian	ar$sts.	With	the	support	of	museum	patrons	like	Vicki	and	Kent	Logan,	and	through	
the	efforts	of	curator	Nancy	Blomberg	and	associate	curator	John	Lukavic,	the	department’s	contemporary	
collec$on	con$nues	to	grow.	Our	holdings	currently	include	more	than	eighty	major	works	by	such	ar$sts	as	
Edgar	Heap	of	Birds,	Truman	Lowe,	Roxanne	Swentzell,	Dan	Namingha,	Jaune	Quick-to-See	Smith,	Fritz	
Scholder,	Richard	Zane	Smith,	Marie	Was,	Harry	Fonseca,	James	Luna,	Kent	Monkman,	Jolene	Rickard,	Kay	
WalkingS$ck,	Mateo	Romero,	David	Bradley,	Bently	Spang,	Kevin	Red	Star,	Will	Wilson,	Jim	Denomie,	and	
Diego	Romero,	to	name	a	few;	however,	this	collec$on	of	contemporary	art	will	grow	significantly	in	depth	and	
prominence	in	upcoming	years.	

Future	exhibi$ons	of	American	Indian	contemporary	art	will	con$nue	to	bring	exci$ng	programming	to	the	
Denver	community	and	beyond.	One	such	exhibi$on	is	the	traveling	exhibi$on	of	Fritz	Scholder’s	works	
scheduled	for	the	spring/summer	of	2015,	which	will	feature	a	major	gir	from	the	Logans	of	some	of	the	
ar$st’s	most	iconic	pain$ngs.	Another	exhibi$on	showcasing	highlights	of	the	museum’s	American	Indian	
contemporary	art	is	currently	being	planned.		

Expanding	our	collec$ons	and	presen$ng	exhibi$ons	are	only	part	of	our	strategic	plan.	Performances	and	
lectures	by	leading	American	Indian	contemporary	ar$sts	(such	as	those	presented	by	Kent	Monkman	in	
October	2013),	scholarly	symposia,	and	our	acclaimed	ar$st-in-residence	program	are	among	the	other	events	
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and	programs	we	are	commised	to	bringing	to	the	public.	Beginning	in	the	summer	of	2012,	DAM	established	
a	formal	American	Indian	ar$st-in-residence	program	to	highlight	the	work	of	contemporary	ar$sts,	educate	
the	public,	and	establish	rela$onships	with	living	ar$sts.	By	the	end	of	2014,	this	program	will	have	brought	in	
such	interna$onally	known	ar$sts	as	Marie	Was,	Jeffrey	Gibson,	Melanie	Yazzie,	Rose	B.	Simpson,	and	Will	
Wilson,	and	by	all	measures	is	a	huge	success.	

Catalogue	introduc^on	by	John	P.	Lukavic	
Associate	Curator,	Na^ve	Arts,	Denver	Art	Museum	

The	word	“sovereign”	has	deep	meaning	for	American	Indian	people.	Tribal	na$ons	maintain	their	right	as	
sovereign	groups	to	act	independently,	free	of	external	control.	The	three	ar$sts	in	this	exhibi$on	assert	a	
similar	right	when	it	comes	to	their	art.		

Kent	Monkman,	Rose	Simpson,	and	Virgil	Or$z	share	the	desire	to	alter	percep$ons	of	self	and	history.	
Monkman’s	work	seduces	viewers	with	painterly	technique—then	confronts	them	with	aspects	of	the	past	
oren	overlooked	by	history.	Simpson’s	clay	works	represent	a	personal	transforma$on	that	leads	to	a	
mastery	of	one’s	self.	And	Or$z’s	ceramics	fuse	Cochi$	Pueblo	techniques	with	an	independent	vision.	In	
their	work,	as	in	the	work	of	many	American	Indian	contemporary	ar$sts,	the	freedom	ins$lled	by	a	sense	
of	sovereignty	provides	a	powerful	outlet	for	an	explora$on	of	history	and	iden$ty.	
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Catalogue	essay	by	Gary	Garrels	
SFMOMA	Elisa	S.	Haas	Senior	Curator	of	Pain^ng	and	Sculpture	

Fireen	years	ago	collectors	Vicki	and	Kent	Logan	gave	250	contemporary	works	of	art—pain$ngs,	sculptures,	and	
drawings—to	SFMOMA,	followed	by	an	addi$onal	eighty	pieces	over	the	next	two	years.	At	330	artworks	SFMOMA's	
Logan	Collec$on	is	among	the	largest	groupings	of	works	to	be	given	to	this	museum	by	a	single	donor	and	remains	
one	of	the	most	transforma$ve	girs	in	our	history.	The	Logan	gir	featured	iconic	pain$ngs	by	some	of	the	most	
influen$al	ar$sts	of	our	$me—including	Chuck	Close,	Philip	Guston,	Anselm	Kiefer,	Gerhard	Richter,	and	Andy	
Warhol—adding	depth	to	our	collec$on	and	strengthening	our	holdings	of	the	work	of	these	key	figures.	
Significantly,	since	they	began	collec$ng	in	1993	the	Logans	have	been	strong	advocates	for	young,	emerging	ar$sts	
from	across	the	globe,	and	their	gir	included	works	by	many	ar$sts	who	were	expanding	and	pushing	the	
boundaries	of	contemporary	art	through	their	use	of	unexpected	techniques	and	materials	and	their	engagement	
with	controversial	social	and	cultural	issues.	Several	of	the	featured	ar$sts—such	as	Jean-Michel	Basquiat,	Marlene	
Dumas,	Felix	Gonzalez-Torres,	Damien	Hirst,	Jeff	Koons,	and	Takashi	Murakami—are	now	recognized	as	icons	of	a	
groundbreaking	new	genera$on.	Prior	to	the	Logan	gir,	however,	these	ar$sts	had	been	completely	absent	from	
SFMOMA's	collec$on	or	were	at	best	represented	by	single	examples	of	their	work.	Don't	Be	Shy,	Don't	Hold	Back	
acknowledges	the	Logans'	extraordinary	generosity	and	reflects	on	their	adventurous	championing	of	the	
contemporary,	which	pushed	this	museum's	collec$on	and	exhibi$on	program	in	bold	new	direc$ons.		

The	Logans	are	guided	in	their	collec$ng	by	a	belief	that	the	best	contemporary	art	reflects	the	culture	of	its	era	and	
has	the	poten$al	to	provide	valuable	insight	into	the	issues	facing	individuals	and	communi$es	around	the	world.	
They	are	unequivocal	in	their	willingness	to	engage	with	works	that	bring	to	light	uncomfortable	or	challenging	
subjects—including	collec$ve	and	personal	psychological	tensions,	as	well	as	broader	cultural	conflicts—that	might	
be	easier	to	avoid	than	to	embrace.	It	has	always	been	their	hope	that	the	art	they	collected	would	bring	important	
and	provoca$ve	issues	to	public	consciousness	and	spark	discussion.	Over	the	years	they	have	consistently	sought	
out	work	that	is	vigorous	and	vital,	by	ar$sts	whose	integrity	and	intensity	have	brought	new	perspec$ves	to	bear	on	
conven$onal	assump$ons	about	the	art	and	culture	of	our	$me.	From	the	outset	they	have	proceeded	with	the	idea	
that	their	collec$on	should	be	made	widely	available,	and	in	addi$on	to	their	long-standing	rela$onship	with	
SFMOMA	they	have	maintained	close	rela$onships	with	such	art	ins$tu$ons	as	the	Denver	Art	Museum	and	the	
Phoenix	Art	Museum	in	the	hopes	of	securing	for	their	works	the	widest	possible	plaxorm	for	cri$cal	appraisal	and	
discourse.	They	recognize	that,	over	$me,	shiring	values	and	reconsidera$ons	of	history	will	lead	to	new	
perspec$ves	that	will	reshape	popular	understanding	and	apprecia$on	of	these	works,	and	they	welcome	such	
recalibra$on.	For	the	Logans,	placing	the	art	they	collect	in	museums	has	offered	a	means	of	ac$va$ng	a	richer	and	
more	complex	set	of	interpre$ve	possibili$es,	guaranteeing	that	going	forward	their	pieces	con$nue	to	be	shown,	
studied,	and	considered	in	new	and	different	contexts.		

Since	the	ini$al	Logan	gir	to	SFMOMA	in	1997	the	Logan	Collec$on	has	profoundly	shaped	the	presenta$on	of	
contemporary	art—and	the	art	of	the	1990s,	in	par$cular—in	the	Bay	Area.	Numerous	exhibi$ons	that	have	focused	
exclusively	on	works	from	the	collec$on	have	been	organized	by	SFMOMA	and	around	the	world.	They	are	
unequivocal	in	their	willingness	to	engage	with	works	that	bring	to	light	uncomfortable	or	challenging	subjects—
including	collec$ve	and	personal	psychological	tensions,	as	well	as	broader	cultural	conflicts—that	might	be	easier	
to	avoid	than	to	embrace.	It	has	always	been	their	hope	that	the	art	they	collected	would	bring	important	and	
provoca$ve	issues	to	public	consciousness	and	spark	discussion.	Over	the	years	they	have	consistently	sought	out	
work	that	is	vigorous	and	vital,	by	ar$sts	whose	integrity	and	intensity	have	brought	new	perspec$ves	to	bear	on	
conven$onal	assump$ons	about	the	art	and	culture	of	our	$me.	From	the	outset	they	have	proceeded	with	the	idea	
that	their	collec$on	should	be	made	widely	available,	and	in	addi$on	to	their	long-standing	rela$onship	with	
SFMOMA	they	have	maintained	close	rela$onships	with	such	art	ins$tu$ons	as	the	Denver	Art	Museum	and	the	
Phoenix	Art	Museum	in	the	hopes	of	securing	for	their	works	the	widest	possible	plaxorm	for	cri$cal	appraisal	and	
discourse.	They	recognize	that,	over	$me,	shiring	values	and	reconsidera$ons	of	history	will	lead	to	new	
perspec$ves	that	will	reshape	popular	understanding	and	apprecia$on	of	these	works,	and	they	welcome	such	
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recalibra$on.	For	the	Logans,	placing	the	art	they	collect	in	museums	has	offered	a	means	of	ac$va$ng	a	richer	and	
more	complex	set	of	interpre$ve	possibili$es,	guaranteeing	that	going	forward	their	pieces	con$nue	to	be	shown,	
studied,	and	considered	in	new	and	different	contexts.	Since	the	ini$al	Logan	gir	to	SFMOMA	in	1997	the	Logan	
Collec$on	has	profoundly	shaped	the	presenta$on	of	contemporary	art—and	the	art	of	the	1990s,	m	par$cular—in	
the	Bay	Area.	Numerous	exhibi$ons	that	have	focused	exclusively	on	works	from	the	collec$on	have	been	
organized	by	SFMOMA	and	the	CCA	Ways	Ins$tute	for	Contemporary	Arts,	another	ins$tu$on	to	which	the	Logans	
have	been	important	benefactors.	The	inclusion	of	innumerable	Logan	works—including	full	and	frac$onal	and	
promised	girs—in	presenta$ons	of	SFMOMA's	collec$on	has	had	an	equally	strong	impact,	enabling	the	museum	
to	undertake	a	more	complex	and	expansive	considera$on	of	both	modern	and	contemporary	art	than	would	
otherwise	have	been	possible.	The	en$re	SFMOMA	community	is	enormously	grateful	to	the	Logans	for	their	
unparalleled	generosity,	and	on	the	anniversary	of	their	gir	to	this	museum	we	are	pleased	to	present	an	exhibi$on	
that	offers	the	public	an	opportunity	to	join	us	in	celebra$ng	the	magnanimous	and	forward-looking	spirit	in	which	
it	was	made.		

Don't	Be	Shy,	Don't	Hold	Back	encompasses	the	three	final	galleries	in	the	presenta$on	of	the	museum's	historical	
collec$ons	of	pain$ng	and	sculpture.	The	exhibi$on	includes	thirty-eight	girs	the	Logans	have	made	to	SFMOMA	
since	1997.	This	selec$on	is	intended	to	represent	highlights	from	the	Logan	Collec$on	and	to	illuminate	three	of	its	
par$cular	areas	of	strength.	Although	the	Logans	have	focused	on	collec$ng	art	at	the	$me	it	was	made,	with	
par$cular	emphasis	on	works	by	young	and	emerging	ar$sts,	they	have	also	recognized	the	importance	of	
anchoring	the	collec$on	with	works	by	some	of	the	key	ar$sts	who	paved	the	way	for	the	next	genera$on.	The	first	
gallery	features	figures	from	the	1960s	whose	art	established	a	founda$on	for	the	more	contemporary	pieces	to	
come.	The	second	gallery	focuses	on	ar$sts	who	emerged	in	New	York	in	the	1980s	and	1990s,	while	the	third	
gallery	features	ar$sts	who	were	working	interna$onally	in	that	period.	The	show	extends	beyond	the	exhibi$on	
galleries	with	the	presenta$on	of	four	addi$onal	works	in	other	areas	of	the	museum.		

On	view	in	the	museum's	Haas	Atrium	is	united	naHons—babel	of	the	millennium	(1999),	an	installa$on	by	Chinese	
ar$st	Gu	Wenda.	This	site-specific	work	was	commissioned	by	SFMOMA	with	the	support	of	the	Logans	for	Inside	
Out:	New	Chinese	Art,	an	exhibi$on	co-organized	by	SFMOMA	and	the	Asia	Society,	New	York,	that	opened	here	in	
1999.	This	presenta$on	marks	the	first	$me	the	work	has	been	reinstalled	since	that	exhibi$on.	It	is	composed	of	
human	hair	that	was	gathered	by	the	ar$st	from	across	the	globe	and	woven	into	panels	with	rope	and	glue.	Each	
panel	is	covered	with	inscrip$ons	that	seem	to	resemble	wrisen	Chinese,	Hindi,	Arabic,	or	English	yet	are	in	fact	
composed	of	meaningless	symbols	Gu	invented.	The	work	embodies	many	of	the	issues	that	propelled	the	Logans	
to	build	their	collec$on	as	they	did.	At	the	end	of	the	twen$eth	century,	when	it	was	created,	we	were	already	
living	in	a	truly	global,	endlessly	interconnected	world.	The	open	and	porous	nature	of	communica$on	in	this	new	
landscape	facilitated	monumental	achievements,	but	many	people	soon	recognized	that	these	developments	might	
also	result	in	miscommunica$ons	and	contribute	to	the	fragility	and	vulnerability	of	interpersonal	rela$onships.	
Although	the	poten$al	for	dialogue	and	exchange	was	enormous,	it	might	just	as	easily	lead	us	to	end	up	talking	
past	each	other,	crea$ng	a	cacophony	of	cultures	and	languages	and	miring	us	in	a	web	of	misunderstandings.		

Directly	across	from	the	staircase	on	the	second-floor	landing	is	another	work	from	1999,	the	monumental	pain$ng	
Super	Nova	by	Japanese	ar$st	Takashi	Murakami.	Murakami	was	inspired	not	only	by	Pop	art	from	the	United	
States	and	Europe	but	also	by	Japanese	anima$on	and	comics.	While	at	first	glance	the	cartoonish	mushroom	
forest	appears	to	be	a	playful	fantasy,	a	sinister	undercurrent	soon	emerges.	The	mushroom	mo$f	takes	on	
par$cularly	dark	undertones	if	considered	in	the	context	of	the	American	bombings	of	Hiroshima	and	Nagasaki	
during	World	War	II.	The	$tle	Super	Nova	alludes	to	a	1995	song	by	the	Bri$sh	band	Oasis	called	"Champagne	
Supernova,"	a	nod	to	drug	culture	and	altered	states	of	mind	that	lends	hallucinogenic	connota$ons	to	the	work's	
fanciful	imagery.	Nearby,	in	front	of	the	wall	announcing	the	beginning	of	the	museum's	presenta$on	of	highlights	
from	the	pain$ng	and	sculpture	collec$on,	stands	a	pair	of	figura$ve	sculptures—	Grosse	Geister	(Figur	Nr.	11)	and	
Grosse	Geister	(Figur	Nr.	12)	(Great	Spirits	[Figures	No.	11	and	12]),	both	from	1996—by	German	ar$st	Thomas	
Schuse.	At	more	than	eight	feet	tall,	these	giants	are	larger	than	life,	appearing	fluid	but	paralyzed,	ominous	but	
vulnerable,	and	evoking	a	science	fic$on	future	that	cannot	escape	the	existen$al	condi$ons	of	humanity.		

The	first	gallery	of	the	exhibi$on	includes	a	selec$on	of	important	works	by	figures	who	are	widely	considered	to	
be	among	the	most	iconic	and	influen$al	ar$sts	of	the	second	half	of	the	twen$eth	century.	One	of	the	first	
purchases	the	Logans	made	when	they	decided	to	seriously	build	their	collec$on	was	Double	Jackie	(1964),	an	early	
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pain$ng	by	Andy	Warhol	that	depicts	First	Lady	Jackie	Kennedy	in	the	arermath	of	her	husband's	assassina$on.	
This	Pop	art	masterpiece	memorializes	an	early	instance	of	glaring	media	asen$on	on	a	public	figure	engaged	in	
the	private	act	of	mourning.	When	American	Pop	art	exploded	onto	the	interna$onal	art	scene	in	the	1960s,	its	
influence	was	immediately	felt	in	West	Germany,	a	region	then	undergoing	massive	social,	economic,	and	poli$cal	
transforma$ons.	Gerhard	Richter	was	one	of	the	foremost	German	ar$sts	to	embrace	this	new	movement.	Many	
of	his	pain$ngs	from	the	mid-1960s	are	based	on	images	taken	from	a	wide	range	of	photographic	materials;	in	
Reiseburo	(Travel	Agency)	(1966),	his	source	was	a	large	adver$sement.	The	image	captures	a	society	in	flux,	
reflec$ng	the	newly	vibrant	economy	as	well	as	the	rise	in	leisure	ac$vi$es	and	travel	among	middle-class	
Germans,	pursuits	that	demonstrated	a	desire	to	suppress	memories	of	World	War	II.	Pop	art's	sway	was	also	felt	
in	England	in	those	years,	notably	in	the	work	of	Gilbert	&	George,	a	collabora$ve	team	of	Bri$sh	ar$sts	who	began	
to	gain	recogni$on	in	the	early	1970s	for	their	photo-based	collages.	These	composi$ons	combined	images	and	
texts,	and	oren	incorporated	portraits	of	the	duo.	In	SUCK	(1977)	they	juxtapose	an	epithet	from	found	graffi$—a	
sign	of	the	anger	and	despair	of	London's	urban	underbelly—with	sani$zed	images	of	the	civil	society	projected	by	
poli$cal	leaders	and	tourism	promo$ons.		

The	second	gallery	features	a	selec$on	of	works	from	the	Logan	Collec$on	by	ar$sts	who	emerged	in	New	York	City	
in	the	1980s	and	1990s	and	who	oren	explored	subjects	and	issues	that	inform	individual	iden$ty—the	body,	
gender,	sexuality,	and	cultural	roots.	In	Francesco	Clemente's	pain$ng	Mother,	Lover,	Daughter	(1982),	mul$ple,	
shiring	iden$$es	are	held	simultaneously,	each	one	proving	unstable	and	dissolving	in	the	mel$ng	glare	of	self-
scru$ny.	Jean-Michel	Basquiat	began	as	a	graffi$	ar$st	but	fused	the	immediacy	of	street	art	with	pensive	yet	
staccato	reflec$ons	on	black	iden$ty,	as	seen	here	in	UnHtled	(Venus/The	Great	Circle)	(1983).	Glenn	Ligon's	White	
#13	(1994)	is	one	of	a	group	of	pain$ngs	in	which	the	ar$st	incorporates	text	from	an	essay	by	Bri$sh	film	theorist	
Richard	Dyer	on	the	pervasive	and	therefore	norma$ve	representa$on	of	whiteness	and	white	bodies	in	Western	
visual	culture.	Ligon	has	obliterated	Dyer’s	words	with	smudges	or	oils$ck,	crea$ng	a	richly	beau$ful,	saturated	
surface	of	blackness.	Felix	Gonzalez-Torres’s	haun$ng	sculpture	“UnHtled”	(America	#1)	(1992),	made	from	a	string	
of	lightbulbs	shortly	arer	the	death	of	his	lover	from	AIDS,	counters	the	disillusionment	and	sadness	that	pervaded	
the	gay	community	in	those	years	with	a	message	of	hope	and	possibility.	

The	third	gallery	expands	this	focus	on	art	of	the	1980s	and	1990s	with	a	variety	of	works	by	interna$onal	ar$sts	
who	gained	recogni$on	in	that	period.	The	Logans	acquired	many	examples	by	the	group	that	came	to	know	as	the	
YBAs	(Young	Bri$sh	Ar$sts).	Here	they	are	epitomized	by	Damien	Hirst,	who	is	represented	by	three	exemplary	
works	that	pair	provoca$ve	materials	with	cheeky	$tles.	Philip	(The	Twelve	Disciples)	(1994)	includes	a	bull’s	head	
suspended	in	a	solu$on	of	formaldehyde,	referencing	$meless	themes	such	as	faith	and	belief,	mortality,	and	decay	
and	corrup$on.	Other	works	on	view		reflect	contemporary	English	culture’s	fusion	of	Bri$sh	tradi$ons	and	those	
of	newcomers	from	the	United	Kingdom’s	colonies	in	Gay	Victorians	(1992).	Yinka	Shonibare,	an	ar$st	raised	in	
Africa	and	England,	presents	two	costumed	figures	in	proper	Victorian	dress.		Their	colorful	apparel,	although	
fashioned	from	wax-printed	coson	ba$k	in	vibrant	paserns	associated	with	tradi$onal	African	tex$les,	is	made	
from	fabric	produced	in	Bri$sh	factories	for	the	West	African	market,	a	fact	that	underscores	the	rupture	between	
our	ini$al	impressions	of	these	seemingly	tradi$onal	garments	and	the	cultural	tradi$ons	they	in	fact	represent.	
The	Logans	also	have	looked	beyond	Europe	to	become	leaders	in	collec$ng	contemporary	Asian	art,	especially	
from	China.	With	the	loosening	of	the	strictures	of	Communist	rule	in	that	country,	Chinese	ar$sts	have	been	much	
freer	in	the	last	few	decades	to	make	their	own	decisions	about	the	styles	and	subjects	of	their	work.	With	these	
freedoms,	however,	also	come	uneasiness,	anxiety,	and	loss	of	tradi$on,	as	well	as	edgy	excitement	about	new	
possibili$es	for	expression	and	self-defini$on.	Such	tensions	are	clearly	seen	here	in	Liu	Wei's	Two	Drunk	Painters	
(1990)	and	Fang	Lijun's	Series	1.	No.	3	(1990-91),	celebrated	pain$ngs	by	two	of	the	most	noted	figures	to	emerge	
in	the	vanguard	group	credited	with	the	reinven$on	of	contemporary	Chinese	art.		

The	handful	of	pieces	described	above	and	the	wider	selec$on	included	in	Don'f	Be	Shy,	Don't	Hold	Back	represent	
just	a	small	frac$on	of	the	excep$onal	group	of	artworks	given	by	the	Logans	to	SFMOMA.	Yet	this	presenta$on	
leaves	no	doubt	of	the	diversity,	depth,	and	impact	of	the	contemporary	works	their	gir	brought	to	this	museum.	
Which	works	and	which	ar$sts	will	eventually	prove	to	hold	the	most	las$ng	art	historical	significance	has	yet	to	be	
determined,	but	already	a	number	of	pieces	in	the	Logan	Collec$on	at	SFMOMA	appear	to	be	taking	on	the	mantle	
of	masterpiece.	Passionate	and	fearless,	deeply	commised	but	open	to	risk,	reflec$ve	but	constantly	curious,	the	
Logans	created	a	collec$on	that	has	assumed	a	stature	and	importance	they	neither	predicted	nor	sought.	
SFMOMA	is	extremely	fortunate	to	have	been	their	partner	for	so	many	years	in	staying	on	the	cuyng	edge	of	
contemporary	art.	
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Contemporary	Chinese	Art:	The	Challenge	of	Transi^on	by	Kent	Logan		
Collector	and	Philanthropist	

It	was	nearly	ten	years	ago,	in	1999,	that	the	San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	Art	hosted	the	groundbreaking	exhibi$on	
Inside	Out:	New	Chinese	Art,	which	was	jointly	organized	by	SFMOMA	and	the	Asia	Society	Galleries,	New	York.	By	that	
$me	Vicki	and	I	already	had	been	collec$ng	contemporary	Chinese	art	for	several	years.	In	fact,	we	commissioned	the	
powerful,	site-specific	hair	piece	by	Gu	Wenda,	united	naHons—babel	of	the	millennium	(1999),	that	adorned	the	main	
staircase	at	SFMOMA;	in	addi$on,	we	lent	several	important	pain$ngs	by	Fang	Lijun,	Su	Xinping,	and	Song	Yongping,	all	of	
which	became	part	of	a	promised	gir	of	thirty-eight	Chinese	artworks	to	SFMOMA's	permanent	collec$on	the	same	year.	
Thus,	it	seems	par$cularly	appropriate	that	the	first	large-scale	exhibi$on	of	contemporary	Chinese	art	from	the	Logan	
Collec$on—Half-Life	of	a	Dream,	organized	by	Jeff	Kelley—	should	be	held	at	SFMOMA.	The	$ming	of	this	show	also	
seems	propi$ous,	as	it	comes	at	a	$me	when,	in	my	opinion,	contemporary	Chinese	art	is	struggling	with	transi$on.		
Several	recent	survey	exhibi$ons	have	thoroughly	documented	the	last	decade	of	Chinese	art,	including	the	now-familiar	
Poli$cal	Pop	and	Cynical	Realism	movements.	However,	as	important	as	these	styles	have	been	in	establishing	an	
authen$c,	ini$al	signature	for	this	period,	they	now	seem	to	have	run	their	conceptual	course.	Though	several	significant	
pieces,	par$cularly	in	the	Cynical	Realism	genre,	are	included	in	this	exhibi$on	because	of	their	precedent-seyng,	
influen$al	nature,	the	goal	of	Half-Life	of	a	Dream	is	to	look	forward	to	the	next	ten	years	(although	admisedly	the	crystal	
ball	is	hazy).	

Notwithstanding	the	meteoric	rise	in	the	price	of	art	by	a	number	of	these	"first-	genera$on"	ar$sts	since	the	March	2006	
auc$on	of	contemporary	Chinese	art	by	Sotheby's	in	New	York,	there	is	a	surprisingly	shallow	understanding	of	the	
conceptual	basis	of	much	of	the	work	on	the	part	of	American	collectors	and	curators.	To	a	great	extent	this	reflects	the	
fact	that	there	are	only	a	handful	of	museums	of	contemporary	art	in	China,	very	few	Chinese	curators	and	cri$cs,	and,	
un$l	recently,	virtually	no	meaningful,	suppor$ve	dealer	rela$onships	in	place.	The	only	museum	shows	that	have	taken	
place	in	the	United	States	since	Inside	Out	are	the	2005-6	exhibi$on	The	Wall:	Reshaping	Contemporary	Chinese	Art,	
organized	by	the	Albright-Knox	Art	Gallery	in	Buffalo,	New	York,	the	University	at	Buffalo	Art	Galleries,	and	the	Millennium	
Art	Museum	in	Beijing,	and	the	2007	Red	Hot:	Asian	Art	Today	from	the	Chaney	Family	at	the	Museum	of	Fine	Arts,	
Houston.	(It	should	be	noted	that	there	have	been	a	number	of	museum	exhibi$ons	devoted	to	important	individual	
ar$sts,	such	as	Zhang	Huan,	Cai	Guo-Qiang,	Liu	Xiaodong,	Liu	Hung,	Sui	Jianguo,	and	Zhan	Wang.)	Given	that	China	
represents	one-third	of	the	globe's	popula$on	and	can	boast	of	having	several	of	the	world's	finest	art	academies,	as	well	
as	a	centuries-old	tradi$on	of	excellence	in	the	visual	arts	(not	to	men$on	the	fact	that	it	is	rapidly	emerging	as	the	
superpower	of	the	twenty-first	century),	it	seems	to	me	that	its	importance	as	a	center	for	contemporary	art	over	the	
next	twenty	years	is	unques$onable.	

China's	ongoing	transforma$on	and	its	integra$on	into	the	new	world	order	is	arguably	the	first	watershed	event	of	the	
millennium.	Though	China's	ar$s$c	roots	go	back	centuries,	the	era	of	Socialist	Realism	and	the	trauma$c	decade	of	Mao	
Tse-tung's	Cultural	Revolu$on	caused	a	radical	disjuncture.	Not	un$l	the	China/Avant-Garde	exhibi$on	opened	in	
February	1989	at	the	Na$onal	Art	Gallery	in	Beijing	was	free	ar$s$c	expression	again	publicly	acknowledged	on	home	
ground.	Tragically,	the	brutal	repression	that	June	of	the	student	democracy	movement	in	Tiananmen	Square	stunned	the	
arts	community.	However,	it	also	galvanized	intellectuals	and	ar$sts	outside	China,	resul$ng	in	increased	asen$on	to	the	
ways	in	which	Chinese	art	reflected	important	poli$cal	and	social	issues	as	the	society	evolved	in	the	1990s.	Given	the	
magnitude	of	the	change	that	China	will	inevitably	undergo	over	the	next	two	decades,	it	is	par$cularly	important	to	us	
that	the	na$on's	art	be	an	integral	part	of	our	contemporary	collec$on.		

A	New	Chinese	"Modernism"		

In	many	ways,	the	death	of	Mao	in	1976	ushered	in	the	"modern"	period	of	Chinese	art.	The	Cultural	Revolu$on,	with	its	
complete	subservience	to	Mao's	thoughts	and	ideas,	gave	way	to	a	flurry	of	new	poli$cal,	cultural,	and	economic	
ini$a$ves	from	Deng	Xiaoping,	with	a	par$cular	emphasis	on	opening	a	dialogue	with	the	West.	Arer	decades	of	
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isola$on,	the	ar$s$c	community	fervently	embraced	these	new	freedoms.	As	Gao	Minglu,	the	principal	curator	of	Inside	
Out,	stated	in	his	catalogue	essay:		

Based	on	its	goal	of	enlightenment,	arHsts	of	the	'85	Movement.	..	claimed	that	art	has	nothing	to	do	with	technique	or	
style	but	should	directly	express	ideas.	For	example,	the	manifesto	of	the	influenHal	North	Art	Group	said,	"Our	painHng	
is	not	art	anymore	but	part	of	our	complete	new	thought."	

Although	ar$sts	were,	in	effect,	the	avant-garde	of	this	1980s	Chinese	renaissance,	the	forces	unleashed	by	Deng's	new	
policies	had	broad	ramifica$ons	throughout	society.	Many	ar$sts	pressed	for	a	clean	break	with	the	past	and	with	
socialist	ideology,	which	had	suppressed	any	individuality	or	crea$vity	that	was	not	state	sanc$oned.	Ma	Desheng,	one	
of	the	founders	of	the	avant-garde	Star	group,	stated:	"Every	ar$st	is	a	star....	We	called	our	group	Stars	to	emphasize	
our	individuality.	This	was	directed	at	the	drab	uniformity	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on."'		

The	idealism	of	the	1980s	democracy	movement	reached	its	zenith	for	the	Star	group	with	the	opening	of	the	radical	
China/Avant-Garde	exhibi$on	under	the	slogan	"No	U-Turn."	However,	no	sooner	had	it	opened	than	Chinese	
authori$es	shut	it	down	arer	the	ar$st	Xiao	Lu	fired	two	pistol	shots	into	her	own	installa$on.	Just	three	months	later,	
the	June	4	incident	in	Tiananmen	Square	punctuated	the	end	of	a	decade	of	idealism	and	op$mism.	In	the	wake		of	
these	events,	many	ar$sts	in	the	Star	movement	emigrated,	while	those	who	stayed	behind	abandoned	their	grander	
Utopian	visions	and	focused	instead	on	the	emerging	official	doctrine	of	economic	liberaliza$on.	This	shir	in	aytudes	
resulted	in	the	well-documented	rise	of	the	post-1989	ar$s$c	styles	known	as	Poli$cal	Pop	and	Cynical	Realism,	which	to	
my	mind	ushered	in	the	"contemporary"	period	of	Chinese	art.	

In	effect,	the	two	styles	document	the	broad	shir	from	a	predictable	and	(ironically)	stable	communist	society	to	a	
quasi-capitalist	one,	with	all	of	its	subsequent	disloca$ons	and	uncertain$es.	Viewed	in	this	light,	Poli$cal	Pop	was	more	
about	popular	culture	than	poli$cs.	It	had	much	in	common	with	the	American	Pop	movement	of	the	1960s,	just	as	
Cynical	Realism	had	much	in	common	with	the	mul$culturalism	dialogue	in	American	art	of	the	1980s	as	well	as	the	
iden$ty	art	of	the	late	1980s	and	1990s.	In	a	sense,	forty	years	of	contemporary	Western	art	were	squeezed	into	only	a	
decade	of	contemporary	Chinese	prac$ce.		

American	Pop	of	the	1960s	mirrored	the	culture	of	the	$me:	postwar	prosperity,	the	emergence	of	a	middle	class	with	a	
voracious	appe$te	for	new	consumer	goods,	and	a	fascina$on	with	mass	media,	adver$sing,	and	celebrity.	In	short,	the	
1960s	ushered	in	a	new	era	of	American	materialism.	Certain	consumer	goods	became	symbols	of	the	decade;	wealth	
became	a	sign	of	the	$mes.	Fast-forward	thirty	years	and	subs$tute	post-Cultural	Revolu$on	China,	with	Deng's	
economic	liberaliza$on	program,	the	rise	of	commercializa$on	and	mass	culture,	Socialist	Realism	propaganda	turned	
art,	and	Mao	as	the	ul$mate	celebrity.	The	outline	of	1990s	China	looks	remarkably	similar	to	America	in	the	1960s.	

Rather	than	being	aggressively	cri$cal	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	most	Poli$cal	Pop	ar$sts	seem	ambivalent—even	
nostalgic—about	that	period.	Mao	is	glorified,	not	vilified,	and	may	arguably	have	become	the	most	powerful	portrait	
subject	of	the	twen$eth	century.	Yu	Youhan	painted	Mao	over	and	over	again,	oren	on	tex$les	and	overlaid	with	
flowery	forms	symbolic	of	the	"peasant	art"	Mao	favored.	Li	Shan's	Rouge	Series:	Young	Mao	(1995)	idealizes	Mao's	
image	to	convey	modern	youthful	energy	and	vitality	(symbolic	of	the	new	China's	hope	for	the	future).	Both	
approaches	recall	Warhol's	iconic	series	of	portraits	of	Marilyn	Monroe,	Elvis	Presley,	and	Jackie	Kennedy.	The	
importance	of	these	ar$sts'	work	lies	not	only	in	their	style	and	subject,	but	also	in	the	fact	that	Mao	and	Marilyn	are,	as	
the	cri$c	Lawrence	Alloway	put	it,	loaded	images	of	"precoded	material"	that	func$on	simultaneously	as	documents	of	
popular	culture.	

Wang	Guangyi's	Great	CriHcism	series	also	epitomizes	this	transi$onal	period	in	Chinese	culture.	The	works	juxtapose	
portraits	of	Communist	workers	with	logos	of	instantly	recognizable	consumer	brands,	such	as	Coca-Cola,	Marlboro,	and	
Pierre	Cardin.	By	using	symbols	represen$ng	the	socialist	and	capitalist	systems	in	a	single	composi$on,	Wang	alludes	to	
the	perceived	imperfec$ons	of	both,	reflec$ng	the	rampant	skep$cism	that	enveloped	Chinese	society	in	the	1990s.	His	
work	calls	to	mind	Warhol's	images	of	Coca-Cola	bosles,	Brillo	boxes,	and	Campbell's	soup	cans	as	well	as	the	early	
pain$ngs	of	Tom	Wesselmann	and	James	Rosenquist.	

The	Luo	Brothers'	series	Welcome	to	the	World's	Famous	Brands	juxtaposes	the	op$mism	of	Asian	economic	progress	
with	a	warning	about	the	associated	dangers.	As	Reena	Jana	has	pointed	out,	Welcome	to	the	World's	Famous	Brands	
No.	15	(1997)	offers	yet	"another	commentary	on	the	rise	of	the	money	culture":	
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The	arHsts	present	an	exuberant	yet	disturbing	image	of	a	Chinese	baby	amidst	ancient	and	modern	symbols.	In	
tradiHonal	Chinese	art,	young	children	symbolize	high	parental	hopes.	.	.	.	This	baby	playfully	rides	a	Hger,	a	Chinese	
symbol	not	only	of	strength	and	courage	but	also	of	the	West.	.	.	.This	baby	liSs	a	giant	Oreo	cookie.	.	.	.The	baby	and	the	
Hger	are	on	a	bed	of	chrysanthemums,	a	tradiHonal	symbol	for	the	longevity	of	a	person	with	excellent	character	and	a	
metaphor	for	the	sense	that	everything	occurs	in	its	proper	Hme.	

The	headlong	rush	toward	wealth	and	materialism	in	1990s	China	followed	decades	of	subservience	to	Communist	
doctrine.	Compounded	by	the	disillusionment	that	followed	the	short-lived	Utopian	idealism	of	the	1980s,	this	inevitably	
produced	a	general	sense	of	malaise	concerning	the	individual's	role	in	contemporary	Chinese	society.	The	pervading	
sense	of	helplessness	or	indifference	became	the	source	of	the	rogue	pessimism	reflected	in	the	art	of	the	so-called	
Cynical	Realists.	

Born	in	the	late	1950s	and	early	1960s,	most	Cynical	Realists	were	s$ll	students	at	the	$me	of	the	China/Avant-Garde	
exhibi$on.	In	many	ways	this	was	the	genera$on	whose	aspira$on	was	most	crushed	by	Tiananmen,	and	it	is	their	work	
that	has	become	the	founda$on	for	contemporary	Chinese	art	going	forward.	Zhang	Xiaogang's	Bloodline	series	vividly	
captures	these	ar$sts'	resigna$on	and	cri$cism.	The	portraits,	which	typically	depict	the	ideal	Red	Guard	model	of	a	
three-member	family	(father,	mother,	and	one	child),	skillfully	comment	on	the	banality	of	post-1989	Chinese	society	by	
presen$ng	figures	that	appear	generic,	impersonal,	inbred,	and	effeminate,	in	stark	contrast	to	the	heroic	revolu$onaries	
of	the	past	decade.	Faces	and	expressions	are	devoid	of	individual	personality—a	subtle,	cynical	reference	to	the	
suppression	of	individual	desire	in	deference	to	the	collec$ve	whole.	The	thin	red	"bloodline"	that	runs	through	the	
portraits	alludes	to	the	inescapable	fact	that	each	person	or	family	has	memories	and	a	history	that	will	inevitably	
reassert	themselves	as	authorita$ve	constraints	on	society	are	relaxed.	

Though	Zhang	was	one	of	the	first	ar$sts	to	ar$culate	the	sense	of	helplessness	in	the	post-Tiananmen	era,	none	has	
captured	the	absurd,	mundane,	and	meaningless	events	of	everyday	life	beser	than	Fang	Lijun,	a	painter	of	bi$ng	self-
portraits.	As	Wu	Hung,	chief	curator	of	the	first	Guangzhou	Triennial,	stated	so	eloquently:	

Self-portraiture	.	.	.	consHtutes	an	important	genre	in	1990s	experimental	art.	A	common	tendency	among	experimental	
arHsts,	however,	is	a	deliberate	ambiguity	in	portraying	their	likeness,	as	if	they	felt	that	the	best	way	to	realize	their	
individuality	was	through	self-distorHon	and	self-denial.	A	parHcular	strategy	for	this	purpose—self-mockery-became	
popular	in	the	early	1990s,	epitomized	by	Fang	Lijun's	skinhead	youth	with	an	enormous	yawn	on	his	face.	A	trademark	of	
cynical	realism,	this	image	encapsulated	a	dilemma	faced	by	Chinese	youth	in	the	post-1989	period,	and	introduced	what	
may	be	called	an	"iconography	of	self-mockery.'"	

Fang	(who	himself	has	a	shaved	head)	describes	himself	as	a	rogue	and	a	painter	of	loss,	ennui,	and	crisis.	Li	Xian$ng,	in	
his	essay	for	the	catalogue	Fang	Lijun:	Human	Images	in	an	Uncertain	Age,	quotes	the	writer	Lin	Yutang	in	his	discussion	
of	the	rogue	in	post-Maoist	China:	"Today	when	liberal	freedoms	and	individual	freedoms	are	threatened,	perhaps	only	
the	rogue	or	the	spirit	of	the	rogue	can	liberate	us,	so	that	we	do	not	all	end	up	as	disciplined,	obedient,	and	regimented	
soldiers	in	the	same	uniform	and	with	the	same	rank	and	number	in	one	big	army.	The	rogue	is	the	last	and	staunchest	
enemy	of	authoritarianism."	

Fang's	use	of	figures	isolated	in	vast	expanses	of	water	and	sky	conveys	a	desire	to	escape	from	the	mundane	existence	of	
everyday	life	and	return	to	the	security	of	the	womb	or	the	dreamlike	permanence	of	death.	Through	his	art	he	takes	very	
personal	memories	and	experiences	and	touches	on	universal	themes	in	contemporary	Chinese	life:	the	feeling	of	
individual	insignificance	and	the	difficulty	of	defining	personal	iden$ty	in	a	postmodern	world.	

Thus	it	is	no	accident	that	surrealism	seems	to	have	resurfaced	in	the	work	of	the	current	genera$on	of	Chinese	ar$sts.	
Disillusionment	and	aliena$on	appear	to	have	been	inevitable	in	light	of	the	combined	weight	of	Mao's	authoritarian	
rule,	a	brief	period	of	liberaliza$on	and	freedom,	and	the	subsequent	reversion	to	a	different	form	of	socialist	poli$cal	
doctrine,	heavily	diluted	by	the	disorien$ng	influence	of	Western	capitalism	and	materialism.	Perhaps	the	most	powerful	
example	of	Chinese	neosurrealism	is	the	work	of	Yue	Minjun.	Li	Xian$ng	has	said	that	Yue's	pain$ngs	represent	a	self-
ironic	response	to	the	spiritual	vacuum	and	folly	of	modern-day	China.	The	heart	of	the	ar$st's	prac$ce	involves	
repe$$ve	self-portraits,	in	which	he	is	always	laughing	and	always	with	eyes	closed.	The	overall	impression	is	one	of	
cynicism	with	respect	to	the	unfulfilled	Utopian	ideals	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on	and	the	shallowness	of	current	
existence.	In	effect,	Yue	is	rejec$ng	the	reality	(past	and	present)	of	Chinese	society	in	favor	of	a	more	ethereal	place	
suggested	by	the	deep-blue	sky	and	clouds	in	the	background	of	many	of	his	pain$ngs	(reminiscent	of	Fang's	frequent	
use	of	deep-blue	water).	He	sums	up	his	own	philosophy	best:	"Laughter	is	the	source	of	everything.	Everything	is	



�52

use	of	deep-blue	water).	He	sums	up	his	own	philosophy	best:	"Laughter	is	the	source	of	everything.	Everything	is	
nonsense,	you	are	a	luna$c.	Ha,	ha,	ha."	

Conceptual	Nostalgia:	A	Bridge	to	the	Past	

Importantly	and	perhaps	ironically,	the	hallmarks	of	Cynical	Realism—the	sense	of	disillusionment	stemming	from	a	
feeling	of	individual	insignificance,	the	widespread	cynicism	caused	by	the	unfulfilled	ideals	of	a	truly	egalitarian	socialist	
society	followed	by	the	perceived	superficiality	of	China's	new,	Western-style	materialism—have	set	the	conceptual	stage	
for	the	next	chapter	of	contemporary	Chinese	art.	

It	is	no	coincidence	that	the	first	genera$on	of	ar$sts	focused	on	the	present.	Most	were	born	around	the	$me	of	the	
Cultural	Revolu$on:	Sui	Jianguo	and	Wang	Guangyi	in	1956;	Zhang	Xiaogang	in	1958,	Lin	Tianmiao	in	1961,	Fang	Lijun	and	
Liu	Xiaodong	in	1963,	and	Zhang	Huan	in	1965.	Thus,	although	they	lived	through	that	turbulent	period,	their	experiences	
were	those	of	young	children.	By	the	$me	they	were	in	their	more	intellectually	forma$ve	years	as	teenagers	and	had	
begun	to	train	as	ar$sts,	Mao	had	died,	Deng	was	in	power,	and	a	sense	of	op$mism	and	freedom	permeated	the	ar$s$c	
community.	Though	China's	newfound	freedoms	would	again	be	curtailed	in	1989,	it	was	this	succession	of	events	that	
influenced	art	making	in	the	1990s	and	the	first	half	of	the	current	decade.	

While	this	focus	on	the	present	was	pervasive,	there	were	nonetheless	a	number	of	ar$sts,	most	born	somewhat	earlier—
Liu	Hung	in	1948,	Gu	Wenda	and	Xu	Bing	in	1955,	Zhang	Peili	in	1957—who	looked	to	the	past	as	the	conceptual	
founda$on	for	their	work.	The	art	of	Gu	and	Xu	is	clearly	derived	from	calligraphy,	one	of	the	most	ancient	and	venerated	
forms	of	Chinese	expression.	One	of	Zhang's	earliest	video	works,	Water:	The	Standard	PronunciaHon	(1992),	references	
the	difficulty	of	imposing	Mandarin	as	the	official	Chinese	language	in	a	society	consis$ng	of	firy-six	ethnic	groups.	

Liu	Hung	is	the	oldest	of	this	first	wave	of	contemporary	ar$sts	and	will	perhaps	prove	to	be	one	of	the	most	influen$al,	
although	she	is	some$mes	overlooked:	she	cannot	be	characterized	as	either	a	Poli$cal	Pop	ar$st	or	a	Cynical	Realist;	she	
was	one	of	the	first	to	immigrate	to	the	United	States,	in	1984;	and	she	is	a	woman—s$ll	a	rarity	in	Chinese	art	circles.	
Nonetheless,	she	is	widely	referred	to	as	"elder	sister"	by	the	younger	genera$on	of	male	ar$sts.	A	mural	she	painted	in	
the	early	1980s	in	the	dining	hall	at	the	Central	Academy	of	Fine	Arts	in	Beijing	is	widely	credited	as	an	inspira$on	for	
ar$sts	who	wished	to	veer	away	from	rigid	adherence	to	Socialist	Realism,	the	stylis$c	bedrock	of	the	academy's	
curriculum	at	the	$me.	Over	the	past	twenty	years,	her	work	has	repeatedly	made	reference	to	the	Chinese	Civil	War,	the	
founding	of	the	People's	Republic	of	China,	and	turn-of-the	century	society.	The	earliest	piece	in	this	exhibi$on	is	Where	Is	
Mao?,	a	series	of	ten	drawings	on	canvas	completed	in	1989	(a	collec$on	of	miniature	vessels	with	embroidered	silk	sails	
was	added	in	2000).	In	many	ways	this	work	set	the	stage	for	the	art	that	would	follow	in	the	1990s.	

Liu’s	drawings	are	taken	from	famous	news	photographs	of	Mao—The	Great	Leader	toas$ng	Chiang	Kai-shek,	mee$ng	
Nikita	Khrushchev,	with	Indonesian	President	Sukarno,	with	Communist	heir	apparent	Lin	Biao,	and	famously	swimming	in	
the	Yangtze	River—but	in	all	of	the	renderings	Mao's	face	has	been	erased.	As	Jeff	Kelley	stated	in	the	catalogue	
accompanying	the	exhibi$on	Where	Is	Mao?	2000	in	Bangkok:	

The	fact	that	the	arHst	has	erased	Mao's	face	from	each	of	her	newsworthy	drawings	is	less	a	poliHcal	gesture	than	a	
psychological	one,	a	way	of	signifying	the	ironically	ever-present	absence	of	the	father,	of	idenHfying	the	visual	site	of	a	
vague	psychic	wound	in	those	who,	like	herself,	grew	up	in	Maoist	China	beneath	the	omnipotent,	benevolent,	and—
ulHmately-vacant	gaze	of	the	"Reddest	Red	Sun."	When	juxtaposed	against	the	miniature	sailboats,	adorned	with	silk	
"sails"	made	from	colorful	swimming	trunks	embroidered	with	images	of	Mao	as	head	of	state,	the	quesHon	is	whether	
China	can	find	its	way	forward	as	a	state	without	the	steady	hand	of	a	now	deceased	god-like	Mao,	or	whether	it	is	
desHned	to	just	driS	along	as	a	rudderless	boat.	

Mao	the	Myth,	Mao	the	Reality	

To	date,	Mao	has	clearly	been	the	conceptual	heart	of	contemporary	Chinese	art.	There	would	have	been	no	Poli$cal	Pop	
movement	without	images	of	Mao	or	references	to	the	cult	of	idol	worship	associated	with	his	nearly	thirty	years	of	
power.	And	though	the	harsh	excesses	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on	are	not	warmly	remembered,	without	that	period	of	
suppression,	followed	by	an	equally	frustra$ng	decade	of	liberaliza$on	and	ul$mate	disillusionment,	there	would	have	
been	no	Cynical	Realism.	
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As	important	as	Mao	was	(and	s$ll	is),	it	is	cri$cal	to	put	his	twenty-seven-year	reign	in	perspec$ve.	Arer	all,	China	is	a	
society	that	is	four	thousand	years	old.	Beijing	itself	has	been	imperial	home	to	twenty-four	emperors	over	five	hundred	
years;	moreover,	China	has	had	a	rich	tradi$on	in	the	visual	arts	for	thousands	of	years.	This	is	not	to	say	that	the	impact	of	
the	Cultural	Revolu$on	was	not	devasta$ng—it	was.	The	Cultural	Revolu$on	was	an	asempt	to	erase	the	collec$ve	
memory,	and	history,	of	more	than	one	billion	people,	and	it	succeeded	to	some	extent	for	a	$me.	It	is	instruc$ve	to	recall	
the	collec$ve	guilt	that	weighed	on	the	post-World	War	II	German	popula$on,	which	had	to	accept	the	destruc$ve	ac$ons	
of	Nazism	before	German	society	could	move	forward.	The	ar$sts	Anselm	Kiefer	and	Georg	Baselitz	were	among	the	first	
to	embrace	these	issues	in	their	work.	Kiefer	has	been	referred	to	as	"the	archaeologist	of	German	guilt"—a	kind	of	"Pied	
Piper	leading	away	the	demons	of	the	Third	Reich."	Baselitz's	1965	Hero	pain$ngs	of	par$sans	and	peasants	rising	out	of	
the	ashes	of	postwar	Germany	represented	the	hope	that	German	society	could	rebuild	and	regain	a	sense	of	
respectability	and	pride.	

Ai	Weiwei's	work	similarly	asempts	to	force	Chinese	society	to	look	at	itself	in	a	mirror,	not	only	to	come	to	grips	with	the	
hypocrisy	of	current	mores	and	priori$es,	but	also	to	expose	the	con$nuing	abuse	of	power	by	the	state—a	fact	of	life	
since	imperial	$mes.	In	a	different	vein,	Liu	Hung's	recent	body	of	work	from	2006-7,	Daughters	of	China,	reaches	back	to	
an	important	1949	propaganda	film	that	lionized	the	sacrifices	of	a	group	of	women	in	their	heroic	struggle	to	defeat	the	
Japanese	in	the	Sino-Japanese	War	('937-45).	While	the	images	are	derived	from	the	film,	the	$tles	of	the	pain$ngs	are	
taken	from	the	lyrics	of	"The	Interna$onale,"	the	nineteenth-century	French	song	adopted	as	the	anthem	of	interna$onal	
socialism.	It	is	a	par$cularly	poe$c	expression	of	what	was	good	about	Chinese	values	in	the	1930s;	in	effect	it	acts	as	a	
bridge	to	the	past	for	the	current	genera$on	of	Chinese	(those	born	since	1948),	who	are	s$ll	searching	for	a	
ra$onaliza$on	of	the	turbulence	that	has	characterized	their	society	for	the	past	sixty	years.	

This	is	not	to	imply	that	the	abuses	of	the	past	will	be	easily	forgosen.	In	fact,	many	would	argue	that	they	have	con$nued	
today.	Consider	China's	current	headlong	rush	to	urbanize	itself	through	drama$c	transforma$on	of	the	environment	(the	
Three	Gorges	Dam	project	or	the	even	more	ambi$ous	plan	to	divert	water	from	the	Yangtze	River	Valley	to	Beijing	and	
Tianjin),	resul$ng	in	mass	displacement	and	migra$on	of	the	popula$on	from	the	countryside	to	the	city.	Ironically,	at	the	
same	$me,	vast	tracts	of	tradi$onal	housing	are	being	demolished	in	many	large	ci$es	to	make	way	for	new,	impersonal	
apartment	blocks	and	shopping	malls,	fostering	a	growing	aliena$on	between	the	"new	city"	and	its	"new	residents."	No	
ar$st	has	captured	this	more	viscerally	than	Zhang	Dali,	who	has	covertly	spray	painted	the	profile	of	a	head	on	numerous	
walls,	buildings,	and	bridges	earmarked	for	destruc$on,	thereby	genera$ng	a	dialogue	concerning	the	ul$mate	fate	of	
displaced	individuals	being	herded	about	by	an	indifferent	administra$on	(and	once	again	highligh$ng	the	issue	of	the	self	
versus	the	collec$ve	whole	in	Chinese	society).	He	took	the	concept	a	step	further	in	100	Chinese	(2001),	for	which	he	cast	
the	heads	of	a	hundred	migrant	workers	in	the	form	of	death	masks.	These	workers	have	flocked	to	Beijing	in	search	of	
employment,	but	they	have	no	official	status	and	thus	are	truly	adrir	in	contemporary	China—they	are	the	forgosen	face	
of	a	society	undergoing	drama$c	urbaniza$on.	

Art	as	a	Bridge	to	the	Past	

Whereas	Poli$cal	Pop	and	Cynical	Realism	have	poignantly	captured	the	mood	of	present	Chinese	society,	the	next	
movement	in	contemporary	Chinese	art,	perhaps	ironically,	may	be	to	reach	backward	and	reestablish	a	link	with	the	rich	
tradi$ons	of	prior	genera$ons.	A	number	of	works	in	this	exhibi$on	reflect	a	desire	to	reconnect	with	the	past.	The	blank	
expressions	of	the	three	comrades	in	Zhang	Xiaogang's	Big	Family	(1996),	for	example,	reference	the	suppression	of	
individual	iden$ty	in	deference	to	the	collec$ve	whole.	However,	the	thin	red	"bloodline"	that	runs	through	the	portrait	
pointedly	reaffirms	the	fact	that	authoritarian	fiat	cannot	eliminate	the	strong	genera$onal	bonds	of	the	family,	its	history,	
or	its	future.	

Ai	Weiwei's	Colored	Vases	(2007)	literally	reflects	the	past;	each	of	the	ten	pots	is	from	the	Neolithic	age.	Though	the	
objects	demonstrate	some	of	earliest	abstract	brush	work	of	Chinese	ar$sts,	Ai	has	chosen	to	deface	the	ar$facts	by	
brazenly	applying	what	he	describes	as	Warhol-colored	house	paint.	This	apparently	irreverent	act	of	ruining	valuable	
ar$facts	forces	a	contemporary	viewer	to	reflect	upon	the	deeper	philosophical	implica$ons	of	the	trans-genera$onal	
purpose	of	art	making.	As	Ai	stated	in	an	interview	with	the	art	cri$c	Brisa	Erickson	in	2006:	

The	"colored	pots"	are	never	colored.	They	have	a	long	history,	and	there	are	so	many	of	these	pots.	Always	they	are	shown	
in	the	context	of	anHquity,	and	with	great	respect.	But	they	can	never	get	into	the	contemporary	art	museums,	and	
contemporary	art	museums'	exhibiHon	condiHons	are	much	beMer	than	the	condiHons	for	exhibiHng	anHquiHes.	.	.	.	Even	
disrespect	itself	is	respect.	.	.	.Time	will	always	cover	up	art—the	meaning,	too.	The	people	who	made	those	pots	enjoyed	
the	moment	and	enjoyed	what	they	made.	I	think	they	would	not	have	thought	of	themselves	as	arHsts,	but	what	they	did	
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the	moment	and	enjoyed	what	they	made.	I	think	they	would	not	have	thought	of	themselves	as	arHsts,	but	what	they	did	
was	almost	a	religious	act,	giving	shape	to	mystery.	

Ai's	sculpture	Ruyi	(2006)	similarly	reaches	back	to	ancient	Chinese	custom.	One	presents	a	ruyi	to	a	person	from	whom	
one	was	solici$ng	a	favor	or	support;	it	was	reputed	to	bring	the	recipient	fortune,	luck,	and	robust	health.	A	ruyi	is	usually	
made	of	wood,	jade,	or	ivory,	but	Ai's	version	is	made	of	porcelain	fired	in	the	kilns	of	the	master	crarsmen	of	Jiangxi	
Province,	which	has	been	China's	center	of	porcelain	produc$on	for	centuries.	In	addi$on,	Ruyi	is	unusually	fashioned	arer	
the	internal	organs	of	the	human	body,	speaking	to	an	unbreakable	link	between	genera$ons	of	Chinese	from	ancient	
$mes	to	the	present.	

The	bond	between	past	and	present	is	also	the	conceptual	basis	of	Yu	Hong's	She	series,	which	combines	pain$ngs	and	
photographs.	As	Zhai	Yongming	wrote	in	2006:	

In	the	She	series.	.	.Yu	Hong	has	gone	away	from	the	narraHve	of	the	individual,	and	invesHgated	the	daily	lives	of	all	
women.	.	.	.	"The	growth	of	a	naHon	is	juxtaposed	alongside	with	the	growth	of	an	individual,	the	uncharacterisHc	poliHcal	
life	is	juxtaposed	alongside	ordinary	life	of	the	individual,	the	greater	historical	narraHve	is	juxtaposed	alongside	the	
delicate	personal	moment,	and	the	weight	of	history	is	juxtaposed	alongside	the	powerlessness	of	the	individual.".	.	.	From	
the	photographs	of	these	ordinary	girls	one	can	see	the	overlapping	of	historical	memory	and	personal	experience.	

In	essence,	Yu	places	individual	experience	within	a	broader	historical	narra$ve.	Typically,	the	photographs	represent	an	
earlier	$me	in	the	subjects'	lives.	She—White	Collar	Worker	(2006),	for	example,	includes	a	photo	of	the	subject's	mother,	
further	enhancing	the	idea	of	genera$onal	interconnec$on	over	$me.	

The	same	ideas—that	we	cannot	escape	the	past,	that	all	of	us	are	connected	by	a	common	cord—are	captured	in	Sui	
Jianguo's	Impermanence	(2006).	The	lead	sculpture	is	cast	from	an	actual	skull	unearthed	during	excava$on	of	the	site	of	
Sui's	studio	in	Beijing.	The	simple	fact	that	he	was	sufficiently	moved	by	such	a	discovery	to	turn	it	into	an	art	object	
suggests	a	nostalgic	sen$mentality	and	a	curiosity	about	the	history	of	the	earlier	occupants	of	that	precise	loca$on.	

Taking	a	Step	Backward	in	Order	to	Move	Forward	

It	is	a	well-known	fact	that	many	ar$sts—including	Liu	Hung,	Gu	Wenda,	Xu	Bing,	Cai	Guo-Qiang,	Huang	Yongping,	Ai	
Weiwei,	Chan	Zhen,	and	Guan	Wei—emigrated	from	China	in	the	1990s.	But	it	is	much	more	interes$ng	to	me	that	a	
number	of	them	have	returned	to	China,	and	to	their	historical	roots,	over	the	past	several	years.	One	of	the	most	
renowned	is	Zhang	Huan,	who	ler	China	in	1998	to	sesle	in	New	York	but	returned	to	Shanghai	in	2006	to	set	up	a	vast	
new	studio.	It	is	intriguing	that	his	first	body	of	work	since	returning	draws	its	inspira$on	from	Buddhism,	which	made	its	
first	appearance	in	China	more	than	a	millennium	ago.	Zhang's	sculpture	Buddha	Never	Down	(2003)—a	self-	portrait	of	
the	ar$st	encased	in	a	roly-poly,	ball-type	cage—is	similar	to	a	device	he	used	during	a	2001	performance	in	San$ago,	
Spain,	a	town	to	which	Chris$an	pilgrims	have	come	for	centuries.	As	he	stated	in	a	2003	interview,	"Art	to	many	people,	
to	me,	is	another	kind	of	religion	.	.	.	Art	lovers,	Chris$ans,	Buddhists	.	.	.	people	need	a	feeling	to	save	themselves,	to	ease	
suffering,	to	live	lighter.	.	.	I	appreciate	art	giving	me	a	living	way."	

In	2005	Zhang	made	a	trip	to	Tibet,	where	he	was	profoundly	moved	by	$ny	fragments	of	fingers	and	feet	from	Buddha	
sculptures	that	were	destroyed	during	the	Cultural	Revolu$on	and	are	now	available	for	sale	in	local	markets.	The	
experience	resulted	in	a	series	of	copper	sculptures	resembling	Buddha's	fingers,	feet,	and	legs,	blown	up	to	gigan$c	scale.	
Eleanor	Heartney	has	captured	the	larger,	$meless	message	of	this	body	of	work:		

These	fragmentary	fingers,	hands,	and	feet	point	to	acts	of	destrucHon	that	fail	to	diminish	the	conHnuing	vitality	of	the	
Buddha's	spirit,	which	lives	on	in	them	unimpeded.	.	.The	paradox	of	Zhang	Huan's	work	is	a	marriage	of	violence,	self-
inflicted	pain,	and	physical	transgression	with	a	Buddhist-inspired	quest	for	peace	and	enlightenment.	.	.		Through	acts	
centered	on	his	own	sensate	and	oSen	suffering	body,	Zhang	Huan	hopes	to	bridge	the	gap,	not	just	between	mind	and	
spirit	or	nature	and	culture,	but	also	between	individuals	and	socieHes.	

Zhang	followed	this	body	of	sculptural	work	with	a	series	of	pain$ngs	and	sculptures	involving	the	use	of	incense	ash	
collected	from	Buddhist	temples	in	Shanghai.	To	the	ar$st,	the	ash	represents	the	collec$ve	hopes	and	dreams	of	all	the	
devout	worshippers	who	light	incense	s$cks	and	pray	at	these	temples,	an	ancient	ritual	that	conceptually	links	all	
Buddhists,	across	centuries,	who	have	been	part	of	this	community.	Further	emphasizing	the	link	with	the	past,	the	
pain$ngs	depict	historical	figures	from	the	Chinese	Civil	War.	Yang	Hucheng	(2007),	for	example,	is	a	portrait	of	a	general	in	
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pain$ngs	depict	historical	figures	from	the	Chinese	Civil	War.	Yang	Hucheng	(2007),	for	example,	is	a	portrait	of	a	general	in	
the	Na$onalist	Army.	

The	painter	Li	Songsong	also	reaches	back	in	$me	for	his	source	materials;	most	of	his	images	were	derived	from	
newspaper	photographs	or	television	broadcasts.	The	Meek	Shall	Inherit	the	Earth	(2006),	which	obviously	takes	its	$tle	
from	a	biblical	reference,	portrays	a	public	execu$on,	but	the	date	and	loca$on	of	the	incident	are	not	clear.	Because	the	
event	is	more	generic	than	date-specific,	it	would	seem	to	reflect	the	$meless	specter	of	man's	inhumanity	to	man.	
Likewise,	Liu	Xiaodong's	pain$ng	Xiaomei	(2007)	captures	the	likeness	of	a	woman	in	a	nonspecific,	dreamlike	state.	It	is	
unclear	whether	she	is	dreaming	of	the	present,	the	future,	or	the	past,	or	even	whether	the	dream	is	pleasant.	She	may	be	
a	metaphor	for	the	current	state	of	Chinese	consciousness,	which	seems	to	be	caught	in	a	transi$onal	conundrum—wary	of	
the	future	but	s$ll	uncomfortable	with	the	past.		

Similarly	enigma$c	is	Zhang	Xiaogang's	UnHtled	(2005-6),	which	is	very	similar	to	works	in	his	Amnesia	and	Memory	series.	
In	this	pain$ng	a	man	rests	his	gigan$c	head	on	its	side,	his	face	illuminated	by	an	inspira$onal	(or	not?)	lightbulb.	A	book,	
which	may	already	have	been	read	or	is	s$ll	wai$ng	to	be	perused,	lies	apparently	out	of	reach.	The	pain$ng	implies	broad	
philosophical	ques$ons,	but	Zhang	supplies	no	answers.	

No	such	passive	ambiguity	clusers	the	terrifying,	bloody	images	of	Yang	Shaobin,	although	they	may	seem	to	be	the	
product	of	dreams—or	nightmares.	The	ar$st	has	stated	that	they	are	psychological	self-portraits	reflec$ng	his	agonizing	
$me	as	a	member	of	the	public	security	forces.	It	is	almost	as	if	the	images	of	tormented	souls	in	UnHtled	1999-4	(1999)	
represent	both	the	ar$st	as	an	individual	and	society	as	a	collec$ve	whole.	The	work	suggests	that	the	Chinese	must	
expunge	memories	of	authoritarian	excess	before	they	can	put	the	past	behind	them	and	move	forward	into	the	future.	

A	Cultural	Bridge:	From	Mao	to	the	Future	

The	Poli$cal	Pop	and	Cynical	Realism	movements	keenly	documented	the	issues	facing	Chinese	society,	from	the	Cultural	
Revolu$on	to	the	Deng	Xiaoping	decade	and	more	recent	disloca$ons	stemming	from	China's	newfound	economic	
prosperity.	The	key	ques$ons	now	are	where	does	China	go	from	here	and	how	will	societal	structures	evolve?	The	
challenge	for	ar$sts	going	forward	will	be	to	build	a	cultural	bridge	over	the	disappointments	and	disillusionments	of	the	
past	forty	years,	reconnec$ng	with	the	best	aspects	of	China's	four-thousand-year-old	culture	while	asemp$ng	to	resolve	
the	mul$faceted	problems	confron$ng	a	na$on	hurtling	toward	world	superpower	status.	

As	postulated	earlier	in	this	essay,	Mao	has	been	the	conceptual	heart	of	contemporary	Chinese	art	and,	in	a	more	general	
sense,	has	exerted	enormous	influence	over	Chinese	society	for	decades.	Does	the	spirit	of	Mao	have	to	be	laid	to	rest	
before	Chinese	culture	can	move	on?	

This	conundrum	is	the	crux	of	one	of	the	most	powerful	and	daring	"portraits"	of	contemporary	China,	Sui	Jianguo's	The	
Sleep	of	Reason	(2005).	The	installa$on	depicts	Mao	sleeping	(apparently	peacefully)	on	his	side,	covered	by	a	simple	
peasant's	blanket.	Its	significance	derives	from	the	fact	that	among	all	of	the	pain$ngs,	posters,	and	sculptures	of	Mao,	
none	show	him	lying	down;	virtually	all	aim	to	capture	the	ver$cal,	larger-than-life	embodiment	of	Mao	the	soldier,	the	
leader,	the	"god."	As	Jeff	Kelley	wrote	in	2005:	

By	represenHng	Mao	as	the	Sleeping	Buddha	of	modern	China,	Sui	again	raises	the	quesHon	.	.	.	of	whether	the	Chairman	
(and	the	revoluHon	he	embodied)	has	truly	passed	into	history,	or	if	he	remains	in	a	state	of	ideological	nirvana	from	which	
he	might	yet	arise	in	some	transmogrified	form.	.	.	.	Sui	has	done	nothing	less	than	intervene	in	the	history	of	Mao's	image,	
perhaps	to	change	it	forever.	.	.	.	He	has	returned	Mao's	spirit,	if	not	his	body,	to	the	countryside,	whence	it	come,	and	
where	it	might	finally	come	to	rest.	

The	ques$ons	raised	by	The	Sleep	of	Reason	speak	directly	to	the	disorien$ng	crosscurrents	now	swirling	through	China	as	
it	transi$ons	from	a	rigid	socialist	state	to	a	far	more	flexible	society.	As	is	oren	the	case,	contemporary	ar$sts	frame	
important	philosophical	ques$ons	in	provoca$ve	visual	formats	meant	to	s$mulate	vigorous	debate,	but	they	seldom	serve	
up	simple	answers.	This	is	certainly	the	case	in	today's	China,	where	ar$sts	find	themselves	at	the	vanguard	of	cultural	
change.	If	the	pioneering	styles	of	Poli$cal	Pop	and	Cynical	Realism	have	truly	run	their	course,	the	challenge	now	facing	
Chinese	ar$sts	is	to	forge	a	path	forward	m	the	face	of	drama$c	social	and	economic	evolu$on.	
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The	Half-Life	of	a	Dream	by	Jeff	Kelley	
Curator	

In	2005	the	sculptor	Sui	Jianguo	completed	a	monumental	work	called	The	Sleep	of	Reason.	It	depicts	a	prone	Mao	Tse-tung,	
lying	on	his	side	and	covered	in	a	blue,	floral-paserned	peasant	blanket,	asleep	atop	an	undula$ng	landscape	of	twenty	
thousand	luridly	colored	plas$c	toy	dinosaurs.	Arranged	in	masses	by	kind,	and	thus	by	color,	the	rep$les	form	a	landscape	of	
roiling,	tsunami-like	wave	paserns	that	from	a	distance	resemble	the	con$nent	of	Asia	and	up	close	look	like	snapshots	of	hell	
as	perpetual	revolu$on—	especially	the	red	dinosaurs.	Slumbering	serenely	above	this	panorama	of	epic,	violent	struggle,	like	
the	sleeping	Buddha	gently	depar$ng	his	mortal	shell	and	entering	nirvana,	is	Mao.	Cast	in	fiberglass	and	resin,	this	Mao	is	not	
carved	from	Socialist	Realism's	official	lexicon	of	poses	for	depic$ng	the	omnipotent	Chairman,	but	is	fashioned	instead	in	the	
colorful,	simplified,	non-naturalis$c	manner	of	rural	Chinese	folk	art.	The	Sleep	of	Reason	marks	the	first	instance	of	a	
contemporary	Chinese	ar$st	portraying	Mao’s	likeness	on	its	side.		The	only	other	place	Mao	has	been	seen	this	way	in	public	
is	in	his	mausoleum	in	Tiananmen	Square,	where	his	body	has	laid	in	state	since	1977,	a	year	arer	his	death.	In	both	cases	
Mao's	face	is	the	color	of	a	ripe	peach	(a	folkloric	symbol	of	longevity),	reminding	us	that	in	his	life$me	he	was	hailed	by	
millions	as	the	"Reddest	Red	Sun."	Like	an	ancient	sign	from	heaven	we	can	s$ll	witness,	the	seyng	sun	in	Beijing	today	is	
breathtaking,	but	its	reddest	red	redness	is	more	a	result	of	auto	emissions,	industrial	pollu$on,	and	the	city's	omnipresent	
dust	than	the	fading	glow	of	Chinese	Communism's	ideological	half-life—although	one	feels	it	must	be	that	as	well.	

By	depic$ng	Mao	lying	down,	Sui,	who	was	born	in	1956,	was	puyng	the	Chairman	of	his	psyche	to	rest.	Like	Francisco	de	
Goya's	famous	etching	of	the	monsters	that	haunt	the	darkness	of	an	ar$st's	imagina$on,	The	Sleep	of	Reason	depicts	Mao's	
dream	of	China	as	a	state	of	fixul	turbulence	both	destruc$ve	and	crea$ve,	unleashing	the	demons	of	the	irra$onal	that	
underlay	the	Marxist	logic	of	progress	(which	was	itself	a	dream).	Mao's	lisle	sleep	also	suggests	an	ironic	varia$on	of	the	
Buddha's	detachment—an	emperor's	indifference.	Widely	no$ced	within	the	contemporary	Chinese	art	world	and	beyond,	
The	Sleep	of	Reason	brought	crisply	into	focus	a	theme	common	among	ar$sts	of	the	post-1985	avant-garde:	their	personal	
dream	states	of	the	collec$ve	state	dream.	

In	part,	Maoist	China	dreamed	itself	through	the	brushes	and	chisels	of	its	ar$sts.	They	rendered	Mao's	vision	of	a	Chinese-
style	Communism	in	collec$vism	Utopian	terms:	rosy-cheeked	peasants	harves$ng	the	land's	bounty,	noble	factory	workers	
feeding	the	furnaces	of	the	future,	heroic	soldiers	sacrificing	their	lives	for	the	Revolu$on,	and,	of	course,	idealized	portraits	of	
the	Chairman	himself.	In	revolu$onary	China	every	face,	it	seemed,	was	Mao's.	It	represented	the	fusion	of	countless	idealized	
workers,	soldiers,	peasants,	and	children	in	the	single	countenance	of	a	na$on.	Art	under	Socialist	Realism	was	single-minded	
and	ideologically	focused.	So	was	the	state	dream	that	art	represented.	Unlike	the	American	dream,	which	is	based	upon	the	
myth	of	the	individual	as	the	driving	force	of	na$onal	iden$ty	(true	or	not,	for	beser	or	for	worse),	the	dream	of	China	under	
Communism	has	been	in	the	name	of	"the	people"	writ	large,	with	individuals	consigned	to	their	fates.	It	had	always	been	
thus.	To	the	extent	that	unifica$on	(of	provinces,	of	language,	of	na$onali$es)	has	been	China's	dream	for	millennia,	the	
collec$vity	of	dreaming	is	as	ancient	as	China	itself.	

But	what	happens	to	ar$sts	when	their	society	suddenly	wakes	up	from	its	leader's	dream?	

Chinese	art	in	the	decade	arer	Tiananmen	Square	is	oren	discussed	in	terms	of	the	cynical	reac$ons	of	ar$sts	to	the	poli$cal	
crackdown	of	1989	and	the	emerging	consumerism	of	the	$me	(Cynical	Realism).	It	is	also	understood	as	a	largely	ironic	
reac$on	to	the	academic	patrio$sm	of	Socialist	Realism	(Poli$cal	Pop).	With	$me,	however,	and	despite	the	current	market	
frenzy	surrounding	it,	contemporary	Chinese	art—pain$ng	and	sculpture	in	par$cular—has	revealed	itself	to	be	more	
psychologically	resonant	than	the	facade	of	Pop	iconoclasm	and	gestures	of	ironic	detachment	might	readily	suggest.	Behind	
that	facade,	and	in	the	wake	of	those	gestures,	lies	a	dreamscape	whose	masks,	shadows,	ghosts,	reveries,	muteness,	
suffoca$ons,	erasures,	self-sacrifice,	ruins	of	body	and	history,	confronta$ons	with	power,	and	exposed	psychic	skin	sesle	
naggingly	into	our	heads.	The	psychology	of	contemporary	Chinese	art	lies	post-fascia,	behind	closed	eyes.	

Perhaps	the	parade	of	self-portraits	we	have	come	to	associate	with	the	emergence	of	vanguard	art	arer	Tiananmen	Square	
misdirected	us	with	the	appearance	of	irony.	At	the	same	$me,	misdirec$on	in	China	is	oren	a	mask	that	signifies	what	cannot	
be	said	directly.	This	is	not	only	a	ques$on	of	poli$cal	expression,	but	also	of	ar$s$c	expression.	The	Western	tradi$on	of	self-
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portraiture	tends	to	involve	an	ar$st	locking	eyes	with	the	viewer	through	the	medium	of	self-representa$on.	The	ar$st's	
image	is	self-reflexive,	as	if	captured	in	a	mirror	or	a	lens.	We	are	invited	to	penetrate	the	ar$st's	soul.	By	contrast,	the	self-
portraits	(both	early	and	recent)	of	ar$sts	such	as	Fang	Lijun,	Yue	Minjun,	Zhang	Xiaogang,	Zeng	Fanzhi,	Yang	Shaobin,	and	
Zhang	Huan—among	the	most	recognizable	Chinese	ar$sts	to	Western	audiences—tend	to	deflect	emo$onal	contact	with	the	
viewer	through	contorted	or	dim-wised	facial	expressions;	closed	eyes;	frozen	smiles	(or	screams);	sta$c,	lockstep,	or	slaps$ck	
poses;	affectless	blank	stares	or	masks;	or	blurred	(even	bloody)	features.	Frustra$ng	our	desire	to	see	into	the	ar$sts'	souls,	
these	self-portraits	reenact	the	psychic	arermath	of	an	era	in	which	representa$ons	of	specific	human	emo$ons	were	
replaced	with	the	idealized	faces	of	the	Revolu$on.	

Today	the	faces	of	leaders,	soldiers,	workers,	and	peasants—even	Mao—have	been	replaced	by	those	of	crazy,	delirious,	
mute,	eccentric,	and	menacing	post-revolu$onary	ar$sts.	Twis$ng	the	Chairman's	Buddha-like	calm	into	expressions	of	
deadened	detachment,	near	lunacy,	or	even	self-caricature,	the	ar$st's	face	has	come	to	signify	the	missing	emo$on	of	the	
once-Orwellian	state.	Moreover,	these	self-presenta$ons	are	not	addressed	to	the	psyche	of	the	individual	viewer,	but	rather	
to	the	collec$ve	consciousness	of	the	crowd	(the	legacy	of	art	for	the	people).		The	psychological	divide	they	ar$culate	is	that	
which	lies	between	self-portraits	and	masks.	One	might	think,	for	example,	of	Fang's	luna$c	grimaces,	Yue's	painted	smiles,	
Yang’s	howling	muta$ons,	Zeng’s	fur$ve	flir$ng,	Zhang	Xiaogang’s	stoic	gazes,	Liu	Wei's	comical	grotesquery,	and	Zhang	Dali's	
"death	masks"	of	migrant	workers	as	contemporary	varia$ons	on	Peking	Opera.	Behind	the	masks	is	the	common	(dare	we	say	
collec$ve?)	dreamscape	that	is	s$ll	being	conjured	by	Sui's	sleeping	Mao.	

The	half-life	of	that	dream—the	$me	it	has	taken	for	Mao's	psychic	body,	s$ll	warm	to	the	touch,	to	cool—is	the	period	in	
which	contemporary	Chinese	art	has	come	of	age.	If	China	confronted	the	West	geopoli$cally	during	the	Cold	War,	Chinese	
ar$sts	have	confronted	the	geo-cultural	nexus	(the	United	States	and	Europe)	of	interna$onal	modernism	since	1989.	Though	
China	tried	desperately	under	Mao	to	modernize,	it	never	really	had	a	cultural—much	less	ar$s$c—modernity	(save	Marxist	
ideology).	Its	aesthe$c	great	leap	was	from	Socialist	Realism	to	a	vague	idea	of	global	postmodernism—in	theory,	at	least.	
Meanwhile,	from	the	New	Wave	of	1985	through	the	1990s	the	homegrown	urgency	of	Chinese	ar$sts	was	the	overthrow	of	
official	art—and	thus	a	shir	from	illustra$ng	the	state	dream	to	developing	dis$nct	personal	styles.	This	was	a	psychological	
revolu$on	in	which	a	collec$ve	hallucina$on	gave	way	to	the	ghosts	in	each	ar$st's	head.	It	was	an	awakening	both	gradual	
and	fixul.	As	with	any	powerful	dream,	however,	the	emergence	of	contemporary	art	in	China	has	the	feel	of	hypnagogia,	the	
state	between	sleeping	and	waking	in	which	the	remnants	of	a	dream	and	the	first	light	of	morning	commingle.	It	can	be	
difficult	to	tell	the	difference.	

Liu	Xiaodong's	Xiaomei	(2007),	named	arer	the	model	he	painted,	is	a	medita$on	on	hypnagogia.	As	the	nude	model	lay	back	
sleepily	in	the	studio,	her	driring	in	and	out	of	consciousness	gave	the	ar$st	his	reason	to	paint	her.	She	seemed	to	him	a	
metaphor	of	the	ideal	crea$ve	state:	the	pain$ng,	like	the	model,	was	open	to	influence.	A	languid	and	bisersweet	air	
suffuses	the	picture.	At	the	top	of	the	canvas	Liu	squeezed	oil	pigment	directly	onto	the	surface,	from	which	he	mixed	the	
colors	to	render	Xiaomei.	Her	image	is	formed	from	the	ground	of	her	own	mixing;	the	canvas	is	its	own	palese.	Beneath	her	
appear	a	scasering	of	personal	accessories—a	tube	of	lips$ck,	a	cell	phone,	a	perfume	bosle,	a	small	Louis	Vuison	purse—
that	are	the	cosme$c	equivalents	of	the	patches	of	color	above.	She	lies	suspended	between	the	raw	materials	of	pain$ng,	
which	dream	her	as	an	image,	and	the	refined	products	of	feminine	adornment,	which	she	is	dreaming	in	turn.	The	ques$on	
arises,	and	it	is	an	ancient	one	in	China:	who	is	dreaming	whom?	

The	Chinese	philosopher	Zhuangzi,	who	was	likely	born	in	the	fourth	century	BCE,	more	than	a	century	arer	the	death	of	
Confucius,	tells	a	famous	story,	"The	Buserfly	Dream."	It	opens:	

Once	upon	a	Hme,	Zhuangzi	dreamed	that	he	was	a	buMerfly,	flying	about	enjoying	itself.	It	did	not	know	that	it	was	Zhuangzi.	
Suddenly	he	awoke	and	veritably	was	Zhuangzi	again.	He	did	not	know	whether	it	was	Zhuangzi	dreaming	that	he	was	a	
buMerfly,	or	whether	it	was	the	buMerfly	dreaming	that	it	was	Zhuangzi.	

This	is	among	the	classic	conundrums	of	Chinese	consciousness.	Who	is	the	dreamer	and	who	is	the	dreamed?	The	dreaming	
represented	by	Zhang	Xiaogang,	Yue	Minjun,	and	Fang	Lijun	poses	these	very	ques$ons.	By	pain$ng	their	own	faces	they	raise	
the	psychological	stakes,	risking	geyng	lost	behind	a	signature	stare,	smile,	or	grimace—especially	if	it	seems	like	these	
signature	expressions	have	been	painted	a	thousand	$mes.	In	the	arermath	of	Socialist	Realism's	conformity,	however,	the	
development	of	personal	styles	was	libera$ng,	indeed	revolu$onary,	for	ar$sts.	Personal	styles	replaced	the	official	style.	
Famous	ar$sts	became	the	party	leaders	of	the	Chinese	avant-garde.	

Zhang	Xiaogang	believes	that	in	China	an	individual	cannot	separate	from	the	na$on's	fate.	Thus,	an	American-style	dream	is	
unthinkable	there.	Having	grown	up	in	the	idealized	dreamworld	of	Socialist	Realism,	and	having	first	encountered	Western	
art	(examples	of	Impressionism	and	Surrealism)	in	1979,	Zhang	feels	that	China	is	s$ll	caught	in	a	cultural	jet	lag—a	kind	of	
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half-dream	state.	He	cites	three	periods	in	the	development	of	contemporary	Chinese	art	from	1980	to	the	present:	absorbing	
Western	influence	("catching	up	like	crazy"),	however	unselec$vely	("arer	a	famine,	you	eat	anything");	seeking	a	personal	
idiom	while	simultaneously	learning	to	have	a	dialogue	with	the	Western	art	world;	and	managing	a	career	in	today's	market	
for	Chinese	art	("the	market	is	a	dream;	the	new	dream	is	numbers").	Having	passed	through	these	three	phases,	Zhang	
regards	the	reali$es	of	Maoist	China	as	a	kind	of	hangover.	The	ar$st	feels	he	must	be	alone	in	the	studio	to	paint	his	sorly	
surrealis$c	portraits	of	s$ffly	posed	people	with	affectless	faces	and	big,	welling	dark	eyes	(a	contradic$on	brimming	with	
repressed	feeling).	"The	process	of	making	art,"	he	says,	"is	like	dreaming	a	dream."	Look	closely	at	the	surfaces	of	his	
canvases	and	you	will	see	that	his	dreamscapes	are	whesed	by	his	taste	in	paint,	which	he	sorly	brushes	across	the	faces	of	
his	subjects	with	the	knowledge	that,	except	with	the	mineral	pigment,	he	can	never	really	touch	them.	

Yue	Minjun,	whose	pain$ngs	depict	the	ar$st	at	the	center	of	various	spectacles,	oren	wearing	only	briefs,	with	his	face	
contorted	in	a	wide,	frozen	laugh	(or	is	it	a	scream?),	believes	that	the	collec$ve	dream	of	the	past	was	forced,	unnatural.	In	
Mao's	$me	the	Chinese	did	not	know	they	were	dreaming.	He	likes	the	idea	of	$me	(especially	that	$me)	coming	to	an	end,	a	
la	Salvador	Dali's	drooping	clocks.	Yue	likens	the	Chinese	experience	today	to	waking	up	from	a	dream	whose	details	escape	
recall—one	can	only	remember	the	now-hollow	scene.	Just	so,	the	scenes	he	paints—with	Yue	clones	marching,	salu$ng,	
doubling	over	in	(one	hopes)	laughter,	and	(most	importantly)	struggling—are	like	poli$cal	spectacles	or	reenactments	of	art	
history,	with	the	ar$st	himself	replacing	the	missing	actors.	His	work	represents	two	kinds	of	dreamscapes:	those	populated	
by	empty	figures	(the	cliches	of	Socialist	Realism)	and	those	berer	of	psychic	content	(like	surrealist	art,	Dali's	in	par$cular).	
Mao	and	Freud,	in	other	words,	are	the	specters	that	haunt	Yue's	pain$ngs.	

The	vocabulary	of	struggle	that	parades	through	Yue's	work	is	scaled	in	its	own	dream	space.	The	ar$st—for	it	is	his	face	in	the	
pain$ngs,	always	the	same—never	makes	eye	contact	with	the	viewer.	We	witness	the	spectacle,	but	the	subject	doesn't	look	
back.	Behind	the	ar$st's	face,	which	is	literally	and	figura$vely	the	face	of	his	pain$ng,	is	the	dream	that	he	insists	upon,	over	
and	over	forever.	It	is	the	opposite	of	a	na$on's	collec$ve	dreaming	because	it	subs$tutes	the	propaganda	of	the	self	for	that	
of	the	state.	It	is	the	self	posed	against	the	backdrop	of	a	world	that	is	not	pretending	to	be	real.	As	the	backdrop	changes	
from	pain$ng	to	pain$ng,	the	ar$st	gets	to	recompose	himself	again	and	again.	The	surrealist	curtain	that	hangs	between	him	
and	the	viewer—a	smooth,	almost	invisible	scrim	of	absurdity—protects	him	from	reality.	In	China	ar$sts	must	s$ll	be	
cau$ous	about	saying	things	directly,	so	they	oren	depict	themselves	endlessly	saying	nothing,	chan$ng	or	laughing	into	the	
chaos	of	the	collec$ve	dreamscape.	

Fang	Lijun,	another	ar$st	whose	likeness	has	become	part	of	the	painted	face	of	the	new	China,	believes	in	the	Taoist	idea	
that,	individually,	one	completes	oneself.	As	this	is	tradi$onally	achieved	through	study	and	self-cul$va$on,	Fang's	adherence	
to	Taoist	no$ons	may	seem	surprising.	He	became	famous	for	pain$ng	grimacing,	shaved-headed,	dim-wised	hooligans	that	
became	the	icons	of	mid-1990s	Cynical	Realism.	Their	pinched	and	yawning	facial	expressions	bespoke	a	psychic	numbness.	
Fang's	pain$ngs	were	the	silent	yowls	of	a	country	unable	to	mourn	the	tragedy	of	1989	(which	the	ar$st	personally	
witnessed).	In	one	example,	rendered	smoothly	in	gray	tones,	several	luna$cs	hang	out	at	the	ocean's	(the	world's,	the	
psyche's)	edge,	eyes	closed	and	mouths	half-open,	like	lobotomized	self-portraits.	In	another,	a	huge	orange	face,	its	mouth	
agape	as	if	drowning,	sinks	beneath	the	surface	of	cerulean	water.	

Fang’s	work	is	is	different	today:	grandly	ambi$ous,	bizarre	visions	of	heaven	without	any	religious	underpinnings.	It	is	as	
though	the	mass	mania	of	the	Maoist	era	has	become	unhinged	in	the	wake	of	Mao's	dream.	These	are	dreams	belonging	
solely	to	the	ar$st:	personalized	rhapsodies	in	which	boatloads	of	Chinese	cherubs,	like	baby	Fangs,	drir	to	and	fro.	To	
Western	eyes	Fang's	vision	may	represent	an	untenable	expanse	of	ego.	In	China,	however,	it	declares	the	terms	by	which	
contemporary	ar$sts	must	s$ll	assert	themselves.	The	inflated	space	of	the	state	dream—with	its	collec$ve	power	and	cap$ve	
audience,	its	cast	of	repeated	characters,	its	masked	emo$ons	and	cliches	of	the	self,	and	its	comic-book	narra$ves—must	be	
punctured	and	inhabited	by	individual	ar$sts,	even	if	repea$ng	cliches	of	themselves	ad	infinitum	(a	veritable	army	of	
personal	likenesses)	is	the	price	they	must	pay	to	hold	the	dreamscape	un$l	the	future	arrives.	It	is	no	longer	the	job	of	the	
state	to	complete	"the	people."	The	ar$st,	taking	refuge	in	the	eccentric,	elevated	space	of	the	ancient	litera$,	must	struggle	
to	complete	himself	as	an	individual,	even	as	his	single	subject—numberless	itera$ons	of	himself—drirs	in	a	sphere	that	is	
not	yet	of	this	earth.	

The	struggling	human	(or	subhuman)	figures	in	Yang	Shaobin's	pain$ngs	are	less	recognizable	as	self-portraits	because	they	
are	obscured	by	the	violence	to	which	they	seem	des$ned,	like	Saturn	ea$ng	his	children	or	a	host	of	appari$ons	tearing	one	
another	apart.	Destruc$on	is	the	crea$ve	impulse	here,	and	what	is	being	destroyed	is	the	ghost	of	Mao,	who	clearly	haunts	
the	ar$st's	memory.	Painted	with	broad,	layered,	and	oren	drippy,	bloody	swaths	of	red	pigment,	Yang's	large	canvases	are	
expressionis$c	yet	oddly	muted	and	reserved.	They	do	not	scream	at	the	senses,	yet	one	feels	the	visual	equivalent	of	muffled	
cries	and	distant	howls.	Paint,	in	this	sense,	is	a	material	scrim	that	does	not	so	much	express	an	image	as	press	back	upon	the	
surface	of	the	panorama	it	represents.	It	breathes	in,	not	out.	Chinese	ar$sts	seldom	spill	their	guts;	it	is	the	poli$cal	and	
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surface	of	the	panorama	it	represents.	It	breathes	in,	not	out.	Chinese	ar$sts	seldom	spill	their	guts;	it	is	the	poli$cal	and	
historical	context—the	background,	not	the	personal	content—that	is	the	degree	zero	of	making	meaning.	

The	emo$onal	mo$va$on	behind	Yang's	work	is	the	feeling	of	not	being	safe.	In	1985,	a	factory	worker,	he	did	not	get	into	
Beijing's	Central	Academy	of	Fine	Arts	(and	thus	had	no	chance	of	being	influenced	by	the	New	Wave	movement	of	that	$me).	
Instead	he	studied	applied	arts	in	Hebei	(at	the	same	school	as	Fang);	painted	ceramics	for	seven	years;	moved	(again,	with	
Fang)	west	of	Beijing	(to	Haidian,	near	Peking	University),	where	they	were	chased	out	by	police;	and	then	moved	east	of	
Beijing	(to	Songzhuang,	a	farming	village	now	famous	for	its	prominent	Chinese	ar$sts),	where,	in	the	wake	of	Tiananmen	
Square,	there	was	no	market,	legal	status,	money,	or	tradi$on.	He	was	an	ar$st-hooligan	who	knew	nothing	and	had	nothing	
to	paint.	The	New	Wave	movement	of	1985	had	truly	been	a	movement,	but	arer	1989	ar$sts	retreated	into	themselves.	The	
only	power	an	ar$st	had	then	was	the	knowledge	of	himself,	the	experience	of	his	body,	and	the	likeness	of	his	face.	Star$ng	
at	zero.	

Chinese	ar$sts	are	very	self-reliant.	Having	cast	off	an	oppressive	academic	tradi$on,	they	have	had	to	be.	They	invented	their	
own	avant-garde	and,	in	the	early	days,	made	art	of	their	impoverished	circumstances.	There	was	no	audience	for	their	work,	
so	they	turned	their	faces	toward	the	West,	which	has	always	wanted	to	see	what	China	really	looked	like.	More	than	
poli$cians	or	the	landlords	of	industry,	ar$sts	showed	the	world	that	China	was	changing.	Arguably,	the	likenesses	of	a	corps	
of	young	Chinese	painters—and	their	conceptual	godfather,	Ai	Weiwei—are	more	familiar	among	educated	audiences	in	the	
West	than	are	those	of	China's	top	party	leaders	today.	The	constant	exhibi$on	of	their	works	worldwide,	and	of	lesser	pieces	
that	mimic	their	dis$nc$ve	personal	styles,	resembles	a	poli$cal	rally	with	posters	of	candidates	pasted	all	over	the	art	world	
(not	to	men$on	the	arts	districts	of	Beijing).	In	a	sense,	though,	the	mass	asen$on	lately	given	to	a	handful	of	Chinese	ar$sts,	
in	conjunc$on	with	those	ar$sts'	tendency	to	repeat	their	own	likenesses,	has	obscured	the	personal	courage,	inven$veness,	
and	dead	honesty	originally	involved	in	pain$ng	oneself	when	there	was	nothing	ler	to	paint.	By	pain$ng	lisle	dreams	of	
themselves,	vanguard	Chinese	ar$sts	filled	up	the	gaping	emp$ness	ler	behind	in	the	square	arer	1989.	

Self-portraiture	starts	with	self-reflec$on	(another	experience	of	zero),	with	the	painted	canvas	as	the	medium	between	the	
ar$st	and	the	mirror.	During	the	process	of	pain$ng	a	nego$a$on	unfolds	in	both	direc$ons,	the	resul$ng	image	being	as	
much	a	psychic	surface—a	mask—as	a	representa$on	from	life.	A	mask	is	a	shield	that	deflects	the	viewer's	gaze.	It	seals	the	
subject	in	a	$ght	skin,	be	it	a	starched	suit	or	a	stretched	canvas.	The	wearer	sees	the	outside	world	yet	feels	the	pressure	of	
the	mask	against	his	face,	and	behind	his	face	he	feels	the	pressure	of	another	world.	A	mask	is	not	a	window	to	the	soul	but	a	
psychic	membrane	contoured	to	a	likeness.	

The	wide-eyed	male	protagonists	in	Zeng	Fanzhi's	Mask	Series	are	fised	with	whi$sh	disguises	contoured	to	the	ar$st's	
likeness.	They	wear	crisply	tailored	suits	and	fidget	uncomfortably	with	their	overly	large	(not	to	say	swollen)	hands.	In	one	
pain$ng	two	masked	men	flirt	s$ffly,	one	holding	(and	seeming	to	offer	the	other)	a	red	rose	as	they	sit	on	a	$dy	blue	bench	
against	a	powdery	orange-pink	ground.	The	body	language	between	them	speaks	volumes	about	the	formali$es	of	coming	out	
in	China,	if	only	in	n	pain$ng	(or	in	a	painted	dream).	The	man	being	offered	the	rose	sits	$ght,	his	legs	closed,	feet	together,	
one	arm	across	his	lap	and	the	other	touching	his	mask/face	in	a	gesture	of	coy	embarrassment—but	his	smile	is	wide	and	his	
eyes	connect	with	his	admirer's.	The	laser,	who	holds	the	rose	in	his	lap,	is	slightly	more	relaxed,	his	legs	a	bit	open,	his	feet	
not	quite	together.	He	seems	to	have	made	a	move	(and	thus	awaits	a	reply),	albeit	one	barely	visible	to	the	outside	world.	In	
tradi$onal	Peking	Opera	only	men	played	women;	this	is	a	modern-	day	version	enacted	with	masks	and	costumes.	Zeng's	
same-sex	intrigue,	in	all	its	gorgeous	repression,	smolders	beneath	the	constric$ve	power	of	social	norms	in	a	culture	filled	
with	uncomfortably	fised	suits.	

Zhang	Dali	casts	the	faces	and	bodies	of	migrant	workers	who	flock	to	Beijing	from	the	countryside.	His	are	death	masks	for	a	
growing	urban	popula$on	that	does	not	officially	exist.	Eyes	and	lips	closed	$ght	(to	keep	out	the	wet	plaster	the	ar$st	uses	
for	the	mold),	the	heads	are	cast	in	a	clay-gray	resin	and	wear	expressions	of	sheer	endurance	and	passive	acceptance.	
Scanning	the	lineup,	we	seek	recogni$on	(a	famous	Chinese	ar$st	perhaps?),	but	a	morbid	anonymity	drirs	from	face	to	face	
like	a	spirit	that	never	quite	coalesces	into	a	likeness.	Yet	these	hollowed	skins	have	touched	real	people,	young	and	old,	men	
and	women—the	unacknowledged	faces	of	China.	Ever	since	the	early	1990s,	when	Zhang	began	spray	pain$ng	quick	graffito	
outlines	of	a	human	head	in	profile	on	condemned	hutong	buildings	(the	brick,	mul$family,	interior-courtyard	structures	that	
are	tradi$onal	to	Beijing),	his	work	has	focused	on	the	erasure	of	iden$ty	in	the	context	of	massive	growth	and	displacement.	
Once	idealized	but	now	invisible,	his	subjects	are	the	laborers	of	the	new	great	leap	forward—the	working	dead.	They	are	
appari$ons	in	the	new	dream	of	China,	but	the	dream	is	not	for	them.	In	this	most	dynamic	of	economies,	they	bear	mute	
tes$mony	to	the	ghost	in	the	machine.	

Ghosts,	masks,	self-reflec$ons,	recurring	seyngs,	large	crowds:	dreaming	among	Chinese	ar$sts	has	its	subsets.	Others	are	
dismemberment	and	drowning.	Sheng	Qi,	for	example,	who	exiled	himself	from	China	arer	Tiananmen	Square,	is	infamous	for	
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having	severed	his	ler	pinkie,	which	he	planted	in	a	flowerpot	and	ler	behind	in	Beijing	in	order	that	a	small	piece	of	himself	
would	forever	remain	in	his	homeland.	Fang,	meanwhile,	is	known	for	pain$ngs	in	which	human	figures	are	immersed	or	
sinking	in	water.	A	reference	to	the	content	and	surface	of	pain$ng,	water	seems	in	Fang's	work	a	primal,	amnio$c	medium	
that	parallels	a	dream	in	the	way	it	both	liberates	and	impedes	the	dreamer	(imagine	trying	to	run	underwater).	A	metaphor	
for	China's	spiritual	anomie	in	the	wake	of	1989,	the	image	of	water	in	the	work	of	Chinese	ar$sts	has	ranged	from	blocks	of	
ice	to	flowing	rivers,	from	fish	ponds	to	limitless	oceans.	It	replaced	the	ground	beneath	their	feet	with	a	fluid	and	changing	
expanse,	reflec$ng	also,	perhaps,	the	shir	from	academic	to	avant-garde	pain$ng.	

Liu	Wei's	pain$ng	of	two	synchronized	swimmers,	both	women,	expresses	the	contradic$on	between	lockstep	uniformity	and	
the	dream	of	flight	in	a	not-quite-zero-gravity	medium	(a	dream	of	freedom?).	His	pain$ng	of	two	drunk	ar$sts,	completed	
within	a	year	of	Tiananmen	Square,	suggests	a	liquid	state	of	consciousness.	With	a	menacing	double	portrait	of	Mao	looking	
over	their	shoulders,	the	ar$sts,	side	by	side,	seem	to	stagger	under	the	intensity	of	his	gaze.	Their	physical	and	psychic	
disequilibrium	echoes	the	warble	of	drowning	men.	The	decadence	of	drunkenness	has	replaced	the	dream	of	crea$ve	
consciousness.	The	ar$sts	swim	in	themselves	the	way	the	swimmers	dance	in	the	water:	both	enact	delirious	performances	
in	a	liquid	medium,	gaudy	and	pathe$c	in	their	own	ways.	Liu	is	best	at	capturing	the	sort	of	moment	when	pose	becomes	
pretense.	Though	he	no	longer	paints	like	he	did	back	then,	now	preferring	as	subjects	the	trees	and	fields	(the	solid	earth)	
surrounding	his	Songzhuang	studio,	there	has	always	been	an	urgency	to	his	canvases	that	has	made	it	seem	as	if	each	
pain$ng	may	be	his	last	before	he	slips	beneath	its	surface	and	disappears.	Just	to	make	a	pain$ng	qua	pain$ng	in	China	is	
freedom.	But	the	past	is	always	prelude,	and	while	Liu	is	no	longer	interested	in	the	cynicism	and	poli$cs	of	the	1990s,	the	
dreamscape	of	that	period	con$nues	to	nag	the	present.	His	synchronized	swimmers,	a	cri$que	of	social	uniformity	and	moral	
drir	in	1997,	have	cycled	back	today	like	a	ludicrous	pair	of	mascots	for	the	2008	Olympics	in	Beijing.	Meanwhile,	the	two	
drunk	ar$sts	have	likely	sobered	up	and	gosen	rich.	

Zhang	Huan	became	famous	in	1994	for	12	Square	Meters,	a	performance	that	involved	siyng	naked	in	a	squalid	public	toilet	
for	one	hour;	his	body,	covered	in	honey	and	fish	oil,	asracted	flies	like	flypaper.	At	the	$me	he	was	among	a	small	group	of	
Beijing	ar$sts	living	in	what	became	known	as	the	East	Village,	an	impoverished	encampment	on	the	then	outskirts	of	the	city	
that	reflected	ar$sts'	marginalized	circumstances	in	the	arermath	of	1989.	The	performance	made	art	of	those	circumstances	
and	set	the	stage	for	the	primary—	and	primal—leitmo$fs	of	his	career:	physical	endurance	and	asce$c	detachment.	Stoic	and	
expressionless,	his	face	is	a	psychological	blank	slate	(upon	which,	for	example,	he	has	wrisen	his	family	history	over	and	over	
in	ink	un$l	his	skin	turned	black),	and	his	body,	lean	as	a	Buddhist	monk's,	is	his	instrument	for	self-awareness	(as	when	lying	
nude	on	a	bed	of	ice).	Based	on	a	spare	choreography	of	ritual	poses	(mostly	siyng,	standing,	and	lying	down)	that	feel	
generically	Buddhist,	Zhang's	performances,	and	the	sculptures	and	photographs	they	generate,	embody	a	desire	(perhaps	
the	secret	desire	of	every	ar$st)	to	transcend	material	limita$ons.	They	are	personal	religious	enactments	but,	like	much	
modern	art,	they	are	not	religion.	Transcendence	through	physical	discipline	is	a	contradic$on	in	terms,	but	in	prac$ce	it	is	
possible	if	exhaus$on	sets	in.	A	physical	threshold	is	necessary	for	transcendence,	and	thresholds	of	endurance	are	the	
arithme$c	means	of	Zhang's	work.	He	wants	to	leave	his	body	without	dying,	like	the	sleeping	Buddha	entering	nirvana.	But	
Buddha	ler	for	good	and	his	body	stayed	behind,	becoming	irrelevant.	In	asaining	nirvana	Buddha	transcended	the	duality	of	
life	and	death.	Short	of	that,	and	in	lieu	of	dying,	Zhang	will	keep	coming	back	to	his	upright	body	like	a	gyroscope	regaining	
balance.	His,	arer	all,	is	the	art	of	seeking	passage	while	never	passing	away.		His	copper	Buddha	finger,	about	nine	feet	long	
as	it	lies	on	the	floor	(as	the	ar$st	oren	docs),	is	a	reference	to	Buddha's	being	everywhere	but	where	we	seek	him.	

Art	as	physical	endurance	may	or	may	not	lead	to	transcendence,	but	it	is	clearly	an	enactment	of	one's	limita$ons	in	life.	The	
ar$st	speaks	not	of	having	changed	the	world	when	he	lay	on	a	bed	of	ice,	but	of	the	ice	(a	frozen	piece	of	the	world)	having	
changed	him.	How	cold	can	I	get?	How	s$ffly	can	I	hang	from	the	ceiling?	How	many	more	fly	bites	can	I	take?	Zhang	makes	
elemental	contact	with	the	world	through	his	body,	and	through	that	contact	enters	a	dream	state.	"Buddhism,"	he	says,	"is	
just	a	dream—but	it	is	a	good	dream."	In	China	asce$c	suffering	is	associated	with	great	ambi$on:	to	move	a	mountain	or,	as	
Zhang	once	tried	to	do	in	a	performance,	pull	down	a	museum.	The	pathos	of	that	ambi$on	is	that,	no	maser	how	
determined,	it	is	always	only	a	parable,	the	lesson	of	a	master.	Arer	Tiananmen	Square,	Zhang,	as	an	ar$st,	had	only	the	
medium	of	his	body.	So	he	sat	alone	in	a	toilet	and	helped	change	the	corpus	of	Chinese	art.	

Ai	Weiwei	is	the	son	of	a	famous	Chinese	poet,	Ai	Qing,	Regarded	by	many	as	the	finest	modern	poet	in	China,	Ai	Qing,	who	
studied	in	France	from	1929	to	1932,	was	exiled	by	Communist	authori$es	to	the	remote	province	of	Xinjiang	in	1958	for	
suspected	righ$st	leanings.	He	was	not	allowed	to	publish	his	works,	which	involved	modernist	free	verse	wrisen	in	a	fervent	
poli$cal	voice,	un$l	1978,	when	he	was	officially	rehabilitated	by	the	party.	In	1981	his	son,	having	grown	up	in	exile,	further	
exiled	himself	to	New	York,	where	he	experimented	with	performance	art	and	Duchampian	readymades	but	mostly	observed	
the	avant-garde	scene	un$l	returning	to	China	in	1993,	when	his	father	became	ill.	Like	Ai	Qing,	Ai	Weiwei	was	a	modernist,	
and	what	he	returned	from	New	York	valuing	most	was	the	freedom	to	do	anything.	
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Today	Ai	Weiwei	is	widely	regarded	as	the	godfather	of	experimental	Chinese	art.	In	China	no	other	ar$st	is	as	influen$al.	His	
Beijing	studio,	which	he	built	in	1999	on	land	that	is	not	legally	leased,	is	a	mecca	to	visi$ng	curators,	cri$cs,	architects,	film	
crews,	collectors,	museum	groups,	and	students.	As	an	ar$st,	architect,	designer,	curator,	cultural	cri$c,	poli$cal	commentator,	
and	celebrity	blogger,	Ai	is	the	Renaissance	figure	of	the	Chinese	avant-garde.	In	terms	of	public	notoriety	he	is	China's	Andy	
Warhol,	but	in	terms	of	personal	style	he	is	a	more	complicated	cross	between	Joseph	Beuys	and	the	sleeping	Buddha.	

A	fervent	modernist,	Ai	focuses	his	cri$que	on	power,	whether	embedded	in	the	materials	and	tradi$ons	of	the	past	or	
embodied	in	the	poli$cs	and	rhetoric	of	the	present.	When	he	dips	Neolithic	clay	jars	into	buckets	of	industrial	enamel,	
covering	most	of	their	ancient	surface	paserns	with	flows—and	overflows—of	designer	pastel	colors,	Ai	neutralizes	the	
authority	of	tradi$on,	transferring	the	ancient	ar$facts'	value—their	aesthe$c	currency—to	the	contemporary	objects	they	
become	for	having	been	destroyed.	Tradi$on,	he	believes,	is	renewed	through	destruc$on	and	disorienta$on.	Staid	objects	
spin	out	of	control.	A	Ming	Dynasty	table,	for	example,	is	impaled	by	an	enormous	wooden	column	from	a	dismantled	temple,	
tossing	off	an	impossible	balance	in	space	that	nonetheless	stands	as	if	captured	in	the	instant	of	collapse.	In	a	famous	
sequence	of	black-and-white	photographs,	the	ar$st	is	shown	indifferently	dropping	a	Han	Dynasty	urn	onto	the	ground,	
where	it	shasers.	Arer	the	fall,	his	hands	remain	open,	showing	us	nothing.	"There	are	so	many	of	these	pots,"	he	says,	as	if	
he	had	rescued	the	broken	and	painted	vases	from	the	crushing	anonymity	of	being	precious	an$ques.	

Ai	is	also	famous	for	having	designed,	together	with	Jacques	Herzog	and	Pierre	de	Meuron,	Beijing's	Na$onal	Stadium—the	
"Bird's	Nest"—another	gloriously	fractured	vessel	that	is	at	the	center	of	the	early-twenty-first-century	Chinese	vortex.	But	
just	as	he	once	dropped	the	priceless	vase,	Ai	has	already	disowned	the	building,	expressing	disgust	at	the	way	the	
government	is	presen$ng	it	as	a	"pretend	smile"	to	mask	poli$cal	corrup$on,	economic	disparity,	and	environmental	
degrada$on.	He	will	not	go	near	it,	taking	pleasure	instead	in	having	helped	dream	it	up.	It	reminds	him	of	the	first	$me	that,	
as	a	boy,	he	saw	Tiananmen	Square:	having	seen	it	a	thousand	$mes	in	pictures	and	movies,	he	had	thought	it	would	be	
bigger.	Disappointed	by	the	limits	of	its	material	reality,	he	therearer	preferred	the	idea	of	it	to	the	real	thing.	

For	Ai,	being	an	ar$st	is	a	self-genera$ng	ac$vity.	The	paradox,	he	says,	is	that	living	your	life	as	an	ar$st	requires	a	
detachment	from	what	you	produce.	Apropos	of	the	Bird's	Nest,	he	has	never	been	to	a	sports	arena	and	is	uninterested	in	
technical	masers	vis-a-vis	architecture.	He	was	asracted	instead	to	the	possibility	of	wholeness,	envisioning	a	place	undivided	
by	engineering	into	parts.	With	the	stadium,	there	is	no	hierarchy	in	the	matrix.	Each	spectator	will	feel	that	she	is	in	the	same	
place	as	everyone	else.	It	is	a	truly	democra$c	public	space—the	opposite,	ironically,	of	such	places	under	Mao.	At	those	sites	
of	enforced	uniformity,	party	leaders	viewed	and	addressed	the	masses.	Here,	there	are	no	masses,	only	individuals	sharing	a	
common	place.	There	is,	in	a	real	sense,	no	architecture;	architectural	language	disappears	into	the	weave	of	the	structure.	
The	image	of	the	structure—its	wholeness—renders	any	pretense	about	architecture	(style,	surface,	design)	moot.	A	vision	of	
place	illuminates	the	architecture	from	the	inside;	a	lightness	is	visible	from	the	outside.	Architecture	is	dematerialized	as	
such,	replaced	by	the	tectonics	of	nature	wrapped	in	an	intellectual	embrace.	

Though	he	denounces	its	appropria$on	by	the	central	government,	Ai	understands	that	the	Bird's	Nest	will	be—and	may	
already	be—the	most	visible	work	of	architecture	on	earth.	"China	is	very	innocent,"	he	says.	"They	don't	know	what	they're	
building—like	a	fireen-year-old	boy	who	does	something	so	important	for	the	rest	of	his	life	but	doesn't	know	what	he	is	
doing."'	Ai	wants	to	keep	the	image	fresh	in	his	mind,	like	the	Tiananmen	Square	of	his	boyhood.	Thus	his	refusal	to	go	see	the	
stadium	is	meant	"to	show	[the	government]	what	arrogance	is."	Arrogance,	in	this	sense,	is	neither	a	superior	stance	nor	an	
indulgence,	but	rather	a	choice	not	to	associate	with	the	common	value	system.	Ai's	aytude	is	the	most	important	thing	to	
him—a	maser	of	urgent	reality,	not	a	pretense.	"From	$me	to	$me,"	he	says,	"you	just	have	to	announce	it."	

Ai	is	an	an$classicist	in	the	sense	that	he	makes	ideas,	but	not	ideals,	manifest	in	material	terms.	The	ideas	he	likes	are	usually	
preposterous	ones:	bringing	1,001	Chinese	ci$zens	to	Kassel,	Germany,	for	Documenta	12;	designing	a	stadium	from	strips	of	
cut	paper;	photographing	nearly	everyone	he	meets	and	nearly	everything	he	does	every	day	(for	his	blog);	ordering	massive	
porcelain	bowls	from	Jingdezhen	(once	home	to	the	imperial	porcelain	factory)	and	filling	them	with	thousands	of	pounds	of	
freshwater	pearls;	and—in	his	restaurant	in	Beijing—stuffing	his	mouth,	nostrils,	and	eyes	with	as	many	cigareses	as	can	fit,	
resul$ng	in	a	grotesque	yet	slaps$ck	portrait	that	blends	themes	of	censorship,	torture,	and	pollu$on	(Ai	does	not	smoke).	His	
best	works,	be	they	sculptures,	architecture,	photographs,	performances,	or	wri$ngs	about	art	or	poli$cs	(he	has	penned	
more	than	a	hundred	and	firy	commentaries),	turn	preposterous	ideas	into	elegant	matrices	of	maser	and	mind	or	into	
stunningly	iconoclas$c	images.	Beyond	the	pleasure	he	takes	in	thinking	them	up,	all	the	artworks	he	leaves	in	his	wake	may	
rightly	be	thought	of	as	ruins.	"I	am	a	ruin	of	this	society,"	he	says.	Nonetheless,	a	palpable	presence	of	mind	that	insists	upon	
its	autonomy	in	the	material	world	is	the	medium	in	which	Ai's	ideas	spin	forth.	

There	are	two	kinds	of	ruins:	those	we	look	back	upon	with	longing	(Roman$c	ruins)	and	those	all	around	us	that	we	never	
see	(the	underside	of	modern	progress).	In	big	Chinese	ci$es	zones	of	social	and	psychic	displacement	coexist	with	countless	
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construc$on	sites.	I$nerant	workers	from	the	countryside,	who	are	erec$ng	China's	new	metropolises	but	have	no	legal	status	
there,	are	like	ghosts	caught	in	the	wrong	tense,	helping	to	build	the	future	before	returning	to	the	past.	This	sense	of	
temporal	displacement	pervades	the	Chinese	psyche.	

Li	Dafang's	pain$ngs	depict	exhausted	landscapes,	mostly	crumbling	urban	seyngs	but	occasionally	an	abandoned	agrarian	
expanse,	in	which	anonymous	human	characters	scratch	away	at	unseen	tasks	for	no	discernible	purpose.	Oren	squayng	or	
working	in	holes,	they	seem	to	be	engrossed	in	$ny	acts	of	survival,	picking	through	the	ruins	of	demolished	buildings,	vacant	
factories,	or	untended	fields.	Men	or	women,	they	never	show	us	their	faces.	Though	painted	in	a	sharp	visual	key	(usually	
with	a	palese	knife),	they	look	like	appari$ons	in	seyngs	that	pay	them	no	heed.	When	there	is	more	than	one	of	them	in	a	
composi$on,	something	of	a	plot	ensues,	but	it	never	moves	beyond	a	vague	encounter.	This	is	the	land	of	dreaming,	in	which	
the	context	is	vivid	but	the	par$culars	are	hard	to	grasp.	

In	Yan	Lei's	pain$ngs	the	context	seems	to	be	missing.	His	images—pictures	of	empty	spaces,	everyday	objects,	even	color	
wheels—feel	alien	and	berer	of	meaning.	Though	based	on	photographs,	they	are	neither	grounded	in	the	everyday	world	
nor	fixed	in	the	emulsion	of	paint.	Processed	using	computer	sorware,	Yan's	pictures	are	broken	down	according	to	color	
satura$on,	resul$ng	in	a	kind	of	chroma$c	topography	(a	paint-by-numbers	ra$onalism)	that	retains	the	objec$ve	look	of	his	
source	photographs	while	remapping	them	in	paint.	Yan	has	described	pain$ng	as	the	mindless	representa$on	of	an	image	
one	might	see	in	a	photograph	—the	inverse	of	self-expression.	It	is	as	if	he	were	mentally	processing	the	idea	of	pain$ng	
through	photography,	and	the	idea	of	photography	through	pain$ng.	

In	this	sense	Yan's	pain$ngs	represent	a	form	of	conceptual	art.	Screened	through	the	visual	fields	of	pain$ng	and	
photography,	they	are	essen$ally	neither,	coming	together	instead	like	mental	pictures—indeed,	his	pain$ngs	look	like	
thoughts.	As	such,	one	thought	leads	to	the	next.	A	barren	expanse	of	Beijing	under	construc$on,	for	example,	immediately	
brings	to	mind	prepara$ons	for	the	Olympics.	On	one	panel	of	a	diptych,	a	Chinese	man	and	woman	with	their	faces	painted	
like	dogs	crawl	out	the	doorway	of	a	New	York	department	store,	a	handbag	dangling	from	the	woman's	mouth.	Beside	them	
we	see	Sotheby's,	New	York.	Called	Super	Lights—Dog	Year	New	York,	the	pain$ng	refers	to	the	auc$on	house's	first,	and	
incredibly	successful,	interna$onal	sale	of	contemporary	Chinese	art	in	2006,	the	Year	of	the	Dog.	Once	we	understand	the	
contexts	of	these	pain$ngs,	they	begin	to	make	sense	as	evidence	of	an	extended	inves$ga$on	into	the	inert	spaces	of	the	art	
world.	Yan's	works	map	the	surfaces	of	an	alienated	photographic	record	of	that	world—they	are	image	topographies	with	
quivering	chroma$c	contours,	like	the	wavelengths	of	a	low-grade	aura.	They	are	the	null	and	empty	dreamscapes	of	the	
market.	

In	an	age	of	mass-media	images,	we	tend	to	see	history	as	a	visual	field—as	pictures.	Compressed	together	as	journalism	and	
driven	forward	by	adver$sing,	these	pictures	are	part	of	a	con$nuous	screening	of	the	day's	events	against	the	backgrounds	of	
our	minds.	This	rela$vely	new	form	of	cinema—the	flow	of	images	everywhere	and	all	the	$me—has	taken	over	the	grand	
mythological	narra$ves	of	progress,	revolu$on,	heroism,	tragedy,	and	love	that	once	belonged	to	history	pain$ng.	

Li	Songsong's	works,	cinema$c	in	scale	and	thickly	slathered	with	pigment,	reverse	the	equa$on,	bringing	paint	to	the	
forefront	and	placing	the	pictures	of	history	in	the	background.	It	is	as	if	he	were	pain$ng	on	paint,	not	canvas.	Drawn	from	
mass-media	photographs,	television,	or	newsreel	footage,	his	subjects—images	of	poli$cal	rallies,	an	assembly	of	diplomats	at	
the	United	Na$ons	during	the	1962	Cuban	Missile	Crisis,	the	rolling	out	of	a	new	Chinese	missile,	parades,	public	execu$ons,	
and	state	funerals—seem	exhumed	by	the	ar$st's	brush	(and	knife)	from	beneath	layers	of	mineral	pigment.	

Li's	pain$ngs	embody	a	material	reality	that	supplants	the	immateriality	(and	the	oren	staged	unreality)	of	his	source	images.	
It	is	as	if	the	once-spectacular	subjects	of	Socialist	Realism	buried	here	under	layers	of	paint,	have	only	par$ally	bled	through	
to	the	surface—like	stains	or	rubbings	from	the	recent	past.	Despite	the	sensuousness	of	his	surfaces,	however,	Li's	hand	is	
cool—almost	detached—as	it	lays	down	paint	with	a	brush	or	cuts	images	from	its	layers	with	a	palese	knife.	His	intensity	as	a	
painter	seems	unemo$onal	(aesthe$c	intensity	and	emo$on	are	not	the	same),	but	he	is	deeply	asen$ve	to	the	ac$vity	of	
pain$ng.	Pictures	of	history	emerge	from	the	background	almost	as	arerthoughts.	

Li's	detachment	from	the	images	of	history	belies	his	posi$on	as	a	member	of	a	genera$on	that	was	rela$vely	unexposed	to	
mass	poli$cs	during	the	era	of	Mao.	For	younger	Chinese	the	films,	spectacles,	parades,	rallies,	public	execu$ons,	and	forced	
marches	of	revolu$onary	China	are	more	a	maser	of	history—mere	images—than	experience.	Like	a	fading	ideological	
background,	mediated	images	of	the	collec$ve	past	are	replacing	the	actual,	lived	experience	of	historical	events.	They	
cons$tute	the	collec$ve	dreamscape	from	which	Li's	genera$on	is	awakening.	For	older	Chinese	those	images	remain	psychic	
touchstones	for	personal	memories	(and	nightmares).	Perhaps	what	masers	is	not	what	Li's	pain$ngs	represent	about	history,	
but	what	people	who	see	his	pain$ngs	remember,	if	anything,	about	their	own	experiences.	
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Liu	Hung	remembers.	Born	in	1948	and	sent	to	the	countryside	for	four	years	during	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	Liu,	who	
emigrated	to	the	United	States	in	1984,	came	of	age	in	China	before	there	was	a	Chinese	avant-garde.	Older	than	all	but	a	few	
of	the	first	genera$on	of	contemporary	ar$sts,	she	represents	a	perspec$ve	based	in	personal	and	family	experience	that	
takes	in	the	whole	of	post-revolu$onary	Chinese	history.	Her	story	is	well	known:	her	father,	an	officer	in	the	Kuomintang	(the	
Na$onalist	Party),	was	sent	to	a	labor	camp	when	Liu	was	an	infant,	and	she	did	not	see	him	again	un$l	she	was	forty-six.	She	
traveled	alone	from	northern	China	to	Beijing	when	she	was	only	twelve;	was	"reeducated"	during	the	Cultural	Revolu$on;	
painted	fur$ve	landscapes—not	propaganda—in	the	early	1970s;	was	trained	and	then	taught	at	the	Central	Academy	of	Fine	
Arts	in	Beijing,	where	she	became	famous	for	pain$ng	an	exo$c,	nonproletarian	mural	(since	destroyed);	came	to	America	and	
studied	with	Allan	Kaprow	at	the	University	of	California,	San	Diego;	was	embraced	by	American	feminists	in	the	context	of	
late-i98os	mul$culturalism;	and	so	forth.	But	as	a	woman	she	has	oren	had	her	personal	story	told	at	the	expense	of	her	art.	

Liu	is	mostly	known	for	pain$ngs	based	on	historical	photographs	of	nineteenth	century	and	pre-revolu$onary	China:	images	
of	pros$tutes,	refugees,	street	performers,	soldiers,	and	prisoners	washed	in	veils	of	dripping	linseed	oil	that,	as	she	once	
remarked,	"both	preserve	and	destroy	the	image."	Preferring	to	work	from	black-and-white	photographs	that	are	grainy	and	
difficult	to	read,	Liu	liberates	her	subjects	from	the	gray	tones	of	the	past	by	bringing	them	vividly	to	life	as	painted	images.	In	
the	process	of	turning	old	photographs	into	new	pain$ngs,	she	oren	inserts	tradi$onal	mo$fs	from	Chinese	"bird	and	flower"	
pain$ng,	Buddhist	iconography	(from	the	ancient	Mogao	caves	in	Dunhuang,	for	instance,	where	she	conducted	research	in	
the	late	1970s	and	met	the	young	Ai	Weiwei),	or	calligraphy,	as	if	to	comfort	the	cataclysms	of	the	present	with	the	wisdom	of	
the	past.	

Defying	her	training	in	Socialist	Realism,	Liu's	innova$on	as	a	painter	has	been	to	erode	her	own	technical	mastery	using	a	
combina$on	of	oil	washes	and	loose,	painted	circles	(brushstrokes	turned	back	on	themselves,	like	Zen	calligraphy).	Historical	
memory	(the	subject)	dissolves	into	the	visual	field;	images	struggle	to	remain	on	the	surface	but,	as	paint,	they	cannot	resist	
the	gravity	of	the	oil	that	cuts	through	them	as	it	slowly	drains	downward	along	the	coson	weave	of	the	canvas.	

Though	she	has	oren	painted	pictures	of	Chinese	in	America,	and	while	much	of	her	personal	story	is	that	of	an	American	
immigrant,	Chinese	history	has	always	been	the	essence	of	Liu's	work.	Recently	her	focus	has	shired	to	Daughters	of	China	
(2006),	based	on	a	well-known	propaganda	film	from	1949	that	she	remembers	seeing	as	a	child.	It	depicts	an	actual	1938	
event	in	which	eight	female	soldiers	figh$ng	the	Japanese	staged	a	rear-guard	ac$on	that	allowed	the	Chinese	army	to	escape.	
Cut	off	with	their	backs	against	a	river,	they	were	coaxed	to	surrender	by	the	Japanese	once	their	opponents	realized	they	
were	women.	Rather	than	capitulate,	the	eight	young	soldiers—ranging	in	age	from	thirteen	to	twenty-eight—carried	their	
dying	and	wounded	into	the	river	and	drowned.	

We	Have	Been	Naught,	We	Shall	Be	All	(2007),	a	pain$ng	whose	$tle	is	taken	from	"The	Interna$onale"	(the	worldwide	
Communist	anthem),	is	a	triptych	showing	a	sequence	from	the	film	in	which	several	women	carry	a	comrade	riverward.	It	
recalls	the	Pieta	in	its	limp	pathos.	Liu's	runnels	of	dripping	paint	enact	her	subject:	the	figure	struggling	to	stand	but	draining	
away.	The	metasubject	here	is	the	disembodiment	of	Socialist	Realism;	the	ar$st	bleeds	dry	its	propaganda	to	reveal	a	
narra$ve	of	common	courage	with	women	as	its	heroes.	

Feminism	was	part	of	the	state	dream	of	Mao's	China.	The	purported	equality	of	women	during	the	Maoist	era	was	founded	
on	the	repression	of	sexual	difference.	Clothing	was	rendered	asexual,	emphasizing	military,	peasant,	or	worker	status.	Since	
then,	images	of	women	in	Chinese	art	and	film	have	been	caught	between	a	kind	of	Maoist	butch	masculinity,	in	which	
women	impersonate	the	dress	and	ac$ons	of	male	revolu$onaries	and	soldiers	(the	women	are	rhetorically	neutered,	like	
double	eunuchs),	and	a	suffering,	melodrama$c	femininity,	in	which	presy	women	bear,	apoli$cally,	the	burden	of	a	na$on's	
repressed	emo$ons.	Liu's	subjects	over	the	past	twenty	years,	from	pros$tutes	to	soldiers,	can	be	understood	as	reflec$ons	of	
her	struggle	as	an	ar$st	to	find	dignity	in	the	face	of	every	woman	she	paints.	State	feminism	and	exo$c	femininity	must	be	
reconciled,	if	at	all,	one	pain$ng	at	a	$me	by	an	ar$st—a	woman	—free	to	iden$fy	with	the	underlying	spirit	of	both.	What	Liu	
has	always	found	beneath	the	fading	surfaces	of	the	photographs	she	studies	are	the	ghosts	that	emerge	from	the	prolonged	
act	of	respect	she	offers	by	pain$ng	them.	There	is	only	one	face	that	has	never	risen	out	of	the	past	for	her,	and	that	is	Mao's.	
Liu	remembers	all	too	well	what	he	looks	like.	She	seldom	renders	his	portrait,	but	when	she	does,	as	in	the	lisle	canvas	an$-
portraits	of	Where	Is	Mao?	(1989-2000),	she	draws	his	face—or	rather	erases	it—with	the	back	of	her	pencil.	

Yu	Hong	is	known	for	narra$ves	of	women	that	run	parallel	to	the	larger	story	of	China	since	the	Cultural	Revolu$on.	In	a	
series	of	annual	pain$ngs	documen$ng	the	events	of	her	own	life,	newsworthy	benchmarks	such	as	the	death	of	Mao,	the	
trial	of	the	Gang	of	Four,	a	major	earthquake,	and	Tiananmen	Square	coexist	alongside	personal	milestones:	a	childhood	
dream	of	becoming	a	revolu$onary	heroine,	dancing	in	a	ballet,	having	a	picnic	with	her	future	husband	(Liu	Xiaodong,	whom	
she	met	at	the	Central	Academy	of	Fine	Arts),	geyng	married	in	New	York,	becoming	pregnant,	giving	birth	to	a	daughter,	and	
so	forth.	In	China	history	is	s$ll	the	master	narra$ve	behind	everyone's	personal	story.	
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A	series	of	large	acrylic	pain$ngs	called	She	shows	women	as	gymnasts,	real-estate	agents,	students,	and	parking-garage	
asendants—distant	echoes	of	the	heroic	mothers,	daughters,	farmers,	and	factory	workers	of	Socialist	Realism,	updated	with	
modern	seyngs,	dress,	and	postures.	Each	pain$ng	is	based	upon	a	photograph	taken	by	the	ar$st	of	her	subjects,	usually	
showing	them	posing	at	work	or	at	home.	Juxtaposed	with	these	painted	portraits	are	equally	large	color	photographs	of	the	
same	women	staging	themselves	in	front	of	their	own	cameras.	Since	Yu	never	sees	the	women's	snapshots	before	she	paints	
her	own	pictures	of	them,	the	contrast	between	the	two	is	always	unexpected—a	kind	of	semio$c	disconnect	among	different	
presenta$ons	of	and	by	the	subject.	In	She—White	Collar	Worker	(2006),	for	example,	a	mother	and	daughter	are	painted	
siyng	on	the	couch	watching	television	in	their	shared,	cheerfully	colored	apartment.	The	glassy-eyed	gaze	of	the	daughter	is	
completely	absorbed	in	the	television's	glow,	which	bathes	her	in	the	psychic	equivalent	of	a	spotlight.	Siyng	next	to	her	but	
slightly	behind,	the	mother	is	literally	overshadowed	by	her	daughter.	Meanwhile,	the	photos	they	supplied	to	the	ar$st	show	
the	daughter	posing	like	a	magazine	beauty	in	front	of	a	cheesy	painted	backdrop	of	an	ersatz	Chinese	village	and	the	mother	
standing	next	to	a	statue	of	a	horse-drawn	Manchurian	warrior	at	a	tourist	site.	They	are	tourists	in	dreams	of	themselves.	

Tiananmen	Square	was	an	example	of	public	dreaming.	In	the	arermath	of	the	crackdown,	Lin	Tianmiao	began	wrapping	
string	around	common	household	items	like	bicycles	and	end	tables,	seeming	to	refer	to	the	binding	of	bodies	and	spirits.	Her	
art	was	a	kind	of	private	dreaming,	an	alterna$ve	to	reality.	Since	that	$me	Lin's	focus	has	deepened	from	the	shared	
experience	of	social	and	poli$cal	repression	to	the	personal	experience	of	self-revela$on.	Known	for	a	body	of	work	that	
reveals	a	kind	of	psychic	skin,	in	sculptural	form	as	well	as	two-dimensionally,	Lin	represents	the	vanguard	of	a	nascent	
Chinese	feminism.	

Seeing	Shadow	No.	12	(2007),	for	example,	is	a	large	horizontal	panel	that	depicts	a	gray	photographic	image	of	an	abandoned	
Beijing	hutong	entangled	in	a	web	of	broken	trees	and	barren	branches.	Sewn	onto	the	canvas	are	thousands	of	strands	of	silk,	
most	of	them	balled	up	like	bacteria	growing	in	a	petri	dish.	Other	biological	similes	come	to	mind:	cysts	(some	form	of	
malignancy	beneath	the	surface?),	bundles	of	nerve	endings,	even	antennae.	Lin's	sensibility	as	an	ar$st	turns	inward	when	
she	works,	resul$ng	in	a	luminous	skin	that	suppresses	the	photo-based	image	in	favor	of	a	handcrared	surface.	The	socially	
cri$cal	subject—soon-to-be	demolished	tradi$onal	architecture	in	a	brutalized	natural	seyng—gives	way	to	a	kind	of	psychic	
reclama$on	as	the	ar$st	weaves	her	way	across	the	face	of	the	image,	one	silky	strand	at	a	$me.	As	they	cross,	the	strands	
conduct	light,	sugges$ng	a	web	of	residual	energy	from	people,	stories,	and	places	no	longer	there—the	half-lives	of	many	
dreams.	"Great	ar$sts	can	paint	mountains	in	the	dark,"	Lin	believes.	"They	do	not	have	to	see,	only	feel."	To	become	sensi$ve	
enough	to	capture	the	phantoms	wandering	across	her	silken	surfaces,	Lin,	in	a	sense,	has	learned	to	turn	her	skin	inside	out.	

Another	layer	of	psychic	skin	in	China	is	the	wrisen	language	itself.	Though	everyone	in	modern	China	learns	to	read	and	write	
as	a	child—a	years-long	act	of	rote	submission	to	authority—the	language	of	the	public	square	does	not	belong	to	the	public.	
Wrisen	language	may	appear	in	public—on	posters,	in	newspapers,	on	billboards,	and	on	the	$ghtly	controlled	Chinese	
version	of	the	internet—but	it	s$ll	follows	the	party	line.	Fracturing	a	character's	radical	to	imply	unstable	meanings,	inven$ng	
meaningless	configura$ons	of	strokes,	stamping	words	on	flowing	water,	wri$ng	a	tradi$onal	trea$se	in	ink	one	thousand	
$mes	on	a	piece	of	handmade	paper	un$l	it	becomes	solid	black,	inven$ng	new	forms	of	interna$onal	wrisen	Chinese:	these	
are	some	of	the	forms	in	which	Chinese	ar$sts	have	challenged	the	central	authority	of	the	wrisen	language.	Language	that	
washes	away,	evaporates,	darkens	or	negates	one's	face,	breaks	apart,	or	refuses	to	cohere	not	only	offers	the	audience	
nonsense	(and	is	thus	dadais$c),	but	also	shocks	complacency	into	wakefulness.	It	allows	the	ar$sts	to	speak	in	tongues—in	a	
dream	language	that	embodies	a	cri$que	of	the	established	social	order	while	avoiding	direct	poli$cal	asacks.	

Gu	Wenda	was	among	the	first	Chinese	ar$sts	to	destabilize	the	wrisen	language,	as	early	as	1984	enac$ng	performances	in	
which	he	painted	drama$c,	room-size	ideographs	on	large,	hanging	banners	of	paper.	Bringing	to	mind	the	posters	of	the	
Cultural	Revolu$on,	his	controversial	manipula$ons	and	reconfigura$ons	of	tradi$onal	characters,	resul$ng	in	nonsense	and	
quirky	wordplay,	confronted	viewers	with	a	graphic	deconstruc$on	of	the	language	on	a	larger-than-life	scale.	His	visual	
declara$ons	said	nothing	directly	but	implied	what	could	not	be	said:	that	the	wrisen	language	could	be	altered	publicly—
could	be	spoken—by	acts	of	individual	imagina$on.	Rather	than	confining	his	pseudo-characters	to	the	studio	or	gallery	wall,	
Gu	occupied	literal	and	rhetorical	space	as	an	ar$st,	surrounding	himself	with	an	elegiac,	personal,	and	ceremonious	form	of	
speech.	Needless	to	say,	he	found	lisle	support	among	the	Chinese	art	establishment,	and	in	1987	he	emigrated	to	the	United	
States.	

Gu	is	an	avowed	globalist,	a	sort	of	art	diplomat	who	has	displaced	his	youthful	(and	unfulfilled)	faith	in	the	state	dream	into	
an	art-world	version	of	a	transna$onal,	mul$ethnic	unity.	His	family-of-man	universalism	is	made	manifest	in	human	hair,	now	
his	principal	ar$s$c	medium.	Ubiquitous	yet	personally	unique,	hair	is	a	kind	of	language	encoding	both	the	strains	of	a	na$on	
and	the	strands	of	an	individual's	DNA.	Since	1993	Gu	has	been	gathering	hair	from	the	floors	of	local	barbershops	the	world	
over,	weaving,	gluing,	and	tying	these	shorn	strands	of	protein	into	the	pictographs,	cursive,	and	arabesques	of	what	appear	
to	be	wrisen	Chinese,	English,	Hindi,	and	Arabic.	in	fact,	however,	Gu's	hair	wri$ng	is	nonsense.	The	translucent	sheets	of	
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metascript	invoke	not	the	dissonance	of	mistransla$on	or	cacophonous	ethnic	verse,	but	rather	a	fantasy	of	speech	as	
harmony:	a	polyphonous	blending	of	voices	or	a	kind	of	global	singsong.	

Yet	it	is	not	all	that	simple	or	upliring.	Gu's	invented	language,	arer	all,	is	dead—it's	hair.	Its	humanity	lies	not	just	in	its	
woven	oneness,	but	also	in	its	dismemberment—its	having	been	cut	from	somebody's	head.	Spanning	the	lory	spaces	of	the	
interna$onal	art	arena,	it	cannot	help	evoking	the	ethnic	and	ideological	slaughters	of	the	last	and	probably	every	century.	
The	glue	that	holds	the	hair	in	place	glistens	like	a	bodily	fluid,	and	the	hair	itself—twisted,	wadded,	and	squeezed	into	
symbols	that	run	broken	across	the	wall—looks	like	the	arerbirth	of	Utopian	rhetoric.	A	corporal	weight,	perhaps	a	tragedy,	
underlies	Gu's	op$mis$c	language;	as	a	child	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	he,	too,	was	once	shorn	of	speech.	Speech	now	grows	
out	of	Gu	like	hair.	

The	art	historian	Norman	Bryson	once	discussed	ar$sts'	effacement	of	Chinese	wrisen	script	as	a	metaphor	for	a	society	in	
which	the	place	of	the	individual	was	no	longer	determined	by	ideology.	The	ideological	coherence	of	language	as	a	unifying	
force	across	regions	and	$me,	so	important	to	China's	history,	had	given	way,	he	believed,	to	a	sense	of	its	exhaus$on—the	
seman$c	dimension	had	been	emp$ed	out	of	language,	leaving	ruined	signifiers	in	its	wake.	This	helps	explain	the	cynical	
reasoning	of	the	Chinese	avant-garde	of	the	1990s.	The	unifica$on	of	meaning	was	revealed	to	have	been	a	form	of	collec$ve	
half-consciousness,	and	the	breaking	of	language—of	its	officially	imposed	coherence—was	a	way	for	ar$sts	to	rouse	
themselves	from	the	state	dream.	

If	the	nullifica$on	of	meaning	in	language	opened	the	way	for	cynical	reasoning—	whereby	the	skep$c	knows	his	beliefs	are	
empty	but	is	enlightened	about	his	complicity	in	the	dominant	order	(and,	because	he	has	no	faith,	is	thereby	immune	from	
the	charge	of	bad	faith)—it	also	opened	the	door	to	what	the	ar$st	Xu	Bing	has	called	"in-between"	experiences:	that	is,	
experiences	in	the	cracks	between	language(s),	when	words	(or	characters)	are	present	but	meaning	is	absent.	Therein	we	are	
open	to	something	in	between	what	we	expect	and	what	we	experience—the	hypnagogic	state	between	sense	and	nonsense.	

Xu	became	famous	for	inven$ng	a	language	that	looked	Chinese	but	could	not	be	read.	Working	in	rela$ve	isola$on	in	his	
small,	cell-like	studio	at	the	Central	Academy	of	Fine	Arts	in	Beijing,	he	painstakingly	carved	four	thousand	made-up	
characters	into	wooden	prin$ng	blocks,	which	he	used	to	print	his	seminal	Book	from	the	Sky	(1987-91).	Comprising	long	
scrolls	sweeping	down	from	the	ceiling	and	an	array	of	hand-bound	books,	with	addi$onal	scrolls	hung	on	the	surrounding	
walls	(a	tradi$onal	means	of	expressing	dissent	in	China),	Book	from	the	Sky	offered	itself	as	Chinese	but	was	really	
indecipherable.	First	exhibited	in	Beijing	in	1988,	it	was	hailed	as	signaling	a	new	direc$on	in	experimental	Chinese	art.	

Trained	in	Socialist	Realism,	Xu	felt	the	rela$onship	between	style,	form,	and	meaning	was	too	obvious	in	that	ar$s$c	genre.	
Like	most	Chinese	ar$sts	of	his	genera$on,	he	was	not	sure	how	to	visually	convey	what	he	was	thinking;	rather	than	turning	
toward	his	own	image,	as	so	many	Chinese	ar$sts	did,	he	focused	on	wri$ng.	In	effect,	he	wrote	his	confusion—what	he	did	
not	understand—in	a	language	that	he	could	not	read.	In	Chinese	tradi$on,	things	that	cannot	be	understood	are	called	books	
from	the	sky.	The	classical	word	for	book	is	also	the	character	for	mirror,	so	the	$tle	Book	from	the	Sky	can	also	be	understood	
to	mean	"a	mirror	for	the	examina$on	of	the	world."	As	in	any	mirror,	the	world	is	reflected	backward.	

This	was	not	a	cynical	gesture,	but	an	enactment	of	monkish	detachment,	like	daily	prayers.	By	carving	his	invented	and	
meaningless	characters,	Xu	invited	paradox:	speaking	on	a	public	scale	with	private	userances,	prac$cing	precision	in	the	
service	of	ambiguity,	learning	a	language	that	could	not	be	spoken,	undertaking	scholarship	in	reverse,	star$ng	with	the	
knowledge	of	a	language	and	ending	with	the	experience	of	no	language.	Thus,	by	carving	his	meaningless	alphabet,	Xu	made	
a	posi$ve	imprint	of	his	confusion	as	an	ar$st.	Unlike	Gu's	broken	or	inverted	script,	Xu's	text	is	fully	meaningless,	beginning	
from	nothing.	At	the	same	moment,	it	is	beau$ful:	precisely	carved	and	carefully	printed,	each	character	is	a	refined	whole,	
minus	only	its	seman$c	dimension.	The	subtrac$on	of	semio$c	familiarity	makes	wrisen	Chinese	as	purely	visual	(and	
meaningless)	for	those	who	can	read	the	language	as	it	is	for	those	who	cannot.	

For	many,	Book	from	the	Sky	represented	the	fu$lity	of	expression	in	China,	where	official	language	permeated	the	
atmosphere	of	the	state	dream.	Although	Xu's	project	preceded	Tiananmen	Square,	arer	1989	this	interpreta$on	made	a	
certain	amount	of	sense.	Indeed,	the	absurdity	of	devo$ng	so	much	$me	to	inven$ng	a	meaningless	language	may	be	seen	as	
a	metaphor	of	the	imprisonment	of	speech	in	a	society	where,	throughout	history,	intellectuals	learned	to	speak	in	riddles	and	
resorted	to	codes	read	backward	in	mirrors.	Chinese	children	must	devote	years	of	rote	study	to	master	the	ten	thousand	
characters	necessary	to	read	a	newspaper,	but	when	they	become	old	enough	to	have	something	to	say	they	dare	not	speak	
directly.	Thus,	Xu's	act	of	carving	his	language	paralleled	the	process	of	learning	Chinese	as	a	child.	

In	2007	Xu	made	a	series	of	hanging	birdcages	whose	metal	screening	is	fashioned	from	English	lesers.	Inside	each	cage	is	a	
brightly	colored	mechanical	bird	that	responds	to	noise	by	singing,	The	text	that	wraps	around	the	cages	recounts	ques$ons	
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Xu	has	been	asked	about	his	art	as	well	as	his	responses	to	such	ques$ons.	One	cage	represents	an	exchange	between	the	
ar$st	and	Jacques	Derrida,	the	Algerian-born	French	philosopher	who	founded	the	cri$cal	method	known	as	deconstruc$on,	a	
way	of	understanding	the	shiring	meanings	and	customary	hierarchies	of	language	through	the	scrupulous	analysis	of	texts.	
The	birdcage	reads	in	part:	"Xu	Bing	and	Derrida	'installed'	in	the	same	space	I	remember	saying	to	Derrida	'Although	so	many	
people	have	used	your	theories	to	interpret	Book	from	the	Sky	I	had	never	read	any,...'"	If	one	recites	the	text	out	loud	the	
mechanical	bird	interrupts,	its	singing	humorously	deconstruc$ng	the	sound	of	the	words.	Because	it	"interrupts"	the	readings	
and	meanings	of	extant	texts,	Derrida's	theory	of	deconstruc$on,	so	influen$al	in	the	postmodern	concep$on	of	knowledge	
and	experience,	is	oren	referred	to	as	a	philosophy	that,	in	itself,	says	nothing.	Language,	Xu's	work	implies,	is	a	cage.	The	
dream	of	the	bird	is	to	escape.	

Twenty	years	on,	Xu's	interrup$on	of	language	in	Book	from	the	Sky	hangs	in	the	mind	as	a	moment	in	which	the	Chinese	sky	
collapsed—and	with	it	the	sense	of	official	meaning	that	kept	the	state	dream	alor.	In	its	$me	significant	art	can	stand	for	a	
future	that	has	not	yet	come	into	play.	The	philosopher	Jean-Francois	Lyotard	referred	to	this	as	the	"future	anterior,"	or	the	
idea	that	ar$sts,	among	others,	invent	games	for	which	rules	have	not	yet	been	invented.	Today	the	ways	in	which	the	Chinese	
speak,	hear,	and	think	about	themselves	have	been	userly	transformed	by	exposure	to	the	global	matrix	of	economic	and	
cultural	exchange	and	to	the	networks	of	the	digital	age.	The	magnitude	of	this	change	was	unimaginable	to	most	of	us	when	
ar$sts	in	China	began	making	contemporary	art.	It	is	curious	to	recall	that	during	the	Tiananmen	Square	uprising	fax	machines	
were	the	principal	means	of	sending	and	receiving	informa$on	between	Chinese	dissidents	and	the	West.	Within	five	years	
Chinese	entrepreneurs	were	walking	around	with	cell	phones	the	size	of	walkie-talkies,	and	China's	vanguard	ar$sts,	whether	
by	expatria$on	or	ambi$on	(or	both),	were	infiltra$ng	the	networks	of	the	interna$onal	avant-garde.	

Each	morning	in	the	parks	of	Beijing	older	men	arrive	carrying	songbirds	in	hooded	cages,	wai$ng	for	the	right	moment	to	
uncover	the	birds	and	expose	them	to	the	light	of	a	new	day	so	they	might	out-sing	one	another.	One	has	the	sense	that	in	
genera$ons	past	the	birds	would	have	been	eagles	or	hawks—birds	of	prey—and	the	men	Manchu	warriors.	Today	bringing	
songbirds	to	parks	is	a	leisure	pursuit,	but	when	the	cages	are	uncovered	the	ves$ges	of	some	ancient	compe$$on	are	
revealed.	In	1958	the	Communist	Party	decided	that	there	were	too	many	sparrows	in	China	compe$ng	with	the	people	for	
grain.	"Kill	the	sparrows	to	save	your	crops,"	Mao	said.	Millions	of	peasants	and	city	dwellers	destroyed	nests,	killed	nestlings,	
and	banged	pots	and	pans	in	order	to	frighten	the	sparrows	and	keep	them	alor.	Because	sparrows	can	remain	in	con$nuous	
flight	for	only	a	short	$me	before	dying	of	exhaus$on,	an	es$mated	four	million	birds	perished	in	Mao's	campaign	to	rid	the	
land	of	the	counterrevolu$onary	sparrow.	Most	literally	fell	from	the	sky.	The	ecological	consequences,	of	course,	were	
disastrous:	it	turned	out	that	sparrows	had	been	the	people's	allies	all	along,	ea$ng	mostly	insects.	Mao's	countermanding	
order	to	stop	the	killing	was	simple:	"Forget	it."	With	the	poli$cally	rehabilitated	sparrows	gone,	however,	insects	ate	the	grain	
and	famine	set	in.	The	state	dream	became	a	nightmare	in	which	sparrows	fell	from	the	sky.	

The	Chinese	no	longer	see	themselves	as	subjects	suspended	in	a	state	dream,	but	rather,	perhaps,	as	a	billion-plus	sparrows	
hurtling	toward	a	horizon	that	may	represent	an	awakening.	The	hood	has	come	off	the	cage,	but	the	light	of	day	does	not	just	
reveal	the	morning—it	radiates	the	blinding,	noxious	half-life	of	an	ideology	that	could	only	have	been	realized	in	the	context	
of	an	imposed	hallucina$on.	Blind	Talker	(2005),	a	single-	channel	video	projec$on	by	Wang	Gongxin,	one	of	China's	pioneers	
in	new	media,	captures	this	sense	of	the	Chinese	people	as	caught	in	a	dream	and	blinded	by	the	light.	A	studio	produc$on	set	
in	the	clouds,	the	twelve-minute	video	shows	an	aging	senior,	a	middle-aged	adult,	and	a	prepubescent	boy—all	blind—
making	their	way	slowly	through	a	bright,	billowy	atmosphere	by	moans	of	sound	and	touch.	A	honey-colored	birdcage	hangs	
in	the	space,	and	the	old	man	taps	it	with	his	cane.	Because	the	sound—like	the	mo$on—is	slowed	down,	the	tap	of	the	old	
man's	cane	deepens	into	a	thwunk	that	resonates	like	sound	underwater.	The	voices	of	him	and	the	boy	also	fall	and	lengthen.	
The	birds,	however,	are	recorded	in	real	$me;	their	chirping	and	singing	lirs	the	spirit	and	guides	the	way—aural	cues	in	an	
isotropic	environment.	Other	things	happen:	people	ride	bikes	through	the	fog	like	flee$ng	appari$ons,	the	music	of	a	
stringed	instrument	plays	backward,	a	bird	sits	quietly	on	a	man's	finger$p,	and	the	middle-aged	man	on	a	khaki	motorized	
bike	drives	the	boy,	who	wears	sunglasses	and	angel's	wings,	up	into	the	blue	sky	like	Icarus	toward	the	sun.	Upliring	music	
lors	them.	They	smile	and	rock	their	heads	as	they	ascend.	Though	they	cannot	see,	they	are	going	somewhere,	somehow,	
like	sparrows	chased	from	a	tree.	

There	is	a	sense	today	among	Chinese	ar$sts	that	most	people	don't	have	$me	to	dream	because	China	is	moving	too	fast.	To	
speak	of	a	na$on	moving	too	fast	is	probably	to	speak	of	one's	impression	of	change	in	the	local	environment—in	Beijing,	for	
instance,	with	its	chao$c	traffic,	growing	skyline,	influx	of	foreigners,	easy	money,	and	so	forth.	Change	is	hard	to	gauge	from	
inside.	One's	perspec$ve	is	entangled	with	shiring	lanes	of	memory,	with	familiar	places	that	no	longer	exist,	with	soaring	
corporate	edifices	built	nearly	overnight	and	boulevards	of	na$onal	des$ny	blanketed	with	taxis	moving	too	slowly.	
Displacement	and	disappearance	are	the	constants.	One	navigates	through	an	uncertain,	half-remembered	territory	in	which	
the	old	points	of	reference	are	like	ghosts	fading	away	in	the	light	of	China's	new	day.	The	state	dream	may	be	over,	but	the	
dream	state	persists.	
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If	the	ideological	dreamscape	of	China	is	no	longer	collec$ve,	neither	is	there	a	tradi$on	of	individual	dreaming	in	the	
American	sense.	Paradoxically,	the	dreams	of	individuals	remain	embedded	in	collec$vist	slogans	such	as	"Everybody	get	
rich!"	In	this	sense	the	Chinese	are	not	yet	capitalists,	most	mistaking	capitalism	for	being	rich.	Their	collec$ve	dreamscape,	
however,	has	become	the	stock	market.	In	October	2007	the	Seventeenth	Party	Congress	declared	that	ci$zens	should	
increase	their	income	via	investments.	For	the	first	$me	the	Chinese	were	officially	encouraged	to	make	money	from	money,	
not	labor.	This	is	a	profound	psychic	turning	point.	The	art-world	version	of	the	stock	market	is	the	auc$on	market,	of	course,	
and	many	Chinese	ar$sts—especially	the	younger	ones—have	come	to	see	it	as	their	principal	audience.	Ar$sts	studying	in	
China's	academies	today	were	born	during	the	New	Wave	movement,	and	they	have	grown	up	knowing	their	teachers	as	
(increasingly)	famous	and	affluent.	This	genera$on's	dream	of	China	will	not	be	ideological,	but	rather	cultural.	Indeed,	the	
interna$onal	art	world	(art	fairs,	biennials,	and	auc$on	houses)	is	now	their	dreamscape:	a	kind	of	stateless	realm	of	mingling	
aesthe$c	currencies,	benign	statesmanship,	and	jet	lag-induced	euphoria.	Like	everyone	else	in	China,	young	ar$sts	dream	of	
being	rich	(the	Utopian	impulse	has	been	priva$zed).	And	yet,	Chinese	ar$sts	born	in	the	1970s	look	back	upon	the	ruins	of	
socialist	utopianism	with	a	guarded	nostalgia	for	the	sense	of	collec$ve	purpose	and	social	stability	they	recall	vaguely	from	
their	own—or	from	other	peoples'—childhoods.	They	do	not	idealize	that	$me,	but	they	do	remain	fascinated,	as	ar$sts,	by	
its	hollow	slogans,	empty	spaces,	and	faded	pa$nas—the	psychological	remnants	of	Mao's	stages,	stadiums,	and	public	
squares.	The	nostalgia	younger	ar$sts	feel	today	for	the	collec$vity	of	the	past,	though	ironic,	is	not	cynical.	It	may	be	a	
longing	for	something	other	than	mere	success.	In	part	because	they	do	not	remember	failure,	the	era	of	cynicism	in	Chinese	
art	is	over.	

When	asked	in	the	late	1990s	why	a	Chinese	avant-garde	had	emerged	in	the	first	place,	Wang	Gongxin	answered	in	imperfect	
but	perfectly	clear	English:	"To	against	the	official	art."	When	asked	in	2007	whether	the	era	of	collec$ve	dreaming	in	China	
was	over,	he	called	asen$on	to	the	official	slogan	of	the	Beijing	Olympics:	"One	World	One	Dream."	It	is	not	over.	

Chinese	ar$sts	know	that	the	dreamed	self	is	not	the	same	as	the	conscious	self.	Works	of	art	are	representa$ons	of	the	
dreamed	self,	but	they	are	not	the	ar$sts'	actual	dreams.	In	China	those	are	dreamed,	as	it	were,	through	Zhuangzi's	buserfly:	
a	third	party,	the	subconscious,	maybe	art,	but	something	the	ar$st	cannot	control.	Ul$mately,	it	is	the	consciousness	of	
consciousness	that	is	at	stake,	without	which	there	is	no	art,	only	recurring	appari$ons	from	a	half-remembered	past.	One	of	
the	reasons	Chinese	ar$sts	are	so	important	today	is	that	they	remain	$ed	to	the	fate	of	their	na$on	(not	every	na$on's	ar$sts	
can	make	that	claim).	The	faces	they	paint,	the	masks	they	wear,	the	ghosts	they	glimpse,	the	heroes	they	remember,	the	
vases	they	break,	the	spaces	they	haunt,	the	skins	they	expose,	the	fingers	they	sever,	the	wri$ng	they	nullify,	and	the	birds	
they	cage	are	not	merely	market	calcula$ons	designed	to	give	the	West	what	it	wants.	Chinese	art	is	more	profound	than	the	
market.	It	represents	varia$ons	on	the	effort	of	a	na$on	to	awaken,	over	and	over,	from	the	paralysis	of	the	state	dream.	It	
represents	the	half-life	of	that	dream.	
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The	Potency	of	the	Mask:	Ancient	Rites	in	Contemporary	Chinese	Art		 	 	
by	Christoph	Heinrich	
Director,	Denver	Art	Museum	

"China's	Slipping	Happy	Mask"	is	just	one	of	many	headlines	in	recent	years	to	invoke	the	mask	as	a	metaphor	in	reference	
to	China's	economy	and	poli$cs.	Beneath	this	trope	one	senses	the	uncertainty	and	discomfort	of	the	West	in	the	face	of	the	
booming	economy	of	the	world's	most	populous	country.	And	yet,	though	double-digit	growth	rates	may	cause	concern	and	
suggest	a	ruthless	business	environment,	in	nego$a$ons	with	the	Chinese	one	encounters	only	unflappable	friendliness.	
Such	"happy	masks"	can	also	be	found	in	the	works	of	a	number	of	contemporary	Chinese	ar$sts	who,	in	recent	years,	have	
engaged	their	audiences	with	mask-like	portraits	and	props,	generally	dis$nguished	by	a	certain	facial	type,	its	features	
frozen	into	a	s$ff	disguise.	From	the	perspec$ve	of	the	art	market	this	might	be	considered	a	calculated	bid	for	commercial	
success.	Arer	all,	we	are	regularly	reminded	that	human	beings	are	gene$cally	programmed	to	fixate	on	the	countenances	
of	fellow	members	of	the	species,	subconsciously	recognizing	faces	in	a	split	second	and	relying	on	them	for	cues.	

But	business	and	marke$ng	concerns	aside,	it	is	worth	considering	what	meanings	might	be	associated	with	ar$s$c	use	of	
stereotypical	facial	expressions.	Are	the	masks'	distorted	features	meant	only	as	camouflage,	concealing	inten$on	and	
emo$on?	Or	is	this	reading	limited	by	our	own	tradi$ons	in	the	West,	where	masking	is	oren	iden$fied	with	deceit	and	
disguise?	And	is	not	that	view	itself	too	narrow,	even	within	the	Western	context,	neglec$ng	more	significant	meanings	that	
may	have	become	buried	over	$me?	

Smiling	in	Service	of	the	Revolu$on	

The	disquie$ng	grin	has	become	something	of	a	formula	in	contemporary	Chinese	art.	And	yet	in	China,	wide	mouths	and	
bared	teeth	are	an	inven$on	of	the	second	half	of	the	twen$eth	century.	One	rarely	comes	across	a	smiling	figure	in	
tradi$onal	Chinese	pain$ng;	instead	expression	is	conveyed	through	small,	stylized	mouths,	rendered	in	graceful	dashes	and	
arcs	consistent	with	the	Confucian	ideal	of	central	harmony.	Not	passion	and	exuberance	but	equanimity	and	inner	
equilibrium	were	the	way	to	the	golden	mean.	Smiles	only	became	permissible	during	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	with	its	
patrio$c	depic$ons	of	proudly	toiling	laborers	and	enthusias$c	field	hands.	Their	mask-like	display	of	happiness	is	especially	
striking	in	the	propaganda	posters	of	the	$me:	brawny	men	and	freshly	coiffed	women,	neatly	dressed	and	beaming,	go	
about	their	work	and	play	with	unfailing	good	cheer,	the	broad	smiles	on	their	faces	speaking	volumes.	Ubiquitous	from	the	
1950s	to	the	1980s,	these	posters	were	the	matrix	that	shaped	the	visual	awareness	of	ar$sts	who	are	now	aged	forty	to	
sixty.	During	the	liberal	1990s,	the	stereotypical	image	of	the	smiling	comrade	came	under	cri$cal	scru$ny	and	made	its	
appearance	on	the	interna$onal	stage	of	contemporary	art.	

In	the	works	of	ar$sts	associated	with	Poli$cal	Pop,	the	enthusiasm	expressed	through	face	and	gesture	was	redirected	
toward	the	achievements	of	Western	consumer	culture.	They	celebrated	not	the	values	of	Communism	but	the	rewards	of	
the	free	market	with	revolu$onary	emphasis,	and	the	discrepancy	between	the	"high"	of	emo$on	and	the	"low"	of	mass	
produc$on	yielded	the	tension	that	pushes	the	pain$ngs	of	ar$sts	such	as	Geng	Jianyi,	Wang	Guangyi,	and	Yu	Youhan	into	
the	realm	of	the	grotesque.	

The	frozen	laugh	of	the	mask	as	an	expression	of	frustra$on	and	scorn	for	both	past	and	present	is	part	of	the	language	of	
Cynical	Realism,	a	term	coined	in	the	1990s	by	Li	Xian$ng,	the	dean	of	a	new	wave	of	Chinese	art	cri$cism.	He	applied	the	
term	to	a	group	of	young	ar$sts	whose	figural	pain$ngs	represented	a	genera$on	of	urban	youth—those	who	responded	
with	aggressive	indifference	and	derision	to	the	poli$cal	arermath	of	the	Tiananmen	Square	massacre	and	China's	rapid	
moderniza$on.	

HALF-LIFE OF A DREAM: Contemporary Chinese Art from the 
Logan Collection  
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Masks	and	Magic	

A	ques$on	that	has	not	yet	been	considered	is	whether	the	use	of	the	mask	might	not	also	represent	a	reappropria$on	of	
past	tradi$ons.	Could	not	the	deployment	of	the	stereotypical	face,	whether	smiling	or	earnest,	also	have	atavis$c	and	
magical	implica$ons?	

Masks	conceal	but	do	not	neutralize	the	wearer.	In	both	Western	and	Asian	tradi$ons,	they	provide	added	content,	
clothing	the	wearer	in	spiritual,	historical,	ero$c,	and	military	connota$ons.	Evidence	of	masking	goes	as	far	back	as	the	
Paleolithic	era,	with	its	cave	pain$ngs	of	individuals,	presumably	shamans,	wearing	animal	masks.	In	all	world	cultures,	
masks	are	associated	with	ritual	ac$vi$es,	most	of	which	have	become	lost	with	$me	or	transformed	and	secularized.	Their	
origins,	however,	lie	in	magic.	The	mask,	in	its	most	ancient	sense,	is	a	tool	for	communica$ng	with	the	gods	and	spirits.	

While	the	s$ff	smile	may	be	rela$vely	new	to	Chinese	art,	the	wide	grin	is	commonplace	in	ritual	masks	of	all	performance	
tradi$ons	in	Buddhist	and	Asian	folk	culture,	which	have	used	the	stylized	expression	for	centuries	to	invoke	gods	and	
demons.	Throughout	Asia	masks	are	primarily	implements	of	temple	worship	and	of	theatrical	prac$ces	that	have	evolved	
out	of	ritual.	Most	familiar	in	the	West	is	the	grimacing	lion	costume	paraded	in	Chinese	New	Year	celebra$ons:	color,	
pasern,	ornament,	and	decora$on	amplify	the	gestures	and	movements	of	the	performers,	their	disguise	symbolizing	the	
inevitable	exorcism	of	evil	spirits	and	the	fulfillment	of	all	good	wishes.	But	this	is	just	one	of	many	masks	related	to	
worship	and	basle,	as	well	as	to	the	resurgent	Nuo	theater,	that	make	up	the	vast	storehouse	of	Chinese	mask	types.	

Yue	Minjun:	The	Ar$st	as	Shaman	

Magical	rites,	popular	for	thousands	of	years	in	China,	were	prac$ced	across	wide	parts	of	the	country	by	a	diversity	of	
ethnic	groups.	Over	the	centuries	these	rituals	evolved	into	dis$nct	forms,	yielding	a	great	variety	of	masks	and	dances.	

During	the	years	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	however,	the	government	banned	such	customs,	suppressing	them	as	
reac$onary	supers$$ons	and	holdovers	from	feudalism.	Under	the	cover	of	anonymity,	aspiring	to	godlike	or	demonic	
powers,	the	masker	placed	himself	above	authority.	Under	the	light	of	Mao,	"the	red	sun	in	our	hearts,"	such	effrontery	
was	as	unwelcome	as	any	belief	in	gods	and	demons;	only	very	few	authen$c	masks	survived	this	period.	

Since	the	1980s	there	has	been	a	resurgence	of	interest	in	these	ancient	rites.	If	we	consider	the	ar$st	in	modem	society	
not	merely	as	an	entrepreneur	producing	visual	entertainment	(and,	if	successful,	economic	value),	but	also	in	a	broader	
context	that	assumes	an	anthropological	constant,	then	the	ar$st	could	long	ago	have	taken	on	the	role	of	shaman.	The	
ar$st	performs	rituals,	enters	into	contact	with	the	past,	and	communicates	with	a	world	that	eludes	the	rules	of	ra$onal	
thought.	In	an	effort	of	collec$ve	exorcism,	the	ar$st's	magical	powers	are	the	ambiguity	of	poetry	and	the	unerring	aim	of	
intui$on.	

These	are	the	premises	under	which	we	approach	Yue	Minjun's	"silly	man,"	the	perpetually	grinning,	endlessly	
reproducible	self-portrait	of	the	ar$st.	Mouth	open	wide,	eyes	$ghtly	shut,	he	occasionally	appears	as	a	single	figure	
(Swan)	but	more	oren	in	a	group	(The	Last	5000	Years).	Mul$plied,	he	becomes	the	quintessence	of	"the	superannuated	
principles	of	collec$vism	and	egalitarianism.”	

But	Yue	also	uses	the	silly	man	to	reinstate	the	figure	of	the	anarchic	clown,	a	stock	character	in	the	masking	tradi$ons	of	
all	cultures.	In	Chinese	Nuo	theater,	which	dates	back	to	the	firh	century	BCE,	this	role	is	assigned	to	the	servant	Qin	Tong.	
His	face	twisted	in	a	characteris$c	smirk,	he	is	agile	and	mischievous,	as	bold	as	he	is	unscrupulous—and	would	surely,	
given	the	opportunity,	try	to	ride	a	flightless	bird	(Ostriches).	Qin	Tong	is	a	key	figure	in	Nuo	because	his	ability	to	laugh	and	
elicit	laughter	was	considered	one	of	the	most	potent	weapons	of	exorcism;	laughter,	the	Chinese	believed,	could	drive	
away	demons.	He	is	the	buffoon	whose	pranks	delight	the	audience:	the	abused	servant,	kin	to	Arlecchino,	one	of	the	
numerous	zanni	of	Italian	commedia	dell'arte,	whose	counterparts	can	be	found	in	many	of	the	varied	forms	of	
shamanism.	

At	first	reading	a	caricature	of	the	ar$st	as	a	cloned	comrade	soldier,	the	silly	man	is	also	a	stand-in	shaman	figure.	His	grins	
and	grimaces	are	weapons;	his	rows	of	white	teeth	suggest	readiness	for	basle.	Inner	life	and	personality	are	barricaded	
behind	eyes	squeezed	shut	as	though	in	a	trance,	while	the	bared	teeth	hold	evil	spirits	at	bay.	

Nuo	is	a	rite	of	exorcism,	a	purging	of	the	evil	spirits	of	the	past	that	unites	all	members	of	a	tribe	or	group.	In	a	
materialis$c	present	less	inclined	toward	belief	in	the	demonic	powers	of	chthonic	forces,	these	are	replaced	by	collec$ve	
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psychoses,	by	the	force	of	memory,	anger,	and	shame.	Yue's	silly-man	mask	is	not	merely	a	covering	that	conceals	iden$ty	
and	personal	feelings,	but	also	an	instrument	of	modern	exorcism.	If	the	idol	as	a	magnifica$on	of	the	self	is	intended	to	
protect	the	individual,	the	mul$plica$on	of	the	self	owes	something	to	American	Pop	art	and	its	celebra$on	of	mass	
produc$on.	Yue's	game	of	masks	could	be	seen	as	a	synthesis	of	Andy	Warhol's	belief	in	the	benefits	of	infinite	
reproducibility	(Warhol	$tled	his	1963	version	of	the	Mona	Lisa	Thirty	Are	BeMer	Than	One)	and	forms	of	ritual	rooted	in	
the	ar$st's	own	tradi$on.	

With	his	standing	synthe$c-resin	figures	{Contemporary	TerracoMa	Warriors,	for	example),	he	marches	out	an	army	of	
laughing	men,	reinterpre$ng	the	quiet	dignity	of	the	famous	Qin	Dynasty	terra-cosa	warriors	through	the	strident,	
aggressively	bellicose	tones	of	a	modern	exorcism.	

Zeng	Fanzhi:	Banishing	the	Past	

Surely	no	Chinese	ar$st	is	more	iden$fied	with	the	use	of	masks	than	Zeng	Fanzhi.	In	his	Mask	Series	(1994-2000)	he	
ouxits	all	figures	with	a	pale,	close-fiyng	mask.	The	prop	transforms	his	subjects,	oren	dressed	in	elegant	Western	
clothes,	into	anonymous	clones	incapable	of	self-determina$on.	The	masks	signify	a	uniformity	one	might	have	thought	
was	overcome	through	contact	with	the	West.	In	pictures	such	as	Mask	Series	No.	9	and	No.	10,	the	stereotypical	faces	
seem	to	turn	an	inner	emp$ness	inside	out.	

Zeng's	Class	One	Series	(1996)	sheds	light	on	the	origins	of	this	prop.	In	thirty-two	individual	portraits,	all	wearing	iden$cal	
masks	and	the	red	neck	scarf	of	the	Young	Pioneers,	the	ar$st	"portrayed"	the	class	of	the	"lisle	red	soldier	Zhi	Zhi,"	who	
in	the	summer	of	1970,	at	the	height	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	kept	close	watch	on	the	father	of	a	fellow	student,	a	
disseminator	of	counterrevolu$onary	ideas,	"un$l	the	bad	person	was	finally	arrested."	Given	the	poli$cal	context	of	the	
fable	Zeng	tells	in	rela$on	to	the	series,	it	becomes	clear	that	the	ar$st	uses	the	mask	as	an	instrument	for	entering	into	
contact	with	the	past.	

In	remarks	to	Karen	Smith,	Zeng	discussed	his	personal	percep$on	of	the	mask	as	a	complex	metaphor	beyond	that	of	a	
barrier	between	figure	and	recipient:	

In	conversaHon,	Zeng	Fanzhi	reveals	that,	like	Proust,	he	is	consumed	by	memory,	by	the	habitual	act	of	prompted	
remembering,	of	not	being	able	to	forget,	no	maMer	how	or	what.	.	.	Zeng	Fanzhi	remembers	because	the	period	was	a	
tough	one,	the	toughest	of	his	then	short	life,	but	one	that	stuck	in	his	memory	far	more	profoundly	and	painfully	than	for	
any	of	his	contemporaries.	

The	ar$st	himself	links	the	story	of	the	lisle	red	soldier	to	his	own	sense	of	exclusion	as	a	child,	when	his	teacher	deemed	
him	unworthy	of	wearing	the	coveted	red	scarf	of	the	Young	Communists:	

What	might	seem	like	a	trifling	lack	to	a	non-Chinese	reader	should	not	be	dismissed	or	underesHmated.	If	we	accept	
Freud's	most	enduring	and	credited	observaHon	of	the	impact	upon	a	person	of	those	experiences	garnered	in	their	
formaHve	years,	then	given	the	China	context—China	under	Mao	and	at	the	height	of	the	Cultural	RevoluHon—the	
significance	of	owning	this	badge	of	membership	in	a	society	governed	by	uniform	conformity	was	immeasurable.	.	.	.	To	
be	excluded	as	a	child	is	traumaHc	in	any	society.	In	China	within	the	aura	of	the	Cultural	RevoluHon,	it	was	devastaHng.	

Zeng	began	the	Mask	Series	arer	moving	from	his	na$ve	Wuhan	to	Beijing.	Far	from	familiar	surroundings,	in	a	new	and	
foreign	environment,	he	found	himself	besieged	by	old	memories	and,	once	again,	by	the	sense	of	being	an	outsider.	Life	
in	the	modern	city,	with	its	fascina$on	with	Western	fashion	and	its	anonymous	masses,	was	the	backdrop	against	which	
the	ar$st's	personal	exorcism	became	a	metaphor	for	Chinese	society	in	the	arermath	of	Mao.	

For	Zeng,	the	mask	became	a	formula	for	a	figure	of	unspecific	age	and	experience,	able	to	exhibit	emo$ons	such	as	
amusement,	surprise,	and	thoughxulness	but	never	capable	of	more	than	display—and	as	such	presen$ng	a	fundamental	
challenge	to	the	possibility	of	empathy.	Like	Yue,	Zeng	draws	on	one	of	the	original	func$ons	of	the	mask	in	ancient	
cultures	and	primi$ve	socie$es:	to	filter	memory	and	process	trauma$c	experience	(guilt,	helplessness,	defeat).	His	work	
deploys	the	mask	to	banish	the	past.	

Zhang	Xiaogang:	The	Public	Image	
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A	mask-like	symmetry	also	characterizes	the	faces	in	Zhang	Xiaogang's	series	of	single	and	family	portraits.	The	star$ng	point	
for	the	Bloodline	series	was	a	s$ffly	posed	photograph	of	his	parents	from	the	1950s.	Traces	of	his	mother's	elongated	face,	
with	its	narrow	chin	and	wide-set	eyes,	are	found	in	most	of	Zhang's	figures,	and	an	essen$al	similarity	connects	all	of	his	
subjects,	male	and	female.	

Though	originally	inspired	by	family	photographs,	the	ar$st	has	distanced	himself	from	the	individual,	looking	instead	for	
formulas	to	illustrate	the	links	that	connect	people	in	society.	A	razor-sharp	line,	Zhang's	"bloodline,"	runs	from	figure	to	
figure,	represen$ng	the	fundamental	rela$onship	between	all	people.	The	ar$st	notes:	

We	are	all	acHng	a	role	that	others	would	accept.	A	public	image,	so	to	speak.	What	is	interesHng	is	the	ambiguous	
relaHonship	between	this	role	and	the	person's	character;	the	two	contradict	each	other.	But	we	all	learn	to	play	this	role,	
thus	forming	contemporary	man's	character.	This	means	one	must	find	a	balance	between	that	which	is	public	and	that	
which	is	private.	If	one	cannot	bear	this	balance,	then	one	goes	mad.	

For	Zhang,	the	way	to	the	Bloodline	series	passed	through	several	surrealist-influenced	pain$ng	sequences	in	the	1980s—
enigma$c	scenes	composed	of	severed	heads	and	masks.	Here,	the	powers	of	the	mind	seem	to	have	dissociated	
themselves	from	the	body	to	lead	separate	lives	as	masks.	In	the	Bloodline	pain$ngs	Zhang	uses	very	intense	portraits	to	
develop	a	formula	that	sets	his	own	subjec$ve	experience—or	rather,	that	of	his	family—against	external	projec$ons.	The	
mask-like	countenance	becomes	an	incarna$on	of	the	public	image.	Clear,	bright	eyes	catch	the	light	and	peer	through	
sharply	drawn	lids,	seeming	to	impart	a	soul	to	the	sorly	blurred	faces	and	expressing	something	like	vulnerability,	
melancholy,	or	perhaps	mourning.	

And	yet	when	the	figures	are	considered	side	by	side,	their	delicate	shells	repel	any	asempt	to	discern	individuality.	The	
ar$st	perceives	the	individual	as	an	unassailable	bas$on:	one	may	perceive	a	public	image	but	nothing	more.	

The	Mask	As	Protec$on	

Masking	tradi$ons,	from	those	depicted	in	Stone	Age	wall	pain$ngs	to	today's	carnival	celebra$ons,	derive	from	a	desire	to	
transcend	from	the	subjec$ve	to	the	objec$ve,	to	appropriate	the	powers	of	certain	beings	through	representa$on	or	to	
protect	the	self	from	menacing	forces	through	concealment	and	disguise.	We	hide	our	impotence	behind	a	mask	and	hope	
the	facade	will	enable	us	to	rise	above	our	own	limita$ons.	The	mask	conceals	the	wearer's	iden$ty	and	subs$tutes	it	with	
another;	in	this	sense	masks	are	always	somehow	subversive.	Under	the	cloak	of	anonymity—or	aspiring	to	supernatural	or	
apotropaic	powers—the	wearer	challenges	conven$onal	authority.	In	archaic	hun$ng	magic	the	mask	enabled	the	hunter	to	
slip	in	among	his	prey;	later	it	let	the	wearer	assume	godlike	powers	through	ritual.	Today	the	wearing	of	a	mask	during	
demonstra$ons	or	with	the	intent	to	in$midate	is	considered	a	punishable	offense.	The	Chinese	ar$sts	presented	here	use	
the	mask	to	invoke	this	archaic	power	and	its	challenge	to	authority.	In	doing	so,	they	create	a	connec$on	to	the	past	that	is	
more	than	a	commemora$ve	record.	In	contemporary	Chinese	art,	the	power	of	age-old	rites	is	reac$vated	through	the	
potency	of	the	mask.	
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Life	afer	History	
by	Eleanor	Heartney,	Art	Cri^c	and	Author	

History	is	an	elusive	en$ty	in	all	cultures,	as	facts	disappear,	new	interpreta$ons	supplant	old	ones,	and	socie$es	forget	and	
reconfigure	events	that	shaped	the	lives	of	earlier	genera$ons.	However,	some	socie$es	regard	history	as	the	enemy	and	work	
ac$vely	to	erase	it.	In	his	fantasy	dystopia	1984,	George	Orwell	envisioned	a	society	overseen	by	a	Ministry	of	Truth	whose	
task	was	in	fact	to	rewrite	and	falsify	history	as	the	dictates	of	the	state	required.	Though	Orwell's	inven$on	stakes	out	an	
extreme	posi$on,	a	war	on	the	past	has	been	waged	in	many	socie$es,	not	least	of	all	China.	Throughout	its	long	history	China	
has	undergone	episodes	of	censorship	and	book	burning	aimed	at	oblitera$ng	unacceptable	versions	of	the	past.	Among	the	
most	notorious	was	the	Confucian	purge	of	the	third	century	BCE,	when	the	Qin	Dynasty	systema$cally	destroyed	history	and	
philosophy	books	and	buried	noncompliant	scholars.	China's	tumultuous	recent	history—the	sweeping	destruc$on	of	
tradi$on	wrought	by	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	the	subsequent	introduc$on	of	capitalist	ideals	following	the	death	of	Mao	Tse-
tung,	the	rise	of	the	prodemocracy	movement	and	its	harsh	demoli$on	in	Tiananmen	Square,	and	the	unleashing	of	today's	
intensely	promarket	economy—has	yielded	a	society	for	which	the	past	is	extremely	problema$c.	This	state	of	affairs	is	in	part	
a	legacy	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	which	decreed	all	manner	of	cultural	tradi$ons,	historical	ar$facts,	religious	prac$ces,	and	
folk	rituals	to	be	remnants	of	a	bourgeois	mentality	that	needed	to	be	ruthlessly	stamped	out.	But	in	contemporary	China,	
history	is	also	the	vic$m	of	moderniza$on,	subject	to	a	society-wide	willingness	to	wipe	out	the	physical	and	mental	traces	of	
the	past	in	exchange	for	a	fast	track	to	the	future.	

How	does	one	live	without	history?	How	does	one	build	a	sense	of	iden$ty	when	the	past	has	been	relegated	to	the	other	
side	of	an	unbridgeable	chasm?	Can	an	individual	or	a	society	understand	itself	without	some	sense	of	historical	con$nuity?	
These	are	the	issues	confronted	by	China's	contemporary	ar$sts.	Their	work,	which	has	of	late	pervaded	galleries,	museums,	
and	auc$on	houses	worldwide,	is	frequently	read	as	a	more	or	less	straighxorward	cri$que	of	an	oppressive	system	or	as	an	
opportunis$c	grab	for	asen$on	based	on	a	savvy	internaliza$on	of	the	principles	of	the	interna$onal	art	market.	Half-Life	of	a	
Dream	represents	an	effort	to	dig	more	deeply	into	the	output	of	contemporary	Chinese	ar$sts	(some	well	known,	others	less	
so),	reposi$oning	their	produc$on	as	responses	to	a	series	of	psychological	traumas	rooted	in	their	na$on's	recent	history.	

China's	current	art	explosion	needs	to	be	understood	in	the	context	of	its	system	of	art	educa$on.	Since	the	Revolu$on,	
Chinese	art	academies	have	been	modeled	on	the	postwar	Soviet	system,	organized	around	a	highly	academic	training	
regimen	that	emphasizes	life	drawing,	working	from	plaster	casts	of	Western	art	masterpieces,	and	tradi$onal	drawing,	
pain$ng,	and	sculp$ng	skills.	There	is	of	course	an	irony	here,	as	academic	realism	is	an	imported	style	with	no	roots	in	
Chinese	tradi$ons.	As	in	the	late	Soviet	Union,	where	state-sanc$oned	Socialist	Realism	made	a	demigod	of	Joseph	Stalin,	
official	Chinese	art	has	been	long	dominated	by	a	visual	language	that	stresses	heroic	and	highly	realis$c	narra$ve	scenes	of	
workers	in	fields	or	portraits	of	revolu$onary	leaders.	Meanwhile,	the	government's	eleva$on	of	Socialist	Realism	has	been	
accompanied	by	the	suppression	of	venerable	na$ve	tradi$ons	such	as	ink	pain$ng.	Academies	con$nue	to	offer	this	medium	
as	a	specialty,	but	only	arer	students	have	undergone	rigorous	training	in	academic	realism.	During	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	in	
fact,	when	the	state	closed	schools	and	sent	students	and	teachers	to	the	countryside	for	reeduca$on,	it	was	actually	
dangerous	to	be	a	proponent	of	pre-revolu$onary	litera$	pain$ng.	

The	arrival	of	the	global	art	market	and	the	embrace	of	postmodern	approaches	by	avant-garde	Chinese	ar$sts	(though	not,	it	
should	be	noted,	by	most	art	schools)	have	brought	these	prac$$oners	to	the	forefront	of	interna$onal	asen$on.	In	this	
context,	the	tropes	of	Socialist	Realism,	at	least	insofar	as	they	fed	the	discredited	Maoist	cult	of	personality,	are	now	
considered	fair	game,	and	many	ar$sts	are	exploring	conceptual	tendencies	that	would	once	have	been	viewed	as	
counterrevolu$onary.	In	China,	as	in	the	Soviet	Union,	where	"unofficial"	ar$sts	such	as	Komar	&	Melamid	and	Aleksey	
Kosolapov	mocked	the	saintly-status	of	Lenin	and	Stalin,	Socialist	Realism	and	academic	training	have	become	the	background	
to	which	avant-garde	ar$sts	react.	Meanwhile,	the	sense	of	disloca$on	and	rupture	that	is	the	reality	of	contemporary	China	
has	provided	ar$sts	with	a	rich	source	of	subject	maser.	This	has	created	a	remarkably	vibrant	climate	for	crea$ve	endeavor.		

It	is	now	possible	for	Chinese	ar$sts	to	make	playful	representa$ons	of	leaders	who	are	safely	dead	and	whose	legacies	are	
being	officially	reevaluated.	Sui	Jianguo,	for	example,	has	produced	a	number	of	sculptures	that	touch	on	aspects	of	Maoism.	
Legacy	Mantle	(2005)	is	an	empty	Mao	jacket,	realized	in	fiberglass,	that	suggests	the	hollowness	of	the	ideology	that	once	

HALF-LIFE OF A DREAM: Contemporary Chinese Art from the 
Logan Collection  

SAN FRANCISCO MUSEUM OF MODERN ART, July 10 - October 5, 2008

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




�73

dominated	China.	Sui	also	addresses	the	revolu$onary	leader	in	The	Sleep	of	Reason	{2005),	in	which	Mao	lies	unconscious,	
surrounded	by	a	field	of	$ny	dinosaurs.	As	suggested	by	the	$tle,	with	its	reference	to	Francisco	de	Goya's	famous	evoca$on	
of	human	stupidity,	the	installa$on	cri$ques	the	folly	of	China's	Utopian	dreams	during	Mao's	reign.	In	a	similar	spirit,	Xu	
Yihui's	Lisle	Red	Books	(2003)	is	an	unceremonious	pile	of	porcelain	replicas	of	Mao's	famous	book,	which	literally	served	as	
gospel	to	faithful	party	members	during	his	life$me.	Liu	Wei,	meanwhile,	readjusts	Mao's	once-dominant	posi$on	in	
pain$ngs	that	relegate	his	image	to	the	background	of	portraits	of	friends	and	family	members.	In	Two	Drunk	Painters	
(1990),	for	instance,	the	leader's	likeness	glowers	impotently	over	a	scene	of	dissipa$on	that	runs	deeply	counter	to	Mao's	
vision	of	revolu$onary	rec$tude	and	poli$cal	dedica$on.	

Ar$sts	like	these	have	effec$vely	neutralized	Mao	by	rendering	him	kitsch.	However,	other	prac$$oners	tend	to	be	less	
sanguine	about	the	traumas	inflicted	by	the	Cultural	Revolu$on:	families	wrenched	apart,	urban	children	sent	to	the	
countryside	for	reeduca$on,	and	student	members	of	the	Red	Guard	encouraged	to	terrorize	their	elders,	humilia$ng,	
torturing,	and	even	killing	them	for	suspected	ideological	impuri$es.	The	Cultural	Revolu$on,	now	completely	repudiated	
even	in	official	circles,	con$nues	to	linger	within	the	memories	of	those	who	experienced	it	as	a	fearful	nightmare	that	can	
never	be	completely	eradicated.	These	psychological	wounds	are	the	subject	of	Zhang	Xiaogang.	His	washed-out	pain$ngs	
have	the	look	of	s$ffly	posed	family	portraits,	but	the	faces	of	his	subjects	are	strangely	blank.	Oren	the	figures'	uniforms	or	
$es	iden$fy	them	as	Communist	Party	members,	sugges$ng	that	one	effect	of	the	Revolu$on	was	to	replace	family	$es	with	
party	affilia$ons.	The	work	plays	in	part	off	the	fact	that	the	Red	Guard	frequently	destroyed	family	photo	albums	because	
they	represented	the	ascendancy	of	private	associa$ons	over	social	ones.	Trauma	appears	to	have	erased	all	emo$on	from	
the	faces	of	these	bloodless	characters.	This	underscores	the	ar$st's	convic$on	that	"For	me,	the	Cultural	Revolu$on	is	a	
psychological	state,	not	a	historical	fact"—one	whose	effects	con$nue	to	be	wrisen	in	the	psyches	of	the	Chinese	people.	

The	sense	of	spiritual	vacuum	that	permeates	Zhang's	work	is	linked	not	only	to	the	rupture	of	tradi$onal	familial	and	social	
structures	wrought	by	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	but	also	to	the	equally	corrosive	effects	of	China's	breakneck	pace	of	
urbaniza$on	and	industrializa$on.	In	the	space	of	two	decades	the	country	has	emerged	from	its	status	as	an	agriculturally	
based,	third	world	na$on	to	become	the	world's	sixth	largest	economy.	This	change	has	been	accompanied	by	tremendous	
upheaval:	the	massive	reloca$on	of	low-skilled	workers	from	the	country	to	new	mega-ci$es;	the	emergence	of	income	
dispari$es	greater	than	those	that	existed	before	the	Communist	Revolu$on;	a	landscape	of	clogged	streets,	massive	
building	programs,	and	pollu$on	levels	that	verge	on	catastrophic;	and	the	subsequent	disloca$on	of	huge	swaths	of	the	
urban	popula$on.	Zhang	Dali's	interven$ons	address	the	effects	of	these	physical	and	social	transforma$ons	in	an	
environment	that	is	vanishing	before	his	eyes.	He	draws	graffi$-style	heads	on	the	walls	of	buildings	slated	for	demoli$on,	
and	then	chisels	out	their	outlines.	The	ar$st's	photographs	of	these	guerrilla	ac$ons	become	testaments	to	the	
disappearance	of	familiar	landmarks	in	the	frenzy	of	urban	renewal.	He	has	also	created	his	heads	in	a	more	transportable	
form,	fashioning	their	outlines	out	of	neon,	a	medium	that	underscores	the	glitzy	new	urban	environment	that	is	rapidly	
supplan$ng	the	grisy	old	one.	More	recent	works,	such	as	100	Chinese	(2001),	have	focused	on	the	migrant	workers	who	
are	both	the	agents	and	the	vic$ms	of	this	transforma$on.	

Other	ar$sts	draw	on	photographs	of	China's	new	urban	landscape,	reworking	them	in	pain$ngs	that	inject	a	personal	
quality	into	documentary	images.	Yan	Lei	bases	his	pain$ngs	on	pictures	of	the	contemporary	Chinese	cityscape.	
Manipulated	and	re-created	in	oil	on	canvas,	scenes	such	as	InternaHonal	Landscape	(Beijing)	(2001)	become	strangely	
illegible	and	dreamlike.	In	a	similar	spirit,	Li	Songsong	approaches	his	task	like	a	modern-day	history	painter,	transforming	
photographic	images	that	range	from	satellite	photographs	of	the	disputed	island	of	Taiwan	to	icons	of	Chinese	power	such	
as	the	dome	of	the	Great	Hall	of	the	People	in	Beijing.	Translated	with	gestural	strokes	into	pain$ngs,	they	present	a	
deliberately	dispassionate	chronicle	of	the	remarkable	changes	that	have	taken	place	in	China	since	the	Revolu$on	ended	in	
1949.	Meanwhile,	Li	Dafang,	who	sees	himself	as	a	storyteller,	creates	pain$ngs	that	have	a	photographic	look	and	provide	
glimpses	into	scenarios	that	are	never	fully	explained.	Characters	are	set	in	ambiguous	contemporary	environments	that	
seem	to	be	in	flux,	reflec$ng	a	China	that	has	become	detached	from	its	tradi$onal	moorings.	

Many	ar$sts	are	producing	work	that	reflects	a	sense	of	aliena$on	deriving	from	the	peculiar	nature	of	life	in	a	$me	of	total	
change.	Among	them	are	figures	associated	with	the	movement	known	as	Cynical	Realism,	which	emerged	in	China	in	the	
late	1980s.	The	curator	Gao	Minglu	has	described	the	movement	as	exhibi$ng	"a	free-floa$ng	cynicism	unrelated	to	any	
dogma	and	uncommised	to	any	belief	system;	.	.	.	[the	Cynical	Realists]	have	reacted	with	a	sense	of	humor	to	the	
existen$al	situa$on."	However,	as	$me	goes	on,	ar$sts	associated	with	this	moniker	have	come	to	appear	less	cynical	than	
haunted	by	the	loss	of	any	stable	sense	of	history	or	iden$ty.	Fang	Lijun	and	Yue	Minjun	are	both	regarded	as	founders	of	
Cynical	Realism;	their	work	shares	a	focus	on	signature	characters	devoid	of	inner	life.	

Fang's	pain$ngs	present	interchangeable	bald	men	whose	oddly	distorted	faces	seem	frozen	in	expressions	of	pain.		They	
are	painted	in	subdued	monochromes	or	in	shades	of	unnatural	pink	and	blue	against	indeterminate	landscapes	or	bodies	
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of	water.	They	appear	to	be	floa$ng	unanchored	in	any	real	place,	a	quality	that	seems	to	extend	as	well	to	their	impression	
of	psychological	disloca$on.	

Yue's	characters	have	more	energy,	but	they	are	equally	interchangeable	and	psychologically	opaque.	Their	faces,	which	the	
ar$st	describes	as	self-portraits,	are	fixed	in	a	state	of	mirthless	laughter.	The	toothy	countenance	is	sinister	enough	in	a	
sculpture	or	a	pain$ng	with	a	single	figure,	but	when	mul$plied	it	becomes	par$cularly	creepy,	recalling	vintage	horror	
movies	in	which	members	of	a	community	are	possessed	by	aliens.	The	exaggera$on	evident	in	the	pain$ngs	of	Yue	and	Fang	
is	also	a	feature	in	the	work	of	Yang	Shaobin.	In	Yang's	hands,	however,	the	existen$al	Chinese	everyman	loses	his	
dis$nctness;	he	is	rendered	as	an	amorphous,	red-toned	blob	whose	features	can	barely	be	discerned.	Yang	offers	a	vision	of	
iden$ty	on	the	verge	of	dissolu$on.	

The	breakdown	of	iden$ty	is	suggested	in	another	way	in	the	pain$ngs	of	Zeng	Fanzhi,	who	indicates	the	internaliza$on	of	
social	and	economic	disrup$ons	via	expressionis$cally	painted	portraits	of	well-dressed	denizens	of	modern	China	whose	
faces	are	covered	with	white	masks.	Taking	a	different	tack,	Liu	Xiaodong	deals	with	the	impact	of	change	in	terms	of	
genera$onal	crisis.	Pain$ngs	such	as	Fat	Grandson	(1996)	feature	expressionless	individuals	who	are	too	young	to	remember	
the	Cultural	Revolu$on;	their	values	have	been	determined	instead	by	the	burgeoning	capitalist	boom	of	recent	years.	

If	the	above-men$oned	ar$sts	reflect	upon	mental	states	associated	with	the	erasure	of	history,	others	have	shown	an	
interest	in	reconnec$ng	with	their	lineage	and	reconstruc$ng	a	basered	sense	of	historical	iden$ty,	even	as	their	aytude	
toward	history	remains	ambiguous.	Ai	Weiwei,	for	instance,	uses	historical	ar$facts—some	real,	some	re-created—to	
comment	on	the	booming	market	for	Chinese	an$ques	and	the	transforma$on	of	history	into	commodity.	For	Colored	Vases	
(2007)	he	applied	bright,	candy-colored	paint	to	authen$c	ancient	vessels;	for	other	projects	he	has	smashed	or	replicated	
dynasty	ware	and	reconfigured	an$que	furniture,	making	installa$ons	of	wooden	doors	and	windows	from	destroyed	houses	
of	the	Ming	and	Qing	periods.	

In	a	similarly	ambivalent	spirit,	Gu	Wenda	has	created	a	series	of	"monuments"	in	which	human	hair	is	shaped	to	create	
pseudo-languages.	To	an	outsider's	eye,	united	naHons-babel	of	the	millennium	(1999)	may	seem	to	resemble	wrisen	
Chinese,	English,	Hindi,	and	Arabic,	but	it	is	actually	nonsensical	to	speakers	of	those	languages.	The	work	may	be	a	comment	
on	the	subtle	erosion	of	language	effected	by	propaganda	or	on	the	untransmisable	nature	of	tradi$on	in	post-Cultural	
Revolu$on	China.	But	it	also	suggests	a	celebra$on	of	the	linguis$c	chop	suey	emerging	from	the	fusion	of	cultures	and	
languages	in	the	global	community.	

Other	ar$sts	try	to	re-create	history	on	a	more	personal	level.	Zhang	Huan's	Foam	series	is	a	commemora$on	of	his	family	
lineage.	The	photographs	record	a	performance	in	which	he	covered	himself	with	white	suds,	as	if	newly	born	and	purified.	In	
each	picture	he	opens	his	mouth	to	reveal	a	snapshot	of	members	of	his	own	or	his	wife's	family.	Thus	he	reaffirms	the	
importance	of	family	connec$ons	rendered	tenuous	during	his	adolescence,	in	the	years	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on.	He	has	
also	begun	to	explore	Buddhist	symbolism	in	recent	works,	recupera$ng	a	form	of	imagery	that	was	long	forbidden	in	China.	
In	Buddha	Never	Down	(2003)	a	sculpture	of	the	ar$st	as	a	kind	of	Buddha	figure	appears	within	a	large	spherical	cage.	When	
pushed	it	returns	to	an	upright	posi$on,	sugges$ng	the	irrepressibility	of	spiritual	tradi$ons.	Sheng	Qi,	meanwhile,	has	
inscribed	history	onto	his	own	body.	Following	the	1989	massacre	at	Tiananmen	Square,	he	cut	off	his	finger,	buried	it	in	a	
flowerpot	in	Beijing,	and	then	fled	the	country,	leaving	a	part	of	himself	behind.	My	LeS	Hand	(2004)	upholds	the	ar$st's	
permanent	disfigurement	as	a	memorial	of	a	trauma$c	historical	event	that	remains	largely	unacknowledged	by	the	current	
Chinese	government.	

A	focus	on	the	impact	of	China's	recent	history	on	private	life	is	par$cularly	marked	in	the	work	of	several	women	ar$sts.	Yu	
Hong	mingles	autobiography	and	larger	cultural	events	in	pain$ngs	that	pair	historical	photographs	with	family	snapshots.	
She	oren	includes	images	of	her	own	daughter,	thus	celebra$ng	the	con$nua$on	of	tradi$on	through	family.	The	works	of	
Lin	Tianmiao,	meanwhile,	have	a	delicate,	poe$c	interiority	far	removed	from	the	sa$rical	presenta$ons	of	many	of	her	male	
counterparts.	She	uses	white	thread,	strands	of	human	hair,	or	fields	of	Styrofoam	balls	to	form	translucent	scrims	that	
par$ally	veil	images	and	objects	associated	with	femininity	and	domes$c	life.	Poin$ng	to	the	hidden	reali$es	of	the	private	
sphere,	these	obscured	elements	include	two-	and	three-dimensional	self-portraits,	children's	toys,	bicycles,	and	photo-
based	images	of	a	vanishing	rural	world.	Lin's	veiling	also	is	evident	in	her	sculpture	IniHator	(2004),	in	which	a	large	frog	
holds	a	mass	of	flowing	threads	falling	forward	like	hair	from	the	head	of	a	standing	woman.	The	threads	are	at	once	
protec$ve	and	confining,	sugges$ng	that	female	roles	in	contemporary	China	remain	caught	up	between	the	restraints	of	
tradi$on	and	the	uncertain$es	of	post-revolu$onary	reality.	The	frog	is	similarly	enigma$c,	implying	a	connec$on	to	nature	
or	to	the	subjec$ve	world	of	dreams	that	seems	increasingly	fragile	in	contemporary	China's	breakneck	rush	toward	the	



�75

or	to	the	subjec$ve	world	of	dreams	that	seems	increasingly	fragile	in	contemporary	China's	breakneck	rush	toward	the	
future.	

Another	woman	ar$st,	Liu	Hung,	creates	pain$ngs	based	on	historical	photographs	from	the	nineteenth	and	twen$eth	
centuries,	many	of	them	preserved	at	great	risk	by	individuals	during	the	Cultural	Revolu$on.	Generally	they	focus	on	
women;	subjects	include	pre-revolu$onary	pros$tutes,	mothers	and	children,	laborers,	revolu$onaries,	and	modern	young	
women	in	the	years	before	the	uprising.	The	ar$st	renders	these	figures	sensuous	and	beau$ful	through	a	painterly	
technique	that	blends	the	realism	she	learned	as	an	art	student	in	China	with	gestural	marks	that	evoke	both	tradi$onal	
Chinese	brushwork	and	Western	abstrac$on.	Even	more	personal	is	We	Have	Been	Naught,	We	Shall	Be	All	(2007),	part	of	a	
recent	body	of	work	related	to	the	Sino-Japanese	war	and	based	on	Daughters	of	China,	a	Chinese	film	from	1949	that	tells	
the	tale	of	eight	female	soldiers	who	heroically	sacrificed	their	lives	so	that	a	larger	group	of	an$-Japanese	forces	could	
escape.	During	the	ar$st's	childhood,	teachers	held	these	characters	up	as	exemplars	of	the	ideal	revolu$onary	woman;	the	
pain$ngs	and	related	video	draw	as	much	on	Liu's	own	childhood	iden$fica$on	with	the	soldiers	as	they	do	on	the	historical	
record.	

Half-Life	of	a	Dream	presents	a	view	of	China	that	is	far	removed	from	media	depic$ons	of	a	country	in	thrall	to	a	ruthless	
and	well-oiled	economic	machine.	Revealing	the	internal	disloca$ons	and	psychological	complexi$es	that	are	an	inseparable	
part	of	contemporary	Chinese	iden$ty,	the	ar$sts	here	struggle	with	a	past	and	present	whose	outlines	are	unclear.	They	
express	the	uncertain$es	of	life	in	a	world	in	which	history	itself	is	uncertain,	exploring	the	peculiar	texture	of	social	
rela$ons	in	a	society	that	was	once	bound	by	tradi$on	but	whose	customs	are	now	fading	memories.	Their	work,	so	full	of	
irony,	ambiguity,	humor,	and	melancholy,	is	a	report	from	a	zone	where	nothing	seems	certain	except,	perhaps,	the	
con$nuing	presence	of	instability.	
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A	JOURNEY	TO	THE	UNFORESEEN:		The	Forma^on	and	Legacy	of	the	Logan	Collec^on	
by	Gary	Garrels,	SFMOMA	Elise	S.	Haas	Senior	Curator	of	Pain^ng	and	Sculpture																												
(former	Senior	Curator,	UCLA	Hammer	Museum)	

Vicki	and	Kent	Logan	ac$vely	began	to	collect	contemporary	art	in	1992.	They	began	by	collec$ng	figura$ve	work,	largely	
by	ar$sts	who	worked	or	were	working	in	the	San	Francisco	Bay	area,	which	was	then	their	home.	Within	a	few	months,	
however,	they	were	offered	a	self-portrait	by	Andy	Warhol,	which	captured	their	asen$on.	Kent	Logan,	whom	I	knew	only	
slightly	at	the	$me,	called	me	at	the	San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	Art,	where	I	was	then	chief	curator	of	pain$ng	and	
sculpture,	to	ask	my	thoughts	and	opinions	about	Warhol	and	this	self-portrait.	A	dealer,	Larry	Evans,	had	told	him	that	I	
was	knowledgeable	about	Warhol.	Arer	a	rather	lengthy	discussion,	I	sent	Kent	and	Vicki	a	copy	of	a	book	I	had	edited,	
The	Work	of	Andy	Warhol,	which	they	almost	immediately	read.	Kent	called	me	again	to	discuss	the	pain$ng,	and	they	
soon	arer	acquired	it,	the	first	of	twenty-six	works	by	Warhol	that	they	would	eventually	purchase.	

I	cite	this	story	to	make	a	few	points.	From	the	beginning,	the	Logans	were	open	to	expanding	their	interest	in	
contemporary	art,	not	just	in	small	incremental	steps,	but	in	leaps	and	bounds.	If	a	work	outside	their	past	experience	
struck	them,	they	immediately	made	every	effort	to	find	out	as	much	as	possible	about	the	work	and	the	ar$st.	They	were	
unabashed	about	iden$fying	and	talking	to	whoever	had	knowledge	about	or	was	familiar	with	the	work.	They	thoroughly	
looked	through	and	read	books	and	catalogs.	Kent,	in	par$cular,	began	to	seek	out	the	ar$sts	themselves,	visi$ng	studios	
whenever	possible,	to	understand	the	work	from	the	ar$st's	perspec$ve.	They	openly	acknowledged	the	limits	of	their	
knowledge	at	any	point	and	worked	quickly	and	voraciously	to	fill	in	those	gaps.	

The	Logans	also	admised	at	the	beginning	that	they	would	make	mistakes—that	not	every	work	they	were	interested	in	
and	acquired,	or	every	ar$st,	would	con$nue	to	hold	their	interest	or	that	of	a	larger	public	over	the	long	term.	But	they	
knew	it	was	essen$al	to	retain	openness,	to	con$nually	challenge	themselves	and	their	understanding	of	art.	Just	as	
ar$sts	cannot	fully	understand	every	possible	meaning	or	point	of	relevance	for	their	work,	the	Logans	realized	that	the	
best	art	cannot	be	completely	described	or	understood	but	will	reveal	itself	more	fully	over	$me.	Just	as	ar$sts	take	risks	
in	making	art,	they	as	collectors	had	to	take	risks	in	bringing	art	into	their	lives.	They	were	interested	in	art	because	of	the	
ideas	and	visual	impact	conveyed,	and	it	did	not	maser	whether	it	took	the	form	of	pain$ng,	sculpture,	photography,	
video,	or	media	art.	They	oren	collected	drawings	by	ar$sts	whose	work	they	had	in	other	media,	since	drawing	generally	
Is	closest	to	an	ar$st's	mind	and	crea$ve	process.	

In	short,	for	the	Logans	collec$ng	art	quickly	became	a	passion,	While	Kent	con$nued	to	work	in	an	intense,	full-$me	
posi$on	in	investment	finances,	art	took	up	every	other	moment.	Unlike	curators	in	museums	and	ins$tu$ons	who	oren	
are	caught	up	in	seemingly	endless	mee$ngs	and	administra$ve	tasks	as	they	go	about	the	business	of	making	those	
ins$tu$ons	func$on,	the	Logans	could	Immerse	themselves	fully	in	art,	their	curiosity	and	imagina$ons	unencumbered	by	
any	responsibility	except	to	the	art	Itself.	Most	important,	they	took	on	this	responsibility	with	an	extraordinary	sense	of	
purpose	and	mission.	

They	began	to	ask	themselves	and	others	how	art	reflects	and	speaks	to	the	meaning	of	our	lives	and	our	$mes.	Art	
became	more	than	visual	delight,	more	than	a	confirma$on	of	values	already	held	and	nurtured,	and	far	more	than	a	
means	to	asain	rela$onships	and	social	posi$on.	As	for	so	many	people	involved	with	contemporary	art	(especially	
ar$sts),	art	was	a	means	of	inquiry,	a	way	to	reckon	with	ques$ons	that	would	never	be	defini$vely	answered,	to	hold	up	
life	to	examina$on	in	the	hope	that	some	new	understanding	might	be	found,	a	new	experience	might	be	encountered	
that	would	give	meaning	to	uncertainty	or	to	the	everyday.	In	a	$me	in	our	society	when	the	immediate	present	and	its	
pleasures	can	be	completely	consuming,	the	Logans	took	up	the	challenge	laid	out	by	the	Greek	philosopher	Plato:	"The	
life	which	is	unexamined	is	not	worth	living."	

The	Logans	also	realized	it	was	an	excep$onal	privilege	to	have	the	resources	to	travel	to	see	and	learn	about	art,	as	well	
as	to	select	and	acquire	works	of	art	for	a	collec$on.	As	the	collec$on	began	to	deepen	and	broaden	beyond	what	could	
be	shown	and	housed	in	their	home,	they	realized	that	provisions	should	be	made	to	share	it	with	the	public.	In	1997,	
with	more	than	250	works	in	their	collec$on,	the	Logans	made	a	gir	of	what	they	had	assembled	up	to	that	point	to	the	
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San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	Art.	A	year	later	I	had	the	privilege	to	organize	a	small	exhibi$on	of	twenty-seven	
works	from	that	gir	and	addi$onal	girs	that,	as	I	wrote	at	the	$me,	would	introduce	"some	of	the	issues	at	the	heart	of	
the	collec$on.	.	.its	chronological	span	and	interna$onal	scope."	An	overview	I	wrote	then	of	the	collec$on	con$nues	to	
be	accurate	today:	

The	Logans	made	a	conscious	decision	not	to	collect	abstract	art,	in	which	content	derives	from	form.		Looking	back	to	
the	late	1950s	and	early	1960s	as	the	foundaHon	of	today’s	art,	they	were	interested	in	the	emergence	of	pop	art,	
figuraHve	art,	and	realism	aSer	the	dominance	of	abstract	expressionism	and	in	contrast	to	minimalism.		The	scope	of	
their	interest	has	ranged	from	the	psychological	and	representaHonal	to	the	material	and	conceptual	aspects	of	
contemporary	art.		The	Logans	have	been	most	interested	in	collecHng	art	at	the	Hme	it	was	made,	with	parHcular	
emphasis	on	younger	and	emerging	arHsts	and	art	of	the	past	ten	to	fiSeen	years.		Very	quickly	they	realized	that	it	was	
criHcal	to	anchor	such	works	with	representaHve	and	key	works	by	arHsts	of	the	immediately	preceding	generaHons;	
these	important	works	from	the	last	1950s	to	the	1970s	would	provide	a	foundaHon	and	serve	as	reference	points	for	the	
core	contemporary	collecHon.	

Within	the	next	three	years,	they	added	an	addi$onal	eighty	works	to	the	SFMOMA	gir.	These	included	key	ar$sts	
working	in	London	in	the	late	1980s	and	1990s	(oren	known	as	YBAs,	Young	Bri$sh	Ar$sts)	such	as	Mas	Collishaw,	
Tracey	Emin,	Damien	Hirst,	Marc	Quinn,	Sam	Taylor-Wood,	and	Rachel	Whlteread.	Most	groundbreaking	were	the	girs	of	
contemporary	Asian	art,	especially	from	Japan,	including	Tatsuo	Miyajlma,	Yasumasa	Morimura,	Takashi	Murakami,	and	
Yoshitomo	Nara;	and	from	China,	including	Fang	Lijun,	Gu	Wenda,	Liu	Wei,	Wang	Guangyi,	Zhang	Huan,	and	Zhang	
Xiaogang.	In	total,	330	works	were	gired	by	the	Logans	to	SFMOMA.	The	range	of	the	collec$on	now	included	works	that	
spanned	a	forty-year	period,	from	pioneering	figures	such	as	Philip	Guston,	Richard	Hamilton,	Bruce	Nauman,	Gerhard	
Richter,	Ed	Ruscha,	and	Andy	Warhol;	to	important	ar$sts	who	emerged	in	the	1970s	like	Francesco	Clemente,	Robert	
Colescos,	Gilbert	and	George,	Anselm	Kiefer,	and	Cindy	Sherman;	to	ar$sts	redefining	art	in	the	1980s	and	1990s	such	as	
John	Currin,	Marlene	Dumas,	Damien	Hirst,	Jeff	Koons,	Juan	Munoz,	and	Thomas	Schuse.	In	all	a	total	of	125	ar$sts	was	
represented.	

In	the	year	2000,	with	a	move	from	the	Bay	Area	to	Vail,	Colorado,	the	Logans	turned	their	asen$on	to	the	Denver	Art	
Museum,	which	had	embraced	their	reloca$on.	In	2001	they	made	a	frac$onal	and	promised	gir	of	213	works	to	Denver,	
and	in	2006	followed	with	a	bequest	of	approximately	165	addi$onal	works,	an	overall	gir	totaling	about	378	works.	The	
character	and	span	of	these	works	parallels	the	gir	to	SFMOMA,	and	this	publica$on	celebrates	this	extraordinary	gir	to	
the	Denver	Art	Museum.	The	museum's	commitment	to	contemporary	art	pushes	it	into	new	territory.	Now	the	Logan	
gir	transforms	Its	contemporary	collec$on	overnight,	posi$oning	the	museum	to	take	on	a	major	role	interna$onally	
with	the	art	of	our	$mes.	

American	museum	collec$ons	oren	reflect	the	interests	and	generosity	of	private	collectors,	whose	girs	have	built	and	
transformed	those	collec$ons.	The	Philadelphia	Museum	of	Art's	collec$on	of	modern	art	is	shaped	in	a	fundamental	
way	by	the	gir	of	Walter	and	Louise	Arensberg's	collec$on	of	works	by	Brancusi,	Duchamp,	Mondrian,	and	other	modern	
masters.	Albert	Galla$n's	collec$on	similarly	brought	a	core	group	of	great	cubist	and	School	of	Paris	masterpieces	and	a	
breadth	of	modern	work	to	the	Philadelphia	Museum	of	Art.	The	Bal$more	Museum	of	Art's	modern	collec$on,	with	its	
extraordinary	holdings	of	the	work	of	Ma$sse,	almost	wholly	comes	from	the	gir	of	the	Cone	sisters,	Claribel	and	Esa.	
Yale	University	Art	Gallery's	modern	collec$on	is	iden$fied	in	large	part	by	the	Societe	Anonyme	collec$on,	given	by	
Katherine	Dreier,	who	assembled	the	collec$on	in	collabora$on	with	the	ar$st	Marcel	Duchamp.	More	recently,	the	
Museum	of	Contemporary	Art	in	Los	Angeles	acquired	through	gir	and	purchase	the	abstract	expressionist	and	pop	art	
collec$ons	of	Count	Giuseppe	Panza	di	Biumo	as	a	founda$on	for	that	new	museum's	contemporary	collec$on;	girs	of	
other	private	collec$ons	(for	example,	from	Barry	Lowen)	have	followed.	The	Na$onal	Gallery	in	Washington,	D.C.,	has	
been	given	the	frac$onal	and	promised	gir	of	the	Jane	and	Robert	Meyerhoff	collec$on,	par$cularly	noted	for	its	in-
depth	holdings	of	American	contemporary	masters	Jasper	Johns,	Ellsworth	Kelly,	Roy	Lichtenstein,	Brice	Marden,	Claes	
Oldenburg,	Robert	Rauschenberg,	as	well	as	key	abstract	expressionist	works.	One	could	go	on	and	on	with	other	
examples,	but	I	believe	my	point	Is	clear:	the	focus	and	generosity	of	great	collectors	is	instrumental	in	shaping	the	
character	of	a	museum's	collec$on.	

The	Logan	Collec$on,	like	all	those	cited	above,	does	not	encompass	the	en$re	gamut	of	art	of	the	period	It	represents.	
In	the	way	the	Logans	approached	building	the	collec$on,	they	were	acutely	aware	that	the	collec$on	should	be	



�78

The	Logan	Collec$on,	like	all	those	cited	above,	does	not	encompass	the	en$re	gamut	of	art	of	the	period	It	represents.	
In	the	way	the	Logans	approached	building	the	collec$on,	they	were	acutely	aware	that	the	collec$on	should	be	
expansive	but	focused.	A	statement	I	wrote	about	the	collec$on	In	1997	con$nues	to	hold	true	today:	

The	Logans	believe	that	art,	as	a	mirror	of	culture,	can	provide	insight	into	the	issues	that	now	face	its	as	individuals	
and	as	a	society.		This	belief	inspired	the	formaHon	of	a	collecHon	without	an	ideological	or	didacHc	program	nor	with	
any	preconceived	conclusions.		Instead,	their	goal	was	to	seek	out	art	that	is	vigorous	and	vital,	by	arHsts	whose	
integrity	and	intensity	have	brought	a	new	vision	to	bear	on	assumpHons	about	both	art	and	culture.	

The	result	is	a	cuyng-edge	contemporary	collec$on.	To	date,	no	other	collec$on	with	its	diversity,	depth,	quality,	
breadth,	and	importance	has	been	given	to	an	American	museum.	As	noted	before,	which	works	and	which	ar$sts	will	
emerge	to	be	of	the	most	importance	in	the	long	term	is	yet	to	be	determined.	Certainly	a	number	of	the	works	in	the	
collec$on	will	over	$me	take	on	the	mantle	of	masterpiece.	Just	as	crucial,	the	texture	and	range	of	the	collec$on	is	
and	will	be	more	than	the	sum	of	its	parts;	works	will	be	more	intelligible	and	significant	In	the	rela$onships	they	
assume	with	each	other.	Passionate	and	fearless,	deeply	commised	but	open	to	risk,	reflec$ve	but	constantly	curious,	
the	Logans	have	created	a	collec$on	that	has	assumed	a	stature	and	importance	they	neither	predicted	nor	sought.	

The	Logan	Collec$on	is	a	curator's	dream	and	delight.	Over	the	past	ten	years	curators	have	organized	a	number	of	
thema$c	exhibi$ons	using	works	from	the	collec$on	to	explore	different	sets	of	issues.	The	Logans	have	supported	
catalogs	so	that	the	curators'	selec$ons	and	their	texts	provide	a	permanent	record	of	these	explora$ons.	The	
exhibi$ons	and	catalogs	were	organized	under	the	auspices	of	several	different	ins$tu$ons,	but	many	of	them	have	
been	documented	and	essays	republished	in	The	Logan	CollecHon:	A	Portrait	of	Our	Times,	A	Collectors	Odyssey	and	
Philosophy.	

A	sampling	of	these	exhibi$ons	begins	to	reveal	the	poten$al	of	the	Logan	Collec$on.	In	1999,	curator	Daniela	Salvioni	
organized	Looking	at	Ourselves:	Works	by	Women	ArHsts	by	twenty	women	ar$sts	that	explored	issues	of	iden$ty	and	
representa$on,	works	"that	display	a	keen	awareness	of	the	self	in	all	its	varia$ons—from	the	psychosexual	and	
sociocultural	to	historical	perspec$ves.”		Also	in	1999,	Larry	Rinder	organized	Spaced	Out:	Late	1990s	Works	from	the	
Vicki	and	Kent	Logan	CollecHon,	which	examined	"our	culture's	current	fascina$on	with	the	body	in	a	void,	the	body	as	
its	bound-	aries	are	lost,	as	it	returns	to	space,	as	it	falls	into	the	sky."		In	2000,	a	young	curator	at	SFMOMA,	Heather	
Whitmore	Jain,	organized	The	Darker	Side	of	Playland:	Childhood	Imagery	from	the	Logan	CollecHon.	She	wrote:	"In	the	
popular	imagina$on	childhood	tends	to	be	seen	nostalgically	as	a	$me	of	blissful	innocence.	Yet	many	contemporary	
ar$sts	present	a	more	nuanced	view,	oren	exposing	the	darker	side	of	youth."	Writer	and	curator	Ralph	Rugoff	in	2001	
organized	A	Contemporary	Cabinet	of	CuriosiHes:	SelecHons	from	the	Vicki	and	Kent	Logan	CollecHon	that	connected	
works	in	the	collec$on	to	the	sixteenth-century	"cabinet	of	curiosi$es"	or	wunderkammer,	which	"aimed	to	ins$ll	a	
sense	of	wonder	in	the	spectator	by	presen$ng	mysteries	of	nature	as	well	as	examples	of	humankind's	more	ingenious	
technologies."	In	short,	the	poten$al	of	the	Logan	Collec$on	to	serve	as	a	laboratory	for	curators'	and	historians'	ideas	
and	as	an	archive	of	ar$sts'	ques$ons	and	inten$ons	is	virtually	limitless.	

The	Logans	have	placed	no	boundaries	on	the	future	of	the	collec$on.	With	most	of	their	girs,	they	have	retained	a	
par$al	ownership	interest,	so	that	while	the	works	are	available	and	can	be	shown	as	desired	at	the	two	museums,	they	
may	also	borrow	back	works	to	hang	in	their	home.	In	July	2002	they	completed	a	gallery	building	adjacent	to	their	
home	in	Vail	where	a	substan$al	number	of	works	can	be	exhibited,	and	each	year	a	new	selec$on	and	presenta$on	of	
works	from	the	collec$on	is	organized	that	can	be	visited	by	groups	by	appointment.	These	exhibi$ons	are	tools	that	
help	the	Logans	to	con$nually	reassess	the	meaning	and	significance	of	individual	works	and	of	the	collec$on	as	a	
whole.	Upon	their	deaths,	the	en$re	interest	in	the	works	will	be	given	over	to	the	museums,	with	each	museum	
having	the	right	to	exchange	or	sell	works	over	$me,	so	that	the	collec$on	will	remain	vital	and	significant	as	the	
understanding	of	the	art	of	our	$mes	is	reassessed	and	clarified.	

Equally	Important,	the	Logans	have	understood	that	the	role	of	patron	is	also	that	of	caretaker	and	catalyst.	The	works	
In	the	collec$on	are	carefully	housed	and	stored,	recorded	and	preserved.	They	lend	generously	to	exhibi$ons	at	
galleries	and	museums	all	over	the	world	in	support	of	ar$sts	and	curators	and	to	make	the	works	they	have	acquired	
available	to	a	broad	public.	They	have	supported	scholarship,	documenta$on,	and	publica$on	of	works	in	the	
collec$on.	The	collec$on	now	approaches	one	thousand	works,	owned	in	partnerships	with	museums	where	the	works	
are	integral	to	those	museums'	collec$ons	and	exhibi$on	programs.	The	Logans	thus	emerge	as	among	the	most	
exemplary	collectors	of	contemporary	art	in	our	$me	or	within	recent	history.	They	have	been	pioneers	not	only	by	
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exemplary	collectors	of	contemporary	art	in	our	$me	or	within	recent	history.	They	have	been	pioneers	not	only	by	
suppor$ng	and	acquiring	cuyng-edge	contemporary	art	but	also	in	forging	new	models	of	support	for	museums.	

While	they	are	par$cipa$ng	in	history,	the	Logans	have	not	assumed	that	they	are	prescient	enough	to	predict	the	
future.	No	one	knows	what	of	our	$me	will	be	relevant	for	Individuals	or	socie$es	in	the	future.	There	is	not	even	
consensus	on	what	is	important	today,	much	less	what	will	be	in	the	future.	But	with	contemporary	art,	the	Issues	that	
cannot	be	completely	parsed	and	the	ques$ons	that	cannot	ul$mately	be	answered	are	part	of	the	asrac$on—they	
keep	our	eyes	and	minds	alert,	our	imagina$ons	alive.	In	their	willingness	to	allow	the	collec$on	to	con$nue	being	
refined	over	the	decades	to	come,	the	generosity	and	passion	of	the	Logans	will	be	constantly	renewed,	their	openness	
to	new	ideas	and	developments	will	remain	vital,	and	the	legacy	of	the	collec$on	will	grow	ever	greater.	
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ABOVE	THE	RADAR:	The	Logan	Collec^on	in	Context	
by	Dean	Sobel,	Director,	Clyfford	S^ll	Museum

Not	long	ago,	roughly	two	genera$ons,	ar$sts	and	cri$cs	considered	works	of	art	primarily	in	"formal"	terms—the	
work's	forms	and	shapes,	the	depth	of	space	the	work	presents,	the	nature	of	the	paint	surface,	and	other	self-
referen$al	quali$es.	The	pain$ng	advanced	by	Morris	Louis,	Ellsworth	Kelly,	and	Frank	Stella	in	the	late	1950s,	what	the	
arch-formalist	cri$c	Clement	Greenberg	described	as	"post-painterly	abstrac$on,"	removed	the	earnest	content	of	
earlier	abstract	expressionism	to	leave	only	pain$ng's	bare	essen$als.	Stella	insisted	that	in	his	work	"what	you	see	is	
what	you	see"—there	were	no	hidden	meanings	or	implied	subject	masers,	just	the	object	itself.	Similarly,	the	boxes,	
grids,	and	industrial	materials	that	grounded	the	sculptures	of	1960s	minimalists	like	Donald	Judd	and	Carl	Andre	
commented	only	on	Issues	that	concerned	the	prac$ce	and	nature	of	art.	In	describing	Stella's	shaped	canvases	of	the	
early	1960s,	Judd,	in	his	central	essay	"Specific	Objects,"	used	the	following	language:	“Since	the	surface	is	
excep$onally	unified	and	involves	lisle	or	no	space,	the	parallel	plane	is	unusually	dis$nct.		The	order	is	not	ra$onalis$c	
and	underlying	but	is	simply	order,	like	that	of	con$nuity,	one	thing	arer	another.”	

Today,	it	is	nearly	Inconceivable	to	think	of	young	or	mid-career	ar$sts	describing	each	other's	work	in	such	herme$c	
ways.	While	it	is	fu$le	to	iden$fy	a	precise	movement	or	"ism"	that	neatly	defines	a	large	cross-sec$on	of	art	produced	
over	the	past	decade,	roughly	the	period	covered	by	RADAR,	there	are	affini$es	and	shared	approaches	among	
contemporary	ar$sts	that	define	the	nature	and	state	of	current	ar$s$c	prac$ce.	In	par$cular,	ar$sts	today	are	united	
not	by	a	shared	style,	na$onal	origin,	or	medium,	but	rather	by	a	common	interest	in	highly	charged	subject	maser	
that	extends	beyond	issues	of	fine	art	to	include	themes	of	aliena$on,	social	injus$ce,	sexuality,	iden$ty,	and,	most	
frequently,	death	and	mortality.	Their	content-laden	works	are	presented	as	ambi$ous	statements	that	are	thought-
provoking	and	frequently	spectacular.	

This	tendency	manifested	itself—and	is	s$ll	being	played	out—in	the	work	of	today's	most	celebrated	figures,	such	as	
Jeff	Koons,	Mashew	Barney,	Rachel	Whiteread,	Damien	Hirst,	Takashi	Murakami,	and	Maurizio	Caselan.		These	diverse	
ar$sts	are	not	easily	connected	in	tradi$onal	ways,	such	as	na$onal	origin,	which	grounded	movements	like	French	
impressionism	or	German	expressionism	(this	list	includes	American,	Bri$sh,	Japanese,	and	Italian	ar$sts).	The	"feeling"	
of	their	work	is	equally	diverse,	ranging	from	the	slick,	neo-pop	sensibility	of	Koons	and	Murakami	to	the	earnest	
expressionism	of	Whiteread	and	Barney	to	the	sardonic	brashness	of	Hirst	and	Caselan.	Somehow,	however,	these	
ar$sts	have	created	the	icons	of	our	$me,	objects	for	which	simple	descrip$ons	reveal	the	level	of	their	ambi$on.	They	
are	best	known,	respec$vely,	for	a	three-	story-high	topiary	puppy;	a	five-part	series	of	feature-length	films	each	
accompanied	by	sculptures,	drawings,	and	photographs;	a	life-size	cas$ng	of	a	modest	English	flat,	a	fourteen-foot	$ger	
shark	suspended	In	a	tank	of	formaldehyde;	a	series	of	inflatable	dirigibles	presented	within	Grand	Central	Sta$on;	and	
a	re-crea$on	In	the	Italian	countryside	of	the	"Hollywood"	sign.	

The	ar$sts	men$oned	above,	and	the	ar$sts	included	in	RADAR,	approach	their	work	in	ways	that	take	full	advantage	
of	the	poten$al	of	theatricality,	scale,	heightened	realism,	and	hard-hiyng	content.	At	the	same	$me,	many	of	these	
ar$sts	stand	as	highly	dis$nct	voices,	almost	"movements	of	one."	As	a	result,	individuals	have	replaced	schools	or	
movements,	and	solitary	spectacles	stand	In	the	territory	that	groups	used	to	occupy.	

The	prac$ce	of	ar$sts	making	formally	ambi$ous	ar$s$c	statements	has	been	a	persistent	component	of	the	historical	
avant-garde,	beginning	with	Gustave	Courbet's	oversized	realist	pain$ng-manifestoes	and	con$nuing	through	the	
boisterous	soirees	of	futurism	and	dada;	Vladimir	Tatlin's	Utopian,	rota$ng	Monument	to	the	Third	InternaHonal	
(proposed	to	extend	thirteen	hundred	feet	into	the	air);	and	Kurt	Schwisers's	room-size	Merzbau	environment.		This	
tendency	gained	increasing	frequency	during	the	highly	exploratory	era	of	the	late	1960s	and	early	1970s,	which	
produced	such	notorious	ac$vi$es	as	the	grizzly	animal	eviscera$ons	of	the	Viennese	ac$onists;	monumental	
earthworks	by	Robert	Smithson,	Walter	De	Maria,	and	others;	and	more	personal	ac$vi$es,	like	Bruce	Nauman's	early,	
ran$ng	video	works	and	Gordon	Masa-Clark's	chainsaw	assaults	on	architecture.	Of	par$cular	magnitude	from	this	
same	period	are	the	many	iconic	body-art	performances	that	resonated	with	themes	of	sex	(Vito	Acconci	masturba$ng	
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in	Seedbed	or	Carolee	Schneemann	removing	a	rolled	text	from	her	vagina	in	Interior	Scroll)	and	death	(Chris	Burden	
being	shot	with	a	gun	In	Shoot).	

In	each	case,	these	artworks	were	logical	extensions	of	the	formal	prac$ces	of	their	$me,	such	as	body	art's	literaliza$on	
of	the	performa$ve	aspect	of	abstract	expressionist	"ac$on	pain$ng"	or	earth	art's	extension	of	abstract	expressionism's	
quest	for	a	$meless,	monumental	abstrac$on.	Unlike	these	earlier	spectacles,	which	were	either	played	out	within	the	
isola$on	of	what	was	then	a	quaint	New	York	art	world	(such	as	those	by	Acconci	and	Schneemann)	or	in	the	case	of	
most	earthworks	in	almost	unreachable	natural	seyngs,	ar$sts	are	now	more	likely	to	seek	larger	audiences.	While	
during	the	1970s	the	art	world	was	thought	to	have	been	contained	within	New	York	and	a	small	number	of	European	
capitals,	the	art	world	now	exists	almost	everywhere,	due	in	part	to	the	prolifera$on	of	globe-spanning	art	fes$vals	in	
ci$es	like	London,	Venice,	Berlin,	Istanbul,	Melbourne,	Dakar,	Johannesburg,	Sao	Paolo,	Pissburgh,	and	Santa	Fe.	Koons	
first	showed	Puppy	In	conjunc$on	with	(though	not	officially	part	of)	the	interna$onal	Documenta	art	exposi$on	in	1992	
and	Caselan's	Hollywood	debuted	during	the	2001	Venice	Biennial.	The	cri$c	Peter	Schjeldahl	has	dubbed	this	
phenomenon	"fes$valism"	and	its	byproduct	"fes$val	art"—the	tendency	for	ar$sts,	in	response	to	the	central	role	these	
fairs	have	assumed,	to	create	new	works	that	assure	the	asen$on	of	an	overs$mulated	art	world.	

Over	this	same	$me,	the	art	world,	like	other	economies,	has	grown	exceedingly	global.	While	the	historical	avant-garde	
emanated	mostly	from	Paris,	following	World	War	II	the	center	of	the	art	world	presumably	shired	to	New	York,	which,	
in	Serge	Guilbault's	terms,	"stole	the	idea	of	modern	art."	While	it	is	true	that	the	Ins$tu$ons	that	make	up	the	art	world	
(worldwide	auc$on	houses,	the	leading	art	magazines,	and	the	largest	commercial	galleries)	were	all	based	in	Manhasan	
(as	were	major	postwar	movements	like	abstract	expressionism,	pop	art,	and	minimalism),	new	art	histories	have	
challenged	the	autonomy	of	the	United	States	within	postwar	art	through	a	reconsidera$on	of	other	important	
movements	in	Italy	{artepovera),	Japan	(the	Gutai	group	of	abstract	painters),	Brazil	(the	so-called	"neo-concre$sts"),	and	
even	France	(the	BMPT	group	of	minimalist	painters),	as	well	as	highly	organized	and	innova$ve	art	centers	in	South	
Africa,	the	former	Soviet	Union,	other	South	American	countries,	China,	and	elsewhere.	

In	RADAR	it	Is	nearly	astonishing	to	see	ar$sts	from	Holland	(the	tonal	landscape	pain$ngs	of	Carla	Klein	and	the	feral,	
figura$ve	expressionism	of	Amsterdam-based,	South	African-born	Marlene	Dumas);	Spain	(the	strange	narra$ves	of	the	
late	Juan	Munoz);	Africa	(the	racially	charged	works	of	Nigerian-raised,	Bri$sh-born	Ylnka	Shonibare);	and	the	deep	
representa$on	of	ar$sts	from	China	and	Japan.	Furthermore,	within	the	group	of	"American"	ar$sts	presented	in	this	
exhibi$on	are	Cuban	Americans	(Felix	Gonzalez-Torres	and	Enrique	Mar$nez	Celaya)	and	a	Korean	American	(Michael	
Joo),	all	of	whom	extend	the	boundaries	of	our	na$onal	iden$ty.	

In	academic	circles,	theories	of	the	"spectacle"	began	to	emerge	in	the	1960s,	as	Western	Europe	was	regaining	Its	
strength	following	World	War	II.	The	wri$ngs	of	the	French	ar$st	and	author	Guy	Debord	are	par$cularly	useful	here.	In	
his	prescient	text	The	Society	of	the	Spectacle,	wrisen	in	1971,	Debord	argued	that	"the	spectacle	is	capital	accumulated	
to	such	a	degree	that	it	becomes	an	image."	Debord	implied	that	postwar	hypermoderniza$on	created	socie$es	plagued	
by	aliena$on	brought	on	by	the	seduc$ve	forces	of	capitalism.	Contemporary	life	was	being	played	out	through	the	
spectacle	of	commodity	accumula$on	which,	Debord	argued,	was	driven	by	inauthen$c	experiences	generated	by	the	
mass	media.	Paradoxically,	in	a	post-Debordian	world,	the	inverse	may	also	be	true—images,	including	art	objects,	have	
gained	such	notoriety	that	they	have	become	cultural	capital.	

This	so-called	"condi$on	of	the	spectacle"	can	also	be	detected	in	the	structures	that	house	and	display	artworks.	Art	
museum	architecture	has	arguably	become	the	most	spectacular	of	all	art	forms.	There	are,	of	course,	Frank	Gehry's	
architectural	maelstroms	(embodied	in	the	uber-museum	Guggenheim	Museum	Bilbao)	but	also	San$ago	Calatrava's	
flapping	brises	soleil	(for	museums	in	both	Milwaukee	and	Valencia)	and	the	drama$c,	angular	forms	that	are	so	
forcefully	expressed	in	Daniel	Libeskind's	Felix	Nussbaum	Haus	and	the	new	Frederic	C.	Hamilton	Building	of	the	Denver	
Art	Museum	that	contains	the	present	exhibi$on.	Ironically,	Koons's	topiary	puppy	is	permanently	sited	at	the	entrance	
to	the	Bilbao	Guggenheim—a	spectacle	announcing	a	spectacle—and	an	electrifying,	mul$part	Tatsuo	Miyajima	LED	
work	spectacularly	greets	visitors	to	the	Hamilton	Building,	

The	figure	who	most	successfully	cul$vated	the	poten$al	of	the	art	spectacle,	turning	it	literally	Into	an	art	form,	is	Jeff	
Koons.	His	earliest	works,	which	demonstrated	an	inherent	(and	Inherited)	interest	in	popular	imagery,	were	readymades	
of	an	unseen	sort	involving	inflatable	toys,	vacuum	cleaners,	and	floa$ng	basketballs.	Between	1988	and	1992,	Koons	
staged	three	projects	that	grew	in	ambi$on,	scale,	and	public	response.	In	1988,	he	unveiled	(in	simultaneous	exhibi$ons	
at	three	leading	galleries)	his	"Banality"	series	of	kitschy	porcelain	sculptures	hand-painted	by	Italian	crarsmen.	The	
exhibi$ons	were	accompanied	by	a	self-consciously	slick	series	of	adver$sements	that	were	later	reprinted	and	sold	as	a	
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series	of	limited-edi$on	prints.	In	1990,	Koons	installed	a	billboard	at	the	Venice	Biennale	to	announce	his	next	series,	
$tled	"Made	in	Heaven,"	of	pain$ngs	and	sculptures	(and	a	promised	though	never	realized	film	project)	of	the	ar$st	
having	sex	with	his	then-wife	(the	equally	spectacular	Hungarian-Italian	porn-star-turned-poll$cian	Nona	Staller,	beser	
known	as	Cicciolina).	Koons's	coup	de	grace	came	in	1992	in	the	form	of	his	extraordinary	Puppy,	shown	in	the	German	
town	of	Arolson,	which	single-handedly	upstaged	the	1992	Documenta	exhibi$on	in	nearby	Kassel.	

Koons's	output	slowed	significantly	during	the	rest	of	the	1990s,	apparently	as	the	produc$on	costs	of	his	"Celebra$on"	
series	became	similarly	spectacular,	but	he	had	already	ler	his	mark	on	the	young	Damien	Hirst,	who	was	able	to	study	
Koons's	work	(and	strategies)	firsthand	at	the	Saatchi	Gallery	in	London,	the	museum-like	showplace	for	adver$sing	
execu$ve	Charles	Saatchi's	impressive	private	collec$on.	In	1987-88,	while	Hirst	was	s$ll	enrolled	at	Goldsmiths	College,	
the	Saatchi	Gallery	presented	a	highly	publicized	two-part	series	of	exhibi$ons	featuring	Koons	and	other	American	"neo-
conceptualists"	called	NY	Art	Now.	Hirst	already	showed	considerable	ambi$on	and	public	rela$ons	savvy	when	he	
successfully	organized	a	large-scale	exhibi$on	of	his	and	his	friends'	work	near	London's	Surrey	docks,	$tled	Freeze,	
launching	the	Young	Bri$sh	Ar$sts	(YBA)	movement	that	ler	a	strong	mark	on	the	1990s	art	world.	Soon	arer,	Saatchi	
became	Hirst's	patron,	funding	and	acquiring	Hirst's	masterpiece	The	Impossibility	of	Death	in	the	Mind	of	Someone	
Living,	the	legendary	$ger	shark	floa$ng	(Koons-like)	in	a	tank,	and	many	other	Hirsts.	Almost	on	cue,	Hirst	became	the	
subject	of	intense	media	coverage,	mostly	in	his	na$ve	country,	not	just	for	his	sculptures	and	pain$ngs	but	also	for	his	
extra-ar$s$c	(or	were	they?)	ac$vi$es,	including	his	restaurant,	Pharmacy,	and	music	videos	for	Bri$sh	pop	band	Blur.	

It	is	to	Hirst's	credit	that	his	methods	foretold	the	nature	of	art	in	Great	Britain	and	elsewhere	during	the	1990s.	The	
artworks	of	the	en$re	YBA	movement	are	marked	by	content	and	themes	that,	though	central	to	much	art	and	literature,	
were	presented	in	startling	ways	and	therefore	sure	to	Incite,	like	murder	(Marcus	Harvey's	portrait	of	serial	killer	Myra	
Hindley),	sex	(Tracey	Emin's	confessional	Everyone	I	Have	Ever	Slept	With),	and	religion	(Chris	Ofili's	elephant-dunged	
Madonna).	Like	Hirst's	art,	that	of	his	contemporaries	gained	much	of	Its	strength	through	the	use	of	heightened	forms	of	
realism	that	revealed	new,	some$mes	macabre	readymades	(such	as	the	severed	bull's	head	or	buserflies	In	the	Hirsts	
included	In	RADAR);	stunning	technical	skill	(Shonibare's	precise	s$tching,	Ron	Mueck's	trompe	I'oeil	human	figures,	and	
Gavin	Turk's	uncannily	realis$c	painted	bronze	sculptures);	or,	In	the	case	of	Jenny	Seville's	monumental	nudes,	a	
painterly	realism.	However,	each	of	these	works	exhibits	aspects	of	other	stylis$c	approaches,	including	expressionism,	
symbolism,	surrealism,	pop,	and	minimalism.	This	stylis$c	pluralism	defines	many	of	the	works	in	RADAR,	such	as	
Gonzalez-Torres's	merging	of	conceptual	art's	linguis$c	core	with	minimalism's	floor	orienta$on	in	his	"stack"	piece	to	
George	Condo's	collisions	of	expressionism,	surrealism,	and	cartoons	to	Zhang	Huan's	union	of	body	art	and	earth	art.	

The	work	of	a	group	of	Japanese	ar$sts,	including	Takashi	Murakami,	Yoshitomo	Nara,	and	Yasumasa	Morimura,	has	
similarly	blended	stylis$c	modes,	par$cularly	pop	and	surrealism,	oren	In	eye-popping	works.	Murakami	in	par$cular	has	
drawn	on	strategies	exploited	by	Koons	and	Hirst.	Murakami	established	a	strong	presence	in	the	United	States	arer	his	
first	solo	exhibi$on	(at	a	gallery	in	Los	Angeles,	rather	than	New	York)	in	which	he	presented	his	spectacular,	wildly	sexual	
Lonesome	Cowboy	and	Hiropon	polychrome	sculptures	of	an	ejacula$ng	man	and	lacta$ng,	buxom	female.	Like	Nara's	
images	of	similarly	wide-eyed	protagonists,	Murakami's	figures	are	modeled	arer	Japanese	otaku	anime	("Japanima$on")	
characters,	which	gives	his	work	its	dis$nct	pop	sensibility.	Murakami	also	set	up	a	Warholian	produc$on	studio,	dubbed	
Kaikai	Kiki	Co.,	employing,	like	Koons	and	Hirst	at	the	height	of	their	notoriety,	dozens	of	assistants.	Murakami's	projects	
have	con$nued	to	expand	into	even	more	ambi$ous	territory,	such	as	his	Grand	Central	Sta$on	installa$on	and,	in	his	
thirty-five-foot	Super	Nova,	surely	one	of	the	largest	contemporary	pain$ngs	not	part	of	an	architectural	seyng.	Like	
Hirst's,	Murakami's	energies	have	overflowed	into	the	mainstream,	including	haute-couture	(his	design	for	Louis	Vuison's	
now-ubiquitous	handbags),	as	well	as	other	extracurricular	endeavors	such	as	curatorial	projects	and	gir	shop	mini-
Murakamis.	

Though	he	emerged	in	the	West	earlier	than	Murakami	and	Nara,	Morimura—with	his	photographic	take-offs	on	iconic	
female	images	from	the	art	historical	canon—can	be	considered	with	these	other	Japanese	ar$sts	in	terms	of	his	
inves$ga$ons	into	popular	imagery.	Morimura	photographs	himself	in	the	guise	of	women	from	famous	pain$ngs	by	
Edouard	Manet,	Edward	Burne-Jones,	Frida	Kahlo,	and	others.	In	all	cases,	the	subjects	are	Easternized	and	gender-
confused	through	the	presenta$on	of	his	always	apparent	Asian	male	frame.	His	three	photographs	of	Monna	Lisa	in	the	
exhibi$on	depict	the	rather	charged	image	of	a	pregnant	Mona	Lisa,	with	each	panel	increasing	In	degrees	of	exposure—
from	fully	clothed,	to	nude,	to	finally	a	Hirst-like	vivisec$on	showing	the	child	growing	within	"her"	body	cavity.	In	the	
end,	Morimura	presents	a	provoca$ve	assault	on	art	history's	most	famous	image.	
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The	strong	presence	of	emo$ve	content	in	contemporary	German	art	is	noteworthy	par$cularly	in	light	of	a	near-
iconoclasm	witnessed	In	Germany	following	World	War	II.	During	the	years	of	repara$on	and	reconstruc$on,	German	art	
was	marked	by	minor	developments	of	mostly	abstract	pain$ng,	like	Zero-Gruppe	and	the	German	tachistes,	sugges$ng	
that	the	shame,	guilt,	and	horrors	of	the	war	were	too	close	to	the	surface	for	ar$sts	to	assimilate	their	unresolved	
feelings	into	works	of	art.	It	was	a	genera$on	later,	in	the	late	1960s,	when	expressionist	painters	like	Georg	Baselitz,	in	
his	herobildern	(hero	pain$ngs),	and	Anselm	Kiefer,	first	in	a	series	of	photographs	in	which	he	presented	the	Nazi	heil	
salute	before	German	monuments	and	later	in	pain$ngs	featuring	Nazi	architecture,	returned	sociopoli$cal	content	to	
the	forefront	of	German	art.	The	pain$ngs	of	Neo	Rauch	and	Dirk	Skreber	(who	represent	the	genera$on	following	
Baselitz	and	Kiefer)	are	best	understood	within	this	history	of	postwar	art.	Though	neither	addresses	World	War	II	In	a	
direct	way,	Rauch's	play	on	"official"	social	realism	and	Skreber's	fondness	for	voyeuris$c	points	of	view	that	suggest	
surveillance	or	newsreel	fly-overs	are	strongly	$nged	with	lingering	feelings	about	the	past.	More	direct	is	the	pain$ng	
Epiphany	(AdoraHon	of	the	Magi)	by	Austrian	Go�ried	Helnwein,	who	contemporizes	the	biblical	theme	of	the	
Presenta$on	of	the	Christ	Child	by	depic$ng	an	alluring	Virgin	Mary	surrounded	by	Nazi	soldiers.	

The	subjects	in	Katharina	Fritsch's	sculptures	and	installa$ons	are	oren	drawn	from	German	culture,	such	as	images	from	
children's	books	or,	in	the	case	of	her	tower	of	stacked	plas$c	Madonnas,	cheap	tourist	goods.	Her	work	is	equally	
noteworthy	for	Its	charged,	oren	macabre	subjects	and	spectacular	presenta$ons.	Among	her	most	ambi$ous	works	are	
TischgesellshaS	(Company	at	the	Table)	in	which	a	crowd	of	iden$cal	cast	figures	sits	humbly	around	a	firy-foot	table,	
and	RaMenkonig	(Rat-King),	a	closed	forty-foot-diameter	circle	of	a	dozen	nine-foot-tall	black	rats.	The	series	of	strange	
sculptural	figures	presented	in	RADAR—a	black	monk,	a	white	skull-headed	doctor,	and	devil-red	hoof-footed	art	dealer—
towers	over	viewers	as	it	transforms	our	surroundings	into	a	nightmarish	hell.	These	unnerving	sculptures	also	suggest	a	
general	distrust	in	various	societal	ins$tu$ons	(religion,	medicine,	art)	and	perhaps	humanity	as	a	whole.	

The	young	German	painter	Franz	Ackermann	sees	modern	urban	centers	as	the	embodiment	of	the	contemporary	
spectacle.	Oren	employing	vast	scale	(his	B	1	[Barbeque	with	the	Duke]	in	the	exhibi$on	spans	thirteen	feet)	in	
combina$on	with	a	vibrant,	cubo-futurist	graphic	style,	Ackermann	renders	the	cityscape	as	what	he	calls	"mental	maps,"	
in	which	colors,	shapes,	and	lines	compete	with	vaguely	discernible	images	(like	stadiums	and	search	lights)	to	depict	a	
"new	world"	overflowing	with	sensa$onal	energy.	

Contemporary	Chinese	art	is	also	marked	by	the	ar$sts'	desire	to	give	visual	form	to	their	oren	contradictory	feelings	
about	cultural	history	and	na$onal	iden$ty.	Like	many	works	In	RADAR,	contemporary	Chinese	art	is	notable	for	its	
straighxorward	realism,	highly	charged	symbols,	and	explicit	narra$ves	that	communicate	in	a	direct,	some$mes	hard-
hiyng	manner	(even	though	the	symbols	and	themes,	regresably,	are	frequently	lost	on	Western	audiences).	These	
potent	signs	and	symbols	are	oren	combined	with	images	that	invoke	earlier	na$onal	styles,	as	in	Wang	Guangyi's	iconic	
head-and-shoulders	portraits	rendered	in	once-official	social	realism.	In	their	ambi$ous	series	"Welcome	to	the	World's	
Famous	Brands,"	the	Luo	Brothers	composed	me$culous	pain$ngs	loaded	with	images	that	hold	deep	meaning	for	
Chinese	ci$zens—such	as	$gers	(a	symbol	of	strength)	and	chrysanthemums	(symbolic	of	a	long	life).	By	combining	these	
images	with	the	"spoils"	of	Western	society	(Coca-Cola	logos,	Oreo	cookies),	the	Luo	Brothers'	art	expresses	the	
transi$onal	nature	of	this	once	agrarian	society.	

Xu	Yihui's	porcelain	sculpture	of	an	open	book,	though	diminu$ve	in	scale	(just	twenty	inches	wide)	is	monumental	in	
terms	of	its	meaning,	especially	to	the	Chinese	people.	Titled	LiMle	Red	Book,	this	extraordinary	sculpture	refers	to	the	
name	assigned	in	the	West	to	the	book	of	Mao	Zedong's	quota$ons	that	was	literally	required	reading	in	China	during	the	
so-called	Cultural	Revolu$on—it	has	the	dis$nc$on	of	having	the	second	largest	print	run	in	the	world,	second	only	to	the	
Bible.	In	the	sculpture,	one	senses	the	loss	of	hope,	dreams,	and	lives	(it	is	set	in	funerary	flowers)	under	Mao's	
treacherous	reign.	Smartly,	Xu	aesthe$cizes	this	subject	and	presents	the	book	not	as	a	bloodied,	evil	tome,	but	as	a	
Koonsian	object	of	kitsch—a	cultural,	devalued	tchotchke.	Both	Zhang	Dali	and	Yue	Minjun	use	sculptural	images	
presented	in	series	that	asain	their	power	through	repe$$on.	In	100	Chinese,	Zhang	presents	a	row	of	heads	cast	from	
Chinese	migrant	workers	while	Yue	depicts	repe$$ve,	deliriously	laughing	self-portraits,	each	with	eyes	closed,	thereby	
closing	himself	off	from	past	and	present	reali$es.	

Among	American	ar$sts	in	the	exhibi$on,	the	work	of	two—Janine	Antoni	and	Felix	Gonzalez-Torres—spans	a	broad	
range	of	themes	and	approaches.	Like	many	ar$sts	of	their	genera$on,	both	Antoni	and	Gonzalez-Torres	freely	
incorporate	methods	from	recent	art,	oren	upda$ng	(and	in	a	sense	"comple$ng")	what	they	see	as	the	herme$c,	overly	
specific	strategies	of	formalist	art.	Unlike	many	of	their	contemporaries,	however,	they	prefer	to	make	smaller,	more	
personal	ar$s$c	statements	that	are	s$ll	powerful	and	deeply	felt.	In	an	early	work	$tled	Chocolate	Gnaw,	Antoni	
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ins$gated	an	anxiety-ridden,	reverse-Oedipal	assault	on	the	arch-formalist	(and	male-dominated)	movement	of	minimalism	
by	chewing	away	at	an	otherwise	perfect	three-foot	cube	(the	preferred	format	for	Judd	and	other	sculptors	of	the	1960s)	
of	chocolate,	arguably	a	rather	unusual,	yet	pop-ish	sculptural	material.	In	Lick	and	Lather,	Antoni	made	two	life-size	self-
portrait	busts,	one	cast	from	chocolate,	the	other	from	soap,	each	commodity	materials	associated	with	gir-giving	and	
feminine	iden$ty.	In	both	busts,	Antoni	removed	her	facial	features	through	her	own	private,	performa$ve	ac$vi$es—
licking	them	off	in	the	chocolate	version,	bathing	them	away	in	the	soap	bust.	These	somewhat	ghostly	remains	of	her	
"self"	are	rife	with	associa$ons	of	self-image	and	feminine	iden$ty	and	their	related	disorders,	such	as	bulimia	and	
obsessive-compulsive	cleaning.	

The	late	Felix	Gonzalez-Torres	seems	to	have	intui$vely	understood	the	inherent	spectacularism	of	the	late	twen$eth	
century	art	world,	as	several	of	his	works	address	this	phenomenon	straight-on.	For	the	centerpiece	of	an	exhibi$on	in	
1991,	he	hired	a	male	stripper	to	dance	on	a	Vegas-style	plaxorm	during	the	run	of	his	exhibi$on,	transforming	the	gallery	
space	into	a	site	of	total	entertainment.	In	a	number	of	other	works	made	during	the	early	1990s,	Gonzalez-Torres	
presented	humble	strings	of	incandescent	light	bulbs	asached	to	the	wall	or	ceiling,	oren$mes	spilling	onto	the	gallery	
floor	(for	example,	UnHtled	[America	#1]).	Loosely	based	on	light	strings	that	announce	shops	and	businesses	along	streets	
and	marketplaces	in	Cuban	ci$es,	these	simple	sculptures	also	coyly	func$on	as	postmodern	riffs	on	the	many	light-based	
works	of	the	1960s	by	such	ar$sts	as	Dan	Flavin,	Richard	Serra,	Robert	Irwin,	and	James	Turrell.	However,	rather	than	
dealing	only	with	the	visual	proper$es	of	light	itself,	Gonzalez-Torres's	light	works	have	a	broader	meaning,	including	the	
marking	of	the	museum	or	gallery	space	as	an	evenxul	place.	Gonzalez-Torres's	"stack"	sculptures	made	from	unlimited-
edi$on	prints	stacked	to	form	minimalist	cubes	and	postminimalist-inspired	"candy	piles"	in	which,	like	his	stacks,	viewers	
are	allowed	to	take	away	part	of	the	sculpture,	also	comment	on	the	commodity	aspect	of	the	art	world	and	the	
fe$shiza$on	of	art	objects.	

Antoni	and	Gonzalez-Torres	create	quieter	spectacles	than	Koons	or	Hirst,	but	ones	that	have	an	equally	strong	engagement	
with	content,	process,	and	uncommon	materials	that,	like	Koons's	posed	flowers	or	Hirst's	suspended	$ger	sharks,	are	
incorporated	into	cap$va$ng,	uncanny	works	of	art.	While	ar$sts	once	communicated	mainly	through	the	formal	language	
of	shape,	space,	and	surface,	and	their	work	dealt	exclusively	with	themes	per$nent	only	within	an	ar$st's	own	prac$ce—
essen$ally	"below	the	radar"	of	broad	cultural	engagement—	Antoni,	Gonzalez-Torres,	and	the	other	ar$sts	in	RADAR	look	
to	the	world	at	large	and,	most	important,	to	the	world's	many	forms,	including	art	history,	the	media,	the	places	we	
inhabit,	and	the	people	around	us	to	express	ideas	that	have	meaning	for	both	present	and	future	audiences.	Even	though	
this	genera$on	will	be	replaced	by	another,	its	ar$sts	will	be	considered	not	for	just	their	ambi$on	and	savvy,	but	also	for	
their	skill	to	project	content,	feeling,	and	emo$on	in	works	that	fly,	marvelously,	in	full	view.	



�85

IN LIMBO: From the Collection of Vicki and Kent Logan  
UNIVERSITY OF DENVER, JANUARY 13 - MARCH 11, 2005

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________,by 

Catalogue	essay	by	Dr.	Gwen	F.	Chanzit,	Curator,	Denver	Art	Museum	

Although	the	ar$sts	featured	in	the	exhibi$on	In	Limbo	hail	from	distant	corners	of	the	globe,	their	work	is	linked	by	a	
shared	sense	of	disloca$on,	estrangement,	and	loneliness.	These	ar$sts	allow	us	into	captured	moments	of	uneasiness	
that	scorn	rooted	in	individual,	some$mes	conflicted	and	alien	experiences	both	within	and	outside	a	na$ve	
environment.	Cindy	Sherman,	Su-en	Wong,	Go�ried	Helnwein,	and	Mona	Hatoum,	like	other	ar$sts	in	the	show,	explore	
an	array	of	altered	states	and	unresolved	opportuni$es—in	short,	discomfort	within	their	world.	These	ar$sts	express	
age-old	concerns	that	have	carried	over	into	the	twenty-first	century.	They	embrace	the	foreign	within	them-selves	and	
the	world	or,	in	the	words	of	Hugo	of	St.	Victor,	a	twelrh-century	Saxon	monk:		

The	person	who	finds	his	homeland	sweet	is	sHll	a	tender	beginner;	he	to	whom	every	soil	is	as	his	naHve	one	is	already	
strong;	but	he	is	perfect	to	whom	the	enHre	world	is	a	a	foreign	place.	

These	"perfect"	feelings	of	disloca$on	and	discomfort	are	now	constant	companions	of	the	ever-changing	global	
community.	This	selec$on	of	contemporary	art	from	around	the	world	invites	the	viewer	into	an	ambiguous,	strangely	
familiar,	yet	foreign	realm.	Familiar,	because	the	ar$sts	address	concerns	affected	by	issues	shared	by	many:	gender,	
poli$cs,	class	structure,	economics,	and	the	environment.	Foreign,	because	these	oren	common	issues	take	on	different	
meanings	through	the	eyes	and	experiences	of	individuals	within	and	estranged	from	their	cultural	heritage.		

With	global	commerce,	the	Internet,	and	faster,	more	convenient	modes	of	transporta$on,	the	world	is	connected	in	
ways	previously	unfathomable.	While	the	art	world	had	earlier	been	centered	within	na$onal	spheres,	ar$sts	today	are	
encouraged	to	share	their	ideas	and	their	work	among	a	much	larger	audience	through	electronic	media	and	through	a	
rise	in	well-asended	interna$onal	exhibi$ons.		

Technological	advances	in	photography	in	the	twen$eth	century	have	led	to	its	increasingly	important	and	innova$ve	role	
in	ar$s$c	expression.	While	photography	had	been	argued	as	an	ar$s$c	medium	since	the	turn	of	the	century	by	Alfred	
S$eglitz	and	others,	and	used	by	photographers	such	as	Jacob	Riis,	Dorothea	Lange,	and	Lewis	Hine	to	document	social	
ills,	it	wasn't	un$l	the	late	1970s	and	early	1980s	that	photography	had	slowly	achieved	stature	among	fine	ar$sts.		

One	of	the	foremost	individuals	instrumental	in	this	change	of	heart	was	New	York	ar$st	Cindy	Sherman,	who,	through	
the	lens	of	her	camera,	explored	feminist	issues.	Her	innova$ve	UnHtled	Film	SHlls	used	the	medium	to	construct	a	
familiar	cinematographic	scene,	yet	with	a	nebulous	storyline	that	was	meant	to	$$llate	and	confuse	the	viewer.	Her	
photos	ques$oned	cultural	percep$ons	of	women	in	the	modern	world.	To	make	the	images	in	her	UnHtled	Film	SHlls	
series,	Sherman	donned	the	guises	of	various	women	and	photographed	herself	before	staged	backdrops.	By	wearing	
different	"costumes,"	she	transformed	herself	into	women	starkly	isolated	in	captured	moments,	ques$oning	the	roles	
women	tradi$onally	play	in	films;	her	figures	become	vic$ms	of	reality	rather	than	cinema$c	idols.	In	each	scenario,	the	
women	seem	confused—in	limbo—allowing	viewers	to	embellish	story	lines	with	their	own	innuendos.	These	desolate	
women	seem	to	be	apprehensive,	as	if	responding	to	the	social	s$gma	of	a	woman	without	a	man.	UnHtled	Film	SHll	
#40A	is	a	classic	in	this	series.	Balanced	precariously	on	a	ledge	in	an	ambiguous	cityscape,	the	woman	nervously	appears	
to	wait	for	something,	or	someone.	UnHtled	Film	SHll	#55	is	even	more	poignant.	An	impeccably	dressed	woman	stands	
rigidly	in	a	dark	urban	alley.	Does	she	need	a	man	for	protec$on,	or		for	companionship?	Both	of	these	images,	while	
different	in	tone,	confront	the	no$on	that	women	are	not	complete	without	men.	Because	these	are	sta$c	photographs	
rather	than	mo$on	pictures,	these	women	will	forever	exist	in	isolated	worlds,	wai$ng—in	a	state	of	"limbo."		

Sherman's	work	is	intui$ve	and	spontaneously	inspired,	but	her	self-representa$onal	approach	is	also	prac$cal.	In	an	
interview	with	Betsy	Berne	for	Tate	Magazine,	Sherman	states,	"I	.	.	.	don't	know	exactly	what	I	want	from	a	picture,	so	
it's	hard	to	ar$culate	that	to	somebody	else—anybody	else.	When	I'm	doing	it	myself,	I'm	really	just	using	the	mirror	to	
summon	something	I	don't	even	know	un$l	I	see	it."	Her	character	improvisa$ons	may	be	related	to	the	spontaneous	
brushstrokes	of	a	painter,	but	her	canvas	is	a	backdrop,	and	she	is	both	"pain$ng"	and	"being	painted."	At	the	$me	she	
made	these	works,	Sherman	was	not	interested	in	making	"high"	art	like	pain$ng	and	sculpture.	She	wanted	to	create	
contemporary	works	that	anyone	could	relate	to	regardless	of	educa$onal	background.	Rather	than	interac$ng	on	a	
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primarily	aesthe$c	level	with	her	audience,	she	bonded	with	them.	Ironically,	Sherman's	art	catapulted	her	into	the	"high"	
art	world	as	a	seminal	and	transi$onal	figure	whose	work	introduced	a	new	wave	of	art	and	art	cri$cism.		

Sherman	inten$onally	defied	tradi$onal	photographic	standards	by	crea$ng	images	with	grainy	resolu$ons.	The	
deliberately	out-of-focus	quality	added	to	the	story	lines'	unsesling	and	nebulous	tensions,	reinforcing	the	tenuous	state	of	
characters	teetering	on	the	edge	of	desire	and	reality.	In	the	Berne	interview,	Sherman	said,	"I'd	like	people	to	fantasize	
about	this	person's	life,	or	what	they're	thinking,	or	what's	inside	their	head."	She	invites	viewers	to	interpret	her	work	
through	their	own	experiences	and	cultural	perspec$ves.		

While	Sherman	explores	the	experience	of	being	a	woman	in	the	United	States	in	the	late	1970S	and	early	'80s,	Su-en	
Wong	tackles	contemporary	American	aytudes	toward	Asian	women.	Like	Sherman,	she	makes	likenesses	of	herself;	she	
confronts	stereotypes	by	transforming	herself	in	her	pain$ngs,	relying	on	her	experiences	as	an	Asian	woman	both	in	her	
na$ve	Singapore,	and	in	the	United	States.	In	the	words	of	art	historian	Kathryn	Nixon,	"The	post-modern	awareness	of	
mul$cultural	issues	renewed	the	venera$on	of	iden$ty	via	ethnicity	and	role-playing	and	supported	the	image	of	self	and	
body	as	the	site	for	crea$on	of	meaning."	Her	pain$ngs,expansive	in	scale	and	featuring	self-conscious	women	(usually	self-
portraits),	address	contemporary	self-obsession	and	aliena$on.	Wong's	vast	color	field	backdrops	both	compress	and	
empower	her	figural	representa$ons.	This	composi$onal	approach	highlights	the	underlying	emo$onal	states	of	these	lone	
individuals,	perhaps	in	an	asempt	to	expose	subliminal	truths.	The	$tles	of	her	pain$ngs,	such	as	Hale	Navy,	oren	
reference	the	predominant	color,	yet	leave	much	open	to	interpreta$on.		

Wong's	art	addresses	and	asempts	to	transcend	stereotypical	aytudes	that	objec$fy	the	sexuality	of	Asian	women.	She	
toys	with	her	viewers	when	she	en$ces	them	to	gaze	intently	into	richly	painted	landscapes	laden	with	ambiguity	and	
sexually	charged	imagery.	However,	upon	closer	inspec$on,	it	is	clear	that	there	is	much	more	to	her	images	than	the	
sensuality	and	beauty.	Wong's	self-portraits	return	the	gaze	of	the	viewer—at	once	offering	a	challenge	and	a	plea	for	
heightened	awareness	of	global	feminist	issues.	Wong's	work	shows	a	similar	indigna$on	and	challenge	to	societal	norms	
and	taboos	regarding	women	as	Edouard	Manet's	Olympia	of	1863.	Her	contemporary	statement	incorporates	the	evolving	
female	point	of	view	and	the	rela$onship	between	Western	and	Eastern	approaches	to	the	issues.	Wong,	along	with	other	
ar$sts	of	her	$me,	brings	mul$cultural	influences,	at	first	held	to	be	mainly	exo$c,	front	and	center	in	the	global	art	of	
today.	At	a	$me	when	ethnic	and	na$onal	boundaries	are	blurring,	feminist	issues	have	taken	on	new	force	and	meaning.		

Foremost	in	Wong's	mind	is	to	expose	sexual	stereotypes	of	young	Asian	women.	She	analyzes	the	underpinnings	of	the	
male	gaze	and	the	subsequent	objec$fica$on	inherent	in	images	of	women,	par$cularly	Asian	women.	By	using	herself	as	
subject,	like	Sherman	she	asserts	her	own	power	through	self-construc$on.	Although	Sherman	was	empowered	by	a	hearty	
American	feminist	movement,	this	type	of	ques$oning	behavior	is	atypical	of	the	tradi$onal,	compliant	Asian	woman.		

In	Wong's	Hale	Navy,	an	isolated	and	dimly	lit	female	figure	grips	a	suspended	wire,	exposed	as	if	on	stage	for	all	to	see	and	
judge.	Although	she	seems	to	be	vulnerable,	her	hold	is	strong	and	her	gaze	intent.	She	is	not	a	vic$m;	she	is	a	contender	in	
a		fight	against	the	injus$ce	of	female	stereotyping.	Although	Wong's	figures	are	self	portraits,	her	images	relate	to	the	
plight	of	all	women	regardless	of	age	or	voca$on.	She	explores	transi$ons	between	childhood,	adolescence,	and	maturity."I	
made	these	pain$ngs	to	try	to	depict	powerful	experiences	in	my	childhood	and	adolescence	which	have	made	an	impact	
on	my	adult	life,"	says	Wong."The	'girls'	are	isolated	figures	in	Isolated	existences	caught	somewhere	between	my	
memories	and	my	fantasies."'		

The	scene	is	charged	with	the	tension	that	exists	between	the	clashing	of	global	cultural	dynamics;	what	happens	when	
East	meets	West?	Despite	the	fact	that	the	Western	world	is	beginning	to	recognize	and	assimilate	cultural	differences,	the	
shedding	of	colonial	and	imperial	references	comes	hal$ngly.	The	determined	figure	hanging	on	a	high	wire	in	Hale	Navy	
visually	expresses	this	struggle.	The	vagueness	of	her	physical	and	mental	presence,	as	well	as	her	fight	to	connect,	is	a	
manifesta$on	of	the	confusion	and	frustra$on	encountered	when	complex	issues,	such	as	feminism	and	sexuality,	cross	
cultural	boundaries	and	confront	the	grip	of	Western	percep$ons.		

Austrian	ar$st	Go�ried	Helnwein	also	tackles	uncomfortable	issues	pertaining	to	morals	and	sexuality,	yet	unlike	Wong	his	
viewpoint	is	shaped	by	masculine	Western	ideals.	He	has	won	global	recogni$on	by	mee$ng	the	world	head-on	with	his	
difficult	images	and	themes.	Born	in	Vienna	in	1948,	Helnwein	grew	up	In	a	country	reluctant	to	face	the	truth	of	its	past	
associa$on	with	the	Nazi	regime.	Despite	this	pervasive	poli$cal	amnesia,	Austria	was	trying	to	rebuild	its	social,	cultural,	
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associa$on	with	the	Nazi	regime.	Despite	this	pervasive	poli$cal	amnesia,	Austria	was	trying	to	rebuild	its	social,	cultural,	
and	poli$cal	founda$ons.	This	environment	of	denial	played	a	key	role	in	the	forma$on	of	Helnwein’s	outlook:	

My	childhood	was	a	horror—born	right	aSer	the	war,	I	lived	in	a	world	of	deep	depression	and	unlimited	boredom.		All	the	
grown-ups	looked	ugly	and	devastated.		I	never	saw	anybody	laughing	and	I	never	heard	anybody	sing.		I	always	felt	I	have	
landed	in	limbo.		I	knew	something	had	happened,	but	all	of	the	adults	were	unable	to	talk	about	it.	

Plagued	by	his	sense	of	disloca$on	between	the	Austria	that	once	was	and	the	one	that	might	be,	Helnwein	began	making	
art	to	explore	his	responses	to	World	War	II,	the	Holocaust,	and	the	ensuing	uneasiness	permea$ng	his	homeland.	He	was	
mo$vated	by	poli$cs,	society,	history,	the	media,	and	the	news.	Through	his	art	he	was	able	to	confront	the	status	quo,	to	
register	his	own	opinion,	and	to	dissent	from	an	overbearing	and	manipula$ve	government.	He	wanted	to	record	
emo$ons	deeply	buried	beneath	the	scars	of	war.		

Helnwein's	subject	maser	involves	the	complexi$es	of	the	human	condi$on.	His	disturbing	yet	provoca$ve	images	of	
physically	and	emo$onally	wounded	children	have	been	seen	as	metaphors	for	larger	global	issues.	He	portrays	the	
innocence	of	adolescence	against	the	backdrop	of	shameful	historical	events	like	the	Holocaust	to	highlight	the	fragility	of	
humanity	in	an	unstable	world.	He	ventures	into	uncomfortable	territory	by	covertly	sugges$ng	that	his	young	subjects	
possess	a	sexual	iden$ty.	Like	Wong	from	Asia	and	Sherman	from	the	United	States,	Helnwein	offers	up	drama$c	scenarios	
featuring	youthful	protagonists	that	beg	a	viewer	to	complete	the	equa$on.		

Head	of	a	Child	(IV)	at	first	may	seem	innocuous,	but	the	more	one	studies	the	image,	the	more	likely	it	may	elicit	intense	
uneasiness.	This	young	child's	knowing	look	reveals	a	maturity	achieved	way	too	soon	in	life.	Her	experiences,	good	and	
bad,	are	etched	into	her	countenance.	The	black	shadow	from	which	she	emerges	covers	the	right	side	of	her	face,	
perhaps	represen$ng	what	once	was,	while	the	ler	side	perhaps	alludes	to	an	unknown	future.	Helnwein	paints	his	
portraits	to	look	like	photographs	by	emphasizing	monochromes	and	deep	blue-black	hues.	By	relying	on	strong	contrasts,	
he	focuses	on	character,	drawing	out	the	sobriety	of	his	subject.	The	child's	face—painted	in	a	realis$c	style	yet	eerily	
unreal—may	allude	to	the	uncertain	(in	limbo-like)	quality	of	Helnwein's	own	childhood.	Helnwein	is	among	a	network	of	
contemporary	ar$sts	expressing	visions	that	embrace	and	also	transcend	cultural	nomenclature.	His	portraits	speak	not	
only	to	Austrians	and	Germans	about	pain,	suffering,	uneasiness,	and	uncertainty;	they	bring	these	issues	to	heart	for	a	
wider	audience.	Curator	Robert	Flynn	Johnson	believes	Helwein's	art	"has	posi$oned	him	in	the	forefront	of	the	highly	
regarded	confronta$onalist	movements	of	contemporary	art	so	ac$ve	in	America	and	Europe	today."	

Mona	Hatoum	is	another	ar$st	who	expresses	dissa$sfac$on	with	conven$onal	modern-day	percep$ons.	Her	experience	
of	being	disassociated	from	her	Pales$nian	homeland	gives	her	art	a	shocking,	poignant	edge.	Circumstances	beyond	
Hatoum's	control	have	placed	her	in	a	state	of	limbo.	Separated	from	her	birthplace,	she	now	lacks	a	sense	of	belonging	in	
her	current	home,	London.	Although	her	heritage	is	Pales$nian,	Lebanese,	and	English,	her	iden$ty	lies	somewhere	in	
between	these	cultures.	No	maser	where	Hatoum	lives,	she	will	always	feel	an	outsider.	Her	art	personifies	this	disrup$on	
by	transforming	common	experiences	and	objects	into	menacing	scenarios;	things	are	never	what	they	seem.	Her	work	is	
all	the	more	viscerally	powerful	because	of	these	startling	dichotomies.	At	first	glance,	her	sculptures	seem	to	be	about	
familiar	and	comfor$ng	objects.	Only	upon	closer	inspec$on	does	one	no$ce	that	these	familiar	objects	have	been	
reinvented	as	disturbing	and	repelling	metaphors.		

"My	work	oren	refers	to	hos$le	reali$es,	war,	destruc$on,"	Hatoum	has	said,	"but	it	is	not	localized,	it	refers	to	conflicts	all	
over	the	world	while	hopefully	poin$ng	out	the	forces	of	oppression	and	resistance	to	these	forces—cultural,	historical,	
economic	and	social	forces."	Hatoum's	art	focuses	on	Western	and	Third	World	divisions	affected	by	colonialism,	
stereotyping,	and	racism.	Her	art	transcends	a	specific	personal	or	poli$cal	background	while	simultaneously	being	
informed	by	her	experiences	living	as	a	foreigner	in	the	Western	world.	With	regard	to	exiles'	unique	vision,	Edward	Said	
has	wrisen,		

Seeing	"the	enHre	world	as	a	foreign	land"	makes	possible	originality	of	vision.	Most	people	are	principally	aware	of	one	
culture,	one	se|ng,	one	home;	exiles	are	aware	of	at	least	two,	and	this	plurality	of	vision	gives	rise	to	an	awareness	of	
simultaneous	dimensions,	an	awareness	that	to	borrow	a	phrase	from	music	is	contrapuntal.	

Hatoum	frequently	addresses	war.	In	works	such	as	her	performance	piece	The	NegoHaHon	Table,	she	inves$gates	the	
physical	consequences	of	human	conflict.	According	to	Hatoum,	this	may	be	the	only	performance	work	in	which	she	
specifically	addresses	Lebanon's	invasion,	an	event	that	influenced	her	life	through	the	horrors	perpetrated	upon	her	
family.	In	this	work,	Hatoum	lies	mo$onless	on	a	table.	Her	body,	wrapped	in	a	plas$c	body	bag,	is	covered	in	bandages,	
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entrails,	and	blood.	Stained	rags	hide	her	face.	This	disturbing	performance	speaks	to	both	her	own	experiences	and	the	
universal	horrors	of	war-torn	countries.		

Hatoum's	art	oren	examines	the	body's	physical	experiences	in	the	world,	focusing	on	pleasure,	pain,	and	taboos.	When	she	
first	arrived	in	the	West,	she	was	struck	by	Western	culture's	dissocia$on	of	the	body	from	the	mind.	Coming	from	a	culture	
that	believes	in	the	strong	links	between	body	and	mind,	she	deemed	it	important	to	keep	the	presence	of	the	body	in	her	
work	so	that	her	art	would	encompass	a	complete	experience	of	body,	brain,	emo$on,	and	sensa$on.		

UnHtled	(Wheelchair	II)	explores	bodily	discomfort	by	transforming	a	wheelchair	into	a	violent	object	that	hinders	recovery.	
The	cold	metal	seat	slopes	unpleasantly,	making	it	impossible	for	anyone	to	rest	on	it.	The	handles,	made	of	sharp	knives,	
would	lacerate	the	palms	of	anyone	asemp$ng	to	push	a	needy	occupant.	Its	shrunken	wheels	render	it	unusable.	This	
vicious	chair	has	been	transformed	from	an	object	of	care	and	relief	into	an	instrument	of	fu$lity	and	pain,	revealing	not	
only	the	fragility	of	the	individual	body,	but	of	health	care	in	general—an	issue	of	worldwide	significance.	Depending	on	the	
audience's	culture,	the	chair	takes	on	differing	meanings	as	it	relates	to	par$cular	social	and	poli$cal	issues.	For	example,	
the	piece	was	omised	from	an	exhibi$on	of	Bri$sh	art	in	Tehran	in	April	of	2004	for	fear	it	would	offend	veterans	of	Iran's	
war	with	Iraq.	In	the	United	States,	the	message	resonates	for	people	concerned	with	current	health	care	systems.	Such	
tension	is	as	much	about	individual	responses	as	it	is	about	cultural	ones.		

Hatoum's	insights	are	rooted	in	her	na$ve	culture,	but	they	transcend	the	specific,	adap$ng	to	cultures	beyond	her	own.	
Like	Sherman,	Wong,	and	Helnwein,	she	uses	her	art	to	ques$on	power	structures.	She	exposes	the	dysfunc$onal	within	
everyday	objects,	in	turn	inspiring	larger	metaphorical	connec$ons	to	exile,	violence,	and	displacement	within	a	global	
society.		

Although	we	live	in	a	brave	new	world	where	telecommunica$on	and	transporta$on	have	brought	us	all	together,	we	s$ll	
find	that	art	is	in	the	eye	of	the	beholder.	The	cultural	and	social	context	in	which	it	is	perceived	s$ll	gives	the	art	its	
meaning.	The	wonder	of	contemporary	art	is	that	it	is	not	straighxorward	and	is	oren	confronta$onal.	In	Limbo	encourages	
us	to	embark	on	a	journey	that	will	no	doubt	be	filtered	through	our	own	ideas,	experiences,	and	percep$ons.	Although	
modern	technology	has	accelerated	cultural	blending,	it	will	always	be	tempered	by	individual	experience	and	by	the	foreign	
within	the	familiar.	The	power	of	this	brave	new	world	lies	in	our	ability	to	learn	and	grow	from	the	boundless	informa$on	
provided	to	us.	Contemporary	ar$sts	con$nue	the	legacy	of	their	predecessors	by	responding	to	the	world	around	them—
now	through	a	looking	glass	with	a	wide	reach.	S$ll,	the	most	enduring	art,	even	that	compelled	by	cultural	heritage,	
reaches	beyond	specific	ethnici$es	and	na$onal	boundaries.	In	Limbo's	strength	is	rooted	in	its	personally	relevant	issues	
that	compress	$me	and	span	cultures	by	transcending	the	singular.	The	world	of	Cindy	Sherman,	Su-en	Wong,	Go�ried	
Helnwein,	and	Mona	Hatoum	expresses	the	human	experience	independently	and	globally.	This	art	asks	people	to	ques$on	
their	assump$ons,	to	confront	their	prejudices	and	anxie$es,	and	to	think	about	how	they	fit	into	this	ever-changing	world.	

Contempla$ng	the	art	of	In	Limbo	can	be	like	nego$a$ng	a	tenuous	psychological	$ghtrope:	there	is	undeniable	tension	in	
the	works	regardless	of	specific	interpreta$ons.	Many	are	marked	by	the	intensity	of	finding	a	sense	of	place	in	increasingly	
fragmented	communi$es.	Most	of	the	exhibi$on's	works	elicit	strong	psychological	responses,	relying	on	spectators	to	
complete	the	meanings.	This	interac$on	between	viewers	and	the	object	is	cri$cal	to	all	art.	As	the	seminal	modernist	
Marcel	Duchamp	said:		

Let	us	consider	two	important	factors,	the	two	poles	of	the	creaHon	of	art:	the	arHst	on	one	hand,	and	the	other	the	
spectator	who	later	becomes	the	posterity.	

While	all	art	requires	spectators,	the	images	in	the	In	Limbo	exhibi$on	convey	an	almost	obsessive	self-awareness	of	inner	
layers	within	exterior	visages.		

Although	many	works	are	overtly	edgy,	others	are	calmer,	perhaps	even	op$mis$c.	For	example,	Julian	Opie's	large-scale	
Imagine	You	are	Driving	3	looks	like	the	kind	of	conveyor-belt	road	one	might	encounter	in	a	video	arcade.	The	landscape	
has	been	transformed	into	a	mathema$cal	construc$on	dominated	by	overbearing	vanishing	points	that	pull	observers	into	
a	stark	realm	enriched	by	a	jewel-like	blue	sky.	Despite	its	sterility,	there	is	a	haun$ng	allure	to	the	image.	Never-ending	
roads	strike	deep	chords—they	conjure	memories	of	physical	or	psychological	explora$ons.	Would	a	journey	along	Opie's	
endlessly	unfolding	path	be	libera$ng	because	of	(or	despite)	its	an$sep$c	anonymity?		
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Opie's	cloudless	world	contrasts	with	the	stormy	vista	in	Bo	Bartles's	huge	pain$ng,	The	Parabolist.	Although	Bartles	
renders	this	scene	in	the	grand	scale	of	a	tradi$onal	history	painter,	his	subject	is	not,	ul$mately,	about	shared	values.	
Individuals	are	his	subjects.	Atmospheric	turbulence	parallels	psychological	unrest.	A	powerful	man	stands	with	his	superbly	
muscled	back	to	the	viewer.	His	outstretched	arms	echo	the	horizon,	where	a	tornado	abruptly	intersects	an	archetypal	
midwestern	interstate.	The	twister	adds	to	the	pain$ng's	unsesling	nature.	Can	a	person	alone	triumphantly	orchestrate	a	
maelstrom,	or	would	the	individual	be	consumed	by	its	force?	Different	from	the	seyngs	of	Opie	or	Bartles	is	the	scene	
depicted	in	Rut	Blees	Luxemburg's	Nach	Innen.	In	this	glowing,	golden-toned	photograph,	stairs	dead-end	in	murky	water.	
What	passage	is	this,	devoid	of	all	humanity	except	anonymous	footprints	on	a	slippery	landing?		

While	Bartles's	large-scale	The	Parabolist	recalls	American	ar$st	John	Curry's	dynamo,	John	Brown,	it	also	reminds	us	of	
images	by	ar$sts	like	German	Roman$c	painter	Caspar	David	Friedrich	(1774-1840),	who	created	symbolically	laden	
landscapes	in	northern	Germany.	In	Friedrich's	Monk	by	the	Sea,	a	wide	expanse	of	cloudy,	storm-ridden	sky	bears	down	on	
a	thin	stretch	of	rough	sea.	A	minuscule	figure	draped	in	black	stands	atop	undula$ng	dunes	highlighted	in	sunlight	and	
shadow.	To	join	this	monk	on	a	fragile	strip	of	beach	is	perhaps	to	contemplate	the	individual,	faced	with	a	landscape	
powered	by	God's	sublime	force.	Contrast	this	single	individual,	dwarfed	by	his	over-powering	environment,	to	the	
superhuman	in	The	Parabolist.	Bartles's	figure	physically	dominates	the	scene.	He	looms	like	Superman	against	the	barren	
plains,	but	despite	his	apparent	powers,	it's	unclear	whether	he	is	orchestra$ng	this	atmospheric	turbulence	or	is	about	to	
be	destroyed	by	it.	Is	man	narrator	of,	or	subject	to,	the	unfolding	story	of	his	environment?		

Bartles's	emo$onally	charged	plains	differ	greatly	from	Julian	Opie's	"computerized"	environments	and	Luxemburg's	eerie	
landscapes.	The	$tle	of	Opie's	Imagine	You	are	Driving	3	asks	spectators	to	explore	his	figureless,	stark	flatland.	In	this	
manner,	Opie	"takes	full	responsibility	for	the	environment	in	which	you	appear.	He	relieves	the	viewer	from	the	normal	role	
and	pulls	one	into	the	story."	The	pain$ng's	world	is	a	geometrical	abstrac$on	of	a	highway	reduced	to	its	essen$al	
elements,	rendering	it	generic.	The	only	op$on	ler	is	to	perhaps	imagine	you	are	driving,	as	the	$tle	states.		

Opie's	work	invites	interac$on	by	suspending	the	reality	of	where	one	can	exist	within	the	image.	The	ar$st	is	imposing	his	
viewpoint	on	the	spectator;	the	viewer	is	as	manipulated	as	one	would	be	in	a	mul$media	seyng.	Imagine	You	are	Driving	3	
creates	"a	fic$onal	space	for	the	viewer	within	the	image:	it	is	a	perspec$ve	on	perspec$ve."	This	idea	has	precedence	in	art	
history.	Ar$sts	from	Dutch	seventeenth-century	landscape	painters	to	modernist	Allan	D'Arcangelo	have	tackled	deep	
perspec$ve	with	roads	leading	into	the	horizon.	Opie's	insistent	orthogonal	lines	and	crisp	geometry	heighten	the	reality	of	
landscape	devoid	of	humanity—different	from	the	emo$onally	charged	empty	space	in	Luxemburg's	Nach	Innen.	The	laser	
may	invite	a	more	cau$ous,	though	s$ll	directed,	journey.	Luxemburg	takes	long-exposure	photographs	of	urban	landscapes	
at	night,	using	only	light	reflected	from	the	pavement.	As	Neil	Brown	says,	Luxemburg	captures	a	mood	of	"ambiguously	
empowered	asrac$on/repulsion.	Water,	fire,	shadow,	pa$na,	and	decay	defeat	the	surfaces	of	architectural	idealism,	the	
desolate	spaces	of	which	are	shown	un-peopled,	although	within	which	human	evidences	can	be	seen."	This	image	is	not	
only	tragic	and	roman$c,	it	is	also	ambiguous.	Luxemburg	gives	no	guidance	as	to	how	one	should	respond	emo$onally	to	
the	piece;	its	ambiguity	leaves	spectators	free	to	choose	whether	they	want	to	travel	further	into	the	work.	Although	urban	
landscapes	are	oren	dark	and	grisy,	Luxemburg's	seduc$ve	photographs	hint	at	a	new	way	of	interac$ng	with	the	city.	As	
Michael	Archer	writes,	"It	takes	us	toward	Andre	Breton's	idea	of	convulsive	beauty,	the	way	in	which	the	everyday	and	
ephemeral	can	open	into	and	reveal	the	workings	of	the	unconscious."		

Much	of	surrealist	photography	asempts	to	translate	as	closely	as	possible	the	experience	of	being	in	a	dreamlike	state.	In	
this	manner,	ordinary	people	and	places	are	portrayed	in	a	way	that	is	almost	familiar,	as	are	Luxemburg's	cityscapes.	Instead	
of	represen$ng	a	place,	her	art,	like	that	of	the	Surrealists,	distorts	and	disrupts	its	subject,	oren	just	enough	to	open	a	gap	
between	the	art	and	the	viewer.	The	subject	is	no	longer	clear,	as	when	Luxemburg's	gold-green	stairway	becomes	an	
enigma	asking	for	an	emo$onal	response	before	a	logical	one.	To	close	this	gap,	viewers	must	decide	how	they	feel	about	
the	image	and	its	accessibility.	The	choices	are	solely	theirs:	do	they	take	on	the	disturbed	dream	of	the	city	as	their	own,	or	
do	they	simply	walk	away?		

There	is	a	similar	dreamlike	quality	to	John	Currin's	Girl	in	Bed,	one	in	a	series	of	pain$ngs	from	1993.	Me$culously	made	up	
with	eye	shadow	and	lips$ck,	a	woman	stares	with	glassy	detachment	into	a	void.	The	frozen	weight	of	her	head	barely	
compresses	a	rigid	pillow	of	clinical,	hospital	blue.	S$ff	sheets	drawn	up	to	her	neck	seem	to	pin	her	down	forever.	She	has	
been	put	to	bed;	hers	is	a	constricted	world	made	even	more	claustrophobic	by	her	dreamlike	state.	"She's	awake—she's	not	
sleeping,	she's	not	sick,	she's	just	a	completely	passive	isolated	watcher	or	spectator,"	Currin	said	in	a	2003	interview.	"She	
doesn't	have	any	life	or	ac$vity.	She	just	looks	at	things.	It's	an	allegory	of	what	you	are	doing	when	you're	looking	at	the	
pain$ng."'		
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What	is	this	prone	figure's	emo$onal	and	physical	state?	Currin	doesn't	populate	the	woman's	space	with	empathe$c	
figures	who	might	relieve	her	tension.	Girl	in	Bed	shares	the	same	raw	intensity	manifested	in	The	Sick	Room	by	Edvard	
Munch,	the	late	nineteenth-century	Norwegian	painter.	The	individuals	domina$ng	Munch's	putridly	green	chamber	are,	in	
a	sense,	mediators	who	encourage	sympathe$c	reac$ons	to	the	ailing,	anonymous	individual	barely	iden$fiable	in	the	
background.	Yet	Munch's	sisers	do	not	look	at	each	other	or	mourn	communally;	they	are	alienated.	While	we	don't	know	
that	Currin's	woman	is	physically	sick,	she	seems	to	symbolize	how	profoundly	isolated	individuals	can	feel	in	their	
everyday	lives.		

Since	the	early	1990s	Currin,	born	in	1962,	has	concentrated	almost	exclusively	on	figura$ve	images	depic$ng	android-like	
women	inspired	by	the	ar$st's	interest	in	American	popular	culture.	With	the	finesse	of	a	Northern	Renaissance	master,	he	
paints	about	everyday	life	in	the	United	States.	Yet	Currin	doesn't	want	to	encourage	camaraderie	between	viewers	and	his	
figures:	"I	always	thought	it	should	be	the	opposite,"	he	has	said;	"it	should	be	an	antagonis$c	rela$onship."	

Currin	relies	on	viewers'	emo$onal	and	psychological	reac$ons	to	inform	dreamlike	spaces	inhabited	by	people	who	defy	
portraiture	or	easy	understanding.	Who	are	these	weirdly	distorted	individuals,	and	what	are	their	stories?	The	ar$st's	odd	
popula$on	of	characters	might	even	be	stand-ins	for	surreal	places	within	everyday	life.		

The	overtly	commonplace	within	In	Limbo's	images	is	powerful	because	it	embraces	the	reality	of	inner	states.	Highways	
become	metaphors	for	spectral,	dreamlike	journeys	of	the	self.	Footprints	in	slimy	residue	at	the	base	of	dimly	lit	steps	
evoke	traces	of	thoughts	half-deciphered.	Figures	with	distorted	bodies	and	vacuous	smiles	represent	what	is	unique	and	
therefore	perhaps	strange	about	life	below	the	surface.	The	exhibi$on's	images	are	replete	with	psychological	tensions,	but	
they	also	conjure	the	power	of	the	self,	finding	human	vulnerability	in	today's	fast-paced,	electronically	linked	global	
community.	In	Limbo's	postmodern	ar$sts	share	a	self-consciousness	that	is	not	new	to	art.	Mannerist	ar$sts	appropriated	
and	exaggerated	forms	while	altering	meaning	of	earlier	Renaissance	imagery.	Northern	European	ar$sts	such	as	
Hieronymus	Bosch	and	Hans	Baldung-Grien	painted	apocalyp$c	scenes	that	elicit	spectators'	visceral	reac$ons.	There	is	a	
similar	end-of-the-world	aura	to	In	Limbo	made	even	more	potent	because	of	the	images'	scale,	intensity,	and	human	
vulnerability.	The	art	is	both	powerful	and	unsesling,	but	also	perhaps	transcending.	The	works	offer	journeys	into	strange	
new	worlds	laced	with	anxiety—boldly	ques$oning	the	commonplace	and	poten$ally	leading	to	unfamiliar	yet	libera$ng	
perspec$ves.	
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MULTICULTURALISM:	The	Search	for	Ethnic, 	Sexual	and	Racial	 Identity	
in	a	Postmodern	World	
by	Kent	Logan	

It	is	oren	said	that	"socio-poli$cal	art"	becomes	dated	very	quickly	and	disappears	from	virtually	all	curatorial	agendas.	
And	while	art	that	references	overt,	specific	events	or	persons	typically	does	not	stand	the	test	of	$me	or	memory,	there	
have	been	several	universal	socio-poli$cal	themes	which	have	been	a	part	of	the	fabric	of	society	for	the	past	thirty	years	
and	thus	have	transcended	the	narrow	label	of	''socio-poli$cal	art."	In	fact,	art	that	is	"relevant"	to	social	issues	is	at	the	
heart	of	the	defini$on	of	postmodernism	and	is	oren	referenced	under	the	umbrella	of	"mul$culturalism.”	

As	discussed	above,	Pop	Art	was	a	mirror	on	the	popular	culture	of	materialism	and	"keeping-up-with-the-Joneses"	so	
prevalent	in	the	1960s.	But	as	the	decade	drew	to	a	close,	darker	issues	clouded	the	horizon.	The	op$mism	of	the	early	
1960s	seemed	to	evaporate	with	the	con$nued	escala$on	of	the	Vietnam	War	and	the	concurrent	growing	an$war	
sen$ment	at	home;	simultaneously,	the	Civil	Rights	Movement	was	in	full	swing,	heightened	by	the	assassina$ons	of	
Mar$n	Luther	King,	Jr.,	and	Robert	Kennedy	in	196S.	

Up	to	this	point,	mainstream	ar$sts	only	addressed	socio-poli$cal	issues	obliquely.	The	first	ar$st	of	stature	who	dared	to	
do	it	directly	was,	ironically,	the	Abstract	Expressionist	painter,	turned	realist,	Philip	Guston.	In	1970,	Guston	shocked	the	
art	world	with	his	show	of	hooded	Ku	Klux	Klansmen	at	the	Marlborough	Gallery.	The	evil	images	of	Klansmen	smoking,	
drinking,	siyng	around	in	empty	rooms	or	patrolling	streets	reflected	Guston's	deep	disenchantment	with	the	Vietnam	
War,	the	oppression	of	minori$es’	civil	rights	and	general	poli$cal	corrup$on	and	inep$tude.	Leon	Golub	explored	this	
same	territory	in	a	more	graphic	figura$ve	manner.	His	pain$ngs	of	torturers,	mercenaries	and	thugs	exposed	the	
dehumanizing	aspects	of	tyranny,	abuse	of	power,	oppression	and	the	exploita$on	of	the	innocent.	In	a	similar	manner,	
the	German	ar$sts	Georg	Baselitz	and	Anselm	Kiefer	held	up	a	mirror	to	Germany's	role	in	World	War	II	and	the	
Holocaust.	Kiefer	was	oren	referred	to	as	the	"archaeologist	of	German	guilt"	and	"as	a	kind	of	Pied	Piper	leading	away	
from	the	demons	of	the	Third	Reich”	(Bernard	Marcade,	Flash	Art,	Oct.-Nov.	1985).	Baselitz's	1965	“hero”pain$ngs	of	
par$sans	and	peasants	rising	out	of	the	ashes	of	post-war	Germany	represented	the	hope	that	German	society	could	
rebuild	and	regain	a	sense	of	respectability	and	pride.	In	Britain,	Gilbert	&	George's	series	of	"photo-sculptures"	
referenced	issues	as	far	ranging	as	homosexuality,	social	stra$fica$on,	racism,	totalitarianism	and	the	disillusionment	of	
youth—all	ques$ons	raging	through	Bri$sh	society	at	the	$me.	In	many	ways	these	"legi$mized”	socio-poli$cal	art	for	the	
ar$sts	of	the	1980s	and	1990s.	In	that	regard,	similar	issues	would	be	pursued	by	ar$sts	as	diverse	as	Cady	Noland,	Ida	
Applebroog,	Jean-Michel	Basquiat,	Jerry	Keams,	Tom	Oserness	and	the	South	African	William	Kentridge,	as	well	as	the	
whole	first	genera$on	of	contemporary	Chinese	ar$sts.	

Racism,	segrega$on	and	black	voter	disenfranchisement	had	also	reached	a	boiling	point	in	the	early	1970s.	The	ar$st	
who	first	embraced	those	issues	was	the	"new	image"	painter	Robert	Colescos.	His	cartoonish,	raucous	images	of	blacks	
in	distorted	historical	situa$ons	were	a	bi$ng	commentary	on	popular	racial	stereotypes.	And	despite	progress	in	
addressing	the	many	aspects	of	African	American	status	within	our	overall	society,	this	subject	has	remained	a	central	
theme	in	work	of	such	1980s	ar$sts	as	Jeff	Koons	and	Raymond	Saunders,	and	1990s	ar$sts	including	Glenn	Ligon,	Kara	
Walker,	Radcliffe	Bailey	and	the	Bri$sh	ar$st	Yinka	Shonibare.	Interes$ngly,	while	these	issues	first	surfaced	publicly	in	the	
1960s	and	1970s	as	"macro"	issues	of	society	as	a	whole,	they	have	evolved	into	issues	of	individual	iden$ty	in	the	1990s.	

However,	of	all	deep-seated	sociological	currents	that	have	swept	through	American	culture	in	the	past	thirty	years,	
perhaps	none	is	as	significant	as	the	ques$ons	surrounding	the	issues	of	feminism	in	general,	gender	stereotypes,	sexual	
exploita$on	and	role	reversals.	As	discussed	earlier,	one	of	these	issues,	namely	sex	and	adver$sing,	was	first	raised	in	the	
1960s	work	of	Tom	Wesselmann	and	Mel	Ramos.	However,	as	the	decade	of	the	1970s	dawned,	feminist	art	was	s$ll	in	its	
infancy.	In	fact,	the	art	historian	Linda	Nochlin	published	a	now	famous	feminist	essay,	"Why	Have	There	Been	No	Great	
Women	Ar$sts?"	in	Art	News	in	1971.	The	first	genera$on	of	feminist	ar$sts,	including	Louise	Bourgeois,	Eva	Hesse	and	
Nancy	Spero,	focused	on	the	physiology	of	the	female	body	as	dis$nct	and	different	from	the	male.	They	sought	to	reverse	
what	they	perceived	as	the	repression	of	women's	rights,	and	to	project	a	"real"	portrayal	of	what	women	felt	and	
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what	they	perceived	as	the	repression	of	women's	rights,	and	to	project	a	"real"	portrayal	of	what	women	felt	and	
experienced,	in	contrast	to	the	stereotyped	versions	promulgated	by	the	male-dominated	media	and	art	worlds.	

Paralleling	the	rising	$de	of	feminism,	photography	as	an	ar$s$c	medium	was	also	gaining	respectability	in	the	1970s,	
becoming	a	key	enabling	force	in	the	development	of	conceptual	art.	One	of	the	earliest	pioneers	in	this	newly	defined	
field	of	staged,	conceptual	photographic	art	was	Cindy	Sherman.	Her	original	1977	scries	of	Film	SHlls	featured	herself	as	a	
variety	of	characters	(actress,	model,	career	girl)	cast	in	roles	that	women	were	"supposed	to	play"	in	the	male-dominated	
society	at	the	$me.	Sherman's	work	evolved	during	the	1980s	and	1990s	to	address	a	number	of	universal	social	issues	
including	sexual	exploita$on,	AIDS	and	pornography,	and	ul$mately	even	parodied	the	tradi$on	of	Old	Master	portraiture	
pain$ng	with	her	altered	vision	of	the	genre	in	her	late	1980s	series	of	"history"	photos.	This	type	of	conceptual	work	
asracted	other	ar$sts	such	as	Laurie	Simmons,	Barbara	Kruger,	Jenny	Holzer,	Ida	Applebroog	and	Kiki	Smith.	Feminism	
con$nued	to	ac$vely	engage	many	of	the	last	decade's	ar$sts	such	as	Janine	Antoni,	Vanessa	Beecror,	Nicole	Eisenman	
and	Sue	Williams.	

On	the	interna$onal	front,	an	equally	intriguing	example	of	commentary	on	race	and	gender	inversions	can	be	found	in	
the	photographic	work	of	the	Japanese	ar$st	Yasumasa	Morimura.	In	Portrait	(Futago)	(1988),	the	cross-dressing	
Morimura	inserts	himself	(a	la	Cindy	Sherman)	as	both	the	pros$tute	and	black	maid	in	a	replica	of	Edouard	Manet's	
pain$ng	Olympia,	which	raises	ques$ons	not	only	of	gender,	but	also	of	cross-cultural	issues	between	the	West	and	the	
Orient.	(Interes$ngly,	he	also	raises	the	ar$s$c	issue	of	photography-as-pain$ng,	an	issued	explored	in	details	by	Gerhard	
Richter.)	

While	racism	and	feminism,	two	of	the	most	universal	socio-poli$cal	theme,	emerged	in	the	1970s	and	gathered	
momentum	in	the	1980s,	the	issue	unique	to	the	1980s	was	the	recogni$on	of	the	gay	libera$on	movement	with	its	
asser$on	of	civil	rights	for	homosexuals	and	its	intolerance	of	the	regressive	mores	of	a	homophobic	society.	The	
emergence	of	AIDS	in	1981	added	a	new	tragic	dimension	to	the	overall	issue.	The	movement	was	strongly	supported	by	
the	arts	community	and	became	the	focal	point	of	some	of	the	most	important,	and	spiritually	moving,	art	of	the	1980s.	
Foremost	among	those	ar$sts	working	in	this	thema$c	vein	were	Robert	Gober	and	Felix	Gonzales-Torres.	While	much	has	
been	made	of	the	Duchampian	ready-made	connec$on	with	Gober's	sinks,	urinals,	cribs	and	doors,	to	me	the	deeper	
significance	lies	in	the	intensely	personal	conceptual	origins	of	the	imagery.	All	of	the	objects	have	double	meanings	
(personal	and	universal),	which,	when	considered	in	the	context	of	the	hand-crared	nature	of	their	construc$on,	are	
symbolic	not	only	of	of	Gober's	Catholic	upbringing	(like	Warhol)	and	the	trauma	of	early	childhood,	but	also	of	sexual	
iden$fica$on	and	even	death.	Death	itself	has	been	the	preoccupa$on	of	many	of	the	most	important	postmodernists,	
first	extensively	explored	by	Warhol	in	the	1960s	and	1970s,	and	then	by	Gober's	contemporary	David	Wojnarowicz,	as	
well	as	by	Felix	Gonzales-Torres,	Damien	Hirst	and	Rachel	Whiteread.	

Gonzales-Torres	made	the	same	leap	as	Gober—from	art	that	reflected	an	userly	personal	experience	to	work	that	
resonated	in	the	public	consciousness.	As	art	dealer	Andrea	Rosen	stated	in	Gonzalez-Torres'	catalog	raisonne,	"What	
emerges	is	that	the	work	is	less	about	the	self-aggrandizing	implica$ons	of	immortality	than	the	desire	for	a	con$nua$on	
of	life.”		In	the	introduc$on	to	the	same	publica$on,	Lorand	Negyl	captured	the	essence	of	the	young	ar$st’s	life	and	work	
(he	died	at	the	age	of	30	of	AIDS),	".	.	.	this	ar$st	was	an	aesthe$c	who,	by	wielding	the	power	of	seduc$ve	beauty	and	the	
poe$c	pain	of	impermanence,	sought	to	weld	the	feelings	of	a	genera$on	growing	up	in	the	shadow	of	AIDS	with	his	
provoca$ve	social	commentary.	His	work	discusses	universal	truths	in	terms	of	personal	sensi$vity.	.	.	If	one	projects	the	
sociological	connota$ons	of	pros$tu$on	and	urban	subculture	with	the	omni-present	risk	of	AIDS	onto	the	glistening	
facade	of	our	consumer	world,	shaped	as	it	is	by	every	manner	of	sensual	manipula$on,	the	contradictory	dialec$cs	of	
aesthe$cs	and	morality	provide	a	complex	system	of	the	symbols	comprising	our	late-modern	culture."	

The	importance	of	socio-poli$cal	inspired	art	underscoring	the	broader	issues	of	mul$culturalism	and	iden$ty	over	the	
past	thirty	years	seems	indisputable.	
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CONFRONTING	CARICATURE	&	STEREOTYPE  
by	Dr.	Shannon	Hill,	former	Director,	Victoria	H.	Myhren	Gallery,	University	of	Denver	

“[My	painHngs]	are	not	about	race,	they	are	about	percepHons.”		—	ROBERT	COLESCOTT,	1997	

“[A]ll	of	my	work	has	been	invested	in	the	noHon	of	theorizing	and	visualizing	whiteness	in	some	way	because	its	
construcHon	is	so	linked	to	the	ways	that	we	perceive	blackness.	[My	work	is	misread	by]	criHcs	who	think	that	these	issues	
are	discrete	and	separable."		—GLENN	LIGON,	2001	

Spanning	more	than	five	decades	and	two	genera$ons,	Robert	Colescos	and	Glenn	Ligon	have	created	deeply	affec$ng	
works	that	encourage	us	to	explore	how	history	resides	within,	how	ideas	about	difference	have	long-enabled	our	
percep$ons	of	self	and	others.	These	ar$sts	underscore	the	need	to	confront	caricature	and	stereotype	in	the	American	
psyche,	to	understand	the	webs	of	iden$ty	that	inform	who	we	are	and	how	we	come	to	see,	and	presumably	know,	each	
other.	Though	their	methods	and	styles	are	dissimilar,	Colescos	and	Ligon	engage	common	visual	tac$cs:	both	are	invested	
in	distor$on,	disrup$on,	repe$$on,	and	appropria$on	of	inherited	representa$ons.	These	tac$cs	enable	us	to	interpret	the	
rich	nature	of	'race,'	gender,	sexuality,	culture,	and	na$on—constantly	interwoven—and	reject	simplis$c	binary	constructs	
that	are	so	popularly	assumed.	

Stereotypes	deny	individuality.	They	enforce	formulaic	readings;	they	fix	their	subjects	into	an	unvarying	idea	or	image.	
Caricatures	exaggerate	stereotypes	in	visual	form.	They	ridicule	by	emphasizing	features	that	the	dominant	culture	finds	
amusing.	In	the	history	of	the	Americas,	Africans	were	stereotyped	as	subhuman.	Indeed,	this	no$on	fueled	their	
enslavement	on	this	hemisphere's	Atlan$c	shore	from	about	1530	to	1880.	In	the	United	States,	the	movement	to	abolish	
slavery	in	the	early	nineteenth	century	circulated	images	that	countered	this	stereotype	by	emphasizing	the	essen$al	
humanness	of	those	who	descended	from	Africans.	(Unlike	European	slave	traders,	the	U.S.	favored	breeding	slaves	within	
its	borders.	This	outlook	caused	Southern	and	Northern	slave	owners	to	purchase	more	African	women	than	men.		For	
census	figures,see	Philip	Cur$n,	1969.)	Those	who	opposed	aboli$on	also	opposed	such	imagery	and	rendered	their	own	
representa$ons	through	caricature.	When	the	Civil	War	brought	an	end	to	slavery	in	1865,	these	gross	images	flourished	in	
various	forms.	

In	our	$me,	Glenn	Ligon	has	forcefully	challenged	stereotype	through	works	that	refuse	fixity,	and	Robert	Colescos	has	
magnified	caricature	to	such	an	extent	that	we	see	the	ridiculousness	of	the	genre	itself.	In	the	process	both	ar$sts	remind	
us	that	the	histories	of	stereotype	and	caricature	affect	more	than	their	subjects;	that	is,	these	visual	devices	reveal	much	
about	percep$ons	that	viewers	have	historically	had	of	the	viewed.	

Robert	Colescos	

Robert	Colescos	pioneered	the	art	of	confron$ng	caricature	in	American	art	history.	His	most	famous	works,	made	in	the	
1970s,	appropriated	canonic	pain$ngs	of	Western	art	and	subs$tuted	painful	images	of	black	caricature	for	the	white	
figures	rendered	in	the	originals.	Controversy	asended	these	works	then,	as	it	does	now,	but	undoubtedly	the	ar$st	has	
achieved	a	las$ng	impact.	He	first	fueled	conversa$on	about	the	devasta$ng	effects	of	stereotype	and	caricature,	and	he	
prompted	debates	about	whether	those	effects	can	be	countered	by	claiming	ownership	of	images	once	used	to	degrade	
their	subjects.	He	said,	

Unfortunately,	stereotypical	images	are	part	of	the	American	heritage.	I	had	to	come	to	terms	with	it	for	myself,	ulHmately	
controlling	the	images	by	making	them	say	some	things	for	me.	First	I	made	these	painHngs	and	drawings	as	messages	
from	myself	to	myself	[as	a	means	of]	ge|ng	in	touch	with	my	own	fears,	frustraHon,	and	anger.	

Race	is	not,	however,	the	focus	of	his	work.	Rather,	one	finds	a	wide	variety	of	caricatures	contested	in	Colescos's	art.	
Ideals	of	feminine	beauty,	the	roles	adopted	by	men	and	women,	and	values	assigned	to	cultural	products	are	exposed	as	
coarse	reali$es,	just	as	racism	is.	El	Tango	(1995)	wonderfully	captures	all	of	these	conceits.	At	its	center	a	couple	swirls	to	
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the	tempo	of	the	$tle’s	drama$c	dance	of	love	and	death.	Figures	and	fields	of	color	swirl	around	them,	evoking	the	
environments	of	brothel	and	dance	club,	both	places	that	ooze	passionate	desire.	A	conflict	ensues	at	top:	a	woman	of	
Spanish	descent	claims	cultural	ownership	of	the	tango	as	she	gestures	angrily	toward	a	black	male	at	ler.	"Your	
tango??,"	he	asks,	incredulously.	The	woman's	partner,	a	white,	moustached	man	near	her	shoulder,	looks	toward	the	
black	man	as	he	holds	a	knife	to	a	masked	female	figure	at	right.	(Lines	from	his	blue	shirt	extend	into	the	black	field	
beneath	him,	delinea$ng	his	elongated	arm.	His	hand	meets	that	which	holds	the	knife.)	This	woman,	presumably	the	
black	man's	dance	partner,	is	nude.	She	is	counterpart	to	the	white	woman	at	bosom,	who	looks	toward	her	to	indicate	
their	affinity.	They	are	women	of	the	brothel,	complex	figures	who	remind	us	of	the	West's	confla$on	of	blackness,	
sexuality,	and	desire.	

The	couple	at	center—a	maelstrom	of	composites—figures	an	answer	lo	the	dispute	above.	The	bodies	of	these	figures,	
neither	defined	by	skin	color,	are	intertwined.	Their	features	merge,	leaving	us	uncertain	whose	face	is	whose;	whose	
hair	is	long,	dark	and	curly,	whose	is	straight	and	red;	who	wears	the	spaghey	strapped	dress,	who	wears	the	dark	shirt.	
In	short,	El	Tango	is	ul$mately	a	dance	of	merging	cultures.	Pure	products	do	not	exist.	

We	are	drawn	into	El	Tango	by	its	rich	colors,	its	distor$on	of	figures,	the	madcap	interplay	of	space	and	$me—features	
found	in	much	of	Colescos’s	art	of	this	period.	We	begin	to	decode	the	work,	and	at	first	it	seems	easy	enough	to	do	so.		
But	the	varied	perspec$ves,	both	formal	and	conceptual,	deny	clean	endings.		With	extended	viewing,	we	find	ourselves	
implicated	in	the	larger	social	history	rendered	here—that	of	polarized	rela$onships,	exaggerated	stereotypes	and	violent	
ac$ons.	

Oren	Colescos’s	pain$ngs	and	drawings	either	image	miscegena$on	or	suggest	it,	usually	between	black	men	and	white	
women.		Such	unions	have	historically	inflamed	violence	against	black	men	by	whites.	"This	complex	imagery,"	writes	
Lowrey	Sims,	Director	of	the	Studio	Museum	in	Harlem,	

.	.	.	also	alludes	to	the	legacy	of	the	Hme	of	slavery,	when	only	white	men	had	access	to	all	females—black	and	white.	It	is	
a	defiance	of	the	sexually	charged	social	control	of	Jim	Crow	laws,	with	the	threats	of	lynching	that	accompanied	them.	
The	white	female	has	been	displayed	and	fleshed	out	in	the	media,	tantalizing,	provocaHve,	and	yet	for	the	most	part	has	
remained	socially	out	of	the	reach	of	the	black	male.	It	is	easy	to	see	how	her	aMainment	has	been	perceived	as	a	way	to	
grasp	at	power.	

In	Passing	(1982)	we	see	such	a	couple	encased	within	a	heavily	drawn	heart.		Their	bond	is	passionate.	The	color	of	his	
skin	bleeds	into	her	white	cheeks,	sugges$ng	that	the	two	will	soon	become	one.	As	a	pair	defined	by	American	prejudice
—a	context	established	by	their	caricature—their	union	is	one	that	provokes	fear.	Their	poten$al	off-spring	appears	
above	the	heart:	Sambo,	a	grotesque	lampoon	of	African	American	boys.	Sambo's	form	and	placement	within	the	
composi$on	recall	icons	of	American	na$onalism.	In	popular	prints,	we	are	accustomed	to	seeing	dignified	portrait	busts	
of	dis$nguished	leaders	above	framed	narra$ves	with	single	or	mul$ple	vigneses.	The	scenes	typically	emphasize	
prac$ces	or	significant	events	that	the	leader	influenced,	scenes	important	to	the	making	of	the	na$on.	In	Colescos's	
vision,	black	and	white	are	inseparable	in	American	history.	The	na$on	was	built	around	their	complex	rela$onships,	a	
fact	long	denied	by	most	Americans.	Colescos	“Haunt[s]	the	hypocrisy	of	American	bourgeois	Puritanism"	by	rendering	
the	principles	in	caricature	and	capping	this	historical	narra$ve	with	Sambo,	one	of	the	most	degrading	icons	of	
nineteenth	and	twen$eth	century	popular	graphics.	The	ar$st	twists	what	is	familiar	to	us;	he	delivers	a	"one-two	punch	
"as	cri$cs	characterize	it.	

Robert	Colescos	has	challenged	viewers	in	ways	that	few	other	ar$sts	have.	By	repeatedly	referencing	some	of	America's	
most	troubling	representa$ons,	he	causes	us	to	reevaluate	their	toxicity.	His	style	is	well	known	for	its	distor$ons	and	
disrup$ons,	pictorial	devices	that	cause	us	to	reconsider	whether	the	things	we	thought	we	knew	are	indeed	what	they	
seem	to	be.	

Glenn	Ligon	

Glenn	Ligon's	work	to	date	can	be	described	as	a	concentrated	effort	to	disrupt	typecasts	of	what	it	is	to	be	male,	black,	
and	American.	Since	the	early	1990s,	his	art	has	prompted	viewers	to	reconsider	ideas	that	are	fixed	in	our	collec$ve	
consciousness,	safely	framed	within	the	annuals	of	$me.	Like	Colescos,	Ligon	studies	inherited	representa$ons,	but	
unlike	his	predecessor,	he	inserts	himself	into	his	source	material,	some$mes	through	figural	likeness,	other	$mes	
through	the	use	of	the	personal	pronoun	'I.'	In	doing	so,	he	underscores	the	ongoing	stereotypes	of	blackness	and	
maleness	in	American	society.	
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Ligon	first	earned	acclaim	for	his	Profile	series	of	text-based	works,	which	borrow	from	inherited	essays	and	books	by	
authors	such	as	James	Baldwin,	Richard	Dryer,	Ralph	Ellison,	Jean	Genet,	and	Zora	Neal	Hurston.	Reputed	to	be	an	avid	
reader,	Ligon	selected	excerpts	from	their	wri$ngs	that	emphasize	how	'race'	is	a	construct,	something	determined	by	
context	rather	than	essence.	UnHtled	(I	Remember	the	Very	Day)	(1990)	is	a	noteworthy	example.	Its	source	is	a	sentence	
from	Hurston's	moving	essay	"How	It	Feels	to	Be	Colored	Me"	(1928):	"I	remember	the	very	day	that	I	became	colored."	
These	words	are	repeated	throughout	the	length	and	breadth	of	Ligon's	work.	

Working	from	bosom	to	top	with	oil	s$ck,	Ligon	stenciled	the	lesers	in	black	upon	a	white	canvas.	Moving	the	template	
from	one	place	to	the	next	caused	the	oil	to	smudge	and	darkened	the	work's	lower	por$on.	The	text	is	visible	at	top,	but	
it	soon	blurs	to	the	point	of	illegibility.	The	conceptual	effect	is	mul$layered,	and	herein	lies	the	significance	of	these	
works.	The	excerpt	tes$fies	to	a	profound	moment	of	self-recogni$on	that	also	denies	the	speaker	agency.	Serially	
repeated,	the	speaker	is	silenced,	made	invisible	by	the	blackness	that	has	historically	reduced	the	“I”	to	“they.”	But	
Hurston's	text,	and	now	Ligon's,	must	be	understood	as	a	collec$ve	“we”	for	all	people	of	color	who	read	it.	Ligon	
describes	his	intent:	

I	see	this	smudginess	as	a	metaphor	for	the	process	of	linguisHc	descripHon:	The	words	themselves	throw	shadows,	bleed	
into	one	another,	their	meanings	are	not	fixed.	

Thus	the	work	also	denies	silencing—it	bears	a	whisper	of	that	long-ignored	voice—through	the	traces	of	Ligon's	stencil,	
those	black	marks	that	accumulate,	have	presence,	upon	the	white	backdrop.	

Nearly	ten	years	later,	Ligon	created	a	series	of	works	with	black	text	upon	black	canvas.	This	series	quoted	passages	from	
James	Baldwin's	"Stranger	in	the	Village"	(1953),	a	powerful	trea$se	about	his	experiences	in	a	small	Swiss	village,	which,	
before	his	arrival,	seemed	to	have	never	been	visited	by	a	person	with	black	skin.	This	"primi$veness"	goes	unno$ced	
and	the	villagers	retain	the	authority	that	comes	from	being	iden$fied	as	Western.	Baldwin,	who	felt	"so	strangely	
grared"	by	the	West,	remains	an	oddity,	at	once	African	and	American.	Ligon's	work,	UnHtled	(Hands/Strangers	in	the	
Village)	(1999)	is	extremely	difficult	to	read,	thus	it	evokes	the	difficult	reality	of	double	consciousness	that	African	
Americans	endure.	

Here	the	blackness	of	both	text	and	page	suggests	the	dream	of	speaking	in	a	language	and	out	of	a	cultural	background	
from	which	the	black	arHst	is	not	alienated.	That	this	remains	impossible	is	of	the	essence	for	Ligon;	for	it	is	the	schizoid	
relaHonship	of	the	African-American	to	a	predominantly	white	culture—a	culture	he	can	neither	wholly	accept	nor	
completely	reject—that	is	fundamentally	at	stake.	

This	silkscreen	has	coal	dust	crystals	glued	to	its	surface,	which	glimmer	and	rise	well	above	the	paper.		Thus	the	work	has	
a	concrete	presence	that	is	undermined	by	the	illegible	text.	The	work	both	absorbs	the	“rage”	that	Baldwin,	and	now	
Ligon,	expresses,	while	also	repelling	it	outward	toward	the	viewer.	As	we	look	hard	to	understand	what	is	rendered	here,	
we	experience	a	small	frac$on	of	the	stranger’s	frustra$on	over	being	seen,	yet	invisible,	heard,	yet	silenced.	

Ligon’s	interest	in	text,	tes$mony,	and	typecas$ng	also	inspired	a	series	en$tled	Runaways	(1993).	The	series	of	ten	
lithographs	recreates	the	precise	form	and	typeface	common	to	nineteenth	century	adver$sements	issued	by	slave	
owners	who	hoped	to	find	their	"property,"	people	who	bravely	set	out	to	escape	bondage.	These	popular	graphics	relied	
on	a	standard	set	of	images	to	depict	slaves	on	the	run	or	captured,	caricatures	that	were	the	clip	art	of	their	day.	These	
images	appeared	above	text	that	described	the	fugi$ve,	words	that,	through	repe$$on,	suggest	the	limited	view	slave	
owners	oren	had	of	the	runaway	they	sought.	Thus	through	image	and	text	these	adver$sements	typecast	slaves,	fixing	
them	according	to	certain	stereotypes.	

In	Runaways,	Ligon	revised	these	nineteenth	century	adver$sements	in	subversive	ways.	Some	of	the	works	in	the	series	
draw	on	aboli$onist	imagery	that	countered	the	clip	art	caricatures	of	the	originals.	We	find,	for	instance,	a	portrait	of	an	
educated	black	man	in	suit	and	$e,	or	the	icon	of	the	Society	for	Effec$ng	the	Aboli$on	of	the	Slave	Trade—a	kneeling,	
shackled	figure	in	profile	who	pleads	"Am	I	Not	a	Man	and	a	Brother".	Although	other	lithographs	recreate	images	from	
the	nineteenth	century	originals,	one	stands	out	as	odd.	The	man	on	the	run	looks	straight	at	the	viewer,	a	confronta$on	
peculiar	to	this	genre.	Further,	the	face	appears	to	be	based	on	photographs	of	Frederick	Douglass,	a	former	slave	who	
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peculiar	to	this	genre.	Further,	the	face	appears	to	be	based	on	photographs	of	Frederick	Douglass,	a	former	slave	who	
remains	among	the	most	famous	aboli$onists	of	the	nineteenth	century.	

But	Ligon's	most	interes$ng	subversion	in	this	series	derives	from	his	methods:	He	asked	friends	to	write	the	text	in	each	
lithograph,	which	describes	the	ar$st	himself.	They	inevitably	iden$fy	Ligon	in	ways	that	are	far	more	detailed	and	
personalized	than	that	found	on	the	inherited	documents	that	inspired	this	series.	For	instance:		

Runaway.	Glenn	Ligon.	Medium	height,	5'H",	male.	Closely-cut	hair,	almost	shaved.	Mild	looking,	with	oval	shaped,	black-
rimmed	glasses	that	are	somewhat	conservaHve.	Thinly	striped	black-and-white	short-sleeved	T-shirt,	blue	jeans.	Silver	
watch	and	African-looking	bracelet	on	his	arm.	His	face	is	somewhat	wider	on	boMom	near	the	jaw.	Full-Hpped.	He's	black.	
Very	warm	and	sincere,	mild-mannered	and	laughs	oSen.		

With	Runaways,	Ligon	disrupts	our	sense	of	history.	It	is	not	a	thing	of	the	past	it	is	lived	in	the	present.	By	inser$ng	
himself	into	his	source	material,	he	stresses	the	ongoing	relevance	of	slavery	in	America,	and	the	"running"	perpetua$on	
of	stereotypes	that	upheld	the	ins$tu$on	of	slavery	itself.	

In	1996,	Ligon	created	another	series	that	powerfully	countered	stereotypes	of	black	men.	En$tled	Self	Portrait,	and	
numbered	1-8,	the	works	in	this	series	recall	an	important,	but	oren	ignored,	trajectory	in	the	history	of	photography:	
that	devoted	to	archiving	difference.	By	the	last	quarter	of	the	nineteenth	century,	photography	had	been	adopted	by	
Western	ethnographers	to	help	visually	record	and	classify	the	world's	peoples.	People	of	color,	poor	whites,	the	mentally	
disabled,	and	outlaws	were	the	most	prevalent	subjects.	Swayed	by	the	pseudo	science	of	phrenology,	Alphonse	Ber$llon	
invented	the	format	of	the	modern	mug	shot:	profile	and	frontal	views	of	the	subject,	captured	at	a	precise	distance	from	
the	camera	and	situated	before	a	white	wall	with	a	grid.	

Ligon's	Self	Portrait	series	firmly	rejects	classifica$on	of	its	subject.	The	ar$st	turns	his	back	on	the	camera	to	face	a	black	
wall.	Seen	collec$vely,	viewers	note	the	ever-so-slight	varia$on	from	one	self	portrait	to	the	next;	Ligon's	smallest	
movement	before	the	camera	registers	in	the	print.	Sameness,	which	Ber$llon	asempted	to	archive,	is	exposed	as	an	
impossibility.	"For	Glenn,"	writes	his	friend	Thelma	Golden,	"the	use	of	his	own	image	is	a	broad	gesture.	It	is	an	asempt	
to	affix	'an'	image	into	the	place	that	'the'	image	has	held	in	the	collec$ve	imagina$on.”	

The	Self	Portrait	series	was	par$ally	inspired	by	the	1995	Million	Man	March	in	Washington,	D.C.	Organized	by	the	Na$on	
of	Islam,	African	American	men	were	called	upon	to	rededicate	themselves	to	the	cause	of	the	family.	Black	women	were	
encouraged	to	contribute	by	staying	away	from	work,	thus	the	event's	official	$tle	was	Million	Man	March/Day	of	
Absence.	Moved	that	hundreds	of	thousands	of	men	gathered	to	take	a	pledge	of	unity,	Ligon	created	several	works	that	
simultaneously	rejoice	in	the	event	and	suggest	a	measured	disappointment	over	the	voices	it	silenced:	those	of	black	
women	and	black	gay	men.	One	of	these	works—Hands	(diptych)	(1997)—is	par$cularly	thought	provoking.	

Hands	(diptych)	is	a	large	silkscreened	canvas,	and	in	it	Ligon	captures	the	tensions	between	presence	and	absence	on	
which	the	march	depended.	The	image	at	ler,	appropriated	from	a	newspaper,	depicts	a	sea	of	hands	that	express	the	
power	of	collec$ve	ac$on	(an	awesome	presence)	that	necessarily	represses	individuality	(a	regrexul	absence).	Figura$on	
becomes	ghost-like	and	gives	way	to	abstrac$on	(streaks	and	the	the	grid	of	the	screen	are	visible	in	the	dark	field	above	
the	hands).	The	density	of	the	crowd	is	evident,	yet	despite	this,	it	seems	to	be	on	the	verge	of	disappearing.	

Hands	and	fingers,	with	personalized	prints,	mark	our	individuality.	As	instruments	for	labor,	they	measure	our	
produc$vity.	Like	no	other	part	of	the	body,	hands	signify	both	who	we	are	and	who	we	can	poten$ally	be.	But	despite	
the	power	that	always	asends	their	representa$on	(especially	when	they	are	divorced	from	the	body),	the	hands	that	
Ligon	imaged	here	are	diminished,	or	disempowered,	by	the	expansive	black	field	of	the	diptych's	other	half.	Here	
absence—those	voices	silenced	by	exclusion—is	represented	through	a	deep,	dark	black	ink,	heavily	applied	and	without	
the	abstrac$ons	of	its	counterpart.	

Color	appears	in	the	work	that	Ligon	made	while	in	residence	at	the	Walker	Art	Center	in	Minneapolis.	Again	researching	
source	material	with	historical	presence,	he	discovered	Afrocentric	coloring	books	made	between	1967	and	1975.	They	
were	made	to	reclaim	representa$on	of	black	history	and	culture,	thereby	"upliring"	children	who	did	not	see	any	self-
affirming	likeness	in	popular	media.	Ligon	excerpted	images	and	texts	(spelling	lessons)	from	the	books,	created	templates	
for	coloring,	and	worked	with	children	of	varied	backgrounds	in	a	series	of	workshops	throughout	the	Twin	Ci$es.	The	
results,	including	Malcolm	X,	Sun,	Frederick	Douglass,	Boy	with	Bubble	(version	3)	#1	(2000)	are	Ligon’s	recrea$ons	of	the	
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results,	including	Malcolm	X,	Sun,	Frederick	Douglass,	Boy	with	Bubble	(version	3)	#1	(2000)	are	Ligon’s	recrea$ons	of	the	
marks	children	made,	the	colors	they	used,	and	the	shapes	they	rendered	upon	the	templates	he	offered	them.		

The	real	power	of	Malcolm	X,	Sun,	Frederick	Douglass,	Boy	with	Bubble	(version	3)	#1	resides	in	its	ambiguity.	It	hovers,	as	
Ligon	says,	“in	that	space	between	meaning	a	great	deal	and	meaning	nothing.”	The	collec$on	of	text,	figures,	and	
cityscapes	bears	no	evident	rela$onship	for	most	viewers.		But	in	their	$me,	these	elements	formed	a	wellspring	of	
meaning:	

Although	it's	somewhat	hard	to	imagine	today,	in	the	late	1960s,	representaHons	of	blacks	simply	living—blowing	
bubbles,	playing	on	a	swing—were	as	radical	and	necessary	as	those	of	fiery	revoluHonaries.	ASer	all,	the	classic	
children's	primer	Dick	and	Jane	introduced	its	first	black	family	the	same	year	that	Malcolm	X	was	assassinated.	At	that	
Hme,	blacks	were	just	becoming	openly	acknowledged	contributors	to	mainstream	American	popular	culture.	

The	clownish	appearance	of	the	figures	in	this	work	startles	us.	The	rouge	lips	and	cheeks	of	the	primary	characters	seem	
egregious,	par$cularly	those	applied	to	Malcolm	X	and	Frederick	Douglass,	visionaries	who	influenced	genera$ons.	Their	
legacies	seem	devalued;	their	persons,	degraded.	The	children	who	inspired	this	piece	colored	without	malice,	but	their	
choices	register	loss	for	adult	viewers	who	uphold	the	righteousness	of	black	libera$on.	The	work	leaves	us	feeling	
uncertain.	Ambiguity	rises	again.	

Glenn	Ligon's	work	consistently	encourages	our	considera$on	of	stereotype's	las$ng	impact	in	American	society.	His	best	
known	works—such	as	those	from	the	Profiles	series,	Stranger	in	the	Village	series,	Hands	(diptych),	and	Malcolm	X,	Sun,	
Frederick	Douglass,	Boy	with	Bubbles	(version	3)	#1,	all	of	which	assert	a	presence	and	disrupt	it—leave	viewers	in	a	state	
of	an$cipa$on.	We	want	to	hear,	see,	learn	more	from	those	people	who	leave	but	traces	of	themselves	in	Ligon's	work.	
Without	them,	our	understanding	of	American	history	and	iden$ty	is	incomplete.	
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Catalogue essay by Madeleine Grynsztejn, Pritzker Director, Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Chicago (formerly Senior Curator, SFMOMA)

From	the	start	of	their	collec$ng	prac$ce,	which	began	in	1993	and	became	most	concentrated	in	works	from	the	mid-	
to	late	1990s,	Vicki	and	Kent	Logan	have	been	mo$vated	by	a	rare	desire	to	acquire	art	that	speaks	cumula$vely	to	the	
larger	issues	of	contemporary	life.	While	demonstra$ng	a	commitment	to	the	individual	ar$st	via	in-depth	holdings	of	
work	by	John	Currin,	Katharina	Fritsch,	Robert	Gober,	Felix	Gonzalez-Torres,	Damien	Hirst,	Yasumasa	Morimura,	and	
Takashi	Murakami,	the	collec$on	also	reflects	the	Logans'	commitment	to	exploring	and	learning	about	their	own	$me.	
Over	the	course	of	their	years	of	prodigious	and	wide-ranging	collec$ng,	they	have	honed	in	on	a	number	of	dis$nct	
themes—including	the	resurgence	of	figura$on,	the	redeployment	of	the	commercial	toward	personal	ends,	and	a	
focus	on	iden$ty—that	appear	to	point	the	way	toward	defining	and	evalua$ng	the	cultural	climate	of	the	past	decade.		
The	larger	arena	within	which	the	art	world	operated	and	overlapped	at	that	$me	is	also	coming	into	historical	focus.	
The	decade	began	with	a	global	recession,	a	depressed	market,	and,	in	the	United	States,	the	decima$on	of	public	
funding	for	the	arts,	which	pointed	toward	a	larger	loss	of	consensus	and	the	public's	increasing	retreat	from	the	social	
sphere	into	private	ones,	buoyed	in	great	part	by	technological	advances	that	allowed	the	emergence	of	a	loose	
alterna$ve	community	bound	not	by	geography	but	by	the	common	interests	of	a	decentralized,	virtual	Net.	Ironically,	
though	new	communica$ons	technologies	allowed	for	the	asser$on	of	individual	tastes	and	communi$es,	the	
consumer	society	in	which	this	ac$vity	was	embedded	was	becoming	more	centralized	and	homogenous.	With	the	fall	
of	communist	Europe	in	1989,	the	1990s	paved	the	way	for	the	triumph	of	market-driven	economies	and	the	
interna$onaliza$on	of	commerce	as	well	as	an	overall	balkaniza$on	based	on	conflic$ng	personal,	cultural,	and	
religious	beliefs,	reaching	heart-stopping	propor$ons	on	September	11,	2001.	So	considerably	has	the	world	changed	
since	that	day	that	it	seems	to	mark	the	actual	end	of	the	1990s.	Within	this	poli$cal	landscape,	the	primary	ques$on	
for	us	as	individuals	is	how	to	nego$ate	our	place	in	the	world	both	independently	and	as	members	of	a	larger	societal	
network.	

This	same	ques$on	is	at	the	heart	of	the	Logan	Collec$on,	making	it	a	compelling	vehicle	for	looking	at	the	1990s.	
However,	the	art	of	that	decade	cannot	be	neatly	compartmentalized;	it	is	a	potent	mix	of	mul$ple,	coexistent,	and	
equally	valid	styles	and	themes—ranging	from	conven$onal	pain$ng	and	sculpture	to	posxeminist	performance	art—
that	in	themselves	cons$tute	a	skep$cal	posi$on	vis-a-vis	any	hegemonic	stance.	Ar$sts	in	the	1990s	made	good	use	of	
the	lack	of	an	overriding,	authorita$ve	movement	or	signature	style,	and	those	who	succeeded	best,	such	as	Currin,	
Hirst,	and	Murakami,	availed	themselves	of	individual,	even	eccentric	modes	that	were	more	knowing	than	
spontaneous.	

Interes$ngly,	certain	key	aspects	of	1990s	art	prac$ce—including	video	works,	ambient	and	par$cipatory	environments,	
and	work	derived	from	willfully	modest	methods	and	media	combined	with	strong	conceptual	overtones—are	virtually	
absent	from	the	Logan	Collec$on.	Such	elisions,	which	also	serve	to	mark	the	inherent	preferences,	prejudices,	and	
preoccupa$ons	of	the	collectors,	are	actually	useful	when	assessing	the	art	of	a	decade	so	recently	passed.	Hindsight	in	
such	an	exercise	is	inevitably	flawed,	all	the	more	so	when	the	decade	in	ques$on	has	as	a	primary	characteris$c	its	
resistance	to	any	form	of	orthodoxy	or	consensus.	Under	such	circumstances,	individual	opinion—including	that	of	the	
private	collector—takes	on	greater	resonance,	and	it	is	no	less	a	legi$mate	filter	than	any	of	the	other	tropes	that	
curators,	cri$cs,	and	art	historians	use	to	assess	and	summarize	developments	of	an	earlier	$me.	When	collec$ve	
opinion	has	yet	to	be	established,	the	cri$cal	lens	of	impassioned,	informed,	and	discerning	individuals	may	provide	the	
clearest	picture.	

A	consistent	thread	in	the	Logan	Collec$on,	at	least	in	formal	terms,	is	provided	by	artworks	that	for	the	most	part	
espouse	a	certain	conceptually	oriented	realism	that	is	not	concerned	with	a	mime$c	or	literal	transcrip$on	of	reality;	
rather,	they	correspond	to	or	coincide	with	reality	in	intense	and	innova$ve	ways	that	restore	a	provoca$ve	
asen$veness	on	the	part	of	the	viewer.	Without	being	autobiographical	or	narcissis$c,	these	works	are	direct	and	
personal;	in	his	or	her	individuated	prac$ce,	each	ar$st	is	construc$ng	a	"real"	of	some	kind—whether	personal,	social,	
or	metaphorical—to	retell	and	renew	contemporary	experience	and	the	place	of	the	individual	within	it.	
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The	human	figure	appears	with	great	frequency	in	this	collec$on,	whether	in	the	form	of	sculpture,	photograph,	or	
painted	image.	In	each	case	these	portrayals	are	not	so	much	biographical	or	verisimilar	as	they	are	useful	for	providing	a	
more	general	reflec$on	on	the	fluidity	of	contemporary	iden$ty	at	the	edge	of	the	social.	The	crucial	ques$on	underlying	
many	works	in	the	collec$on	is	whether	it	is	possible	to	possess	a	private,	autonomous	iden$ty	separate	from	the	social	
sphere	and	its	myriad	influences.	In	pain$ngs	by	John	Currin,	Marlene	Dumas,	and	Lisa	Yuskavage,	for	example,	the	
stereotypical	asributes	applied	by	society	to	women	in	par$cular	complicate	and	contract	the	individuality	of	the	figures	
pictured.	Sculptures	by	Katharina	Fritsch	and	photographs	by	Yasumasa	Morimura	operate	as	distorted	symbolic	re-
representa$ons	of	collec$vely	held	images	that	succeed	precisely	because	they	feed	off	cultural	consensus,	which	is	
consolidated	through	an	overarching	media.	No$ons	of	sel�ood	are	oren	seen	as	being	shot	through	by	the	materials	
and	the	conven$ons	of	consumer	society,	and	in	the	process	the	self	invariably	risks	becoming	contracted	into	its	
commodified	representa$on.		These	works	contain	both	an	asser$on	of	and	a	resistance	to	the	force	of	a	media-driven	
and	media-saturated	culture	that	is	constantly	reinscribing	and	thereby	ques$oning	the	tradi$on	coordinates	by	which	we	
build	iden$ty	in	terms	of	gender,	sexuality,	race,	and	ethnicity.		As	the	private	self	is	con$nually	disputed	and	reconfigured	
by	larger	societal	forces,	it	constantly	risks	evacua$on.	

The	collec$on's	focus	on	the	vulnerability	of	the	self	makes	sense	in	light	of	developments	during	the	1990s	that	
undermined	the	no$on	of	a	stable	subjec$ve	iden$ty.	The	trajectory	of	the	AIDS	epidemic,	which	began	in	1981	and	
con$nued	through	the	1990s	(and	to	this	day),	reminds	us	all	of	the	body's	flesh-and-blood	fragility.	At	the	same	$me,	
developments	in	bioengineering	and	gene$c	sciences	both	enlightened	and	threw	doubt	on	the	fundamental	cons$tu$on	
of	physical	being,	while	virtual	reality	allowed	us	to	escape	our	corporeal	shells.	For	a	number	of	ar$sts,	these	
developments	prompted	a	wish	to	return	to	a	visceral	experience	of	the	body	and	to	a	private	realm—a	desire	made	
manifest	in	sculptures	by	Ron	Mueck	and	Kiki	Smith,	for	example.	Here,	again,	the	approach	to	the	human	form	is	as	much	
conceptual	as	formal,	its	depic$on—oren	one	of	technical	virtuosity—providing	entry	into	larger	sociopoli$cal,	cultural,	
metaphorical,	and	ontological	dialogues.	

Ever-present	in	the	Logan	Collec$on	is	an	asrac$on	to	a	classical	repertoire	of	arguably	lapsed	representa$onal	genres—
including	the	academic	nude,	the	portrait,	the	landscape,	history	pain$ng,	and	the	s$ll	life—that	are	given	a	new	twist	
and	used	toward	conceptual	ends	that	speak	to	our	current	condi$on	in	blunt,	sober,	and	occasionally	even	lugubrious	
terms.	The	Logans	are	drawn	to	ar$sts	who	apply	these	conven$ons	in	a	highly	ar$ficial	and	overdetermined	manner	that	
both	subverts	and	extends	$me-honored	art	forms.	Keith	Edmier	and	Inka	Essenhigh	both	produce	obviously	synthe$c	
renderings	of	natural	forms	whose	hyperrealism	only	serves	to	underscore	a	distance	from	any	visceral	or	"authen$c	"	
experience	of	nature.	A	selec$on	of	poignant	works,	focusing	on	the	self’s	vulnerability	to	exterior	forces,	echoes	one	of	
the	great	themes	in	the	history	of	art,	the	vanitas.	A	representa$on	of	mortality	and	a	medita$on	on	the	passage	of	$me	
and	the	transience	of	life,	the	tradi$on	of	the	vanitas	underlies	works	by	Damien	Hirst,	Janine	Antoni,	and	Yukinori	Yanagi	
with	their	use	of	inevitably	decaying	materials.	Felix	Gonzalez-Torres's	lightbulb	installa$on	and	Tracey	Emin's	neon	
sculpture	are	likewise	dependent	on	sources	(of	light)	that	will	literally	be	ex$nguished,	while	Zhang	Huan's	self-portrait,	
in	which	he	envelops	himself	in	a	fly-infested	carcass,	repurposes	the	vanitas	toward	a	personal	and	performa$ve	vision.	

There	is	a	dis$nctly	elegiac	tone	that	comes	to	the	fore	when	individual	works	from	the	Logan	Collec$on	are	grouped	
together,	a	mood	that	one	would	not	necessarily	ascribe	to	any	single	piece	when	seen	individually.	But	when	viewed	side	
by	side,	works	such	as	Glenn	Ligon's	text-images	that	seem	to	disappear;	Rachel	Whiteread's	ghostly	wall	sculpture;	
William	Kentridge's	drawings,	built	up	from	countless	layers	of	erasures;	Neo	Rauch's	pain$ng,	executed	in	a	deliberately	
outmoded	style;	and	Kerry	James	Marshall's	impossibly	Utopian	vision	take	on	new	resonance.	It	may	be	said	that	these	
ar$sts	build	on	a	poe$cs	of	the	image	that	flirts	with	melancholy	and	even	abjec$on,	but	such	disenchantment	is	oren	
balanced	by	an	ever-present	humor	that	runs	like	a	tonic	undercurrent	throughout	the	collec$on.	

In	its	overall	makeup,	the	Logan	Collec$on	also	acknowledges	the	increasingly	diverse	and	interna$onal	nature	of	an	
produc$on	in	the	1990s.	A	self-consciously	cosmopolitan	strain	of	art	prac$ce	is	evident	that	announces	itself	along	
geographic,	formal,	and	narra$ve	lines.	Perhaps	most	obviously,	the	roster	of	ar$sts	represented	in	the	collec$on	speaks	
to	an	increasingly	de-centered	and	thriving	art	community	encompassing	regions	formerly	considered,	at	least	in	the	
West,	to	be	on	the	margins.	The	collec$on's	global	compass	stems	from	the	Logans'	interest	in	works	generated	in	ar$s$c	
"hot	spots"	and	da$ng	from	the	exact	moment	when	those	centers	were	being	forged	(hence	the	in-depth	representa$on	
of	London's	Young	Bri$sh	Ar$sts,	the	significant	concentra$on	of	Chinese	and	Japanese	art,	and	the	current	asen$on	to	
art	from	Berlin).	

And	since	technology	is	the	main	engine	of	our	general	globalized	condi$on,	it	should	come	as	no	surprise	that	the	impact	
of	new	digital	technologies	is	expressed	in	the	collec$on,	though,	in	typically	contrarian	fashion,	the	Logans	are	drawn	to	
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these	innova$ons	as	they	are	manifested	in	that	most	tradi$onal	of	art	forms,	pain$ng.	Pain$ngs	by	ar$sts	from	Berlin	
(Franz	Ackermann),	New	York	(Inka	Essenhigh),	London	(Gary	Hume),	and	Tokyo	(Takashi	Murakami)	share	a	treatment	
of	space,	form,	and	color	that	recalls	the	characteris$cs	of	an	online	world.	Like	the	images	on	a	computer	screen,	these	
pain$ngs	are	skin-thin	surfaces	that	generate	three-dimensional	illusion	from	crisp,	unmodulated	spa$al	structures,	
sharply	defined	shapes,	and	uninflected	synthe$c	colors.	However,	although	these	pain$ngs	may	be	visual	equivalents	to	
the	present-day	experience	of	a	de-territoriaiized	cyberspace,	they	are	in	the	end	not	computer-generated,	but	made	by	
hand.	Their	makers	con$nue	to	be	dedicated	to	inherently	painterly	techniques	and	concerns,	such	as	perspec$ve	and	
surface	composi$on,	in	canvases	that	are	oren	rendered	in	an	outsize	scale	that	further	countermands	any	idea	of	a	
nonphysical	life-world.	There	is	a	new	formal	logic	at	play	in	these	works,	reflec$ng	a	sensibility	that	speaks	to	our	
contemporary	condi$on	as	being	both	corporeally	and	virtually	embedded,	fusing	as	it	does	older	and	newer	forms	of	
visual	language.	

In	a	similar	vein,	in	the	medium	of	photography,	the	Logans	are	drawn	to	works	that	are	in	part	the	result	of	up-to-the-
minute	technological	advances—par$cularly	new	large-scale	prin$ng	techniques—that	paradoxically	allow	the	
photograph	to	adopt	the	size,	the	allegorical	structure,	and	the	narra$ve	power	of	tradi$onal	history	pain$ng.	Jeff	Wall's	
The	Arrest	(1989)	adapts	the	chiaroscuro	ligh$ng,	three-quarter	figure	length,	and	symbolic	ges$cula$on	of	classic	
sixteenth	century	pain$ng	to	a	contemporary	scene	riddled	with	racial	tension	and	class	conflict.	In	fact,	one	could	argue	
that	the	en$re	Logan	Collec$on	is	essen$ally	about	pain$ng	by	other	means.	Even	the	sculptural	works.	such	as	
Katharina	Fritsch's	Handler	(Dealer)	(2001)	and	Steve	Wolfe's	UnHtled	(Evian	Cartons)	(1993),	demonstrate	a	passion	for	
plas$c	forms	that	are	frontal,	literal,	and	visually	clear-cut—a	predilec$on	more	closely	aligned	to	the	pictorial	language	
of	pain$ng	than	to	the	material,	volumetric	vocabulary	of	sculpture.	

Numerous	ar$sts	in	the	Logan	Collec$on	assert	a	principal	contradic$on	that	is	emerging	in	the	world	of	global	
capitalism:	its	opposite	tendency	toward	localiza$on.		These	ar$sts	speak	to	an	increasingly	interconnected	world	in	
which	advances	in	communica$ons	technologies,	combined	with	the	extreme	mobility	of	individuals,	lead	to	a	condi$on	
in	which	the	global	and	the	local	are	inextricably	intertwined.	The	works	of	Gabriel	Kuri	and	Yinka	Shonibare,	among	
others,	evince	a	kind	of	"vernacular	interna$onalism"—a	graring	of	the	local	and	the	global,	the	personal	and	the	social
—that	ar$culates	both	a	shiring	cultural	iden$ty	and	a	hybrid	experience	of	everyday	life.	The	Logan	Collec$on	reflects	
the	fact	that	in	the	1990s	the	art	world	achieved	something	of	a	matura$on	around	mul$cultural	prac$ces	da$ng	back	
to	the	1970s	in	the	United	States,	prac$ces	that	engaged	in	a	broader	recogni$on	of	ar$sts	and	cultures	previously	
unacknowledged	by	the	mainstream	canon.	The	legacy	of	mul$culturalism—its	asser$on	of	reali$es	in	the	plural—
resulted	in	an	expansion	of	ar$s$c	discourse.	The	specific	texture	of	poli$cal,	social,	sexual,	ethnic,	and	geographic	
mul$plici$es	that	bespeak	a	biographical	bent	prepared	the	way	for	the	focus	on	subjec$vity	that	defines	the	spirit	of	
the	Logan	Collec$on.
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ABOUT	FACE:	The	Human	Figure	in	Contemporary	Chinese	Pain^ng	
by	Ronald	Y.	Otsuka,	Curator	Asian	Art	Department,	Denver	Art	Museum	

In	China,	pain$ngs	are	tradi$onally	classified	into	three	categories	of	subject	maser:	human	figure,	landscape,	and	
bird-and-flower.	Over	the	centuries,	ar$sts	have	expressed	their	thoughts	and	feelings	by	depic$ng	people	of	high	
virtue,	idealized	mountains	with	lory	peaks,	and	plants	and	animals	with	auspicious	imagery.	Under	specific	
circumstances,	ar$sts	have	used	these	categories	of	pain$ng	to	convey	personal	ideals	and	philosophical	viewpoints.	In	
troubled	$mes,	they	might	disguise	their	true	message	by	purpor$ng	to	simply	represent	a	person,	mountain,	bird,	or	
flower,	but	knowing	viewers	would	be	well	aware	of	their	intended	meaning.	Sigmund	Freud	said	that	some$mes	a	
cigar	is	just	a	cigar,	and	in	Chinese	pain$ng,	some$mes	a	lotus	flower	is	just	a	lotus	flower.	However,	the	lotus	blossom	
rises	above	murky	waters,	and	its	bloom	oren	signifies	purity	and	detachment	from	worldly	cares—in	contrast	to	
corrup$on	and	serving	under	authoritarian	rule.	In	Chinese	art,	the	lotus	(he	flower)	is	also	used	as	a	visual	pun.	It	has	
a	similar	pronuncia$on	to	the	Chinese	words	for	"harmony"	(he)	and	"unity"	(he)	and	is	consequently	associated	with	
weddings	and	marital	accord.	

Between	1970	and	1976,	Jiang	Qing	(1913-91),	the	wife	of	Mao	Zedong	(1893-1976),	virtually	controlled	the	arts	in	
China,	and	many	ar$s$c	movements	were	restricted,	curtailed,	or	terminated.	She	headed	the	Cultural	Revolu$on	
Small	Group	that	assumed	the	responsibili$es	of	the	Propaganda	Department	arer	its	elimina$on	in	1966.	Specific	
pain$ngs	were	severely	cri$cized	for	showing	hos$lity	toward	the	socialist	order.	Ellen	Johnston	Laing	described	how	"a	
spray	of	plum	blossoms	extending	from	the	top	to	the	bosom	of	the	picture,	or	'upside-down	plum	blossoms,'	known	
in	Chinese	as	daomei,	was	said	to	rhyme	with	daomei,	the	mild	exple$ve	(damn	it	all!)—cursing	the	na$onal	flower	and	
Mao	Zedong	and	Jiang	Qing."	Chen	Dayu	(born	1912)	was	admonished	for	pain$ng	Welcome	Spring,	a	work	he	did	in	
1973	that	portrayed	a	rooster	with	an	evil	glint	in	its	eye,	construed	to	be	a	sign	of	contempt.	Surviving	his	censure,	
Chen	had	a	solo	exhibi$on	of	his	recent	pain$ngs	in	Beijing	in	2001.	Around	1972,	Huang	Yongyu	(born	1924)	painted	
Winking	Owl,	and	the	owl's	expression	was	interpreted	to	scoff	at	socialism.	Huang	suffered	during	the	Cultural	
Revolu$on	and	went	into	voluntary	exile	in	Hong	Kong	during	the	early	1990s,	but	returned	to	live	in	Beijing	in	1998.	
Whether	guilty	of	their	charged	offenses	or	not,	Chen	and	Huang	painted	images	that	were	condemned	for	their	
subversive	content,	as	inferred	by	Jiang	Qing	and	her	fac$on.	

Jiang	Qing	also	cri$cized	the	tradi$onal-style	landscapes	being	made	by	ar$sts	for	Chinese	hotels	and	restaurants	that	
catered	to	foreign	guests	and	for	Chinese	embassies	abroad.	In	1971,	Zhou	Enlai	(1898-1976)	had	approved	about	ten	
thousand	of	these	pain$ngs	to	be	created	by	tradi$onal-style	ar$sts,	including	many	who	were	detained	during	the	
Cultural	Revolu$on.	Arer	Zhou	Enlai	became	ill	in	late	1973,	Jiang	Qing	publicly	asacked	these	"black"	pain$ngs	in	an	
exhibi$on	she	assembled	in	the	Spring	of	1974.	This	exhibi$on	in	Beijing	and	others	like	it	around	China	not	only	
condemned	the	"black"	pain$ngs,	but	also	blacklisted	the	ar$sts	who	created	them.	

Landscape	pain$ngs	that	included	socialist	construc$on	projects	met	with	Jiang	Qing's	approval.	Reservoirs,	dams,	
canals,	bridges,	electrical	plants,	power	lines,	trains,	tractors,	cul$vated	fields,	and	reforesta$on	zones	appeared	in	
pain$ngs	to	celebrate	the	achievements	of	the	working	class.	The	incongruity	of	these	elements	would	have	been	
apparent	to	tradi$onal-style	ar$sts	who	had	depicted	lakeside	pavilions,	mountain	temples,	and	rus$c	retreats	in	their	
landscape	images.	Other	sanc$oned	landscapes	imparted	a	sense	of	revolu$onary	history	in	brightly	colored,	sunlit	
views	of	places	like	Loushan,	one	of	the	basle	sites	of	the	Long	March	of	1934-35	that	saved	Mao	Zedong	and	the	
Communist	Party	from	asacks	by	the	Guomindang.	Heroic	landscapes	in	vivid,	some$mes	strident,	colors	symbolized	
the	aspira$ons	of	socialist	revolu$onaries	and	their	engineering	victories	over	the	mountains	and	waterways	of	China.	
By	the	late	1970s,	these	exalted	panoramas	became	the	art	displayed	in	hotel	lobbies,	restaurants,	and	Friendship	
Stores.	They	contrasted	with	the	earlier	"blade"	pain$ngs	denounced	by	Jiang	Qing	and	with	landscapes	done	in	the	
Republic	of	China	(Taiwan),	where	Liu	Kuo-sung	(born	1932)	went	beyond	interna$onal	and	global	boundaries	to	paint	
Which	is	Earth?,	a	landscape	inspired	by	the	moon	landing	and	walk	of	July	1969.	

Under	the	dictates	of	Jiang	Qing,	figure	pain$ngs	had	to	express	"heroic"	content	and	depict	peasants,	workers,	and	
soldiers.	Amateur	painters	with	no	ar$s$c	training	emerged	from	the	peasantry	and	proletarian	ranks.	Their	ini$al	
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efforts	were	naive,	but	their	work	improved	under	the	tutelage	of	professionally	trained	ar$sts,	who	taught	them	
composi$on	and	technique.	During	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	professional	ar$sts	had	been	disgraced	and	berated	for	
earning	high	wages	and	catering	to	bourgeois	tastes.	Peasant	leaders	and	others	with	no	cultural	background	became	
the	art	cri$cs	who	judged	the	validity	of	an	ar$st's	work.	The	typical	figural	pain$ngs	of	the	period	were	anonymous	
representa$ons	of	pro-government	ac$vi$es,	set	in	contemporary	surroundings,	with	a	strong	anecdotal	component,	
and	a	prominent	use	of	red—the	color	associated	with	communism	and	socialism	since	the	Russian	Revolu$on	in	
1917.	

Images	of	Mao	Zedong	dominated	the	figural	arts	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	and	his	visage	persisted	as	a	popular	icon	
into	the	1990s.	In	1972,	Andy	Warhol	(1928-87)	had	painted	Mao,	making	him	into	a	Pop	image	as	he	did	with	Che	
Guevara,	Marilyn	Monroe,	and	Elvis	Presley.	Chinese	painters	also	depicted	Mao	in	their	own	version	of	Pop	Art,	
referred	to	as	Poli$cal	Pop.	Wu	Hung	wrote:	

PoliHcal	Pop	arHsts	had	no	interest	in	depicHng	tragic	events	in	the	previous	decades.	Rather,	they	derived	specific	
visual	references	from	the	Cultural	RevoluHon	but	erased	their	original	poliHcal	significance.	.	.As	an	important	trend	in	
1990s	Chinese	experimental	art,	PoliHcal	Pop	brought	Post-Cultural	RevoluHon	art	to	an	end:	its	radical	fragmentaHon	
of	Cultural	RevoluHon	images	finally	exhausted	the	source	of	its	pictorial	vocabulary	and	reduced	it	to	a	number	of	
preconceived	composiHonal	formulas.	This	interpretaHon	corrects	a	misunderstanding	oSen	found	in	Western	
introducHons	to	contemporary	Chinese	art,	which	idenHfy	PoliHcal	Pop	as	a	"dissident"	poliHcal	art	under	a	Communist	
regime.	But	in	fact,	most	PoliHcal	Pop	arHsts	were	protesHng	against	any	ideological	and	poliHcal	commitment;	their	
intenHon	was	to	de-poliHcize	poliHcal	symbols,	not	to	invest	them	with	new	poliHcal	meaning.	

This	aytude	recalls	Wallace	Stevens	(1879-1955),	who	explained	that	his	poetry	represented	"not	ideas	about	the	
thing	but	the	thing	itself."	Emerging	from	authoritarian	restric$ons,	many	Chinese	ar$sts	made	an	about	face	in	their	
approach	to	subject	maser.	This	is	reflected	in	Mao	Decorated,	painted	by	Yu	Youhan	(born	1943)	in	1993.	Yu	overlays	
Mao's	familiar	face	with	a	decora$ve	pasern	that	accentuates	the	pain$ng's	two-dimensional	plane	and	averts	the	
viewer	from	seeing	Mao's	image	as	a	poli$cal	statement.	The	pragma$c	poli$cs	of	Deng	Xiaoping	(1904-97)	and	the	
movement	to	recognize	the	contribu$ons	of	Zhou	Enlai	helped	demys$fy	Mao,	and	his	sanc$fied	image	became	
commonplace,	duly	prepared	for	incorpora$on	into	the	Poli$cal	Pop	idiom.	

Not	all	painters	during	the	last	decades	of	the	twen$eth	century	chose	to	be	experimental	or	avant-garde.	Greater	
freedom	of	expression	also	permised	ar$sts	to	focus	their	interests	on	the	tradi$onal	styles	of	the	past.	Although	
subverted	during	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	making	reference	to	the	art	of	an	earlier	era	was	a	long-established	trait	of	
Chinese	pain$ng.	Figural	pain$ngs	had	reached	a	high	point	during	the	Tang	dynasty	(618-907);	however,	in	later	
periods,	the	genre	was	relegated	to	rou$ne	portrayals	of	ancestors	in	formalized	portraits,	warriors	in	teeming	basle	
scenes,	and	explicit	nudes	in	ero$c	art.	With	the	founding	of	the	People's	Republic	of	China	in	1949,	socialist	realism	
was	borrowed	from	the	Soviet	Union.	Its	style	was	Strongly	rooted	in	European	art.	The	propaganda	art	of	the	Cultural	
Revolu$on	had	lisle	room	for	tradi$onal	Chinese-style	figure	pain$ng,	but	figural	art	that	represented	peasants,	
workers,	and	soldiers	fell	into	the	mainstream	of	approved	thema$c	content.	

Arer	training	in	tradi$onal	pain$ng	at	the	Shanghai	Academy	of	Fine	Art	and	traveling	to	remote	border	areas	of	
China,	Cheng	Shifa	(born	1921)	developed	a	personal	style	for	depic$ng	members	of	his	country's	minority	
popula$ons.	Nevertheless,	he	was	humiliated	during	the	Cultural	Revolu$on	as	were	other	ar$sts	of	his	genera$on.	
Cadres	seized	Cheng's	property	and	made	him	wear	a	dunce	cap	with	"curious,"	"black,"	"wild,"	and	"confusing"	
wrisen	on	it.	Paradoxically,	his	pain$ngs	of	minority	tribesmen	would	eventually	win	official	approval	for	portraying	
members	of	Chinese	society	who	had	been	oppressed	before	Libera$on.	Cheng	influenced	a	number	of	figure	painters	
working	in	Shanghai,	and	an	album	with	his	inscribed	$tle	page	includes	a	leaf	by	Gu	Bingxin	(born	1923)	that	depicts	a	
classic	Tang	dynasty	beauty.	Executed	in	1980	with	tradi$onal	brush	and	ink,	it	combines	calligraphy	and	pain$ng	into	
a	balanced	composi$on	of	word	and	image.	

By	the	1980s,	restric$ons	on	foreign	contact	were	lired,	and	Chinese	painters	became	acquainted	with	ar$sts	and	art	
movements	beyond	their	na$onal	borders.	They	were	exposed	to	various	interna$onal	trends,	and	no	single	authority	
dictated	the	style	and	content	of	their	work.	A	number	of	ar$sts	explored	art	movements	from	previous	$me	periods
—impressionism,	Cubism,	Surrealism,	and	Abstract	Expressionism.	In	the	1990s,	certain	Chinese	ar$sts	became	more	
experimental	and	avant-garde	in	their	outlook.	In	figural	art,	they	represented	emo$onal	moods	through	subjec$ve	
self-imagery	and	delved	into	issues	of	social	consciousness	and	psychological	unconsciousness.	They	expressed	
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boredom,	disgust,	sensuality,	and	violence;	dealt	with	the	environment,	family	planning,	traffic	accidents,	and	
urbaniza$on;	and	confronted	issues	like	equality,	freedom,	jus$ce,	poverty,	and	tyranny.	

Lu	Peng	(born	1967)	depicts	a	disarray	of	overlapping	figures	in	his	1999	pain$ng	Through	the	Wall—DirecHon,	and	
Shen	Xiaotong	(born	1968)	creates	a	sense	of	secrecy	with	curious	figures	who	stare	with	smoldering	black	eyes	in	his	
1998	TemptaHon	series.	In	his	1998	pain$ng	Light,	Song	Yonghong	(born	1966)	depicts	two	figures	with	one	shining	a	
flashlight's	beam	into	the	other's	face.	The	carefully	arranged	elements	of	Song's	composi$on	freeze	the	scene	into	a	
sta$c	moment,	crea$ng	the	sense	of	a	personal	experience	remembered	from	the	past.	Yang	Shaobin	(born	1963)	
paints	faces	and	figures	enveloped	in	an	aqueous	atmosphere,	recalling	the	photographs	of	Andres	Serrano	(born	
1950),	who	uses	blood,	semen,	and	urine	to	create	his	images.	Yang's	Portrait	No.	15	depicts	an	oversized	head	with	
bloated	features,	rendered	in	shades	of	blood	red.	The	faces	of	the	two	figures	in	Mask	Series	No.	10,	painted	by	Zeng	
Fanzhi	(born	1964)	in	1998,	are	also	obscured,	but	by	the	facial	coverings	they	wear.	The	masks	become	a	facade	to	
disguise	their	true	faces	and	to	conceal	their	inner	selves.	

In	contrast,	Zhang	Huan	exposes	himself	bare.	He	draws	from	his	environment	and	everyday	life	experiences.	In	Twelve	
Meters	Square,	1994,	he	sat	in	a	Beijing	public	toilet,	naked	and	covered	with	honey	and	fish	oil,	to	asract	ants	and	
flies.	For	his	1997	performance	To	Raise	the	Water	Level	in	a	Fishpond	he	invited	approximately	forty	members	of	
Beijing's	"floa$ng"	popula$on	of	migrant	workers	to	stand	in	Nanmofang	fishpond.	His	1999	Dream	of	the	Dragon	
centered	on	Zhang's	desire	to	liberate	the	dragon	of	tradi$onal	Chinese	mythology.	Performed	in	San	Francisco,	he	lay	
facedown	naked	on	a	cypress	branch,	and	his	assistant	covered	him	with	hot	dog	puree	and	flour.	Eight	dogs	were	
brought	in	for	a	taste,	including	one	that	bit	Zhang	instead.	By	undergoing	pain,	he	seeks	the	certainty	of	his	own	
existence.	

The	Surrealist	Rene	Magrise	(1898-1967)	codified	the	difference	between	image	and	reality	in	his	1926	pain$ng	of	a	
pipe	with	the	inscrip$on	"Ceci	n'est	pas	une	pipe"	(“This	is	not	a	pipe”).	Contemporary	Chinese	painters	are	also	aware	
of	the	tension	between	their	brushed	images,	physical	reality,	and	the	expressive	content	of	their	work.	As	a	means	of	
self-reference,	certain	ar$sts	made	a	fe$sh	of	objects	associated	with	their	personal	experiences.	In	his	1998	pain$ng	
Black	Grey	Scissors,	No.	2,	Mao	Xuhui	(born	1956)	depicts	oversized	scissors	with	sharpened	points.	He	uses	the	
scissors	mo$f	in	other	pain$ngs,	including	his	Scissors	and	Sofa,	No.	1	(1995),	in	which	"the	scissors	poking	toward	the	
sofa	may	represent	an	outside	power's	threat	to	his	peaceful	insular	environment."	The	scissors	of	Mao's	image	cannot	
cut	in	a	literal	sense,	but	they	may	connote	a	symbolical	severing	of	life	$es.	

The	prolifera$on	of	styles	in	China	and	the	complexity	of	its	art	scene	are	certainly	des$ned	for	further	change.	
Freedom	of	self-expression	and	the	ability	to	speak	about	human	experiences	have	brought	the	genre	of	figural	art	into	
the	forefront.	Whether	with	inten$onal	ambiguity	or	heavy-handed	symbolism,	Chinese	painters	are	finding	new	ways	
to	express	their	personal	ideals,	aspira$ons,	and	aytudes	through	figural	art.	Many	remain	rooted	in	the	styles	and	
techniques	of	tradi$onal	Chinese	ink	pain$ng	while	others	explore	a	new	array	of	interna$onal	art	styles	and	pictorial	
methods.	Their	counterparts	born	in	Hong	Kong,	Taiwan,	and	Singapore,	who	also	claim	a	heritage	in	Chinese	art,	are	
living	under	totally	different	social	and	economic	circumstances.	They	too	are	finding	means	of	making	themselves	and	
their	art	visible.	

In	a	famous	passage	from	Chinese	literature,	Zhuangzi	recounts	that	he	dreamed	he	was	a	buserfly.	When	he	awoke,	
he	wondered	if	he	were	a	man	who	dreamed	he	was	a	buserfly,	or	a	buserfly	who	was	dreaming	that	he	was	a	man.	
Perhaps	his	whole	life	was	a	buserfly's	reverie.	Ar$sts	in	China	are	tes$ng	the	boundaries	between	the	viewer	and	the	
work	of	art.	Ritual	and	performance	ar$sts	confront	the	passive	observer	with	direct	"in-your-face"	encounters.	A	
viewer	may	wonder	if	he/she	is	looking	at	a	human	figure	in	a	work	of	art	or	becoming	the	work	of	art	itself.	
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Fast	Forward:	From	Class	Struggle	to	the	World	Stage	
by	Thomas	J.	Whi`en,	Head	of	Research,	Asian	Art	Department,	Denver	Art	Museum	

December	1978	was	the	turning	point	in	China's	recent	history.	That	month's	plenary	session	of	the	Communist	
Party	Central	Commisee	passed	Deputy	Premier	Deng	Xiaoping's	proposal	to	abandon	"class	struggle"	as	the	
party's	main	objec$ve,	replacing	it	with	"socialist	moderniza$on,"	a	more	acceptable	moniker	for	economic	
development.	From	the	chaos	and	economic	stagna$on	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on	(1966-76),	China	was	on	the	
road	of	reform.	Few	would	then	have	imagined	that	it	would	end	the	twen$eth	century	confident	of	world	
superpower	status	not	far	into	the	twenty-first.	

Deng	Xiaoping,	China’s	leader	from	1978	un$l	his	death	in	1997,	had	his	roots	in	Sichuan,	un$l	recently	the	most	
populous	of	China's	provinces.	He	knew	full	well	how	the	energy	of	the	peasants	had	been	stymied	by	the	policies	
of	collec$viza$on	as	laid	down	by	Chairman	Mao	Zedong.	Un$l	about	the	end	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on,	peasants	
made	up	almost	80	percent	of	the	popula$on,	so	a	small	measure	of	encouragement	directed	their	way	might	
change	the	course	of	the	na$on.	And	so	it	did.	With	new	policies	allowing	peasants	to	keep	some	of	the	revenue	
from	small	family-held	plots,	total	grain	output	rose	by	over	a	third	between	1978	and	1984,	to	over	400	million	
tons,	and	rural	incomes	were	recorded	as	increasing	18	percent	annually.	

The	urban	centers	were	not	far	behind,	though	those	chosen	for	ini$al	development	were	some	distance	from	
China's	tradi$onal	bas$ons	of	industry.	In	an	effort	to	keep	the	spectacle	of	urban	economic	freedom	from	the	
eyes	of	poten$al	conserva$ve	opposi$on,	the	four	so-called	Special	Economic	Zones	were	all	at	the	other	end	of	
the	country	from	Beijing,	in	Fujian	and	Guangdong	provinces.	

Not	surprisingly,	foreign	capital	did	not	at	first	rush	into	the	four	zones,	but	local	business	enterprises	were	quick	
to	bear	fruit.	Before	long,	traders	from	all	over	the	country	were	heading	south	to	buy	up	large	quan$$es	of	the	
cheap	and	cheerful	consumer	ar$cles	and	clothing	so	long	missing	from	the	state-run	department	stores.	These	
were	not	necessarily	manufactured	in	the	zones.	Part	of	the	reason	for	posi$oning	the	zones	in	the	south	was	
proximity	to	the	prosperity	of	Taiwan,	Hong	Kong,	and	Macao,	and	smugglers	were	quick	to	seize	the	opportunity.	
As	the	old	Chinese	adage	has	it,	when	"the	hills	are	high,	the	emperor	is	far	away."	

Opening	up	economically	also	led	to	a	new	level	of	intellectual	and	ar$s$c	foment.	With	the	media	trumpe$ng	the	
success	of	reforms	in	the	economic	sector,	it	was	increasingly	apparent	that	a	change	in	direc$on	was	unlikely,	and	
intellectuals	and	ar$sts	soon	began	to	lose	the	fears	that	had	been	ins$lled	into	them	during	the	Mao	years.	With	
the	traumas	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on	fresh	in	their	minds,	novelists,	filmmakers,	and	ar$sts	began	to	explore	
Chinese	historical	and	cultural	experience,	and	intellectual	discussions	centered	on	the	nega$ve	side	of	both	the	
revolu$on	and	Chinese	culture	itself.	The	so-called	menglong	or	"drowsy"	poetry	at	the	$me	was	as	downbeat	as	
its	name	suggests,	and	in	1986	one	of	the	most	popular	books	in	circula$on	was	the	Taiwanese	writer	Bo	Yang's	
The	Ugly	Chinaman,	an	extraordinarily	nega$ve	assessment	of	the	moral	character	of	the	Chinese	people	
worldwide.	With	this	nega$vity	came	the	sugges$on	of	the	need	for	a	more	cosmopolitan	outlook,	a	viewpoint	
that	reached	its	widest	audience	in	the	1988	television	series	River	Elegy.	Such	works	drew	considerable	cri$cism	
but	never	total	censure—a	tolerance	of	expression	that	marked	a	significant	advance	from	the	not	so	distant	past.	

Foreign	influences	were	also	becoming	visible	and	more	accepted,	and	not	just	the	electrical	goods	and	other	
consumer	items	that	were	now	being	imported	in	ever	increasing	numbers.	For	the	first	$me	students	were	
beginning	to	see	overseas	study	as	a	possibility,	and	learning	English	was	a	fashionable	means	to	this	end,	as	well	
as	to	that	of	possible	lucra$ve	employment	in	a	locally	based	foreign	business.	Foreign	language	teachers	were	
invited	in	large	numbers	to	colleges	and	even	high	schools,	and	each	campus	had	a	popular	"English	corner"	
where	students	and	teachers	gathered	to	exchange	views	and	prac$ce	their	spoken	skills.	

The	ever	increasing	number	of	overseas	tourists	visi$ng	China	provided	further	opportuni$es	for	foreign	contact.	
In	1982	the	Public	Security	Ministry	finally	started	to	dismantle	the	system	of	travel	permits,	whereby	overseas	
visitors	had	to	apply	at	the	local	Public	Security	Bureau	before	they	were	able	to	buy	a	train	or	air	$cket.	The	
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publica$on	of	the	first	Lonely	Planet	guide	to	China	in	1985	ensured	that	Guilin,	Kunming,	and	Lhasa	in	par$cular	
became	hot	spots	for	young	backpackers,	and	facili$es	catering	to	their	needs	began	to	appear	alongside	those	for	
more	standard	tour	groups.	

Beijing	and	Shanghai	were,	however,	both	slow	in	their	response	to	change.	As	the	seat	of	the	central	government,	
Beijing	had	to	exercise	great	cau$on	so	as	not	to	offend	the	s$ll	influen$al,	and	ever	conserva$ve,	party	elders.	The	
first	joint	venture	hotel	in	Beijing,	the	Sino-Swiss	Jianguo	Hotel,	which	offered	service	and	facili$es	at	an	
interna$onally	accepted	norm,	opened	only	in	1984,	and	Shanghai's	first,	the	Sheraton,	followed	in	1986.	Shanghai	
might	have	regained	the	commercial	pre-eminence	that	it	enjoyed	prior	to	1949	were	it	not	for	uninspired	
leadership	and	puni$ve	taxes	imposed	by	Beijing.	In	1985	the	city	was	only	allowed	to	retain	17	percent	of	the	
revenues	it	generated.	

By	1985,	the	end	of	the	Cultural	Revolu$on	was	already	ten	years	past	and	college	students	were	beginning	to	forget	
the	less	happy	days	of	their	childhood.	It	was	harder	for	them	to	share	the	concerns	of	their	parents'	genera$on—
from	this	$me	on	the	youth	were	less	burdened	by	history.	The	pursuits	of	their	Western	contemporaries	were	
beginning	to	strike	a	chord	with	them.	Words	like	di-se-ko	(disco)	became	common	parlance	among	the	young,	and	
Taiwanese	and	Hong	Kong	pop	stars	were	all	the	rage.	This	did	not	oren	meet	the	approval	of	the	older	genera$on,	
who	berated	the	youngsters	for	chong	yang	(worshiping	the	foreign)	even	as	they	sat	in	front	of	the	imported	
televisions	that	were	the	pride	of	many	urban	Chinese	homes.	

A	more	serious	discontent	was	evident	during	the	later	1980s	as	state	employees	were	clearly	losing	out	to	the	
private	entrepreneurs	who	were	benefi$ng	from	Deng's	line	"to	get	rich	is	glorious."	The	tradi$onal	low	regard	of	
the	Chinese	for	the	merchant	class	was	difficult	to	maintain	as	the	businessman	swept	past	in	his	new	luxury	sedan.	
Of	course,	bureaucracy	could	s$ll	s$fle	any	business	venture,	and	given	the	low	pay	of	government	officials,	the	
oiling	of	wheels	with	cash,	girs,	and	extravagant	banquets	became	the	way	to	get	business	done.	Deng	Xiaoping	had	
warned	that	"an	open	window	will	Iet	in	flies,"	and	to	clamp	down	on	such	annoyances	could	have	upset	the	
somewhat	precarious	status	quo	and	threatened	the	future	of	the	reforms.	

The	violent	and	tragic	events	in	Beijing	on	and	arer	June	4,	1989,	signaled	a	sudden	end	to	this	laissez-faire	aytude	
and	cast	an	air	of	despair	over	college	campuses	and	intellectual	and	ar$s$c	circles.	The	series	of	protests	had	
started	as	a	combina$on	of	student	condolences	for	the	passing	of	long$me	reformer	ex-Party	Secretary	Hu	
Yaobang,	the	marking	of	the	1919	student	ac$vism	of	the	May	4th	Movement,	and	popular	discontent	at	price	rises.	
It	was	not	hard	for	this	ven$ng	of	popular	feeling	to	develop	into	pro-democracy	and	an$-government	
demonstra$ons,	and,	despite	the	government's	later	claims	to	the	contrary,	this	was	largely	spontaneous.	

The	crushing	of	the	demonstra$ons	by	army	tanks	was	followed	by	an	equally	effec$ve	deployment	of	the	
government	propaganda	machine.	All	media	outlets	loudly	decried	the	"counterrevolu$onary	revolt,"	asribu$ng	it	
to	the	sinister	ac$ons	of	so-called	"black	hands"	and	other	"outside	influences,"	and	praising	its	thorough	
suppression.	China	was	back	in	a	phase	of	relentless	sloganeering	not	unlike	the	Cultural	Revolu$on.	

Mar$al	law	was	lired	in	Beijing	in	January	1990,	and	despite	a	period	of	ideological	orthodoxy	and	a	knee-jerk	move	
back	toward	a	planned	economy,	it	was	not	long	before	the	prime	movers	in	China's	economic	advance	were	visible	
once	more.	As	if	the	na$on	and	the	world	were	ler	in	any	doubt,	Deng	Xiaoping's	1992	tour	to	China's	most	open	
city,	Shenzhen,	and	the	14th	Party	Congress	in	the	same	year	underscored	the	commitment	to	economic	reform	and	
unleashed	a	second	bout	of	high	growth.	Once	again	specula$on	and	wild	consumerism	were	at	its	heart,	and	this	
$me	foreign	businesses	were,	despite	the	ever	present	memories	of	Tiananmen,	eager	to	join	in.	McDonald's	was	
one	of	the	most	visible	and	typified	this	new	enthusiasm.	The	company	opened	its	first	restaurant	in	Beijing	in	1992,	
and	quickly	expanded	throughout	the	country.	Stock	exchanges	opened	in	Shanghai	and	Shenzhen,	with	their	
immediate	liquidity	and	future	growth	ensured	by	high	levels	of	individual	savings	for	which	there	was	lisle	
alterna$ve	outlet.	The	underlying	policy	that	the	Chinese	government	called	"socialism	with	Chinese	characteris$cs"	
became	known	in	the	foreign	business	community	as	"capitalism	with	Chinese	characteris$cs,"	and,	despite	the	
difficulty	of	realizing	the	financial	returns	promised	by	the	huge	poten$al	market,	foreign	investment	con$nues	to	
pour	in.	

The	moves	toward	a	market	economy,	with	its	concomitant	lessening	of	the	grip	of	the	state	over	the	media,	also	
enabled	the	rapid	development	of	popular	culture.	Theaters,	bars,	art	galleries,	and,	later,	internet	cafes	all	began	to	
provide	open	forums	for	the	dissemina$on	of	new	ideas	and	images,	and	a	somewhat	sani$zed	version	of	much	of	
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this	was	soon	visible	on	the	wider	programming	available	to	the	country's	250	million	households	with	television.	
China	was	leapfrogging	into	postmodernism,	and	what	was	hitherto	almost	the	exclusive	preserve	of	intellectuals	was	
being	quickly	eroded.	When	intellectual	debate	did	finally	regain	momentum	arer	its	abrupt	enforced	curtailment	in	
1989,	it	was	entering	both	a	changing	society	and	a	very	different	world.	

Part	of	the	blame	for	the	demonstra$ons	had	been	laid	on	"outside	influences,"	and,	with	the	collapse	of	the	Soviet	
Union	and	what	was	perceived	as	the	ensuing	U.S.	triumphalism,	na$onalist	concerns	were	foremost	in	many	minds.	
China	was	becoming	aware	of	its	own	growing	standing	in	the	world,	and	popular	opinion	held	that	the	United	States	
was	holding	China	down	not	as	part	of	any	an$-Communist	crusade	but	rather	in	order	not	to	be	eclipsed	by	its	Asian	
superpower	rival.	The	1993	U.S.	vote	against	Beijing's	bid	for	the	2000	Olympics	seemed	to	exemplify	this,	and	there	
ensued	a	deluge	of	books	and	newspaper	ar$cles	with	such	eye-	catching	$tles	as	China	Can	Say	No.	Their	popularity	
helps	to	explain	the	level	of	feeling	so	violently	expressed	arer	the	bombing	of	the	Chinese	Embassy	in	Belgrade,	the	
reac$on	to	the	spy	plane	incident,	and	indeed	much	an$-American	sen$ment	on	Chinese	internet	chat	rooms	
following	the	asacks	on	the	World	Trade	Center.	

Another	keenly	debated	issue	which	had	been	lisle	discussed	in	the	eigh$es	was	the	social	consequences	of	reform.	
The	specter	of	chaos	had	been	raised	by	the	1989	demonstra$ons,	and	when	prices	began	to	rise	again	as	the	market	
was	allowed	to	take	its	course,	there	were	indica$ons	that	the	disaffected	millions	ler	behind	by	the	forward	rush	to	
reform	might	be	the	next	to	ins$gate	a	mass	disturbance.	Whereas	most	people	had	benefited	from	the	early	years	of	
reform,	during	the	nine$es	the	benefits	were	concentrated	in	the	hands	of	an	increasingly	wealthy	minority.	The	very	
structure	of	Chinese	society	was	changing,	with	a	burgeoning	middle-to-high	income	bracket	of	professionals	able	to	
buy	houses	and	cars	and	display	their	affluence	in	a	very	conspicuous	manner.	There	was	no	hiding	the	growing	
dichotomy	between	China's	rich	coastal	areas	and	the	impoverished	interior.	

To	the	surprise	of	President	Jiang	Zemin	and	his	government,	the	first	large	scale	protests	in	ten	years	actually	came	
from	a	totally	different	direc$on.	In	April	1999,	the	leadership	complex	of	Zhongnanhai,	just	next	to	the	Forbidden	City	
and	Tiananmen	Square,	was	surrounded	by	an	orderly	crowd	of	demonstrators	of	all	ages,	calling	for	legal	recogni$on	
of	a	quasi-religious	group	known	as	the	Falun	Gong.	They	were	dispersed	without	violence,	but	no	recogni$on	was	
granted	and	the	ringleaders	(and	indeed	all	prac$$oners)	were	pursued	with	a	vengeance.	This	has	led	to	repeated	
further	demonstra$ons,	including	a	gruesome	group	self-immola$on	in	Tiananmen	Square,	violent	repression,	
astonishing	levels	of	an$-Falun	Gong	media	propaganda,	and	an	interna$onal	focus	once	again	on	China's	human	
rights	issues.	Fearful	that	the	popularity	of	Falun	Gong	reflects	a	lack	of	interest	in	the	Communist	party,	the	current	
leadership	remains	totally	uncompromising	in	its	aytude	toward	the	movement,	con$nuing	to	regard	it	as	an	evil	and	
dangerous	cult.	

The	fight	against	increasing	corrup$on	and	crime	remains	a	more	populist	concern,	as	lurid	details	of	both	feature	in	
all	the	widely	read	newspapers	and	magazines.	At	the	$p	of	a	very	large	iceberg,	two	major	scandals	broke	in	the	later	
1990s.	Chen	Xitong,	Party	Secretary	of	Beijing,	was	found	to	be	involved	in	a	huge	bribery	case	related	to	high-profile	
real	estate	deals;	and	a	massive	smuggling	case	in	Xiamen,	Fujian	province,	revealed	shady	connec$ons	to	top	officials	
in	the	central	government.	Small	wonder	that	it	has	been	difficult	to	dispel	the	widely	held	belief	that	Communist	
Party	officials	look	arer	their	own	interests	more	than	the	country's.	

China’s	admission	to	the	World	Trade	Organiza$on	has	brought	together	the	issues	of	na$onalism	and	how	best	to	
proceed	with	reform.	The	country	will	soon	be	obligated	to	open	more	fully	some	of	the	markets	that	have	hitherto	
offered	only	par$al	access	to	interna$onal	goods	and	services.	This	will	be	another	blow	to	the	struggling	state	
industrial	sector,	and,	poten$ally	more	dangerous,	to	the	overpopulated	agricultural	sector	too.	This	willingness	to	
integrate	with	the	global	economy	could	therefore	come	at	the	cost	of	far	more	widespread	local	instability,	but	at	the	
same	$me	there	can	be	no	doub$ng	its	benefits.	It	is	known	to	be	a	factor	in	China’s	successful	bid	for	the	2008	
Olympics,	a	maser	of	great	pride	to	a	na$on	of	sports	lovers.	Some	form	of	reconcilia$on	with	Taiwan	will	be	difficult	
to	avoid	given	the	stronger	impetus	for	more	economic	links.	And,	if	sufficiently	mo$vated,	at	least	a	por$on	of	the	
half	million	Chinese	studying	overseas	could	return	to	be	a	huge	boost	to	the	locally	developed	talent	pool.		There	is	
s$ll	lisle	indica$on	that	recently	appointed	president	Hu	Jintao	will	meet	the	high	expecta$ons	that	many	have	of	him.	
A	clampdown	on	the	most	liberal	newspapers	and	magazines	following	the	leadership's	clumsy	handling	of	the	spread	
of	the	SARS	epidemic	has	not	been	encouraging.	As	ever,	mixed	messages	assure	only	confusion	on	China’s	colorful	
canvas.	
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Catalogue	essay	by	Ma`hew	Higgs,	Director,	White	Columns,	New	York	
(former	Curator	of	Art	and	Design,	CCA	Ins^tute,	San	Francisco) 

“Pain^ng,	sir,	I	have	heard	say,	is	a	mystery.”	
—William	Shakespeare,	Measure	for	Measure,	ca.1604	

Shakespeare	was	right:	Pain$ng	remains—despite	the	best	efforts	of	genera$ons	of	philosophers,	scholars,	art	historians,	
cri$cs,	and	cultural	commentators—something	of	a	mystery.	Since	the	advent	of	modernism	in	the	mid-nineteenth	
century,	pain$ng’s	once	unques$onable	primacy	in	the	visual	arts	has	been	subject	to	persistent	threats.	Despite	having	
fended	off—and	ul$mately	assimilated—the	challenge	presented	by	both	photography	and	the	subsequent	development	
of	industrial	prin$ng	processes,	pain$ng	con$nues	to	have	to	jus$fy	its	very	existence.	More	recently,	pain$ng	wrestled	
with,	and	survived,	the	emergence	in	the	1970s	of	postmodernist	theory,	which	sought	not	only	to	undermine	the	self-
reflexive	autonomy	of	much	modernist	art,	but	also	to	pronounce	pain$ng	an	anachronism	and,	as	such,	effec$vely	
obsolete.	Consequently,	pain$ng—an	ac$vity	once	(splendidly)	dismissed	by	Marcel	Duchamp	as	“turpen$ne	
intoxica$on”—was,	if	not	quite	dead,	then	on	the	cri$cal	list,	gamely	limping	on	through	the	succession	of	“isms”	and	
cultural	schisms	that	came	to	define	the	postmodern	period	of	the	1980s.	Throughout	the	1990s,	however,	pain$ng	not	
only	persevered	but,	if	anything,	flourished.	Its	resilience	is	characterized	by	a	chameleon-like	ability	to	adapt	and	
reorganize	itself	in	the	face	of	accelera$ng	social,	cultural,	and	technological	change.	Pain$ng	con$nues	to	confound	itself,	
its	detractors,	and	our	expecta$ons	of	the	medium.	Indeed,	it	is	now	commonplace,	when	wri$ng	of	pain$ng’s	ill	health,	
to	cite	the	words	of	Mark	Twain,	who	upon	hearing	the	“news”	of	his	own	death	famously	retorted	that	the	reports	had	
been	greatly	exaggerated.	Put	simply,	pain$ng	won’t	go	away.	

Today	pain$ng	occupies	a	curious	posi$on	in	the	art	world.	Increasingly	marginalized	or	excluded	from	the	many	large	
interna$onal	survey	exhibi$ons	of	contemporary	art	such	as	Documenta,	Manifesta,	or	the	Venice	Biennale,	pain$ng	
con$nues	to	thrive	in	the	commercial	gallery	scene	and	generate	headline	news	and	prices	for	auc$on	houses.	This	
divided,	and	divisive,	terrain—characterized	by	the	conflict	between	an	ins$tu$onalized,	academic,	or	poli$cal	view	of	
contemporary	visual	culture	and	its	commercially	market-led	other—is	the	no-man’s-land	in	which	pain$ng	is	now	
contested.		

Over	the	last	decade,	there	have	been	a	considerable	number	of	survey	exhibi$ons	that	have	sought	to	examine,	
interrogate,	and	ul$mately	reconcile	the	discrepancies	between	pain$ng’s	renewed	prolifera$on	and	urgency	and	its	
exclusion	from	cri$cal	discourse.	In	exhibi$ons	such	as	Cher	Peintre,	2002	(Centre	Georges	Pompidou,	Paris);	PainHng	on	
the	Move,	2002	(Basel);	PainHng	at	the	Edge	of	the	World,	2001	(Walker	Art	Center,	Minneapolis);	Examining	Pictures:	
ExhibiHng	PainHngs,	1999	(Whitechapel	Art	Gallery,	London);	and	Trouble	Spot.	PainHng,	1999	(MUHKA,	Antwerp),	a	
curatorial	argument	has	been	put	forward	for	pain$ng’s	con$nuing	relevance	in	an	era	in	which	the	produc$on,	
dissemina$on,	and	consump$on	of	images	is	now	largely	condi$oned	and	controlled	by	the	digital	technologies	of	our	
present	media	landscape:	the	Internet,	video	games,	adver$sing,	cinema,	television,	and	computer	graphics	and	design.		

What	these	exhibi$ons,	and	others	like	them,	have	shown	is	that	there	exists	a	new	strain	of	cri$cally	minded	pain$ng	
that	is	aware	of	and	able	to	recognize,	an$cipate,	and	nego$ate	its	presumed	obsolescence	from	within.	Just	as	the	threat	
posed	to	pain$ng	by	photography	ins$gated	new,	radical	ways	of	picturing	the	world—impressionism,	cubism,	and	so	on
—so	the	emergence	of	digital	and	computer	technologies	has	invoked	new	vistas	for	pain$ng.	Considering	that	these	
technologies	have	reached	a	cri$cal	mass	only	during	the	last	decade,	it	is	fiyng	that	it	is	a	younger	genera$on	of	ar$sts	
who	has	sought	to	embrace	their	poten$ality	in	order	to	reconsider,	recuperate,	and	rehabilitate	pain$ng	at	the	threshold	
of	a	new	millennium.	Comfortable	with	our	present	cultural	and	technological	flux,	in	which	sampling,	hacking,	and	the	
downloading	of	imagery	and	music	from	the	Internet	are	the	norm,	this	younger	genera$on	of	ar$sts	seeks	to	conflate	
pain$ng	within	the	recent	cultural	languages	and	forms	of	mass	media:	DJ	culture,	Japanese	manga	comics,	techno,	and	
video	games.	In	this	pluralis$c	and	increasingly	democra$c	technological	milieu,	the	defini$on	of	what	now	cons$tutes	
“pain$ng”	is	increasingly	elas$c.	The	territory	is	now	wide	open.	

REALTY CHECK: Painting in the Exploded Field                       
Works from the Vicki and Kent Logan Collection  

CCA INSTITUTE, OAKLAND CA, OCTOBER 10 - DECEMBER 13, 2002
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In	her	seminal	1978	essay	“Sculpture	in	the	Expanded	Field,”	art	historian	Rosalind	Krauss	sought	to	consider	the	category	
of	“sculpture”	in	light	of	the	challenges	to	its	“monumental”	status	presented	by	the	expanded	intellectual,	social,	poli$cal,	
and	material	possibili$es	that	arose	from	late	1960s	countercultures.	If	one	was	to	appropriate	Krauss’s	argument,	inser$ng	
the	term	“pain$ng”	for	“sculpture”	into	her	original	text,	a	part	of	it	might	now	read	as	follows:		

Over	the	last	ten	years	rather	surprising	things	have	come	to	be	called	painHng:	wall-to-wall	fiMed	carpets;	illuminated	
light-boxes;	video	projecHons;	accumulaHons	of	soS	toys.	Nothing,	it	would	seem,	could	possibly	give	to	such	a	motley	of	
effort	the	right	to	lay	claim	to	whatever	one	might	mean	by	the	category	of	painHng.	Unless,	that	is,	the	category	can	be	
made	to	become	almost	infinitely	malleable.	.	.	.	[C]ategories	like	painHng	have	been	kneaded	and	stretched	and	twisted	in	
an	extraordinary	demonstraHon	of	elasHcity,	a	display	of	the	way	a	cultural	term	can	be	extended	to	include	just	about	
anything.	

The	examples	of	“pain$ngs”	cited	above	are,	of	course,	mine—respec$vely	they	describe	works	by	Rudolph	S$ngel,	David	
Batchelor,	Jeremy	Blake,	and	Mike	Kelley—and	are	representa$ve	of	what	I	would	like	to	propose	as	a	newly	“exploded	
field”	for	pain$ng.	It	is	in	this	“exploded	field,”	where	the	category	of	pain$ng	has	been	“kneaded	and	stretched	and	
twisted	in	an	extraordinary	demonstra$on	of	elas$city,”	that	Reality	Check	operates.	Central	to	this	reading	is	the	
appropria$on	and	assimila$on	of	the	ostensibly	crar-based	idiom	of	pain$ng	into	a	newly	radical	and	cri$cal	form,	in	
which	the	formal	languages	of	modernist	and	postmodernist	art	have	been	virally	infected	by	digital	imaging	technologies,	
crea$ng	what	might	be	thought	of	as	techno-crar	“hybrids.”	

Since	the	tubes	of	paint	used	by	an	ar^st	are	manufactured	and	ready-made	products	we	must	conclude	that	all	the	
pain^ngs	in	the	world	are	ready-mades	aided.”		
—Marcel	Duchamp,	quoted	in	Hans	Richter,	Dada:	Art	and	An^-Art,	1964	

In	his	theory	of	the	“super-flat,”	the	ar$st	Takashi	Murakami	proposes	a	new	reading	of	contemporary	Japanese	art	that	
aligns	the	tradi$onal	art	of	Japan’s	past—such	as	the	work	of	the	nineteenth-century	master	Hokusai—with	recent	
developments	in	Japanese	anima$on	(anime)	and	comic	books	(manga).	Murakami	trained	in	the	nihonga	school	of	
pain$ng,	a	hybrid	of	tradi$onal	Japanese	styles	and	modernist	Western	techniques.	He	sees	the	two-dimensionality	of	
earlier	Japanese	art	as	analogous	to	and	synonymous	with	the	two-dimensional	“screens”	that	we	encounter	every	day	in	
the	workplace,	on	the	street,	and	at	home:	laptops,	electronic	billboards,	cell	phones,	television	monitors,	and	the	printed	
page.	Unlike	Clement	Greenberg’s	unyielding	modernist	picture	plane,	in	the	realm	of	the	super-flat	the	picture	plane	is	
merely	one	layer	within	a	shiring	and	con$nuously	morphing	landscape	of	cross-media	and	cross-disciplinary	
constella$ons.	Murakami’s	My	Lonesome	Cowboy,	1998,	and	Spring	Liquid,	1998,	lampoon	the	heroics	and	histrionics	of	
the	expressive	modernism	championed	by	Greenberg.	My	Lonesome	Cowboy	is	a	three-dimensional	painted	fiberglass	
sculpture	of	a	male	manga-like	cartoon	character.	Exploding	from	his	graphically	erect	phallus	is	a	stream	of	ejaculate	
frozen	in	midair,	as	if	in	a	video	image	held	on	“pause.”	The	four-panel	pain$ng	Spring	Liquid,	which	accompanies	My	
Lonesome	Cowboy,	depicts	the	passage	of	a	ribbon	of	this	ejaculate	across	its	sky-blue	monochroma$c	surface.	Mimicking	
the	painterly	drips	and	splasers	of	a	Jackson	Pollock	or	a	Willem	de	Kooning—and	reminiscent	of	Roy	Lichtenstein’s	sly	and	
sa$ric	cartoon-like	Brushstroke	pain$ngs	of	the	late	1960s—Murakami’s	“money	shot”	tableau	playfully	debunks	the	
libidinal	expressivity	of	the	abstract	expressionists	and	simultaneously	deflates	the	machismo	inherent	in	their	painterly	
gestures.	

Like	Murakami,	Franz	Ackermann	and	Michel	Majerus	both	reject	the	sta$c	historical	lineage	of	modernity.	Ackermann	and	
Majerus	are	of	a	recent	genera$on	of	German	ar$sts	whose	work	operates	across	the	borders	of	pain$ng,	sculpture,	and	
installa$on.	Precedents	for	their	work	can	be	found	in	the	acerbic	pop-like	Capitalist	Realism	pain$ngs	of	Gerhard	Richter	
and	Sigmar	Polke—for	whom	the	sacred	arena	of	pain$ng	was	ini$ally	a	joke—and	the	punk-inspired	painterly	
provoca$ons	of	Albert	Oehlen	and	the	late	Mar$n	Kippenberger.	Ackermann’s	cartographic	pain$ngs	and	watercolors	such	
as	B1	(Barbeque	with	the	Duke),	1999,	depict	the	shiring	perspec$ves	of	real	and	imagined	urban	cityscapes	filtered	
through	an	oren	psychedelic,	Technicolor	lens.	Depic$ng	the	idiosyncra$c	traces	of	ambulatory	drirs	through	the	urban	
sprawls	of	Europe,	Asia,	and	the	Americas,	Ackermann’s	“mental	maps”	combine	the	disorien$ng	sensa$on	of	nego$a$ng	a	
foreign	terrain	with	a	sly	nod	to	the	“psychogeographical”excursions	of	the	Situa$onist	Interna$onal.	For	Ackermann	
pain$ng	is	a	vehicle	through	which	to	document	an	experien$al	and	psychological	naviga$on	of	the	modern	metropolis	
and	its	media(ted)	landscapes.	

In	Majerus’s	work,	pain$ng’s	past	is	a	catalog	or	inventory	of	images	and	signs	that	the	ar$st	fuses	into	composi$ons	that	
not	only	chart	pain$ng’s	own	history	of	self-reflexivity	and	appropria$on,	but	also	treat	the	signature	marks,	styles,	and	
mannerisms	of	pain$ng	as	if	they	were	commercial	logos	or	brands.	The	no$on	of	a	“typical	work”	is	anathema	for	
Majerus.	He	semio$cally	samples	images,	gestures,	signs,	logos,	and	painterly	effects,	collapsing	the	languages	of	
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abstrac$on	and	pop	into	single	works	that	are	oren	produced	as	a	part	of	vast	series,	where	individual	works	can	be	
imagined	in	endless,	shiring	combina$ons.	Hell-Copter,	2000,	is	a	mural-sized	pain$ng	that,	despite	its	physical	presence,	
appears	to	be	a	detail	from	a	much	larger	work.	In	Majerus’s	work,	the	internal	scale	of	the	painted	images	and	marks	is	
oren	at	odds	with	the	physical	limita$ons	of	their	support.	The	edges	of	the	works’	frames	appear	ready	to	burst—unable	or	
incapable	of	containing	the	vortex-like	imagery	they	struggle	to	constrain.	

For	Mashew	Ritchie,	pain$ng	is	the	form	that	“most	closely	resembles	the	internal	opera$ons	of	the	mind,	in	its	conjunc$on	
of	the	fantas$c	and	the	mundane	suspended	in	an	organic	delirium.”	Ritchie’s	comments	echo	the	psychological	impulses	
and	synapses	of	Ackermann’s	mental	mapping	and	the	promiscuous	visual	sampling	of	Majerus.	Ritchie’s	Parents	and	
Children,	2000,	is	a	sprawling	pain$ng-sculpture	hybrid	that	organically	infects	the	gallery’s	floor	and	wall	space.	As	its	$tle	
implies,	Parents	and	Children	suggests	an	almost	biological	or	gene$c	set	of	rela$onships	between	its	dis$nct	yet	inextricably	
related	parts.	

In	Michael	Bevilacqua’s	earlier	work,	he	oren	employed	iconic	imagery	appropriated	from	rock	music—including	images	and	
symbols	hijacked	from	glam-rockers	Kiss	and	the	Britpop	group	Oasis.	More	recently,	Bevilacqua	has	incorporated	images	
from	the	very	recent	past	of	contemporary	art,	including	characters	and	s$ll	images	from	Mashew	Barney’s	celebrated	
series	of	Cremaster	films,	which	he	conjoins	with	imagery	and	texts	appropriated	from	adver$sing	and	illustra$on.	In	
Mosquito,	1999,	the	signature	logo	of	the	Bri$sh	DJ	Fatboy	Slim	and	the	name	of	the	1960s	French	chanteuse	Françoise	
Hardy	appear	in	a	cut-and-paste	primary-hued	landscape	populated	by	exaggerated	op	and	pop	art-like	visual	effects.	In	
Bevilacqua’s	world,	images	overlap	and	are	suspended	or	layered	in	pain$ngs	that	share	an	uncanny	composi$onal	“all-
overness”	with	the	late	1960s	scien$fically	inspired	pop	works	of	the	Bri$sh	ar$st	Eduardo	Paolozzi.	

Chris	Finley	has	described	the	experience	of	viewing	his	pain$ngs	as	akin	to	playing	a	video	game.	Dizzying	and	ver$ginous,	
Finley’s	pain$ngs	are	me$culously	rendered	by	hand	in	a	combina$on	of	luridly	colored	acrylic	paint	and	sign	painters’	
enamel	and	are	composed	and	designed	on	a	Macintosh	computer.	Sweat,	Drag	Shake	Zoom,	1999,	is	a	visual	maelstrom	in	
which	muscle-bound	bodybuilders	pump	iron	amidst	a	swirling	eddy	of	pizza	pies,	all	set	against	a	backdrop	of	a	Kenneth	
Noland	op	art-like	target	device.	Almost	kaleidoscopic,	Finley’s	pain$ngs	are	difficult	to	read	or	scan.	Hovering	between	
abstrac$on	and	figura$on,	his	digitally	assisted	composi$ons	exist	in	a	virtual	world	in	which	the	laws	of	gravity	and	balance	
have	long	been	abandoned.	
	 	
Jonathan	Seliger	is	concerned	with	subver$ng	the	consumerist	language	and	logic	of	packaging	and	packaging	design.	Seliger	
employs	the	func$onal	forms	of	items	such	as	car	air	fresheners,	milk	cartons,	and	grocery	bags	as	templates	for	his	works.	
His	Shirley,	2000,	takes	the	form	of	an	oversized	obelisk-like	painted	sculpture,	modeled	on	the	look	of	a	Tetra	Pak	milk	or	
juice	carton.	Across	its	surface	Seliger	has	superimposed	rhythmic,	undula$ng	op$cal	paserns	in	bands	of	green,	purple,	and	
orange	paint,	resembling	those	of	Bridget	Riley,	Philip	Taaffe,	or	the	recent	Sesame	Street-hued	wall	pain$ngs	of	Sol	LeWis.	
Seliger’s	works	are	a	wry	commentary	on	both	the	nature	of	consumerism	and	the	commodity	status	of	art	itself.	In	his	work,	
otherwise	func$onal	forms	and	objects	are	rendered	dysfunc$onal	and	kitsch.	

In	the	exploded	field	of	pain$ng—as	in	Murakami’s	realm	of	the	super-flat—there	exists	a	desire	to	escape	the	limits	of	
physical,	pictorial,	and	imagined	space.	Oren	architectural	in	scale,	the	works	in	Reality	Check	might	be	best	thought	of	as	
exaggera$ons	of	pain$ng:	they	must	compete	physically	and	op$cally	for	our	asen$on	in	a	restless	visual	field	in	which	the	
lines	drawn	between	adver$sing,	informa$on,	entertainment,	and	art	are	increasingly	ambiguous.	As	technology	and	the	
flow	of	informa$on	become	more	permeable,	more	malleable,	so	pain$ng	has	become	more	adept	at	mirroring,	absorbing,	
and	filtering	its	poten$al.	Opera$ng	on	the	threshold	of	where	a	crar-based	ac$vity	and	its	technological	other	mutually	
coexist,	the	works	in	Reality	Check	are	semio$c	hybrids	that	sample	from	a	seemingly	endless	inventory	of	visual	styles	and	
pictorial	codes.	Ul$mately	they	seek	to	establish	a	broader	cri$cal	terrain	for	the	prac$ce	of	pain$ng:	a	desire	to	locate	and	
implicate	pain$ng	within	our	present	social,	cultural,	poli$cal,	economic,	and	technological	flux.	
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Catalogue	preface	by	Kent	A.	Logan	

Vicki	and	I	are	pleased	that	works	from	our	collec$on	are	the	focus	of	Cult	and	Culture,	an	exhibi$on	presented	by	the	
Aspen	Art	Museum	featuring	the	art	of	Andy	Warhol,	Jeff	Koons	and	Damien	Hirst.		This	is	a	show	that	we	feel	is	central	to	
defining	philosophically	The	Logan	Collec$on.		We	consider	these	three	figures	to	be	the	“core	ar$sts”	in	our	collec$on.		
Together,	they	account	for	a	total	of	51	objects	out	of	roughly	800	works	by	200	ar$sts	in	the	collec$on.	

While	it	is	hard	to	imagine	Pop	Art	without	the	ground-breaking,	transi$onal	(from	abstract	expressionism)	work	of	Jasper	
Johns	and	Robert	Rauschenberg,	arguably	Andy	Warhol	remains	the	most	important,	and	influen$al,	ar$st	in	the	last	half	
of	the	twen$eth	century.		Following	in	Warholian	tradi$on,	no	one	captured	the	excesses	of	conspicuous	consump$on	and	
self-aggrandizement	that	so	defined	the	go-go	1980s	beser	than	Jeff	Koons.		Finally,	it	is	impossible	to	imagine	the	
rejuvena$on	of	the	contemporary	art	world	in	the	1990s	without	the	contribu$on	of	the	YBA	(Young	Bri$sh	Ar$sts)	
movement	ignited	by	Damien	Hirst	through	the	August	1988	“Freeze”	exhibi$on	he	curated	featuring	seventeen	of	his	
fellow	classmates	at	Goldsmiths	College	of	London.	

In	terms	of	general	philosophy,	our	collec$on	has	reflected	a	belief	that	art	is	a	mirror	of	our	culture,	and	that	the	best	of	it	
provides	insight	into	issues	that	face	us	as	individuals	and	as	a	society.		I	have	always	been	impressed	by	a	passage	that	I	
read	early	in	my	collec$ng	career:	

Every	work	of	art	is	the	child	of	its	age	and,	in	many	cases,	the	mother	of	our	emoHons.		It	follows	that	each	period	of	
culture	produces	an	art	of	its	own	which	can	never	be	repeated.		Efforts	to	revive	the	art	principles	of	the	past	will	at	best	
produce	art	that	is	sHll-born	.	.	.	the	arHst	must	have	something	to	say,	for	mastery	over	form	is	not	his	goal	but	rather	the	
adapHng	of	form	to	its	inner	meaning.	

Importantly,	this	statement	was	made	by	one	of	the	most	respected	abstract	painters	and,	more	astonishingly,	it	
was	made	over	80	years	ago	by	Wassily	Kandinsky	in	“The	Art	of	Spiritual	Harmony”	published	in	1914.		To	me,	it	
is	a	defining,	enduring	statement	about	the	purpose	of	contemporary	art,	not	only	of	the	early	twen$eth	century,	
but	also	for	contemporary	art	today.	

We	have	always	been	interested	in	collec$ng	art	at	the	$me	it	is	made,	with	par$cular	focus	on	younger	and	
emerging	ar$sts—art	produced	in	the	past	10	to	15	years.		In	fact,	roughly	two-thirds	of	the	ar$sts	in	the	
collec$on	began	their	careers	in	the	1980s	or	1990s.		We	felt,	however,	that	it	would	be	important	to	anchor	the	
collec$on	with	acknowledged	masterworks	from	influen$al	ar$sts	of	the	1960s	and	1970s	in	order	to	provide	a	
reference	point	for	the	work	of	subsequent	genera$ons	of	ar$sts.		This	exhibi$on	is	a	perfect	illustra$on	of	that	
philosophy.		First,	these	three	ar$sts	represent	three	dis$nct	genera$ons	(although	it	is	safe	to	say	that	Warhol	
had	almost	as	much	of	an	impact	in	the	eigh$es	as	in	the	nine$es).		Second,	Warhol’s	embrace	of	common	culture	
and	the	influence	of	mass-media	set	the	stage	for	Koons’s	explora$on	of	the	issues	of	class,	status	and	the	
“self”	(reminiscent	of	Warhol’s	“15	minutes	of	fame”)	using	kitschy	and	commonplace	objects.		Third,	Warhol	was	
preoccupied	with	death	(think	of	the	Jackie	Kennedy	and	Marilyn	Monroe	series,	as	well	as	subjects	such	as	car	
crashes,	electric	chairs,	skulls,	guns,	etc.)	which	is	also	the	cornerstone	of	Damien	Hirst’s	art.		Finally,	Warhol	was	
the	incarna$on	of	the	idea	of	the	ar$st	as	pop	star—bigger	than	even	the	art	he	produced.		Certainly	both	Koons	
and	Hirst	aspired	to,	and	achieved,	that	goal	more	successfully	than	any	other	ar$sts	of	their	respec$ve	
genera$ons.	

Paul	Schimmel	captured	the	spirit	of	Jeff	Koons	perfectly	in	his	introductory	essay	to	ObjecHves:	The	New	
Sculpture,	which	he	organized	for	the	Newport	Harbor	Art	Museum	in	1990.		It	could	just	as	well	apply	to	Damien	
Hirst.	

If	Jeff	Koons	did	not	already	exist,	the	art	world	would	have	had	to	invent	him.		Perhaps	we	did.		Certainly,	Koons	
would	have	us	believe	that	we	did,	that	he	is	a	mere	reflecHon	of	our	needs	and	desires,	and	that,	through	the	
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looking	glass—Jeff—we	find	an	image	of	fulfillment.		As	Koons	likes	to	point	out,	someone	in	every	generaHon	has	
to	be	held	up	as	a	shining	example	of	what	is	wrong	with	current	art.		It	is	a	dirty	job,	but	Koons	who	has	the	single-
mindedness	of	a	missile,	has	taken	on	the	duty.		Koons’s	conceptual	strategy	is	to	reveal	his	ambiHon.	

In	many	ways,	Koons’s	art	updated	Marcel	Duchamp’s	early	twen$eth-century	use	of	“ready-mades”	for	the	
complexity	of	contemporary	life	in	the	1980s.		While	the	objects	are	simple,	recognizable,	and	in	many	cases	relate	
to	childhood	memories,	they	are	psychologically	provoca$ve.		Basketballs	floa$ng	in	aquariums	evoke	memories	of	
backyard	games	of	innocent	childhood	years,	but	just	as	readily	can	become	a	highly	charged	racial	metaphor	for	
the	elusive	path	of	upward	financial	and	social	mobility	for	inner-city	African	Americans.		In	similar	fashion,	the	
shiny	toy	train	cars	and	liquor	adver$sement	pain$ngs	of	the	“Luxury	and	Degrada$on”	series	symbolize	both	the	
allure	of	adulthood	and	the	shallowness	and	preten$ousness	of	the	upwardly	mobile	nouveau	riche.		All	of	these	
are	simple	(but	psychologically	complex)	objects	which	can	be	found	in	department	stores,	souvenir	shops,	the	mall
—collec$bles	straight	out	of	a	mass	media,	adver$sing	saturated	culture	so	typical	of	the	1980s	and	so	much	a	
logical	extension	of	the	Warholian	sixites.		Both	Warhol	and	Koons	became	“manipulators	of	cultural	signs,”	a	
phrase	used	by	Art	in	America	editor	Brian	Wallis	in	his	essay	accompanying	the	Jeff	Koons	retrospec$ve	organized	
by	the	San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	Art	in	1992:	

The	postmodern	arHst	is	no	longer	seen	as	a	contemplaHve	source	of	original	and	enlightened	insights	but	is	
regarded	more	as	a	consumer	or	manipulator	of	cultural	signs.		The	artwork	that	he	or	she	makes	is	seen	less	as	an	
autonomous,	sacrosanct	object	and	more	as	a	“text,”	endlessly	replicable	and	interpenetrated	by	innumerable	
potenHal	meanings.		The	criHc	Craig	Owens	argued	that	postmodern	works	are	typified	by	an	“allegorical	impulse,”	
in	that	they	harbor	mulHple,	contradictory	meanings	that	must	be	read	through	one	another	like	an	allegory.		For	
the	postmodernist,	viewing	is	an	ongoing,	deconstrucHve	process	of	reading	signs,	which	are	fundamentally	
ambivalent.	

In	a	similar	vein,	ambiguity	is	a	hallmark	of	Damien	Hirst’s	art.		Like	Warhol,	Hirst	deals	with	death	and	human	
mortality	(in	many	cases	with	a	sense	of	humor)	and	by	inference	with	the	perplexing	issues	of	life—like	Koons.		He	
offers	no	answers,	does	not	sermonize,	or	philosophize—in	fact,	the	ques$ons	he	poses	are	impossible	to	answer.		
He	succeeds,	however,	in	forcing	reflec$on	upon	the	paradox	inherent	in	man’s	asempt	to	arrest	the	inevitable	
march	toward	mortality	even	in	a	technologically	advanced	age.		One	of	his	earliest	bodies	of	iconic	work,	medicine	
cabinets,	point	to	the	fu$lity	of	the	drug	industry’s	asempt	to	prolong	life.		Hirst	once	said,	“Art’s	about	life,	and	it	
can’t	really	be	anything	else.		There	isn’t	anything	else.”	

Hirst,	like	Koons,	is	a	conceptual	synthesizer.		Both	work	with	an	eclec$c	array	of	objects	ranging	from	Hirst’s	
severed	cows	heads	and	dead	sharks	to	Koons’s	basketballs,	aqualungs,	marble	statuary,	and	inflatable	flowers.		
Both	have	encased	things	in	vitrines—a	minimalist	framing	technique—crea$ng	psychological	distance	from	
everyday	objects.		Both	have	borrowed	extensively	from	ar$s$c	precedents	as	varied	as	Marcel	Duchamp	and	
Salvador	Dalí.		Both	ar$sts	also	have	made	extensive	use	of	assistants	to	create	the	work,	while	exclusively	guarding	
the	conceptual	content	(also	reminiscent	of	Warhol’s	famous	“Factory”).	

Interes$ngly,	in	a	conceptual	sense,	Hirst’s	art	updates	the	1980s	artworld’s	concern	with	the	experiences	and	
images	of	the	body,	the	AIDS	crisis,	and,	by	extension,	the	dismantling	of	the	gay	stereotype.		While	not	dealt	with	
by	Koons	himself,	these	issues	became	dominant	themes	among	younger	ar$sts	as	diverse	as	Kiki	Smith,	Felix	
Gonzalez-Torres,	and	Robert	Gober.		Gober's	body	parts	incorpora$ng	candles	or	drains,	in	par$cular,	accentuate	
the	body’s	vulnerable	and	poten$ally	fatal	consequences.		As	Gober	himself	said,	“There	was	the	[sculpture	of	the]	
bus	with	music,	the	bus	with	drains,	and	the	bus	with	candles,	and	they	seemed	to	present	a	trinity	of	
possibili$es	from	pleasure	to	disaster	to	resuscita$on.”		This	parallels	Hirst’s	symbolism	of	the	cycle	of	
contemporary	life,	as	well	as	the	frustra$on	of	modern	medicine,	hospitals,	and	doctors	to	cure	AIDS,	cancer,	or	
any	similar	devasta$ng	disease.	However,	Hirst	does	seem	to	offer	some	hope	from	all	this	death	and	despair.		In	
his	recent	body	of	work	“Theories,	Models,	Methods,	Approaches,	Assump$ons,	Results	and	Findings,”	one	piece,	
Rehab	is	for	QuiMers,	is	a	skeleton	displayed	crucified	on	a	glass	cross.		In	and	of	itself,	this	is	a	fairly	obvious	symbol	
of	the	sacrifice	Jesus	Christ	made	for	humanity.		In	order	to	emphasize	the	hope	of	life	arer	death,	the	eyeballs	
(two	painted	ping	pong	balls)	are	s$ll	“alive,”	spinning	on	two	jets	of	compressed	air.		Similarly,	earlier	works—
severed	bulls	heads	stripped	of	all	flesh	and	floa$ng	in	vitrines	of	formaldehyde—were	en$tled	The	Twelve	
Disciples,	also	referencing	basic	Chris$an	beliefs	and	the	hopeful	symbolism	of	The	Last	Supper.		Remember	that	
Warhol	himself	used	the	subject	of	The	Last	Supper	in	a	series	of	pain$ngs	completed	in	1986	just	before	his	own	
unexpected	death	in	1987.	
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On	another	level,	Hirst’s	works	also	raise	ques$ons	about	the	basic	mo$va$on	to	collect	things	in	general	and,	
indirectly,	about	the	role	of	the	modern	museum.		This	theme	was	explored	by	Ralph	Rugoff,	director	of	the	California	
College	of	Arts	and	Crars	Ins$tute	in	his	2000	exhibi$on	A	Contemporary	Cabinet	of	CuriosiHes.			Rugoff	drew	a	
parallel	between	the	works	of	a	number	of	contemporary	ar$sts	including	Katharina	Fritsch,	Michael	Joo,	Juan	
Muñoz,	and	prominently	featured	a	number	of	works	by	Damien	Hirst.	

“Wunderkammers”	(literally,	cabinets	of	curious	and	wondrous	objects)	emerged	in	the	sixteenth	century	and	are	
widely	viewed	as	the	precursors	to	the	modern	museum.		Such	cabinets	not	only	contained	works	of	art	but	also	a	
wide	assortment	of	oren	bizarre	medical	specimens,	fossils,	mummies,	etc.,	all	meant	to	create	a	sense	of	awe	and	
wonderment	in	the	viewer.		One	cannot	escape	that	same	feeling	when	viewing	Hirst’s	Philip	(The	Twelve	Disciples),	
displaying	a	severed	bull’s	head	encased	in	a	glass	vitrine,	or	Do	You	Know	What	I	Like	About	You?,	a	1994	yellow	
glass-enclosed	pain$ng	in	which	buserflies	have	literally	flown	onto	the	surface,	died,	and	become	part	of	the	work.		
Both	pieces	raise	a	ques$on	about	what	drives	us	as	collectors	to	kill	things	in	order	to	study	them,	then	to	display	
such	experiments	for	future	genera$ons	in	museums	as	works	of	art.			In	turn,	Rugoff	raises	another	interes$ng	
ques$on	of	why	ar$sts	at	the	turn	of	a	new	millennium	have	returned	to	this	anachronis$c	form	of	display:	

Spanning	diverse	media,	including	painHng,	sculpture	and	video,	they	greet	the	viewer	with	a	parade	of	imagery	and	
materials	that	are	oSen	freakish	and	macabre—forensic	photographs,	preserved	body	parts,	pharmaceuHcal	
cabinets,	anatomical	displays	and	uncanny	dioramas.		But	if	these	contemporary	works	echo	the	Wunderkammer’s	
unbounded	eclecHcism,	perhaps	it	should	be	no	great	surprise.		Heirs	to	a	postmodern	tradiHon	that	celebrates	cross-
disciplinary	endeavors	and	the	dissolving	of	boundaries,	many	arHsts	working	today	may	find	that	the	curiosity	
cabinet’s	open-ended	modus	operandi	is	far	closer	to	their	own	concerns	than	are	modernist	conceits	of	purity.	

Raising	ques$ons,	promp$ng	thoughxul	reflec$on,	but	providing	no	simple,	definite	answers	is	the	hallmark	not	only	
of	Damien	Hirst’s	art	but	also	that	of	Jeff	Koons	and	Andy	Warhol.		To	me	the	dis$nguishing	feature	of	great	art	is	not	
only	aesthe$c	asrac$on	but	work	that	also	s$mulates	thought	about	important	universal	themes.		Nothing	seems	
more	important	or	is	more	universal	than	“life	and	death,”	a	theme	which	permeates	the	art	of	these	three	ar$sts.	
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Guardians	of	the	Pseudo-Cult:	Warhol,	Koons,	and	Hirst		
by	David	Ebony,	Managing	Editor,	Art	in	America	

Part	I:	The	Splendid	and	Pi$able	Family:	an	Introduc$on	

That	poor	lunaHc	is	the	most	loSy	intellect	I	know.	Submit	to	being	called	a	neuroHc.	You	belong	to	that	splendid	and	
piHable	family	which	is	the	salt	of	the	earth.	Everything	we	think	of	as	great	has	come	to	us	from	neuroHcs.	It	is	they	and	
they	alone	who	found	religions	and	create	great	works	of	art.	—	Marcel	Proust	

Andy	Warhol	was	born	in	1928,	six	years	arer	Marcel	Proust’s	death,	but	the	connec$ons	between	the	American	ar$st	
and	the	French	writer	are	mul$layered.	Warhol	$tled	his	1955	book	of	shoe	drawings	La	Recherche	du	Shoe	Perdu	in	
homage	to	Proust,	and	his	life	and	work	suggest	a	rela$onship	with	the	writer’s	struggle	to	overcome	paralyzing	diffidence	
and	agoraphobia.	Obsessively	asached	to	their	mothers	yet	constantly	trying	to	cut	the	apron	strings,	the	two	were	
physically	frail	but	intellectually	commanding.	They	were	consumed	by	the	desire	for	a	sense	of	family,	starved	for	the	
security	of	belonging.		

Each	asempted	and	succeeded	early	in	his	career	to	develop	a	public	persona	and	to	establish	a	permanent	and	
respectable	place	in	society	beside	the	most	powerful	and	influen$al	figures	of	the	day.	A	forceful	imagina$on	led	each	to	
establish	an	elaborate	ersatz	family,	a	cult-like	community	in	which	they	could	not	only	feel	at	home,	but	could	one	day	
dominate.	Proust’s	was	an	elegant,	aristocra$c	domain,	while	Warhol’s	was	the	Factory.	For	each,	however,	the	part	real,	
part	hallucinated	milieu	centered	on	fame,	the	aura	of	celebrity,	endless	dinner	par$es,	social	intrigue,	business	deals,	and	
gossip.	It	was	a	seduc$ve	illusion,	a	kind	of	fake	universe	that	oren	revolved	wholly	around	themselves.	In	the	end,	they	
shared	a	similar	fate,	and	they	accepted	it	with	a	deeply	spiritual	resolve,	as	befiyng	the	shamans	of	a	pseudo-cult.		

Proust	had	a	limited	run	in	the	lory	social	circles	of	the	fin	de	siècle	and	he	soon	retreated	to	his	bed.	But	Warhol,	as	the	
Pope	of	Pop,	had	an	extended	stay	in	the	limelight,	from	the	early	1960s	through	the	mid-’80s.	He	recorded	these	
experiences	in	detail	in	his	art	and	wri$ngs	over	the	years,	and	they	became	an	integral	part	of	both	his	public	persona	
and	his	ar$s$c	enterprise.	It	seems,	however,	that	the	ar$st’s	career	would	have	been	impossible	without	Proust’s	
example	or	without	the	work	of	his	immediate	ar$s$c	forebears,	Marcel	Duchamp	and	Salvador	Dalí,	both	of	whom	
Warhol	knew	personally.	If	Warhol	could	be	thought	of	as	the	spiritual	grandchild	of	Proust,	he	is	also	the	direct,	
illegi$mate	offspring	of	Rrose	Sélavy	(the	Dada	maestro’s	feminine	alter-ego)	and	Avida	Dollars	(André	Breton’s	name	for	
the	publicity-mad	Surrealist).		

In	turn,	Warhol’s	ar$s$c	progeny	is	formidable.	Evident	in	his	autobiographical	wri$ngs	and	interviews,	the	ar$st’s	
mothering	ins$nct	is	manifest	in	his	aytudes	toward	the	denizens	of	the	Factory	and	the	many	mouths	(hangers-on	and	
loved	ones)	he	had	to	feed	over	the	years.	But	his	“child	rearing”	extended	to	the	interna$onal	contemporary	art	
community	as	well.	He	spawned	two	of	the	most	prominent	art	world	figures	to	emerge	in	the	past	20	years,	Jeff	Koons	
and	Damien	Hirst.	Koons,	born	in	1955	in	Pennsylvania,	began	to	build	his	career	in	the	early	1980s,	before	Warhol’s	death	
in	1987.	Hirst,	born	in	Bristol	in	1965,	burst	on	the	London	scene	in	the	early	1990s	as	an	ar$st	and	curator,	using	a	post-
Pop	vocabulary	that	would	be	unintelligible	without	Warhol’s	precedent.		

Koons	and	Hirst	quickly	absorbed	the	lessons	of	appropria$on,	replica$on,	commercializa$on,	and	mass	media	
manipula$on	that	Warhol	had	taught	by	example.	They	employ	them	as	mere	playthings,	the	way	Silly	Pusy	or	finger	
paints	might	be	used	by	lesser	talents.	Like	Warhol,	Koons	and	Hirst	also	address	the	big	philosophical	ques$ons	of	birth,	
life,	decay,	and	death.	And	in	so	doing,	each	has	received	worldwide	recogni$on	and	fame,	achieving	that	pinnacle	of	
Warholian	success,	becoming	a	household	name.	

This	extraordinary	exhibi$on	of	selec$ons	from	the	Vicki	and	Kent	Logan	Collec$on	focuses	on	important	works	by	
Warhol,	spanning	his	career.	But	it	also	contains	key	pieces	from	all	three	ar$sts,	who	rank	among	the	most	important	and	
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influen$al	provocateurs	of	the	late	20th	century	and	today.	The	show	affords	an	unusual	opportunity	to	examine	the	
correspondences	and	contradic$ons	of	this	splendid	and	not-so-pi$able	family.		

Part	II:	Birth:	Andy	Warhol	and	the	Advent	of	Pop	

I	suppose	I	have	a	really	loose	interpretaHon	of	“work,”	because	I	think	that	just	being	alive	is	so	much	work	at	something	
you	don’t	always	want	to	do.	Being	born	is	like	being	kidnaped.	And	then	sold	into	slavery.	People	are	working	every	
minute.	The	machinery	is	always	going.	Even	when	you	sleep.—Andy	Warhol		
		
Andy	Warhol’s	work	of	the	early	1960s	was	born	of	a	union	of		American	philosopher	Charles	Pierce,	the	father	of	what-
you-see-is-what-you-get	pragma$sm,	and	the	quintessen$al	Hollywood	screen	idol,	actress	Elizabeth	Taylor,	one	of	the	
principal	goddesses	in	the	pantheon	of	the	ar$st’s	pseudo-cult.	Applying	Hollywood	glamour	to	the	mundane,	Warhol	had	
produced	the	ul$mate	realist	pain$ng—albeit	flat	and	graphic—of	a	Campbell’s	soup	can	in	1962.	A	similar	path	in	pain$ng	
had	already	been	explored	in	works	by	pioneering	American	ar$sts	such	as	Stuart	Davis	and	Charles	Demuth,	who	were	
likewise	inspired	by	American	consumer	product	design,	corporate	logos	and	the	na$on’s	quickly	evolving	industrial	
landscape.	However,	unlike	these	ar$sts,	Warhol	proposed	a	clean	break	with	European	modernism.	He	embraced	the	
maser-of-factness	of	photo-derived	imagery	in	popular	culture	and	adver$sing	as	part	of	an	effort	to	convey	an	expression	
of	the	American	experience	that	was	more	truthful	than	anything	that	had	come	before.					

Warhol	shared	with	Pierce,	who	died	in	1914,	an	obsession	with	simplicity	and	clarity.	The	ar$st’s	crisp,	clear	lines	and	his	
unclusered	centrifugal	composi$ons,	beginning	with	his	shoe	drawings	and	early	adver$sing	commissions,	are	the	
hallmarks	of	his	best	work.	Pierce	wrote,			

A	few	clear	ideas	are	worth	many	confused	ones.	It	is	terrible	to	see	how	a	single	unclear	idea,	a	single	formula	without	
meaning,	lurking	in	a	young	man’s	head,	will	someHmes	act	like	an	obstrucHon	of	inert	maMer	in	an	artery,	hindering	the	
nutriHon	of	the	brain,	and	condemning	its	vicHm	to	pine	away	in	the	fullness	of	his	intellectual	vigor	and	in	the	midst	of	
intellectual	plenty.	

Warhol’s	vision	was	ini$ally	shocking	for	many	because	it	clearly	exposed	how	America’s	cultural	iden$ty	un$l	then	had	
been	a	muddled	concoc$on	of	European	ideals,	many	of	which	had	lisle	or	nothing	to	do	with	issues	per$nent	to	most	
Americans.	In	his	work,	he	celebrated	all	things	American	on	the	one	hand,	but	on	the	other	proposed	a	scathing	cri$que	
of	the	na$on’s	injus$ces.	Produced	around	the	$me	of	President	Kennedy’s	assassina$on,	the	series	of	Race	Riots,	Guns,	
and	Electric	Chairs	at	once	reflected	and	foretold	the	violence,	government-sanc$oned	deaths,	and	the	social	upheavals	
that	would	mark	the	1960s.	What	images	of	the	early	part	of	the	decade	moved	Americans	more	than	the	photos	and	TV	
news	footage	of	Jacqueline	Kennedy	at	the	young	president’s	funeral?	With	emblema$c	works	such	as	the	serene	and	
superb	silver	Double	Jackie	(1964)	in	this	exhibi$on,	Warhol,	in	spite	of	his	detached,	mechanical	technique,	managed	to	
capture	a	sense	of	the	na$on	in	mourning.			

He	con$nued	to	touch	upon	social	themes	in	his	work	throughout	his	career,	although	in	a	somewhat	less	confronta$onal	
manner.	His	1970s	portraits	of	Na$ve	Americans	(Russell	Means,	for	example)	show	his	sensi$vity	to	issues	of	iden$ty;	and	
his	concern	for	the	increasingly	violated	environment	is	eloquently	expressed	in	his	lushly	colored	late	series	of	silkscreens,	
the	Endangered	Species	(1983).	

Perhaps	Warhol’s	most	revolu$onary	contribu$on	was	in	the	realm	of	sculpture.	In	1964,	he	produced	the	defini$ve	3-D	
Pop	objects,	faithful	replica$ons	in	wood	and	silkscreen	inks	of	the	cardboard	boxes	used	to	contain	Campbell’s	Soup	
Tomato	Juice	and	Kellogg’s	Cornflakes.	Brillo	Boxes,	mimicking	containers	for	boxes	of	Brillo	pads,	appeared	two	years	later.	
Displayed	in	stacks	chest	high	or	in	neat	rows,	the	boxes	looked	as	if	they	had	just	been	unloaded	from	a	truck.	The	pieces	
relate	to	proto-pop	works	by	Robert	Rauschenberg	and	Jasper	Johns;	it	is	especially	rewarding	to	compare	the	Brillo	Boxes	
with	Johns’	Three	Flags	(1958).	Corresponding	with	the	red,	white,	and	blue	of	Old	Glory,	the	colors	of	the	soap-pad	boxes	
beg	a	similarly	symbolic	significance.		

Pushing	the	envelope	for	what	was	acceptable	as	art	at	the	$me,	Warhol	was	engaged	in	a	formalist	dialogue	with	his	
peers,	such	as	pop	ar$sts	Robert	Indiana	and	James	Rosenquist.	Exhibited	a	year	before	Minimalism	cap$vated	and	
frustrated	art	audiences,	the	Campbell’s	Soup	Tomato	Juice	boxes	correspond	to	the	spare,	monumental	geometric	forms	
produced	by	Robert	Morris	and	Donald	Judd.	As	much	as	his	2-D	works,	Warhol’s	sculpture	has	had	a	broad	influence	on	
Koons	and	Hirst.	The	silkscreened	boxes	are	the	ancestors	of	Koons’s	“Equilibrium	Tanks,”	as	well	as	of	Hirst’s	famous	
vitrines.	There	is	also	a	clear	rela$onship	among	Warhol’s	1966	helium-filled	Silver	Pillows	and	Koons’s	inflatable	sculptures	
of	1979	and	his	stainless	steel	Rabbit	(1986),	not	to	men$on	Hirst’s	Loving	in	a	World	of	Desire	(1996),	which	features	a	
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of	1979	and	his	stainless	steel	Rabbit	(1986),	not	to	men$on	Hirst’s	Loving	in	a	World	of	Desire	(1996),	which	features	a	
perpetually	air-borne	beach	ball.				

Warhol’s	sculpture	also	bears	comparison	to	the	deadpan	humor	of	early	1960s	works	of	the	Paris-based	group,	the	New	
Realists,	which	surrounded	the	cri$c	Pierre	Restany.	Warhol	had	par$cipated	in	an	important	1962	show	of	the	group’s	
work	at	Sidney	Janis	Gallery	in	New	York,	and	Restany	appeared	in	Warhol’s	Kiss,	a	1963	film	series.	New	Realist	works	
included	junk	sculptures	by	Arman,	neon-trimmed	figures	by	Mar$al	Raysse,	and	the	autobiographical	assemblages	of	
Daniel	Spoerri.	
		
Diverging	from	the	others,	Warhol	removed	all	trace	of	the	ar$st’s	hand	in	his	work.	Early	on,	Roy	Lichtenstein	used	
mechanical	reproduc$on	techniques	in	his	cartoon-based	pain$ngs,	but	Warhol’s	most	radical	and	disturbing	innova$on	
was	not	his	imagery	but	his	working	method.	His	mass-produced	knock-offs	of	consumer	items	not	only	looked	like	the	real	
thing,	they	were	similarly	produced,	created	by	teams	of	assistants	working	on	an	assembly-line	in	a	factory,	the	Factory.	At	
this	point,	the	only	apparent	difference	between	art	and	a	consumer	item	was	the	marketplace	in	which	each	ended	up.	
The	unique	art	object	lost	its	once	preeminent	status	as	undisputed	cult	ritual	object.	By	mocking	no$ons	of	originality	and	
the	expressive,	hand-made	gesture,	Warhol	changed	art	forever.	Nowadays,	no	one	ques$ons	the	prac$ce	of	the	avant-
garde—from	Mashew	Barney	to	Takashi	Murakami—which	rou$nely	involves	producing	work	in	edi$ons	made	by	teams	of	
assistants.	
		
Warhol’s	use	of	repe$$on	and	serial	imagery	was	also	relevant	to	Structuralist	theory,	one	of	the	principal	cri$cal	currents	
of	the	mid-20th	century.	Derived	from	anthropological	studies,	Structuralism’s	obsession	with	series,	compartmentaliza-
$on,	and	the	grid,	found	a	credible	art	world	counterpart	in	Warhol’s	work.		

The	dominant	theore$cal	discourse	of	the	day,	however,	was	Marxist	thought.	Warhol	also	managed	to	make	an	important	
contribu$on	to	this	argument	without	the	staunch	intellectualism	of	text-driven	ar$sts	such	as	Joseph	Kosuth	or	Les	Levine.	
Warhol	launched	a	cri$que	of	socialist	iconography	that	was	as	provoca$ve	as	contemporaneous	works	by	ar$sts	like	
Joseph	Beuys	and	Hans	Haacke	who	popularized	and	glamorized	the	musings	of	socialist	theorists	such	as	Theodor	Adorno	
and	Herbert	Marcuse.	While	Warhol	was	certainly	an	advocate	of	the	American	Dream,	his	contribu$on	to	contemporary	
socialist	discourse	was	more	ironic	than	reac$onary.	With	tongue-in-cheek	wit,	he	chose	the	moment	of	the	Chinese	
Cultural	Revolu$on	to	transform	the	image	of	Chairman	Mao	into	a	Western	Pop	icon,	a	colorful,	asrac$ve	decora$on	for	
mass	consump$on.	An	example	such	as	Twenty	Fushia	Maos	(1979)	comically	mimics	but	does	not	demean	the	reveren$al	
and	nearly	fe$shis$c	treatment	that	images	of	Mao	received	in	China	and	in	many	other	parts	of	the	world	during	the	
1970s.			

Perhaps	the	ar$st’s	most	acerbic—and	hilarious—examina$on	of	communist	iconography	is	his	“Hammer	and	Sickle”	series	
of	the	late	1970s.	One	of	the	most	vivid	memories	I	have	of	a	$me	soon	arer	moving	to	New	York	was	of	Warhol’s	
“Hammer	and	Sickle”	opening	at	Leo	Castelli	at	420	West	Broadway,	where	the	large	pain$ng	in	the	Logan	Collec$on	likely	
made	its	public	debut.	During	the	opening,	Warhol’s	friend,	the	model	Victor	Hugo,	strused	around	the	large	gallery,	
shirtless,	wearing	$ght	black	leather	pants	and	boots.	Pausing	periodically	in	front	of	the	pain$ngs,	he	held	a	real	hammer	
and	sickle	across	his	hairy	muscular	chest	in	the	manner	of	an	Egyp$an	pharaoh	clutching	the	flail	and	crook.	Warhol,	in	a	
drab	brown	hun$ng	jacket,	stood	in	a	corner,	quietly	gree$ng	visitors	with	a	bemused	smile	on	his	face.						

In	the	exhibi$on	and	the	accompanying	Hugo	performance,	which	Warhol	ins$gated,	the	ar$st	made	it	clear	that	his	
interest	in	these	symbols	was	centered	on	their	formal	asributes	as	well	as	on	their	emo$onal	and	seduc$ve	appeal.	His	
personal	ideology	was	a	unique	and	quirky	hybrid,	perhaps	best	described	as	a	two-$ered	belief	system:	the	pseudo-cult,	a	
pantheon	composed	primarily	of	Hollywood	celebri$es,	and,	above	all,	his	deeply	felt,	lifelong	faith	in	Chris$an	and—in	
spite	of	his	gayness—Catholic	dogma.	His	apparently	sincere	Catholicism	makes	the	series	of	crucifixion	pain$ngs,	such	as	
Three	Crosses	(1981-82),	seem	even	more	ironic	than	his	famous	Maos.					

In	his	cult	pantheon,	goddesses	seem	to	far	outnumber	the	gods.	Warhol	glorified	a	matriarchy	in	which	Jackie	was	deified,	
but	not	JFK;	Marilyn	Monroe,	but	not	Joe	Dimaggio	or	Arthur	Miller;	Elizabeth	Taylor,	but	not	Richard	Burton;	Liza	Minnelli,	
but	not	Vincente	Minnelli,	for	examples.	The	male	con$ngent	is	for	the	most	part	limited	to	Elvis	Presley,	Marlon	Brando,	
Troy	Donahue,	and	the	ar$st	himself.	Oren	disguised	by	layers	of	camouflage	in	the	late	self-portraits,	Warhol	seems	to	
suggest	that,	in	the	end,	the	viewer	will	never	be	able	to	fully	differen$ate	the	ar$st	and	the	art.	Nevertheless,	in	the	self-
portraits,	the	face	always	appears,	like	the	Christ	figure	in	his	late	“Last	Supper”	series,	dead	center	in	the	composi$ons.	
The	arrangement	recalls	Rudolf	Arnheim’s	statement	that,		
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Throughout	the	ages	and	in	most	cultures,	the	central	posiHon	has	always	been	used	to	give	perceivable	expression	to	the	
divine	or	some	other	exalted	power.	The	god,	the	saint,	the	monarch,	dwells	above	the	pushes	and	pulls	of	the	milling	
throng.	He	is	outside	the	dimension	of	Hme,	immobile,	unshakeable.	In	looking	at	such	a	spaHal	arrangement	one	senses	
intuiHvely	that	the	central	posiHon	is	the	only	one	at	rest,	whereas	everything	else	must	strain	in	some	specific	direcHon.		

Surely	Warhol	created	these	last	works	so	that	art	viewers	of	the	inevitably	chao$c	future	could	have	something	to	look	at	
that	would	convey	peace,	tranquility,	an	immobile	and	unshakeable	sense	of	hope	and	wonder.								
	 		
Part	III:	Life—When	the	Livin’s	Easy:	The	Art	of	Jeff	Koons	

“I	try	to	create	charisma	through	materialism	and	try	to	manipulate	an	audience	and	try	to	control	this	environment	and	
their	sensaHons.	The	Public	is	my	ready-made.”–-Jeff	Koons	

The	short-lived	but	energe$c	East	Village	art	scene	in	New	York	in	the	mid-1980s	was	the	breeding	ground	for	a	number	of	
remarkable	developments	in	late	20th	century	art.	It	had	already	introduced	to	the	world	a	number	of	key	Neo-
Expressionist	painters,	including	Jean-Michel	Basquiat,	Keith	Haring,	and	Kenny	Scharf.	Another	group	of	emerging	painters	
and	sculptors,	dubbed	the	Neo-Geo,	included	Peter	Halley,	Ashley	Bickerton,	Meyer	Vaisman,	and	Jeff	Koons.	These	ar$sts	
showed	at	the	East	Village	venue	Interna$onal	with	Monument,	but	later	showed	at	Sonnabend	Gallery	in	SoHo.	Basically,	
the	members	of	Neo-Geo	had	nothing	in	common	except	similar	ages,	a	penchant	for	synthe$c	or	prefabricated	materials,	
and	an	ardent	desire	to	turn	the	art	world	on	its	ear.		

Koons,	perhaps	more	than	the	others,	pushed	the	envelope	of	what	was	acceptable	even	as	a	“readymade.”	His	early	
series,	“The	New,”	featured	department	store-bought	vacuum	cleaners	displayed	in	Plexiglas	boxes.	Ouxised	with	long,	
horizontal	fluorescent	tubes,	the	boxes	and	the	vacuum	cleaners	emphasize	a	kind	of	white-light	purity	and	clarity.	“This	
art	sucks!”	was	a	joke	usered	by	more	than	one	Koons	detractor	at	the	$me,	referring	to	the	vacuum	cleaners.	The	ar$st,	
of	course,	aimed	for	such	annoyed	responses.	In	these	pieces,	the	ar$st	seemed	to	be	poking	fun	at	modernist	conceits,	
such	as	a	broom	in	a	Johns	pain$ng	or	the	aura	of	Dan	Flavin’s	neon	works.	

“Equilibrium,”	a	1985	show	at	Interna$onal	with	Monument,	put	Koons	decisively	at	the	forefront	of	New	York’s	avant-
garde.	By	far	the	most	talked	about	exhibi$on	of	that	year,	it	seemed	to	center	on	basketball	and	water	sports	themes.	
Along	the	walls	he	hung	exact	reproduc$ons	of	Nike	posters	featuring	basketball	stars,	such	as	Sir	Sid.	Corresponding	with	
the	images	of	basketball	players	were	actual	basketballs,	floa$ng	or	suspended	in	large	aquariums	set	in	tall,	black	metal	
supports.	The	“Equilibrium	Tanks”	were	filled	or	partly	filled	with	water	so	that	the	balls	were	seen	at	eye-level.	Koons	had	
solicited	the	help	of	physicists	to	achieve	just	the	right	balance	and	suspension.	There	is	an	odd	tension	about	the	pieces.	It	
seems	as	if	the	basketballs	beg	some	sort	of	symbolic	significance,	perhaps	referring	to	the	athletes	depicted	in	the	posters.	
Did	they	represent	that	moment	at	a	basketball	game	when	$me	stands	s$ll,	just	before	a	basketball	whooshes	into	the	
net?		

Complica$ng	the	absurdist	scenario	were	me$culously	fabricated	bronze	sculptures	of	a	rar	and	diving	equipment,	
including	an	aqualung	and	life	vest.	Though	useless	in	the	deep,	these	heavy	objects	seemed	to	relate	to	the	watery	tanks.	
Asempts	at	an	allegorical	reading	were	encouraged	by	the	ar$st’s	comments	that	the	tanks	are	about	states	of	being	and	
asempt	to	achieve	a	sense	of	perfect	balance.	Like	all	of	the	most	engaging	art	works,	however,	they	resist	easy	resolu$on.	
Not	long	arer	the	show’s	opening,	Koons’s	“Equilibrium	Tanks,”	were	regarded	as	emblema$c	works	of	1980s	art,	rivaled	
perhaps	only	by	Julian	Schnabel’s	smashed-plate	pain$ngs.		

The	following	year,	Koons	delved	deeper	into	appropria$on	strategies.	In	his	show	$tled	“Luxury	and	Degrada$on,”	the	
ar$st	presented	reissued	posters	arer	liquor	ads,	knock-offs	of	Bacardi,	Gordon’s,	and	Dewar’s.	Hennessy:	The	Civilized	Way	
to	Lay	Down	the	Law	(1986),	for	example,	shows	a	handsome	African	American	yuppie	couple	taking	a	break	with	the	
“world’s	most	civilized	spirit.”	Mirroring	Reagan-era	excess,	Koons	cast	kitschy	bourbon	bosles	shaped	like	train	cars	into	
polished,	high-grade	stainless	steel,	nevertheless	filled	with	booze.	Jim	Beam	Baggage	Car	is	a	highly	detailed	miniature	
freight	car;	its	diminu$ve	grandeur	is	kept	in	check	by	its	cheesy	glamour.										

Koons’s	explored	even	more	kitschy	glamour	in	his	“Banality”	series	of	1988.	He	followed	the	lessons	of	the	most	insipid	
baroque	and	rococo	artworks	to	arrive	at	a	unique,	ultra-tacky	universe.	Elaborate	gilt	mirrors	and	intricate	ceramic	pieces	
made	in	Italy	by	specialists	according	to	the	ar$st’s	specifica$ons,	seem	to	stretch	the	limits	of	good	taste.	Koons,	once	
again	pushing	the	envelop	of	acceptability,	tripped	up	a	number	of	cri$cs	by	daring	to	ask	the	ques$on	himself:	just	how	
bad	can	bad	art	be?		
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These	beau$fully	crared	works,	however,	operate	on	a	number	of	levels.	For	the	first	$me	in	his	career,	Koons	seemed	to	
explore	sexuality.	A	number	of	pieces	in	the	series	appear	to	be	private	jokes.	If	Koons’s	work	is	a	spoof,	it	is	in	the	form	of	
an	intellectual	joke	and	not	merely	a	comic	gesture.	The	source	of	the	humor	seems	almost	unconscious,	without	a	specific	
reference	or	mo$ve.	Freud	examined	the	difference	between	a	joke	and	a	comic	work,	explaining	that,	

We	found	ourselves	obliged	to	locate	the	pleasure	of	jokes	in	the	unconscious;	no	reason	is	to	be	found	for	making	the	same	
localizaHon	in	the	case	of	the	comic.	.	.	Jokes	and	the	comic	are	disHnguished	first	and	foremost	in	their	psychical	
localizaHon:	the	joke,	it	may	be	said,	is	the	contribuHon	made	to	the	comic	from	the	realm	of	the	unconscious.	

In	some	“Banality”	works,	Koons	hints	at	a	kind	of	kinky	heterosexuality	that	invites	a	psychoanaly$cal	approach.	A	table-
top	porcelain	tableau,	Fait	d’Hiver	(Made	in	Winter),	for	example,	shows	the	bust	of	a	dark-haired	woman	(the	first	
appearance	of	Koons’s	ex-wife,	Cicciolina)	wearing	a	sheer	knised	dress,	lying	face	up	in	the	snow.	Expertly	rendered	by	
Italian	crarsmen,	the	work	also	features	a	pig	and	two	penguins	standing	near	the	figure;	they	seem	to	have	rescued	her	
from	an	Antarc$c	freeze.	In	spite	of	its	humorous	aplomb,	the	work	evokes	a	sugges$on	of	a	scene	of	violence.	Is	this	
woman	a	vic$m?	Has	she	been	in	some	way	violated?	The	figure’s	truncated	body	and	hand	cut	off	at	the	wrist	also	suggest	
an	image	of	castra$on.		

The	work	calls	to	mind	theorist	Parveen	Adams’	comments	that	“Castra$on	and	the	threat	of	castra$on	are	the	imaginary	
form	of	the	experience	of	difference.	Of	course,	no	one	has	the	phallus	and	no	one	is	the	phallus,	but	the	experience	of	
‘having	it’	or	‘being’	it	is	a	defense	against	castra$on.”	Other	works	in	the	“Banality”	exhibi$on	hint	at	sexual	frustra$on	
and	impossible	ero$c	encounters,	such	as	the	Pink	Panther	embracing	a	blond	or	an	enormous	grizzly	bear	proposi$oning	a	
policeman.			
		
A	1991	white	marble	Self-Portrait	bust	shows	the	ar$st	as	being	the	phallus.	The	work	is	part	of	the	“Made	in	Heaven”	
series,	which	contains	other	works	that	depict,	in	a	literal	way,	the	ar$st	as	having	the	phallus.	These	sexually	explicit	
pain$ngs	and	sculptures	feature	images	of	Cicciolina.	In	the	marble	sculpture,	Koons	is	seen	heroically	burs$ng	from	a	
mound	of	crystals	like	a	true	gem,	a	phenomenon	of	nature.	With	tongue-in-cheek	wit,	the	piece	conveys	both	a	sense	of	
unleashed	power	and	authoritarian	dignity,	like	a	Houdon	portrait	bust	of	Voltaire	or	Thomas	Jefferson	from	the	late	18th	
century.	In	this	work	and	in	many	others	in	the	series,	Koons	uses	his	own	image	as	both	an	exercise	in	narcissism	and	a	
send-up	of	the	ego-driven	contemporary	art	scene.	In	recent	years,	his	ambi$on	con$nues	to	grow.	Like	his	famous	floral	
Puppy,	permanently	on	view	outside	the	Guggenheim,	Bilbao,	his	already	formidable	reputa$on	towers	above	those	of	his	
peers.													

Part	IV:	Damien	Hirst:	Dr.	Jekyll	and	Mr.	Hyde	Ward	off	Decay	to	Stay	Alive			

“My	sense	of	humor	is	sHll	intact	but	my	sense	of	fun	has	taken	a	baMering	over	the	years.	I	don’t	think	my	curiosity	has	or	
will	ever	change,	so	it’s	fundamentally	childish,	or	childlike.	I	don’t	mind	either.”	—Damien	Hirst			

Damien	Hirst,	entrepreneur,	restauranteur,	graphic	designer,	reluctant	mass	media	celebrity,	the	original	bad	boy	of	Young	
Bri$sh	Art	(YBA),	and,	oh	yes,	a	painter	and	a	sculptor,	has	redefined	the	meaning	of	ar$s$c	enterprise.	Last	year,	Hirst	tried	
to	out-do	Koons’s	Puppy	with	his	monumental	bronze	flayed	man,	Hymn,	which	was	included	in	his	second	U.S.	solo	show,	a	
spectacle	at	Gagosian	that	galvanized	the	New	York	art	world	last	fall.	Since	he	burst	onto	the	interna$onal	art	scene	a	
decade	ago,	Hirst	has	con$nued	to	push	the	envelop	of	what	art	can	be.		

He	was	the	first	to	put	YBA	on	the	map	with	“Freeze,”	the	1988	London	exhibi$on	he	organized	while	s$ll	a	student	at	
Goldsmiths’	College.	It	included	many	of	his	now-famous	friends	such	as	Tracey	Emin,	the	Chapman	brothers,	Marc	Quinn,	
Gary	Hume,	and	Sarah	Lucas.	But	Hirst’s	own	work	upstaged	them	all.	He	soon	dominated	Britain’s	avant-garde	with	pieces	
such	as	The	Physical	Impossibility	of	Death	in	the	Mind	of	Someone	Living	(1991),	a	formaldehyde-filled	tank	in	which	a	
large	dead	shark	is	suspended.	The	eerie	piece,	which	recalls	a	natural	history	museum	display,	caused	a	sensa$on	in	
“Sensa$on,”	the	1997	Saatchi	collec$on	show.	It	provoked	another	cri$cal	firestorm	when	it	appeared	in	the	U.S.	two	years	
later.		

A	related	work	in	the	Logan	Collec$on	is	Phillip,	part	of	a	1994	series	“The	Twelve	Disciples.”		It	is	comprised	of	a	
formaldehyde-filled	tank	trimmed	in	white,	containing	a	flayed	bull’s	head	res$ng	at	the	bosom.	In	formal	terms,	the	
sculpture	corresponds	to	certain	sculptures	by	Joseph	Beuys	as	well	as	to	Koons’s	“Equilibrium	Tanks.”	Hirst’s	work,	
however,	is	a	memento	mori,	in	keeping	with	its	Chris$an	theme	of	sacrifice	and	transcendence.	Chris$an	references	also	
appear	in	Rehab	is	for	QuiMers	(1998-99)	although	recast	in	a	rather	absurdist	mode.	In	this	kine$c	piece,	a	skeleton	is	
stretched	horizontally	on	a	plate	glass	crucifix.	Ping-pong	balls	float	above	the	skeleton’s	eye-sockets,	elevated	by	
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stretched	horizontally	on	a	plate	glass	crucifix.	Ping-pong	balls	float	above	the	skeleton’s	eye-sockets,	elevated	by	
compressed-air	tubes	fised	to	the	skull.					
			
Hirst	oren	approaches	his	work	like	a	collector	of	specimens	for	scien$fic	or	medical	research.	A	collector	of	buserflies	
would	likely	cringe	at	Hirst’s	unorthodox	method	of	capturing	the	colorful	creatures	by	leyng	them	s$ck	to	freshly	painted	
surfaces,	such	as	the	striking	yellow	1994	canvas	of	Do	you	know	what	I	like	about	you?	However,	the	buserfly,	as	a	
mythological	symbol	for	the	soul,	is	shown	here	at	the	height	of	its	iridescent	glory.	Arres$ng	the	cycle	of	regenera$on	and	
decay,	Hirst	disrupts	the	process	of	metamorphosis.		

Working	with	themes	of	biology,	and	insect	studies	in	par$cular,	Hirst	calls	to	mind	Aldous	Huxley’s	statement	that,	
“Biologically	speaking,	man	is	a	moderately	gregarious,	not	a	completely	social	animal—a	creature	more	like	a	wolf,	let	us	
say,	or	an	elephant,	than	like	a	bee	or	an	ant.	In	their	original	form	human	socie$es	bore	no	resemblance	to	the	hive	or	the	
ant	heap;	they	were	merely	packs.	Civiliza$on	is,	among	other	things,	the	process	by	which	primi$ve	packs	are	transformed	
into	an	analogue,	crude	and	mechanical,	of	the	insects’	organic	communi$es.”		

Hirst’s	pain$ngs,	rows	of	colorful	dots	set	against	white	backgrounds,	also	stem	from	a	quasi-scien$fic	methodology.	These	
blissful	composi$ons	resemble	early	works	by	Larry	Poons	and	Yayoi	Kusama.	According	to	ar$st	and	cri$c	Mashew	
Collings,	they	were	inspired	by	certain	pain$ngs	of	Gerhard	Richter.	Hirst’s	neatly	arranged	spots,	however,	represent	
chemical	compounds	of	drugs	like	Valium	and	LSD.		

In	some	pieces,	he	conjures	a	forensic	scien$st	trying	to	solve	a	murder	mystery.	And	each	of	his	works	has	a	kind	of	Dr.	
Jekyll	and	Mr.	Hyde	duality	that	is	at	once	seduc$ve	and	repelling.	Over	the	years,	he	has	produced	a	number	of	cabinet	
pieces	that	look	as	if	they	were	removed	from	the	laboratory	walls	of	a	mad	scien$st.	Did	You	No	Wrong	(1990-91)	is	a	
white	wood	cabinet	filled	with	an$que	medicine	bosles.	It	evokes	a	basle	against	some	19th	century	plague	and	also	
implies	the	more	recent	struggle	against	AIDS.		

Warhol	would	certainly	have	been	impressed—and	jealous—of	this	Brit-pack	wunderkind’s	accomplishments.	And	what	
would	Warhol	have	said	to	Koons	and	Hirst	in	response	to	the	extraordinary	works	that	each	has	produced	over	the	past	
decade?	A	comment	from	Warhol’s	notorious	Diaries	comes	to	mind.	Arer	returning	from	a	successful	visit	to	Paris	he	
writes,	“I	went	to	church,	gave	my	thanks	for	the	trip	and	geyng	back	alive.	Did	phone	calls,	and	somehow	got	
mesmerized.	I	got	nervous	thinking	about	all	these	new	kids	pain$ng	away	and	me	just	going	to	par$es.	I	figured	I’d	beser	
get	cracking.”	One	can	imagine	the	sort	of	collabora$ve	efforts	that	Warhol	might	have	proposed	over	the	past	decade	to	
Koons	and	Hirst.	His	compe$$ve	spirit	would	have	made	it	essen$al	for	him	to	work	in	some	way	with	the	younger	art	
stars,	like	his	well-known	pain$ngs	co-produced	with	Basquiat	and	Clemente	in	the	’80s.	Such	a	collabora$on	is	now	out	of	
the	ques$on,	except	for	the	lively	exchanges	among	the	three	ar$sts	that	occur	everywhere	in	this	exhibi$on.											
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Catalogue	Essay	by	Dean	Sobel,	Director,	Clyfford	S^ll	Museum		
(former	Director,	Aspen	Art	Museum)	

The	postmodern	art	world	lacks	a	center,	a	cogent	movement	that	adequately	encapsulates	the	predominant	style	or	
mode	of	thinking	among	ar$sts.	The	art	world	of	the	past	ten	years	is	most	notable	perhaps	for	its	personali$es—those	
individuals	who	have	made	their	reputa$ons	through	the	spectacular	artworks	they	create.	In	essence,	ar$sts	have	
become	their	own	movements.	

Take	the	examples	of	Jeff	Koons	and	Damien	Hirst,	two	of	the	most	provoca$ve	and	inven$ve	ar$sts	of	our	$me.	They	
have	created	some	of	the	most	las$ng	and	extraordinary	images,	perhaps	even	icons,	of	recent	art,	such	as	Koons’s	
three-story	topiary	puppy	and	Hirst’s	fireen-foot	$ger	shark	floa$ng	in	formaldehyde.	Koons	and	Hirst	create	artworks	
that	defy	classifica$on;	they	are	postmodern	chameleons	who	refuse	to	be	iden$fied	with	a	single	ar$s$c	style.	In	both	
ar$sts’	minds,	anything	can	be	a	work	of	art,	and	meaning	can	be	established	solely	through	their	inten$ons.	In	addi$on	
to	this	shared	approach	to	art	making,	Koons	and	Hirst	both	have	brash	personas	and	considerable	PR	smarts.	Their	
aytudes	about	being	ar$sts	have	helped	to	establish	their	posi$ons	within	the	art	world.	

The	clear	prototype	for	both	Koons	and	Hirst	is	Andy	Warhol,	the	first	ar$st-celebrity	of	the	mass-media	age.	Warhol	
completely	redefined	what	it	meant	to	be	an	ar$st-–from	how	you	make	art,	to	how	you	func$on	in	society,	to	how	your	
life	can	extend	into	your	art.	He	too	made	artworks	that	became	near-instant	icons.	Although	one	can	make	comparisons	
between	Warhol	and	any	number	of	later	ar$sts,	the	rela$onships	between	Warhol,	Koons,	and	Hirst	are	especially	
compelling.	A	considera$on	of	these	three	ar$sts	can	provide	not	only	a	clearer	insight	into	each	of	them	but	also	a	
deeper	understanding	of	the	art	of	the	past	thirty	years.	

One	of	the	most	fundamental	similari$es	between	these	three	ar$sts	is	their	“conceptual”	way	of	working.	Warhol’s	
duplica$on	of	media-derived	images	through	the	impersonal	silk-screen	technique	was	reflec$ve	of	his	desire	to	“be	a	
machine,”	as	he	stated	in	1963.	His	tendency	to	assign	the	produc$on	of	his	artworks—including	the	genera$on	of	new	
ideas	and	images—to	others	in	his	studio	(dubbed	“The	Factory”)	shasered	the	modernist	no$on	of	the	ar$st	as	singular,	
crea$ve	crarsman.	Warhol	preferred	to	work	like	the	director	of	an	extended	mass-media	produc$on.	

Koons	and	Hirst	similarly	work	in	the	collabora$ve	tradi$on	of	Warhol’s	Factory.	Both	employ	a	range	of	fabricators	and	
consultants	who	give	visual	form	to	their	complex	images	and	ideas.	Like	Warhol,	both	reject	the	modernist	emphasis	on	
the	importance	of	the	“touch”	of	the	ar$st’s	hand.	While	Warhol	referred	to	mass	culture	through	representa$ons	of	
consumer	products,	Koons	and	Hirst	use	actual	mass-culture	objects,	such	as	basketballs	or	prescrip$on	boxes.	Koons	
and	Hirst	frequently	transform	these	objects	in	surreal	ways,	oren	through	changes	in	scale	(Hirst’s	eight-foot	ashtray)	or	
through	unusual	juxtaposi$ons	(Koons’s	stainless-steel	cast	of	an	inflatable	children’s	toy).	

The	works	of	Warhol,	Koons,	and	Hirst	comment	on	modernism,	par$cularly	modernist	modes	of	abstrac$on,	in	other	
ways.	Hirst’s	so-called	spot	and	spin	pain$ngs	wryly	cri$que	the	unmediated	spontaneity	of	abstract	expressionist	paint	
handling	and	the	purity	of	color-field	pain$ng,	respec$vely.	The	blank	color	panels	that	Warhol	frequently	paired	with	
gridded	silk-screened	panels	in	large-scale	diptychs	of	around	1964-65	simulate	the	hard-edge	monochrome	abstrac$ons	
of	ar$sts	such	as	Barnes	Newman	and	Ellsworth	Kelly.	Warhol’s	Brillo	and	cereal	box	sculptures	of	the	mid-1960s	
similarly	mimic	the	boxlike,	stacked,	and	serialized	format	that	was	then	becoming	widespread	among	the	ar$sts	of	the	
burgeoning	minimalist	movement.	Koons	also	made	use	of	forms	and	materials	that	invoked	earlier	ar$sts	and	
movements,	such	as	the	sleek	Plexiglas	display	boxes	of	his	vacuum	cleaner	works—a	reference	to	the	geometric	forms	
of	minimalism—and	the	Flavin-esque	fluorescent	lights	he	used	to	illuminate	them.	

These	ar$sts’	involvement	with	mass-culture	images	and	objects	oren	resulted	in	cogent	social	commentaries.	During	
his	classic	pop	period,	Warhol	seemed	to	turn	a	mirror	on	America’s	consumer	culture.	His	serial	images	of	Coke	bosles,	
soup	cans,	and	dollar	bills	were	a	reflec$on	of	the	marke$ng	machine	that	was	pumping	a	vast	array	of	products	into	
America’s	strong	postwar	economy.	Warhol	soon	realized	that	celebri$es	(who,	by	the	mid-1960s,	also	included	
poli$cians’	wives)	were	packaged	and	presented	to	the	public	in	similar	ways,	so	he	added	Marilyn,	Liz,	and	Jackie	to	his	
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lexicon.	Beginning	in	1972-73,	while	President	Nixon	was	holding	talks	with	Chairman	Mao	Tse-tung,	Warhol	began	his	
series	of	Mao	pain$ngs,	prints,	and	drawings,	much	to	the	dismay	of	Korean	War	veterans.	In	the	late	1970s	and	1980s	
he	con$nued	to	use	highly	charged,	topical	images,	such	as	the	hammer	and	sickle,	handguns,	and	Chris$an	crosses.	

Koons	is	also	a	keen	social	commentator.	His	early	works	addressed	consumer	behavior	and	how	our	society	is	shaped	by	
marke$ng.	His	series	of	vacuum	cleaners	preserved	in	brightly	lit	Plexiglas	boxes	was	$tled	The	New,	a	reference	to	our	
culture’s	insa$able	desire	for	novel	goods	and	services.	Koons’s	pain$ngs	of	liquor	ads	blown	up	verba$m	from	their	
original	sources	force	an	examina$on	of	the	techniques	of	adver$sing.	The	ad	for	Courvoisier	represented	in	Hennessy:	
The	Civilized	Way	to	Lay	Down	the	Law	blatantly	links	the	product	(liquor)	to	pleasure	(in	par$cular,	sexual	pleasure—
note	the	bed	in	the	background	awai$ng	the	amorous	couple).	Hirst’s	medicine	cabinets	and	drug-inspired	spot	
pain$ngs	similarly	express	the	longing	for	pleasure	(or	at	least	the	absence	of	pain)	as	revealed	by	our	seemingly	
constantly	medicated	society.	

Themes	of	death	and	mortality	also	run	throughout	the	work	of	these	ar$sts.	Warhol’s	most	powerful	works	of	the	
1960s	are	his	so-called	disaster	pictures:	silk-screened	images	of	car	crashes,	suicides,	and	electric	chairs.	His	many	
depic$ons	of	the	trauma$zed	Jackie	Kennedy	at	her	husband’s	funeral,	the	inverse	of	her	glamorous	movie	star	image,	
are	related	to	this	series.	In	addi$on	to	the	handgun	pain$ngs	discussed	above,	Warhol	(arer	focusing	almost	exclusively	
on	commissioned	celebrity	portraits	during	the	mid-1970s)	introduced	other	powerful	images	later	in	his	career.	Perhaps	
in	response	to	the	growing	AIDS	pandemic	(and	his	own	near-death	experience	arer	being	shot	in	the	stomach	by	
Valerie	Solanis	in	1968),	he	became	increasingly	obsessed	with	mortality.	His	series	of	skulls,	repeated	in	endless	color	
varia$ons,	are	the	memento	mori	of	our	era—bleak	reminders	of	our	common	fate,	regardless	of	celebrity	status.	

Virtually	Hirst’s	en$re	oeuvre	has	been	about	the	fragile	balance	between	life	and	death.	His	presenta$ons	of	life	
(Malaysian	buserflies	hatching	from	their	larvae	in	the	1991	installa$on	In	and	Out	of	Love)	and	death	(his	dead	fish,	
sheep,	and	bulls	floa$ng	in	formaldehyde)	are	less	subtle	statements	about	our	mortality.	Works	such	as	Rehab	Is	for	
QuiMers	(1998-99),	in	which	objects	such	as	Ping	Pong	and	beach	balls	are	kept	alor	by	streams	(breaths)	of	compressed	
air,	are	also	precarious	reminders	of	the	fragile	forces	that	sustain	life.	

Themes	of	death	are	revealed	in	Koons’s	art	in	less	explicit	ways.	His	vacuum	cleaners	encased	in	display	boxes	will	
forever	remain	perfect—never	“used-up”—a	condi$on	that	eludes	humans	as	we	plod	surely	toward	our	demise.	
Koons’s	floa$ng	basketballs	(in	works	the	ar$st	calls	“equilibrium	tanks”)	achieve	a	perfect	stasis,	a	state	that	humans	
can	never	asain.	

Warhol,	Koons,	and	Hirst	have	each	explored	portraiture	and	self-portraiture.	In	addi$on	to	his	many	celebrity	portraits,	
Warhol	repeatedly	turned	to	his	own	image.	His	best-known	self-portraits	are	those	from	1966-67,	his	Polaroids	of	
himself	in	drag	from	the	mid-1970s,	and	his	last	self-portraits,	featuring	his	disembodied,	aging	face	topped	with	his	
infamous	fright	wig.	Koons	has	also	made	several	self-portraits,	including	a	photographic	image	of	himself	as	a	young	boy	
holding	a	box	of	crayons—$tled,	appropriately,	The	New	Jeff	Koons—and	the	series	of	art	magazine	ads	produced	to	
promote	his	Banality	exhibi$ons	in	1988,	later	edi$oned	as	a	series	of	photolithographs,	in	which	he	resembles	a	well-
groomed	model.	His	most	aggressive	portraits	appeared	as	part	of	his	Made	in	Heaven	series,	featuring	the	ar$st	and	his	
then-wife,	Italian	porn-star-turned-poli$cian	Ilona	Staller,	known	as	Cicciolina.	In	various	pain$ngs,	porcelains,	and	glass	
sculptures,	they	are	shown	in	“in$mate”	moments	of	lovemaking.	This	series	also	includes	a	marble	wedding	portrait	of	
Koons	and	Cicciolina	and	a	marble	self-portrait	in	which	the	ar$st	appears	as	a	neo-baroque,	new-age	gentleman.	
Although	the	ar$st	insisted	that	these	depic$ons	were	celebra$ons	of	love	and	matrimony,	they	are	perhaps	best	
considered	as	a	further	extension	of	his	exploita$on	of	the	role	and	persona	of	the	ar$st.	

Interes$ngly,	Hirst,	like	Koons	before	him,	also	made	a	work	of	art	featuring	a	photograph	of	himself	as	a	boy,	$tled	With	
Dead	Head	(1991).	In	place	of	Koons’s	box	of	crayons,	a	severed	head	on	a	table	appears	beside	the	youthful	Hirst.	Unlike	
Warhol	and	Koons,	Hirst	also	dealt	with	portraiture	in	abstract	ways.	His	medicine	chest	and	pharmacy	works	feature	
prepara$ons	for	nearly	every	part	of	the	anatomy	(head,	throat,	skin,	blood,	etc.).	Framed	in	sterile	shelving	
arrangements,	these	works	cons$tute	a	kind	of	surrogate	portrait,	a	depic$on	of	the	body	through	drugs.	

Given	these	ar$sts’	involvement	with	personali$es,	portraiture,	and	self-promo$on,	it	is	perhaps	no	accident	that	
Warhol,	Koons,	and	Hirst	have	each	achieved	celebrity,	even	pop-star,	status.	Not	only	did	they	create	art	that	was	
considered	scandalous	at	a	$me	when	it	was	nearly	impossible	to	shock	anyone,	each	extended	their	art	into	their	own	
lives	and	into	other	media	and	enterprises.	Warhol	worked	extensively	in	cinema,	making	not	only	experimental	films	
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 such	as	Sleep	and	Empire	but	also	straight-on	blood-and-guts	movies	like	Andy	Warhol’s	Dracula	and	Andy	Warhol’s	
Frankenstein,	which	he	produced	in	1974.	In	1969	he	began	publishing	Interview	magazine,	a	pop	culture	tabloid	s$ll	in	
publica$on.	His	involvement	with	popular	music	was	extensive,	from	record	album	covers	for	the	Rolling	Stones	to	
producing	the	Velvet	Underground’s	seminal	first	release.	Warhol	also	had	two	shows	on	MTV	(Andy	Warhol’s	TV	[1982]	
and	Andy	Warhol’s	FiSeen	Minutes	[1986]),	and	he	directed	an	award-winning	music	video	for	the	rock	group	the	Cars.	

Koons	also	asempted	a	film	project	$ed	in	with	the	Made	in	Heaven	works,	but	a	billboard	adver$sing	the	film	was	all	
that	was	ever	seen	(the	film	was	withdrawn	before	its	launch).	Koons	and	Cicciolina	were	also	part	of	a	montage	of	
media-derived	clips	that	the	rock	group	U2	included	in	their	music	video	for	a	song	$tled,	appropriately,	“Even	Beser	
Than	the	Real	Thing.”	Koons	extended	the	reach	of	his	art	through	high-edi$on	mul$ples	and	through	such	popular	
public	projects	as	his	topiary	Puppy.	

Hirst	ini$ally	gained	asen$on	in	his	home	country	not	for	his	art	but	for	the	one-off	exhibi$ons	he	organized	of	his	and	
his	friends’	work.	He	too	directed	a	music	video,	for	the	Bri$sh	band	Blur.	His	most	public	extracurricular	ac$vi$es	have	
been	his	restaurant	and	nightclub	ventures,	such	as	Pharmacy,	the	tony	eatery	in	the	Noyng	Hill	sec$on	of	London,	and	
various	book	and	magazine	publishing	efforts.	

One	of	the	most	unfortunate	aspects	of	these	three	ar$sts’	careers	has	been	the	tendency	for	many	cri$cs	and	
commentators	to	focus	on	their	personali$es	at	the	expense	of	their	art.	While	the	art	world	has	always	understood	the	
importance	of	Warhol’s	classic	pop	pain$ngs,	only	recently	have	collectors	and	museums	seriously	considered	his	late	
works,	made	at	a	$me	when	many	assumed	that	pain$ng	was	not	a	priority	for	this	ar$st.	Koons,	always	the	subject	of	
serious	cri$cal	discussion,	has	been	derided	more	than	any	ar$st	of	his	genera$on,	especially	by	conserva$ve	cri$cs	such	
as	Robert	Hughes	and	Hilton	Kramer.	This	is	especially	unfortunate	since	he	embodies	the	art	of	the	1980s	beser	than	
any	ar$st	of	his	$me,	just	as	Warhol	did	in	the	1960s.	Koons	used	the	mechanics	of	the	art	world	(mul$-gallery	
exhibi$ons,	self-aggrandizing	adver$sements)	to	blur	the	boundaries	between	art	and	ar$st,	and	his	cool	pop	sensibility	
made	the	heroic,	historicizing	canvases	of	early	1980s	neo-expressionism	seem	obsolete.	Hirst	has	received	surprisingly	
lisle	response	from	the	American	museum	community,	even	though	he	is	probably	the	ar$st	under	the	age	of	forty	most	
deserving	of	a	full-scale	museum	survey.	Ins$lled	with	ambi$ons	equal	to	those	of	Warhol	and	Koons,	Hirst	is	largely	
responsible	for	the	sharp	asen$on	the	art	world	has	placed	on	young	Bri$sh	ar$sts	over	the	past	eight	years.	If	we	
consider	one	of	his	most	recent	works,	Hymn	(2000),	a	giant	painted	bronze	anatomy	figure,	his	ambi$ons	and	poten$al	
show	no	signs	of	waning.	

Beyond	all	other	considera$ons,	Andy	Warhol,	Jeff	Koons,	and	Damien	Hirst	have	changed	the	nature	of	contemporary	
art.	Through	the	many	avenues	they	have	explored,	they	have	redefined	the	role	of	the	ar$st	and,	in	the	process,	
transformed	our	understanding	of	what	cons$tutes	a	work	of	art.	In	an	era	when	art	oren	seems	facile,	redundant,	or	
predictable,	these	ar$sts	have	made	us	reconsider	what	we	think	we	know	about	art.	
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Catalogue	essay	by	Ralph	Rugoff,	Director,	Hayward	Gallery,	London		
(former	Director	of	the	CCAC	ins^tute,	San	Francisco) 

In	the	sixteenth	century,	the	cabinet	of	curiosi$es,	or	Wunderkammer,	emerged	as	a	novel	type	of	collec$on.		
Assembled	by	devoted	amateurs,	such	collec$ons	aimed	to	ins$ll	a	sense	of	wonder	in	the	spectator	by	presen$ng	
mysteries	of	nature	as	well	as	examples	of	humankind's	more	ingenious	technologies.		Drawing	no	dis$nc$on	
between	the	arts	and	sciences,	they	displayed	biological	specimens,	taxidermied	animals,	and	fossils	alongside	
pain$ngs	and	exquisitely	crared	ar$facts.		Included	in	the	"cabinet"	of	German	physician	Lorenz	Hoffman,	for	
example,	were	canvases	by	Albrecht	Durer	and	Lucas	Cranach,	a	selec$on	of	mummies	and	rare	musical	
instruments,	a	newborn's	skeleton,	and	a	microsculpture	consis$ng	of	two	dozen	spoons	concealed	within	a	cherry	
pit.	

In	the	interconnected	terrain	of	the	Wunderkammer,	all	such	items	were	linked	under	the	umbrella	of		
the	"marvelous."		Objects	were	not	exhibited	as	salient	illustra$ons	of	a	par$cular	class	or	category,	but	for	their	
ability	to	induce	feelings	of	awe—to	transform	the	viewer's	mental	state.		Works	of	surpassing	beauty	could	be	
considered	in	the	same	aesthe$c	arena	as	the	bizarre	and	the	grotesque;	indeed,	these	quali$es	were	frequently	
commingled	in	individual	displays,	such	as	the	tableaux	combining	fetuses,	flowers,	internal	organs,	and	skulls	that	
Frederik	Ruysch,	a	Dutch	anatomist,	created	for	his	Wunderkammer	in	Amsterdam.	

Over	the	last	decade,	the	model	of	the	cabinet	of	curiosi$es	has	assumed	growing	significance	as	a	point	of	
reference	for	a	number	of	ar$sts	whose	work	explores	and	some$mes	blurs	the	dis$nc$ons	between	aesthe$c	and	
scien$fic	displays.		At	first	glance,	this	contemporary	interest	in	the	Wunderkammer	is	itself	a	curious	
phenomenon.		In	an	age	of	high-tech	marvels,	why	have	ar$sts	suddenly	become	interested	in	this	suspect	
precursor	to	the	museum?		At	precisely	the	moment	when	digital	technologies	have	been	adopted	by	a	growing	
number	of	their	peers,	what	asrac$on	does	the	anachronis$c	vocabulary	of	the	curiosity	cabinet	possibly	hold?		
And,	one	wonders,	what	would	a	contemporary	Wunderkammer	be	like?	

Selected	from	the	Vicki	and	Kent	Logan	Collec$on,	the	artworks	in	this	exhibi$on	have	been	gathered	to	suggest	at	
least	one	possible	answer.		Spanning	diverse	media	including	pain$ng,	photography,	sculpture,	and	video,	they	
greet	the	viewer	with	a	parade	of	imagery	and	materials	that	are	oren	freakish	and	macabre—forensic	
photographs,	preserved	body	parts,	pharmaceu$cal	cabinets,	anatomical	displays,	and	uncanny	dioramas.		But	if	
these	contemporary	works	echo	the	Wunderkammer's	unbounded	eclec$cism,	perhaps	it	should	be	no	great	
surprise.		Heirs	to	a	postmodern	tradi$on	that	celebrates	cross-disciplinary	endeavors	and	the	dissolving	of	
boundaries,	many	ar$sts	working	today	may	find	that	the	curiosity	cabinet's	open-ended	modus	operandi	is	far	
closer	to	their	own	concerns	than	are	modernist	conceits	of	purity.	

But	where	the	original	cabinets	of	curiosi$es	induced	a	sense	of	awe	before	the	mysteries	of	the	world,	the	
contemporary	Wunderkammer	focuses	our	curiosity	in	a	different	direc$on.		Indeed,	rather	than	returning	to	the	
past	with	a	straight	face,	the	ar$sts	in	our	cabinet	proceed	from	an	assump$on	that	an	innocent	encounter	with	
the	marvelous	is	no	longer	possible,	or	even	desirable.		Instead,	their	work	seeks,	in	part,	to	prompt	a	self-reflexive	
engagement	with	the	rhetoric	of	wonder—the	very	cultural	mechanisms	that	frame	our	encounters	with	displays	
of	wondrous	images	and	objects.		In	the	process,	this	art	leads	us	on	a	profound,	if	oren	darkly	humorous,	journey	
into	the	heart	of	museum	culture.	

These	concerns	are	par$cularly	evident	in	works	that	borrow	and	poach	from	the	aesthe$cs	of	science,	natural	
history,	and	medical	museums	while	presen$ng	phenomena	that	arouse	curiosity	by	defying	our	familiar	systems	
of	classifica$on.		Michael	Joo,	whose	work	oren	addresses	"in	between"	iden$$es,	frequently	makes	use	of	a	
quasiscien$fic	vocabulary	in	order	to	explore	the	collapse	of	categorical	absolutes.		Joo's	Assisted,	2000,	a	large	
vitrine	that	houses	two	lifesized	sculptures	of	dogs,	ini$ally	suggests	a	naturalism	reminiscent	of	natural	history	
dioramas,	yet	the	work	chronicles	an	unnatural	history:		an	opening	on	one	of	the	dogs'	sides	reveals	a	steel	
pacemaker	nestled	amid	its	internal	organs.	

A CONTEMPORARY CABINET OF CURIOSITIES: Selections from 
the Vicki and Kent Logan Collection  
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Like	whales	that	roam	the	seas	wearing	radar-tracking	devices	or	barcoded	penguins	struyng	around		
the	arc$c,	Joo's	"assisted"	dog	is	a	hybrid	creature,	an	example	of	what	the	sociologist	Bruno	Latour		
has	labeled	"nature-cultures"—phenomena	that	conflate	our	categories	of	science,	technology,	culture,	
biology,	and	nature.		Roxy	Paine's	VibraHng	Field,	1998,	engages	similar	territory	in	presen$ng	a	bed		
of	handmade	"grass"	that	is	shaken	by	a	mechanical	apparatus.		While	Paine's	me$culously	crared	faux	
nature	is	userly	lifelike,	its	illusionis$c	power	is	diffused	by	its	machine-like	movements.		Rather	than	
appeal	to	us	as	a	marvelous	display	of	trompe	l’oeil,	its	effect	is	more	like	that	of	a	vaguely	ominous	
hallucina$on.		In	an	era	when	no	natural	process	on	the	planet	can	be	said	to	operate	beyond	the	range		
of	human	influence	and	technology,	it	seemingly	suggests	that	even	the	more	commonplace	forms	of	
"nature"	can	begin	to	seem	like	disconcer$ng	hybrids.	

Mixing	the	freakish	and	the	familiar,	Yasumasa	Morimura's	Monna	Lisa	in	the	Third	Place,	1998,	is,	like	
most	of	his	work,	an	unholy	composite	that	mixes	together	elements	of	pain$ng,	photography,	and	
performance;	Japanese	and	Western	art	history;	and	male	and	female	sexual	iconography.		Morimura's	
impersona$on	of	"La	Gioconda"	is	at	once	technically	marvelous	and	inevitably	doomed	to	failure—	
at	least	on	the	level	of	resemblance—due	to	the	ar$st's	male	body	and	Asian	features.		The	result	is		
a	provoca$ve	hybrid	icon	that	brings	into	cri$cal	focus	the	purist	codes—of	gender,	ethnicity,	and	
idealized	beauty—that	oren	inform	the	ways	we	look	at	art	history.	

The	final	panel	of	a	triptych,	Morimura's	Monna	Lisa	in	the	Third	Place	displays	a	belly	that	has	been	cut	
open,	in	the	style	of	a	prepared	medical	specimen,	to	reveal	a	fetus	curled	inside	her	womb.		This	image	
brings	to	mind	the	female	anatomical	models	made	for	Italian	medical	museums	in	the	seventeenth	and	
eighteenth	centuries	(and	s$ll	exhibited	today	in	Bologna	and	Florence).		The	bodies	of	these	wax	figures	
were	not	only	portrayed	with	their	interior	organs	open	to	view,	but	were	also	arrayed	in	poses	and	
costumes	borrowed	from	the	vocabulary	of	ero$c	art.		In	alluding	to	these	curiously	macabre	
mannequins,	Morimura	not	only	evokes	the	trace	of	necrophilia	underlying	male	defini$ons	of	passive	
female	beauty,	but	also	implicitly	ques$ons	the	supposed	objec$vity,	or	cultural	neutrality	of	scien$fic	
exhibits.	

Morimura's	photograph	also	reveals	the	close	historical	connec$on	between	the	medical	museum	and		
the	Wunderkammer,	in	which	visitors	tradi$onally	found	items	such	as	human	"horns,"	diseased	organs,	
and	other	displays	of	pathological	anatomy.		The	former	ins$tu$on,	of	course,	exists	for	the	purpose		
of	prac$cal	instruc$on,	but	in	gathering	the	unusual	and	the	anomalous—the	remains	of	giants	and	
dwarves,	lifecasts	of	Siamese	twins,	giant	tumors	floa$ng	in	glass	pots—it	inadvertently	con$nues		
the	tradi$on	of	the	curiosity	cabinet.	

Mat	Collishaw's	Bullet	Hole,	1988/99,	updates	and	reworks	this	peculiar	aesthe$c.		Composed	of	fireen	
transparencies	mounted	on	light	boxes,	it	treats	a	forensic	image	of	a	head	wound	with	the	majes$c	scale	
of	history	pain$ng.		Like	Morimura's	picture,	Bullet	Hole	also	features	a	bodily	opening	that	conjures	both	
violence	and	a	morbid	ero$cism.		But	instead	of	revealing	the	body's	unseen	interior—as	though	making	it	
accessible	to	the	light	of	scien$fic	knowledge—Collishaw’s	picture	leaves	us	on	the	surface,	an	uncertain	
and	ambiguous	visual	terrain	where	our	curiosity	is	divided	by	our	repulsion	and	moral	unease.	

The	banal	face	of	death	also	confronts	the	viewer	of	Damien	Hirst's	Philip	(The	Twelve	Disciples),	1994,	a	
sculpture	consis$ng	of	a	severed	bull’s	head	displayed	in	a	glass	tank.		As	in	many	of	his	best-known	
works,	Hirst	uses	the	vitrine	here	as	a	visual	technology	for	distancing	us	from	its	contents,	thus	
transforming	a	common	sight	from	an	abasoir	into	a	ghostly	medita$on	on	a	type	of	curiosity	that		
drives	us	to	kill	living	things	in	order	to	study	and	understand	them.		Also	encased	in	glass,	Hirst's		
Do	you	know	what	I	like	about	you?,	1994,	a	monumental	pain$ng	lisered	with	vibrantly	colored	
buserflies,	similarly		invokes	the	interrela$ons	among	display,	arrested	life,	and	the	dream	of	encyclopedic	
knowledge.		Hin$ng	at	the	darker	roots	of	our	urge	to	collect	and	preserve,	this	work	reminds	us	of	the	
museum’s	fatal	limita$ons	as	a	repository	of	experience	and	knowledge.	

Works	like	those	by	Collishaw	and	Hirst	do	not	address	death	as	some	kind	of	ul$mate	mystery	but		
look	at	the	consequences	of	how	it	is	represented.		This	is	also	a	mo$f	evident	in	Katharina	Fritsch's	
contribu$ons	to	our	cabinet.		Her	porcelain	Totenkopf	(Skull),	1997/98;	Warengestell	mit	Gehirnen	
(Display	Stand	with	Brains),	1989/97;	and	Serie	Mensch	II	(Human	Series	II),	1997,	a	silk	screen	juxtaposing	
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images	of	a	naked	female	figure	and	a	skeleton,	cross-reference	a	range	of	death-related	imagery,	
including	historical	medical	exhibits	and	the	tradi$on	of	the	vanitas	s$ll	life.		But	whereas	the	image	of	the	
skull	or	skeleton	tradi$onally	provoked	fear	and	excitement	and	could	serve	as	a	sermon	on	the	transience	
of	earthly	life,	Fritsch's	artworks	also	call	to	mind	the	ubiquity	of	these	icons	as	Halloween	kitsch	and	
novelty	store	favorites.	

By	draining	the	spectre	of	mortality	of	its	tradi$onal	emo$onal	charge,	mul$ples	such	as	Skull	and	Human	
Series	II	lead	us	to	wonder	not	about	death	but	about	the	impact	of	mass-produced	imagery	on	our	own	
capacity	for	meaningful	response.		Likewise,	the	numerous	whitewashed	brains	on	Fritsch's	Display	Stand	
with	Brains	do	not	conjure	thoughts	related	to	the	frailty	of	the	flesh	so	much	as	they	suggest	a	process	of	
mindless	replica$on.		Yet	another	sculpture	by	Hirst,	Rehab	is	for	quiMers,	1998-99,	which	features	a	
model	of	a	human	skeleton	equipped	with	Ping	Pong	ball	eyes	that	spin	on	jets	of	compressed	air,	touches	
on	similar	terrain	white	striking	a	more	explicitly	an$c	note.		Rather	than	evoke	eternity,	the	skeleton's	
animated	features	convey	a	vision	of	endless	repe$$on.	

Sigmund	Freud	linked	the	compulsion	to	repeat	with	the	death	drive,	as	well	as	with	our	asempts	to	
achieve	a	sense	of	mastery	and	control	over	our	environment	(obsessive	collec$ng,	of	course,	is	a	classic	
example	of	such	behavior).		That	associa$on	seems	to	hover	over	Tony	Cragg's	Zooid,	1991,	a	sculpture	
consis$ng	of	two	metal	baskets,	each	of	which	contains	what	appear	to	be	the	fragmented	remains	of	a	
porcelain	$ger	and	a	porcelain	leopard.		The	animals'	likenesses	have	been	both	duplicated	and	destroyed	
as	if	hin$ng	at	a	link	between	the	two	states.		(The	work's	$tle,	it	is	worth	no$ng,	invokes	a	process	of	
undifferen$ated	reproduc$on:		a	zooid	is	one	of	the	asexually	produced	individuals	belonging	to	a	
compound	organism	such	as	a	coral	colony.)		And	while	Cragg's	sculpture	exudes	an	almost	inevitable	air	
of	melancholy	by	invoking	the	loss	of	the	exo$c	image	or	curiosity-provoking	specimen,	it	also	shirs	our	
focus	elsewhere—toward	our	own	imagina$ve	ac$vity	of	reconstruc$on	and	interpreta$on.	

The	mo$fs	of	reproduc$on	and	duplica$on	in	the	above-men$oned	works	underscore	a	significant	way		
in	which	their	authors	have	reworked	the	curiosity	cabinet's	underlying	aesthe$c—because,	almost	by	
defini$on,	the	curious	object	is	singular	in	nature.		It	holds	us	spellbound	precisely	because	we	have	seen	
nothing	like	it.		When	Charles	Willson	Peale,	who	in	the	early	nineteenth	century	opened	the	first	public	
museum	in	the	United	States,	declared	that,	"Here	should	be	seen	no	duplicates,"	he	was	echoing	the	
sen$ments	of	his	Wunderkammer	forebears.	

For	a	postmodern	sensibility,	however,	curiosity	is	aroused	not	only	by	the	singular,	but	also	by	the	effects	
of	mul$plica$on.		Several	contributors	to	this	exhibi$on	explore	this	shir	in	works	that	lead	us		
to	reconsider	the	ways	our	aesthe$c	responses	are	shaped	by	a	culture	of	mass	media.	

Perhaps	more	than	any	other	ar$st	in	our	cabinet,	Tony	Oursler	has	consistently	engaged	this	theme	in	
works	that	invoke	the	psychological	fall-out	of	living	in	a	cultural	milieu	dominated	by	images	from	film	
and	television.		In	Oursler's	oeuvre,	this	media-saturated	environment	is	oren	represented	as	a	death	
culture.		In	a	series	of	1998	works,	he	projected	scrolling	texts	about	the	aesthe$cs	of	death	onto	plaster	
skulls,	upda$ng	the	vanitas	tradi$on	in	order	to	explore	the	hysteria	nurtured	by	media	rhetoric.	

Oursler's	contribu$on	to	our	exhibi$on	also	draws	on	the	uncanny	and	the	macabre	in	medita$ng	on		
the	rela$onship	between	images	and	consciousness.		Half	(Brain),	1998,	features	a	video	projec$on		
of	a	talking	head	that	is	split	into	two	separate	hemispheres,	with	a	mindless	mouth	musering	a	
phantasmagoric	text	that	alternately	alludes	to	bodily	sensa$ons	and	the	reproduc$on	of	images.		A	
striking	emblem	of	a	divided,	disembodied	consciousness,	Half	(Brain)	is	a	portrait	of	the	television	couch	
potato,	recast	as	an	exhibit	from	a	carnival	sideshow.		Television	turns	us	all	into	ghostly	freaks,	Oursler	
implies,	zombies	possessed	by	a	mul$tude	of	media-derived	personali$es.	

With	its	recurrent	images	of	death	and	disaster,	as	well	as	the	displays	of	bizarre	behavior	celebrated		
by	talk	shows,	television	func$ons	in	our	culture	as	a	kind	of	degraded	Wunderkammer,	an	electronic	
cabinet	that	does	not	inspire	curiosity	so	much	as	it	buries	it	alive	in	an	avalanche	of	disconnected	
informa$on.		While	the	humble	vitrine	lacks	the	spectacular	effects	of	television,	it	can	nevertheless	be	
considered	its	historical	precursor,	par$cularly	in	the	way	it	transforms	a	displayed	object	into	a	virtual	
reproduc$on,	an	image	of	itself	that	exists	in	a	metaphysical	space	separate	from	that	of	the	spectator.		
And,	like	television,	the	vitrine	transforms	us	into	a	detached,	incorporeal	eye,	safety	distanced	from	the	
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And,	like	television,	the	vitrine	transforms	us	into	a	detached,	incorporeal	eye,	safety	distanced	from	the	
physical	world	by	the	shield	of	a	glass	screen.	

Encasing	a	collec$on	of	knives	and	small	figura$ve	sculptures,	the	vitrine	in	Juan	Munoz's	The	Crossroads	
Cabinets:	November,	1999,	implicitly	addresses	this	voyeuris$c	rela$onship.		While	the	shelves	exhibi$ng	
variously	sized	knives	recall	the	displays	of	weaponry	and	armor	that	were	oren	featured	in	
Wunderkammer,	Munoz	shirs	our	asen$on	away	from	the	lethal	crarsmanship	on	view	by	adding	
enigma$c	groupings	of	figurines.		Oren	arranged	so	that	their	backs	face	the	spectator,	these	figures	
engage	us	in	a	theatrical,	yet	miniaturized,	experience	of	uncertainty.		As	the	work's	$tle	suggests,	we	
witness	a	scene	where	meanings	are	in	transi$on,	suspended	at	an	intersec$on	of	possibili$es;	our	
curiosity	is	provoked	not	by	the	appearance	of	wondrous	objects,	but	by	a	par$al	narra$ve	that	only	we	
can	complete.	

In	other	words,	Munoz's	The	Crossroads	Cabinets:	November	invites	us	to	experience	wonder	as	a	form	of	
wondering,	reaching	out	toward	the	unknown	through	a	process	of	feeling,	musing,	and	specula$ng.		
Whereas	the	typical	museum	vitrine	is	an	emblem	for	the	packaging	of	ra$onally	acquired	knowledge,	
Munoz's	vitrine	underscores	our	voyeuris$c	posi$on	in	order	to	affirm	the	necessity	of	our	subjec$ve	
responses—which	are	required	by	the	very	fact	of	our	problema$c	access	to	the	work's	content.		The	
vitrine	here	becomes	a	vehicle	not	for	the	display	of	truth,	but	for	a	laboratory	where	compe$ng	
proposi$ons	may	be	tested	indefinitely.	

In	this	respect,	Munoz's	The	Crossroads	Cabinets:	November—along	with	the	other	works	in	this	
exhibi$on—looks	back	to	a	specific	legacy	of	the	Wunderkammer.		Caught	between	a	historical	transi$on	
from	an	age	of	marvels	to	the	Age	of	Reason,	from	the	reign	of	theology	to	that	of	science,	the	
Wunderkammer	was	also	a	forum	in	which	the	meaning	of	objects	hovered	in	suspense.		As	cultural	
historian	Stephen	Bann	has	pointed	out,	it	embodied	neither	the	religious	nor	the	scien$fic	viewpoint,		
but	instead	navigated	and	slipped	between	the	two,	fusing	their	horizons	in	an	uncertain	seman$c	arena.	

At	a	moment	when	we	have	become	highly	skep$cal	toward	no$ons	of	absolute	knowledge	and	scien$fic	
objec$vity,	it	is	precisely	this	fluid	aspect	of	the	Wunderkammer—its	status	as	a	place	where	meanings	are	
nego$ated	rather	than	set	in	stone—that	makes	it	an	asrac$ve	rhetorical	model	for	contemporary	ar$sts.		
In	exchange	for	sacrificing	our	dead	certain$es,	their	work	offers	us	the	lively	possibility	of	spectacles	that	
elicit	and	engage	our	own	contribu$ons	as	viewers,	rather	than	simply	inspiring	a	slack-jawed	
astonishment	or	awe.	

Finally,	the	works	in	this	exhibi$on	inevitably	play	on	the	ambivalent	character	of	wonder	itself.		
Tradi$onally,	we	may	think	of	wonder	as	a	benign	state,	but	it,	too,	is	a	type	of	hybrid—an	unsesling	
mixture	of	contrary	feelings.		"When	we	wonder,"	literary	cri$c	Stephen	Greenblas	has	observed,	"we		
do	not	yet	know	if	we	love	or	hate	the	object	at	which	we	are	marveling;	we	do	not	know	if	we	should	
embrace	it	or	flee	from	it."	Ini$ally	inseparable	on	an	experien$al	level,	these	dissimilar	responses—	
of	fascina$on	and	repulsion,	curiosity	and	uneasiness—form	an	integral	part	of	our	encounter	with	the	
various	works	in	our	cabinet.	

And	in	the	forking	paths	of	self-reflexive	wonder	that	these	works	may	engender,	we	find	twis$ng	routes	
to	moments	of	discovery.		Indeed,	it	is	by	displaying	the	contradictory	nature	of	our	reac$ons	that	works	
such	as	these	reveal	each	of	us	to	be	a	kind	of	psychological	Wunderkammer,	an	eclec$c	home	to	diverse	
aytudes	and	hybrid	desires.		In	doing	so,	they	ul$mately	renew	our	curiosity—not	so	much	at	the	marvels	
of	the	world,	however,	as	at	the	mechanisms	of	display	and	response	that	define	and	elaborate	that	
ul$mate	cabinet	of	curiosi$es:		our	divided	selves.	



�126

Catalogue	essay	by	Roger	Bevan,	Art	Historian	&	Director,	Exhibi^on	Circle,	London 

Now	that	Britain's	young	ar$sts	have	become	celebri$es—their	images	and	ac$vi$es	coa$ng	the	pages	of	lifestyle	
magazines,	treated	with	affec$on	by	the	tabloid	press,	and	on	first-name	terms	with	that	barometer	of	popular	culture,	
the	London	taxi	driver—it	is	temp$ng	to	forget	that	a	decade	ago	the	climate	for	contemporary	art	in	Britain	was	bleak	
and	hos$le.	

Such	was	the	venom	of	the	$mes	that	the	Tate	Gallery	was	ready	to	shelve	the	Turner	Prize,	its	annual	contemporary	
art	award	inaugurated	in	1984,	as	a	public	rela$ons	disaster.		Yet	in	the	last	five	years	it	has	become	one	of	the	
cherished	fixtures	of	the	season,	asrac$ng	ever	larger	and	more	genuinely	curious	crowds.		In	an	unexpected	twist	of	
taste,	the	public's	imagina$on,	so	long	resistant	to	the	visual	arts,	has	become	enthralled	by	this	younger	genera$on	
that	comprises	the	first	genuine	art	scene	to	have	arrived	in	London	since	David	Hockney	and	his	Pop	art	
contemporaries	graduated	from	the	Royal	College	of	Art	in	1962.	

Looking	back	ten	years,	the	phenomenon	of	Young	Bri$sh	Art	with	its	rich	cast	of	personali$es	and	the	quality	and	
variety	of	their	work	could	have	been	glimpsed,	but	the	pace	of	their	emergence	and	the	resilience	with	which	they	
have	maintained	an	irresis$ble	momentum	could	hardly	have	been	an$cipated.	

With	postwar	Bri$sh	art	compiling	a	record	of	achievement	more	consistently	innova$ve	than	any	other	European	
school,	these	young	ar$sts	did	not	emerge	in	a	vacuum.		They	inherited	a	powerful	legacy	shaped	by	several	preceding	
genera$ons	of	ar$sts.		Francis	Bacon,	Richard	Hamilton,	Patrick	Caulfield,	Richard	Long,	and	Tony	Cragg	supplied	
models	to	follow	or	to	react	against.		But	they	also	acquired	a	more	unusual	situa$on,	a	unique	moment	in	Bri$sh	
culture	that	may	have	been	an	even	more	vital	ingredient	in	their	gene$c	composi$on.	

In	swir	succession,	a	series	of	social	upheavals	had	taken	place	during	their	childhood	and	adolescence.		The	liberal	
aytudes	of	the	six$es	were	displaced	by	the	nihilis$c	individualism	of	the	seven$es.		This	mood	in	turn	was	harnessed	
by	Thatcherism	at	the	end	of	that	decade.	

On	the	face	of	it,	punk	and	Margaret	Thatcher	make	an	unlikely	alliance,	but	yob	culture	and	enterprise	culture	were	
both	reforming	movements	that	targeted	stagnant	and	bloated	ins$tu$ons.		The	pretensions	of	a	sor,	velvet	
dreamscape	was	punk's	vic$m.		Thatcher	challenged	and	destroyed	the	legacy	of	state	interven$on	and	the	closed	
workshop	of	the	Trades	Union	Conference.		Both	developments	had	far-reaching	consequences	for	Bri$sh	society	in	the	
eigh$es	and	in	some	respects	Young	Bri$sh	Art	is	one	of	their	products,	blending	a	D-I-Y	(do-it-yourself)	aytude	with	a	
healthy	irreverence	for	tradi$onal	Bri$sh	values.	

Honing	this	legacy	was	an	art	school	curriculum	at	once	refreshing	and	empowering.		At	Goldsmiths	in	par$cular,	and	
to	some	extent	at	other	London	art	colleges,	a	new	educa$on	based	upon	ideas	rather	than	tradi$onal	skills	was	
introduced.		Separate	departments	were	abolished	and	a	communal	studio	system	was	encouraged,	leading	to	a	
vola$le	atmosphere	of	exposure	and	cri$cism.		Students	were	invited	to	seek	out	what	they	wanted	from	a	
kaleidoscopic	menu	of	choices.	

Even	more	important,	tutors	were	prac$cing	ar$sts	with	an	experience	of	commercial	ac$vity.		Students	following	the	
degree	course	at	Goldsmiths,	for	example,	would	have	had	access	at	different	$mes	to	John	Thompson,	who	had	
invented	the	new	curriculum,	and	to	Michael	Craig-Mar$n,	Richard	Wentworth,	Mark	Wallinger,	and	Julian	Opie,	whose	
own	degree	show	caused	a	ripple	in	1982.		From	them,	students	obtained	a	realis$c	appraisal	of	the	opera$ons	of	the	
art	world	and	its	marketplace.		A	degree	course	became	a	con$nuous	opportunity	to	exhibit	and	the	degree	show	itself	
was	conceived	as	an	exci$ng	visual	event.		Now	that	every	student	brings	the	polish	of	the	Basel	Art	Fair	to	his	degree	
show,	it	is	difficult	to	remember	that	ten	years	ago	such	a	self-consciously	professional	presenta$on	was	a	novelty.	

NOW IT’S MY TURN TO SCREAM: Works by Contemporary Brit ish 
Artists from the Logan Collection  

HAINES GALLERY, SAN FRANCISCO, SEPTEMBER 9 - OCTOBER 9, 1999
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Tempering	the	glimpse	of	a	promised	land	of	galleries,	exhibi$ons,	and	sales	was	the	gloomy	assessment	that	Britain	
may	have	been	responsive	to	innova$ons	in	literature,	music,	and	theater,	but	did	not	care	greatly	for	contemporary	
visual	arts.		This	inferior	status	was	reinforced	by	a	government	that	had	frozen	or	cut	budgets	to	museums	and	other	
arts	organiza$ons.	

For	the	ar$sts	who	had	developed	an	aytude	to	grab	whatever	they	wanted	rather	than	wait	in	line,	this	situa$on	
proved	to	be	invigora$ng	rather	than	dispiri$ng.		If	there	was	nothing	to	gain,	there	was	absolutely	nothing	to	lose,	and	
so	no	reason	not	to	get	on	with	it.		They	screamed	for	asen$on,	and	they	got	it.	

Within	a	month	of	the	college's	degree	show	in	June	1988,	seventeen	Goldsmiths	graduates	and	students	staged	their	
own	exhibi$on	in	a	former	Port	of	London	Authority	boathouse	in	Surrey	Docks	on	the	south	bank	of	the	river	Thames	
facing	Canary	Wharf.		The	docklands	were	riddled	with	derelict	proper$es	and	this	par$cular	building	was	discovered	by	
Angus	Fairhurst	and	Damien	Hirst,	who	took	charge	of	the	collec$ve	enterprise	and	orchestrated	it	with	customary	
energy	and	vision.		And	so	the	opening	scene	in	the	narra$ve	of	Young	Bri$sh	Art,	as	it	would	come	to	be	seen	in	
retrospect,	was	primed	to	take	place.	

En$tled	Freeze—in	order	to	suggest	that	it	was	freezing	a	par$cular	moment	in	art—the	exhibi$on	grouped,	for	the	first	
$me	beyond	college	walls,	Angela	Bulloch,	Mat	Collishaw,	Ian	Davenport,	Anya	Gallaccio,	Gary	Hume,	Michael	Landy,	
Abigail	Lane,	Sarah	Lucas,	Richard	Paserson,	Simon	Paserson,	and	Fiona	Rae,	in	addi$on	to	Fairhurst,	Hirst,	and	several	
other	ar$sts	whose	careers	have	failed	to	develop.		The	quality	of	the	work	was	varied,	but	with	Hirst's	talent	for	making	
a	noise	and	asrac$ng	publicity,	the	exhibi$on	generated	a	genuine	sense	of	excitement	in	London's	contemporary	art	
world	and	set	a	benchmark	for	other	group	events	that	would	be	organized	during	the	next	two	or	three	seasons.	

Exhibi$ons	staged	by	ar$sts	are	hardly	unfamiliar	in	the	history	of	modern	art,	but	for	Hirst	and	his	colleagues	to	have	
launched	their	careers	with	such	an	event	was	unprecedented.		Enhanced	by	the	raw	environment	in	which	the	work	
was	displayed,	the	exhibi$on	exuded	a	mood	of	confidence,	an	undeniable	sense	of	poten$al,	and	a	team	spirit	that	
contrasted	with	the	stand-alone	aytude	of	the	previous	genera$on	of	ar$sts	who	were	playing	out	their	careers	
through	a	program	of	solo	exhibi$ons.		Importantly,	on	this	occasion	the	entrepreneurial	was	preceding	the	
ins$tu$onal.	

Like	the	first	performance	of	Igor	Stravinsky's	The	Rite	of	Spring	in	1913,	Freeze	was	in	fact	seen	by	a	frac$on	of	the	
audience	that	claims	to	have	visited	it.		Beyond	an	inner	circle	in	London's	contemporary	art	world,	it	asracted	lisle	
asen$on	at	the	$me,	warran$ng	just	three	short	press	no$ces.		But	the	ar$sts	cleverly	extended	its	shelf	life	by	
publishing	a	catalogue	that	gave	wider	circula$on	to	their	venture	and	helped	to	invent	the	nearly	mythic	stature	this	
project	subsequently	assumed.	

Three	further	events	staged	by	Carl	Freedman	and	Billee	Sellman	at	Building	One,	a	former	Peak	Freens	biscuit	factory	in	
Bermondsey,	followed	in	1990.		In	chronological	order,	they	were	Modern	Medicine,	which	was	co-organized	by	Hirst;	
Gambler,	at	which	Hirst	previewed	A	Thousand	Years,	his	notorious	"fly-killer	sculpture";	and	Market,	an	exhibi$on	of	
Michael	Landy's	stacked	bread	trays	and	display	stalls.		Each	of	these	occasions	was	accompanied	by	a	catalogue	
documen$ng	the	work	and	the	installa$on.	

As	the	Market	publica$on	makes	clear,	within	two	years	of	gradua$on	Landy	had	assembled	a	resume	covering	two	full	
pages.		He	had	already	been	given	solo	exhibi$ons	at	the	Grey	Art	Gallery	in	New	York,	with	Karsten	Schubert	in	London,	
with	Studio	Marconi	in	Milan,	and	with	Tanja	Grunert	in	Cologne.		In	addi$on	he	had	par$cipated	in	fourteen	group	
shows,	and	nearly	firy	ar$cles	had	men$oned	or	reviewed	his	work.		Such	an	extraordinary	record	of	asen$on	was	
matched	by	most	of	the	Freeze	par$cipants	and	illustrates	just	how	speedily	this	circle	of	ar$sts	began	to	achieve	
domes$c	and	interna$onal	recogni$on.	

Winning	publicity	was	one	of	the	lessons	these	ar$sts	had	absorbed	at	college.		Usually	such	business	remained	the	
responsibility	of	an	agent	or	ins$tu$on,	but	Hirst	and	his	colleagues	took	their	cue	from	two	influen$al	examples:		Andy	
Warhol,	who	had	visited	London	the	year	before	his	death	in	connec$on	with	a	widely	reported	exhibi$on	of	his	final	
self-portraits;	and	Charles	Saatchi,	an	adver$sing	execu$ve	who	would	shortly	feature	very	prominently	in	their	careers.		
Surprisingly,	the	creden$als	of	Gilbert	+	George,	whose	strategies	for	seeking	asen$on	and	staging	events	beyond	the	
boundaries	of	the	art	world	might	have	wrisen	Freeze's	agenda,	were	ignored	for	the	$me	being.	

Long	before	he	had	made	an	investment	in	their	work,	Charles	Saatchi	had	become	a	driving	force	in	contemporary	art	
circles	in	London	and	abroad.		In	1985,	he	opened	his	private	museum	in	a	converted	paint	factory	in	St.	John's	Wood	
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and	embarked	upon	a	highly	significant	program	of	exhibi$ons.		He	borrowed	the	warehouse	model	from	the	Dia	Center	
for	the	Arts	and	the	downtown	galleries	in	New	York.		This	would	in	turn	provide	a	blueprint	for	Surrey	Docks	and	Building	
One.	

Just	as	important	as	Saatchi's	art-market	ac$vity	was	his	business	philosophy,	as	charted	by	Ivan	Fallon	in	The	Rise	and	Rise	
of	the	Saatchi	Empire.		This	biography	of	Charles	and	his	brother	Maurice	revealed	an	insa$able	appe$te	for	power	and	a	
megalomaniac	desire	to	construct	the	largest	adver$sing	agency	in	the	world	from	a	small	office	in	Camden.		Such	burning	
ambi$on,	and	the	speed	with	which	it	happened,	appealed	to	Hirst	and	his	companions,	who	applied	Saatchi's	skill	in	
public	rela$ons	to	their	own	situa$on.		They	planned	lavish	dinners,	published	lists	of	patrons,	frequented	drinking	clubs,	
and	planted	stories	in	the	press.	

In	September	1988,	three	Freeze	par$cipants	received	their	commercial	bap$sm	in	a	group	show	staged	by	Fitzrovia	dealer	
Karsten	Schubert,	who	had	signed	Gary	Hume	and	Michael	Landy	to	his	research	and	development	gallery	during	their	
degree	show	three	months	before.		The	third	par$cipant,	Ian	Davenport,	had	joined	the	pres$gious	Waddington	Galleries.		
During	the	exhibi$on	Charles	Saatchi	made	his	first	move	as	a	supporter	of	Young	Bri$sh	Art	by	commissioning	three	new	
door	pain$ngs	from	Hume.	

Saatchi's	subsequent	rela$onship	with	Young	Bri$sh	Art	has	brought	publicity	and	controversy	in	equal	measure.		His	
interven$on	rescued	Rachel	Whiteread's	Ghost	(1990)—created	for	an	exhibi$on	at	the	Chisenhale	Gallery—from	
probable	destruc$on,	and	supplied	the	funds	with	which	Damien	Hirst	was	able	to	realize	The	Physical	Impossibility	of	
Death	in	the	Mind	of	Someone	Living	(1991).		"The	shark	sculpture,"	as	this	most	enduring	image	is	popularly	known,	stood	
at	the	center	of	Young	BriHsh	ArHsts	1,	a	1992	Saatchi-sponsored	exhibi$on	that	launched	the	series	of	exhibi$ons	
dedicated	to	those	new	ar$sts	whose	works	he	had	begun	to	accumulate.		Undoubtedly	he	accelerated	their	careers	and	
supplied	a	stage	for	promo$ng	their	art.		But	at	the	same	$me	he	may	unwiyngly	have	delayed	the	involvement	of	the	
Bri$sh	public	collec$ons	that	were	reluctant	to	be	seen	endorsing	his	taste.	

Ten	years	later,	Young	Bri$sh	Art,	as	it	has	come	to	be	officially	known	for	want	of	a	beser	descrip$ve	$tle,	has	graduated	
from	the	warehouse	and	percolated	into	museums.		It	has	taken	over	the	Turner	Prize,	producing	as	winners,	Rachel	
Whiteread	(1993),	Damien	Hirst	(1995),	Douglas	Gordon	(1996),	Gillian	Wearing	(1997),	and	Chris	Ofili	(1998).		Tracey	
Emin,	Steve	McQueen,	Steven	Pippin,	and	Jane	and	Louise	Wilson	have	been	short-listed	for	1999.		It	appears	to	have	been	
adopted	by	the	Bri$sh	Pavilion	at	the	Venice	Biennale,	which	showed	Whiteread	in	1997	and	Gary	Hume	in	1999.		
Incidentally,	Hirst	was	offered,	but	declined,	the	invita$on.	

Despite	its	notoriety,	a	proper	defini$on	of	the	subject	remains	as	elusive	as	it	always	has	been.		There	is	no	single	group—
although	there	are	insiders	and	outsiders—no	manifesto,	no	stylis$c	homogeneity.		In	keeping	with	Britain's	mul$-cultural	
society,	the	new	Bri$sh	ar$st	is	as	likely	to	come	from	Canada,	Nigeria,	or	Pakistan	as	from	Kent	or	Newcastle.		Even	the	
graduates	of	Goldsmiths,	which	has	supplied	more	than	half	of	the	crea$ve	talent,	were	taught	by	different	tutors	and	
graduated	in	different	years.		These	varia$ons	make	the	situa$on	all	the	more	intriguing	to	watch.	

But	there	is	common	ground	to	be	found	in	an	aytude,	in	the	philosophy	for	being	an	ar$st,	in	the	tradi$onal	Bri$sh	skill	
for	inven$ng	and	making	things,	and	in	a	peculiarly	Bri$sh	balance	between	high-mindedness	and	self-depreca$on.		For	
this	genera$on	of	Bri$sh	ar$sts	in	par$cular,	it	is	difficult	to	make	an	unequivocally	profound	statement	without	taking	the	
piss,	usually	at	their	own	expense.	
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	Catalogue	essay	by	Larry	Rinder,	Director,	Berkeley	Art	Museum		 	 	 	 	
(former	Director,	CCAC	Ins^tute) 

Someone	once	said	that	as	long	as	you	think	of	the	sky	as	"up,"	everything	is	fine,	but	once	you	realize	that	the	
sky	is	also	"down,"	things	change	drama$cally.		Try	it:		go	outside,	preferably	on	a	clear	night,	and	look	"up,"	then	
consciously	change	your	percep$on	so	that	you	are	looking	"down"	into	the	darkness.		That	vast,	comfor$ng	
blanket	of	air,	clouds,	and	stars	transforms	into	a	gaping	abyss	from	which	you	are	protected	by	the	merest	and	
most	invisible	of	forces:		gravity.		You	feel	it	in	your	body—your	heart	quickens,	your	muscles	tense.		We	know	
that	space	is	an	infinite	void,	but	when	you	suddenly	feel	yourself	"falling	into"	it,	the	issue	becomes	much	more	
urgent	and	personal.		The	body	in	space	is	a	vulnerable	thing.	

The	body	is	an	exposed	organ:		pulsing,	febrile,	permeable.		We	clothe	it	and	protect	it	in	shelters	of	various	
kinds.		Only	our	utmost	familiarity	with	and	automa$c	responsiveness	to	the	everyday	hazards	of	speeding	cars,	
wet	cement,	chipped	wine	glasses,	and	so	forth	save	us	from	being	swept	away	in	an	ocean	of	anxiety.		As	for	the	
truly	sick	and	dying,	they	are	rarely	seen.		Our	culture	sequesters	those	whose	bodies	are	threatened;	we	push	
away	the	image	of	decomposi$on.		But	the	repressed,	of	course,	always	returns.		The	media	frenzy	surrounding	
John	Glenn's	celebrated	return	to	space	to	research	the	effects	of	zero	gravity	on	the	aging	body	exemplifies	our	
culture's	current	fascina$on	with	the	body	in	a	void,	the	body	as	its	boundaries	are	lost,	as	it	returns	to	space,	as	
it	falls	into	the	sky.		The	wide-ranging	artworks	in	this	exhibi$on,	all	made	in	the	last	five	years,	embody	a	
diversity	of	responses	to	this	common	theme.	

The	literal,	physical	body	is	only	the	star$ng	point.		What	really	arises,	what	determines	the	par$cular	forms	of	
these	works,	is	the	body	as	it	is	felt—our	awareness	of	the	body	as	a	vehicle	for	consciousness.		Usually,	the	
contours	of	consciousness	approximate	the	contours	of	the	body.		We	imagine	ourselves	to	be	in	ourselves.		But	
to	be	"spaced	out"	is	to	be	elsewhere.		When	the	mind	wanders,	where	does	it	go?		Does	the	body	possess	a	
gravity	that	holds	the	mind	in	place?		If	so,	what	if	that	gravity	were	to	fail?		In	addi$on	to	exploring	deep	
undercurrents	of	anxiety	about	the	body	in	space	and	about	consciousness	in	the	space	of	the	body,	works	in	this	
exhibi$on	touch	on	the	coherence	and	dispersion	of	the	body	poli$c.	

The	first	thing	to	no$ce	here	is	the	imagery	of	the	body	in	isola$on.		In	works	by	Ron	Mueck,	Sharon	Lockhart,	
and	Guo	Wei,	the	figure	is	suspended	in	a	void—a	void	that	seems	to	be	of	equal	parts	physical,	psychological,	
and	social.	

Ron	Mueck's	UnHtled	(Man	Under	Cardigan)	is	a	painstakingly	fabricated,	reduced-scale	model	of	a	man	huddling	
under	a	small,	blue,	knit	cardigan.		Art	cri$c	John	McEwen	described	the	piece	pithily:		“Everyone	peeps	at	poor	
naked	Tom	under	his	grubby	cardy,	this	meagre	shelter	rendering	him	all	the	more	vulnerable;	the	stuff	of	
nightmares."	

Mueck	himself	has	only	recently	emerged	as	an	ar$st,	having	worked	as	a	fabricator	of	Muppets	and	other	
creatures	for	the	adver$sing	campaigns	of	Smirnoff,	Kit-Kat,	and	Schweppes.		His	transforma$on	into	an	ar$st	
occurred	arer	the	death	of	his	father,	who	was	halfway	around	the	world,	in	Australia,	when	he	died.		Mueck,	in	
an	effort	to	embody	the	absent	corpse	and	create	“something	to	fill	in	the	space	of	that	empty	experience,”	
made	Dead	Dad,	a	childsize	plas$c	replica	of	his	father’s	naked	body.	

Man	Under	Cardigan,	like	Dead	Dad,	elicits	our	empathy	through	a	shir	in	scale:		in	gazing	at	these	diminu$ve	
adults	we	become	like	gods,	or	grownups	watching	over	children.		Our	greater	size	implies	a	broader	perspec$ve,	
as	if	to	say,	"Sure,	these	blokes	are	pathe$c,	vulnerable,	and	scared	.	.	.	they’re	Hny!”		But	these	feelings	of	
superiority	and	self-sa$sfac$on	don't	last	long,	because	the	trick	is	so	self-evident.		As	you	iden$fy	with	the	lisle	
man	hiding	under	a	child's	sweater,	you	can	feel	your	own	body	shrinking,	collapsing	ver$ginously	into	the	hollow	
depths	of	anxiety	and	paranoia.		Mueck	reminds	us	that	we	are	just	as	mortal,	just	as	alone,	and	oren	just	as	
scared	as	these	plas$c	mannequins.		But,	worse	yet,	we	don't	admit	it.	
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Guo	Wei's	oil	pain$ng,	Mosquito	&	Moth	3,	resonates	with	Mueck's	sculpture	by	presen$ng	an	isolated	
figure	anxiously	facing	the	world.		Guo's	work	depicts	a	youth	at	a	par$cular	age,	which	the	ar$st	
describes	as	"irrita$ng,"	somewhere	between	a	child	and	an	adult,	awkward	in	body	and	in	mind.	In	this	
image,	the	figure	is	almost	completely	exposed	to	his	environment,	an	environment	so	empty	that	it	is	
threatening	more	by	way	of	its	user	vacuity	than	by	any	evil	atmosphere.		Guo's	world	is	empty	of	
sen$ment,	of	culture,	of	reassurance	of	any	kind.		The	look	on	the	face	of	this	boy	is	one	of	bewilderment,	
as	if	he	has	suddenly	realized	he	is	the	bus	of	a	cruel	joke,	the	joke	of	existence.		Like	Mueck's	cardigan,	
the	narrow	slip	covering	the	boy's	genitals	appears	to	be	a	token	asempt	to	stave	off	the	indignity	of	total	
exposure.	

Sharon	Lockhart's	four-part	photographic	work,	On	Kawara:		Whole	and	Parts,	1964/1995,	Museum	of	
Contemporary	Art	Tokyo,	January	24-April	5,	1998,	depicts	gallery	guards	at	an	On	Kawara	exhibi$on	in	
Japan.		The	series	records	one	twenty-four	hour	cycle	of	guards,	with	the	first	and	last	images	
represen$ng	the	same	person.		The	images'	perspec$ve	is	down	a	long	corridor	so	that	the	viewer	sees	
one	guard	in	the	foreground	and	another	down	the	hall	in	the	distance.		The	two	guards	appear	to	be	
separated	from	each	other,	and	from	us,	by	chasms	of	space.		Since	Kawara's	work—which	the	figures	are	
supposed	to	be	guarding—is	not	visible,	their	purpose	becomes	abstracted.		Isolated	from	each	other	and	
from	a	sense	of	purpose,	they	become	as	existen$ally	vulnerable	as	Mueck's	and	Guo's	frightened	figures.		
Far	from	ins$lling	a	sense	of	security,	these	"guards"	represent	the	undercurrents	of	insecurity	that	color	
our	daily	lives.		Significantly,	though,	Lockhart	avoids	the	cliches	of	representa$on	that	would	have	these	
figures	in	the	throes	of	a	Munch-like	scream.		Perhaps	it	is	this	very	lack	of	affect—their	"spaced	out"	
stasis—that	gives	the	work	an	added	level	of	tension.	

While	On	Kawara's	works	are	visibly	absent	from	Lockhart's	photographs,	they	are	present	in	an	invisible,	
conceptual	sense.		Kawara's	works	are	systema$c	representa$ons	of	the	passage	of	$me—pain$ngs	that	
simply	note	the	date	on	which	they	were	made	and	are	accompanied	by	newspaper	clippings	of	the	day.		
In	her	work,	Lockhart	has	collapsed	these	two	modes	of	temporal	representa$on:		the	photographs	are	
simultaneously	indexical	records	of	specific	moments	in	$me	and	documenta$ons	of	the	social	reality	of	
those	moments.		Thus,	Lockhart	has	embodied	the	spirit	of	Kawara's	work,	paying	homage	to	a	
conceptualist	through	an	equally	conceptual	representa$on.	

Our	bodies	remain	whole	thanks	to	a	delicate	equilibrium	of	pressures	and	elas$ci$es,	and	a	host	of	other	
mechanisms	that	both	secure	us	to,	and	protect	us	from,	the	space	around	us.		Inordinate	stresses,	either	
internal	or	external,	can	result	in	the	distor$on	or	fragmenta$on	of	the	body.		Such	tensions,	whether	in	
physical,	psychological,	or	social	terms,	are	evident	in	works	by	Nicola	Tyson,	Liza	May	Post,	Glenn	Ligon,	
Marc	Quinn,	and	Marlene	Dumas.	

Nicola	Tyson's	Figure	With	Stripes	recalls	Guo	Wei's	Mosquito	&	Moth	3	in	terms	of	its	depic$on	of	a	body	
that	is	isolated	in	a	vacant,	nondescript	environment.		In	Tyson's	work,	however,	the	figure's	body	is	
alternately	bloated	and	asenuated	almost	to	the	point	of	abstrac$on.		The	body—and	the	room	in	which	
it	appears—are	seen	in	an	angular	perspec$ve	that	is	exaggerated	by	the	inclusion	of	bands	of	horizontal	
stripes,	which	seem	on	the	verge	of	merging,	like	parts	of	a	puzzle	that	never	quite	fit	together.		In	fact,	
this	approach	is	much	different	from	that	of	Guo's	image	in	which	the	figure	stands	out	in	clear	contrast	to	
his	environment.		While	Guo	emphasizes	the	vacuity	of	space,	Tyson	creates	a	strange	mixture	of	
emp$ness	and	suffoca$ng	fullness.		As	art	cri$c	Terry	Myers	describes:	

Nicola	Tyson	turns	the	tables	on	the	false,	manipulaHve	construcHon	of	the	"natural"	not	only	by	way	of	
her	emphaHc	distorHons	of	the	female	form,	but	also	through	her	methodical	building	of	a	sexualized	
space	in	the	sensuality	of	the	painHng	itself.	.	.	.	Tyson	necessarily	depicts	the	image	of	the	female	body	as	
the	one	thing	never	really	given,	and	never	truly	known	while	it	exists	in	the	context	of	oppression.		Given	
that	the	image	can	be	uMerly	"allowed"	when	it	is	stolen	by	the	mainstream	for	its	own	misuses,	it	remains	
criHcal	in	her	work	that	the	space	in	the	work	itself—between	figure	and	ground,	between	image	and	
form,	between	things	that	are	known	and	things	that	are	not—remains	aware	of	its	very	much	not	being	
"allowed"	in	most	of	the	contexts	that	exist	in	the	world	today.	

Myers	is	referring	not	only	to	Tyson's	role	as	a	woman	in	a	patriarchal	society	but	also	to	her	experience	
as	a	homosexual	in	a	highly	heterosexist	world.		The	distor$ons	in	the	figure,	as	well	as	its	anonymity,	
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Myers	is	referring	not	only	to	Tyson's	role	as	a	woman	in	a	patriarchal	society	but	also	to	her	experience	
as	a	homosexual	in	a	highly	heterosexist	world.		The	distor$ons	in	the	figure,	as	well	as	its	anonymity,	
suspend	it	in	an	intermediary	state,	a	state	of	uncomfortable	becoming.		The	ar$st	does	not	allow	us	to		
fix	its	iden$ty	or	meaning,	but	rather	keeps	the	body	in	a	condi$on	of	fluid	play.	

Liza	May	Post's	photograph,	Shelter,	like	Tyson's	Figure	With	Stripes,	pushes	at	the	boundaries	of	realism	
to	evoke	a	sense	of	the	uncomfortable	posi$on	of	women	in	social	space.		This	highly	ambiguous	image	
appears	to	represent	two	figures,	dressed	in	business	ayre,	struggling	with	one	another.		But	what	exactly	
is	going	on	here?		What	is	this	strange	white	misen	on	one	of	the	figure's	hands,	or	the	oddly	tailored,	
quasi-prosthe$c	element	dangling	from	the	jacket	of	the	other?		Where	are	their	faces?		Why	is	such	a	
violent—albeit	obviously	staged—image	$tled	Shelter?		In	Post's	photograph,	as	in	Tyson's	pain$ng,	
conflic$ng	messages	of	belonging	and	aliena$on	force	a	disturbing,	surrealis$c	equilibrium.	

Glenn	Ligon	also	represents	the	body	in	a	compromised	rela$onship	to	the	space	it	occupies.		Hands	
(Diptych)	is	a	largescale	work	juxtaposing	a	vastly	enlarged	silkscreen	reproduc$on	of	a	newspaper	
photograph	taken	at	the	1995	Million	Man	March,	organized	by	Louis	Farrakhan,	with	an	equal-sized	
panel	of	monochrome	black.		The	image	of	thousands	of	hands	raised	in	unison	documents	a	moment	in	
the	march	during	which	the	par$cipants	signaled	their	adherence	to	The	Pledge,	a	pledge	of	rededica$on	
to	the	black	family.		This	is	an	image	filled	with	ambiguous	meanings.		In	one	sense,	Ligon	has	created	a	
moving,	poe$c	image	of	social	solidarity;	the	raised	palms	convey	a	powerful	sense	of	hope	and	
openness.		Simultaneously	they	are	disconnected	from	bodies	and	float	in	a	sea	of	dark	space,	detached	
from	any	obvious	referent.		Indeed,	these	open	palms	can	all	too	easily	transform	into	the	familiar	raised	
arm,	fascist	salute.		Are	we	to	interpret	this	work	as	a	homage	to	the	unity	of	spirit	of	African	American	
men,	or	as	commentary	on	the	dangers	of	mass	consciousness	and	ac$on?		Is	Ligon	sugges$ng	that	the	
vast	numbers	of	men	who	asended	the	march	add	up	to	a	void	because,	as	par$cipants	in	nonindivid-
ualized,	mass	ac$on,	they	abrogated	their	roles	as	independent,	democra$c	agents?		Or	is	the	quality	of	
light	in	the	piece,	flickering	on	the	edge	of	darkness,	a	sugges$on	of	the	virtual	invisibility	of	African	
American	men	in	American	society—an	invisibility	momentarily	shasered	by	the	mul$tude	that	asended	
this	march?	

Ligon's	striking	work	raises	more	ques$ons	than	it	answers.		Finally,	without	recourse	to	singular	
conclusions,	we	are	ler	where	we	began,	with	bodies	in	a	void.		His	piece	possesses	a	somber	gravity	
precisely	because	of	the	way	it	silences	the	chaser	of	poli$cal	debate	in	the	face	of	far	greater	mysteries.	

If,	in	Ligon's	work,	the	body	poli$c	balances	among	coherence,	fragmenta$on,	and	user	disappearance,	in	
Marlene	Dumas's	drawing,	a	single	body	undergoes	a	similar	tension	and	distor$on.		Stress	is	an	
anonymous	portrait	represen$ng	a	virtually	disembodied	head	that	stares	out	at	the	viewer	in	a	dizzyingly	
intense	yet	strangely	impassive	gaze.		The	wide	open	eyes	and	firmly	set	lips	imply	intense	concentra$on,	
yet	there	is	also	a	sense	of	vacancy	in	the	stare,	as	if	the	subject	has	somehow	become	disconnected	from	
reality.		The	pooling	and	rilling	of	ink	create	what	appear	to	be	paserns	of	energy,	zones	of	mental	heat	
that	will	be	all	too	familiar	to	anyone	who	has	ever	had	an	extraordinarily	stressful	day.		In	a	meltdown	of	
interior	and	exterior	space,	the	body	loses	its	contours	and	cracks	into	pieces,	while	consciousness	itself	
begins	to	escape	like	air	from	a	leaky	$re.	

A	similar	sense	of	physical	dissolu$on	is	suggested	in	Antony	Gormley's	Turning	Back.		In	contrast	to	
Gormley's	solid	and	sta$c	sculptural	forms,	this	watercolor—made	with	a	pigment	of	burnt	chicory—
evokes	the	body	as	an	almost	chance	occurrence,	a	fortuitous	arrangement	of	fluid	material	and	form.		
Although	warm	and	sensual	in	tone	and	line,	this	piece,	like	Dumas's,	suggests	an	undercurrent	of	
distress:		the	burnt	chicory	clots	and	darkens	across	the	torso	and	the	outstretched	arms	call	to	mind	the	
splayed	pose	of	a	crucifixion.	

The	metaphor	of	liquidity	as	a	means	of	describing	the	erasure	of	bodily	limits	appears	in	Marc	Quinn's	
sculpture,	Centripetal	Morphology.	Rise.		This	piece	is	the	result	of	Quinn's	extensive	collabora$on	with	
glassblowers	on	the	Vene$an	island	of	Murano.		Variously	sized	pieces	of	glass,	their	undersides	painted	
silver	to	convey	the	effect	of	mercury	or	some	other	liquid	metal,	are	scasered	on	the	floor.		Some	of	
these	pieces	are	simply	"droplets,"	while	others	appear	to	be	morphing	into	various	parts	of	the	ar$st's	
body.	
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Quinn's	head	and	face	rise	from	within	the	largest,	and	also	the	central,	glass	element.		The	seamless	
transforma$on	of	a	frozen	liquid,	which	forms	into	the	contours	and	features	of	the	human	body,	calls	to	
mind	contemporary	filmic	special	effects	that	make	possible	an	extraordinary	mutability	of	shape	and	
iden$ty.		By	thrus$ng	the	experience	of	filmic	illusion	into	a	realworld	space,	Quinn	creates	an	uncanny	
sensa$on	of	visceral	destabiliza$on.	

For	many	of	the	works	in	this	exhibi$on,	the	viewer	must	extrapolate	the	condi$on	of	the	body—and	the	
mind—from	fragments:		hands,	head,	torso,	and	so	on.		The	bodies	represented	in	Bruce	Nauman's	and	
Cindy	Sherman's	works	are	both	fragmentary—disembodied	wrists	and	hands,	the	corner	of	a	face—and	
seemingly	reconstructed.		Both	works	create	an	impression	of	bodies	that	have	been	cobbled	together	
from	available	parts,	resul$ng	in	unfamiliar	forms	that	echo,	but	do	not	replicate,	actual	human	
physiological	form.	

Nauman's	UnHtled	(Hand	Circle)	represents	the	body	metonymically:		hands	and	arms	stand	in	for	the	
en$re	human	form.		Arranged	in	a	kind	of	hanging	merry-go-round,	the	work	consists	of	arm/hand	units	in	
which	each	arm	has	a	hand	at	either	end.		The	hands	intersect	with	each	other	by	way	of	a	gesture	that	
has	dis$nctly	ero$c	implica$ons:		an	index	finger	s$cking	into	a	circle	made	by	another	index	finger	and	
thumb.		Thus,	the	piece	suggests	some	kind	of	orgy	or	autoero$c	fantasy.		The	suspension	of	the	work	in	
space	contributes	a	sardonic	tone:		wholly	exposed,	these	body	parts	con$nue	their	self-involved,	self-			
reflec$ve	interac$on.		Like	an	updated	version	of	the	allegory	of	the	"blind	leading	the	blind,"	Nauman's	
sculpture	evokes	a	cynical	vision	of	life's	narrowness,	compulsiveness,	and	fu$lity.	

Cindy	Sherman's	un$tled	photograph	offers	an	equally	harrowing	view	of	the	human	form;	in	this	case,	
the	face	is	seen	as	an	accre$on	of	scalelike	layers,	glistening	like	cheap	gold,	and	masking	a	horrific,	
indefinable	expression.		It's	easy	to	read	Sherman's	work,	like	Nauman's,	symbolically.		This	"person,"	
armored	in	gold	like	an	upscale	Tin	Man,	harbors	a	frightened	and	frightening	interior.		Whereas	
Nauman's	piece	relies	on	the	hollow	ambiance	of	the	surrounding	space	to	isolate	Hand	Circle,	Sherman	
forces	us	into	an	upclose	perspec$ve,	collapsing	space	so	the	fissures	in	the	body's	shell	are	readily	
apparent.		Sherman's	work	is	ominous;	it's	as	if	the	bonds	holding	this	gilded	being	together	were	about	
to	explode.	

In	contrast	to	the	almost	hysterical	pitch	of	Sherman's	photograph,	the	power	of	Thomas	Demand's	
photograph,	Corner,	derives	from	its	simmering	understatement.		At	first	sight,	his	work	appears	to	be	a	
straighxorward,	albeit	greatly	enlarged,	depic$on	of	some	mundane	corporate	seyng.		On	closer	scru$ny,	
one	no$ces	that	this	is	not	an	image	of	a	real	corner,	but	of	an	arxully	constructed	cardboard	replica.		In	
comparison	to	other	works	in	this	exhibi$on,	Demand's	image	does	not	include	the	human	form;	
however,	the	existence	of	the	absent	subject	is	indicated	by	books	and	papers	scasered	across	the	desk	
and	shelves.		But	where	is	the	subject	absent	from?		Even	once	we	understand	that	the	seyng	is	fake,	it's	
hard	to	disassociate	from	the	narra$ve	implica$ons	of	the	work.	

Like	Sharon	Lockhart's	work,	Demand's	piece	includes	a	conceptual	dimension	that	adds	another	twist	to	
its	already	unsesling	effect.		Specifically,	this	isn't	an	image	of	just	any	cubicle	corner:		Demand	informs	us	
it	is	the	bookshelf	of	Bill	Gates's	college	dorm	room—the	very	site	where	he	dreamed	up	Microsor.		
Demand's	other	recent	works	similarly	recreate	seemingly	banal	sites	that	are	actually	loca$ons	of	
extraordinary	historical	resonance.		Given	a	set	of	clues,	we	automa$cally	rush	toward	comprehension,	
propping	up	percep$ons	and	ideas	with	the	flimsiest	of	support.		A	few	pieces	of	painted	cardboard	and	
we	have	a	room;	the	men$on	of	Bill	Gates's	name	and	we	have	a	personal,	social,	and	historic	context	rife	
with	meaning.		By	drawing	our	asen$on	to	how	the	mind	rushes	to	fill	emp$ness	with	meaning,	Demand	
insinuates	that	reality	is	lisle	more	than	a	house	of	cards.	

As	a	group,	the	works	presented	in	this	exhibi$on	indicate	the	extent	to	which	contemporary	ar$sts	are	
fascinated	by	the	body	on	the	verge	of	evapora$on.		Current	approaches	to	the	body	take	into	account		
the	corrosive	quali$es	of	space,	sugges$ng	perhaps	that	space,	as	much	as	that	old	demon	$me,	is	
responsible	for	our	inevitable	demise.	
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BETWEEN	WORLDS	OLD	AND	NEW	

by	Reena	Jana,	Writer	&	Editor,	New	York	

In	1989,	both	China	and	Japan	witnessed	major	historical	events	that	foreshadowed	the	dynamic	poli$cal,	economic,	
and	cultural	changes	that	the	two	Asian	na$ons	have	been	experiencing	throughout	the	1990s—a	drama$c	decade	
represented	in	the	remarkable	works	of	contemporary	art	in	the	collec$on	of	Vicki	and	Kent	Logan.		With	their	wit,	
candor,	and	vigor,	the	forty-one	pieces	assembled	in	this	exhibi$on	serve	as	accessible	portals	into	the	psyche	and	soul	
of	two	ancient	cultures	as	they	exist	today,	amidst	tremendous	social	and	financial	flux.		China	and	Japan,	whose	
histories	have	been	intertwined	since	approximately	the	first	century	A.D.,	must	now	grapple	with	the	truly	postmodern	
challenge	of	reconciling	old	and	new,	East	and	West,	past	and	future,	as	they	face	the	new	millennium	and	help	redefine	
the	world	order.	

In	April	1989,	Chinese	university	students	began	to	hold	prodemocracy	demonstra$ons	in	Beijing's	Tiananmen	Square.		
That	June,	the	en$re	world	watched	as	the	interna$onal	media	broadcast	the	unforgesable	image	of	a	lone,	unarmed	
student	bravely	confron$ng	a	line	of	tanks	amidst	violent	government	crackdowns.		It	became	a	symbol	of	a	new	
Chinese	voice,	one	that	dared	ques$on	the	communist	legacy.	

In	February	of	that	same	year,	China/Avant	Garde	(Zhongguo	xiandai	yishuzhan),	the	first	na$onwide	show	of	
progressive	Chinese	art	to	be	displayed	in	China,	had	been	shown	at	Beijing's	Na$onal	Gallery.		The	exhibi$on	was	
closed	twice,	first	at	the	show's	opening,	when	ar$sts	broke	a	ban	on	performances	and	Xiao	Lu	fired	an	illegal	gun	at	
her	installa$on,	and	then	again	following	bomb	threats	to	the	exhibi$on.		"People	are	just	not	ready	for	this	kind	of	art,"	
stated	art	cri$c	and	exhibi$on-organizing	commisee	member	Fei	Dawei	at	the	$me,	explaining	the	strong	reac$on	to	
China/Avant	Garde.		Ironically,	although	Chinese	authori$es	may	not	have	been	"ready"	to	accept	this	daring	exhibi$on,	
the	western	world	was:		Fei's	quote	appeared	in	the	February	7,	1989,	edi$on	of	the	Houston	Post,	which	covered	the	
exhibi$on	using	wire	service	reports,	as	did	a	number	of	other	American	newspapers.	

In	Japan,	1989	was	marked	by	the	death	of	Emperor	Hirohito	on	January	7.		The	epoch	of	his	rule,	known	as	the	Showa	
era,	had	begun	in	1926	and	spanned	not	only	Japan's	age	of	greatest	imperialist	ambi$on	and	devasta$ng	defeat	in	
World	War	II	but	the	island	na$on's	phenomenal	postwar	financial	boom	as	well.		The	death	of	Hirohito	was	seen	by	
many	as	a	metaphor	for	the	impending	fall	of	the	modern	emperor	system.		Symbolically	enough,	Hirohito's	death	also	
coincided	with	the	burs$ng	of	Japan’s	"bubble	economy,"	which	had	been	built	on	inflated	values	of	stocks	and	
property.		Nineteen	eighty-nine	also	saw	notable	western	interest	in	contemporary	art	from	Japan:		in	the	United	States,	
the	art	galleries	of	New	York	University	and	the	Massachusess	Ins$tute	of	Technology	co-organized	the	breakthrough	
exhibi$on	Against	Nature:		Japanese	Art	in	the	EighHes,	which	was	presented	to	a	wide	North	American	art	audience	at	
seven	venues.	

Thus	the	1990s	were	ushered	in.		During	this	decade,	as	headlines	have	focused	on	China	as	both	the	world's	remaining	
communist	power	and	the	globe's	most	populous	na$on	of	poten$al	consumers,	as	well	as	on	Japan's	slowing	economy	
and	recession	in	the	wake	of	the	Southeast	Asian	financial	crashes,	the	art	world	has	begun	to	listen	to	the	voices	of	
ar$sts	able	to	communicate	the	contemporary	Asian	experience.		Only	a	decade	ago,	most	westerners'	percep$on	of	
Asian	art	was	limited	to	an$qui$es.		During	the	1990s,	the	roster	of	interna$onal	art	exhibi$ons	featuring	contemporary	
Chinese	and	Japanese	art	has	been	significant,	including:		A	Primal	Spirit:	Ten	Contemporary	Japanese	Sculptors,	shown	
at	the	Los	Angeles	County	Museum	of	Art	and	two	more	American	venues	in	1990;	Zones	of	Love:	Contemporary	Art	
from	Japan,	at	the	Museum	of	Contemporary	Art	in	Sydney,	Australia,	and	A	Cabinet	of	Signs:	Contemporary	Art	from	
Post-modern	Japan,	at	the	Tate	Gallery	Liverpool	in	1991;	China's	New	Art,	Post-1989,	organized	by	Hong	Kong's	Hanart	
TZ	Gallery	in	1993,	which	toured	interna$onally	through	1997;	Scream	Against	the	Sky:	Japanese	Art	aSer	1945,	shown	
at	the	U.	S.	venues	of	the	Guggenheim	Museum	SoHo	and	the	San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	Art	in	conjunc$on	with	
the	Center	for	the	Arts	at	Yerba	Buena	Gardens	in	1994-95;	Reckoning	with	the	Past:	Contemporary	Chinese	PainHng,	a	
traveling	exhibi$on	organized	by	the	Fruitmarket	Gallery	in	Edinburgh,	Scotland,	and	China!,	which	opened	at	Bonn's	
Kunstmuseum	in	1996;	Japanese	Photography:	Desire	and	Void	(Lust	und	Leere:	Japanische	Photographie	der	
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Gegenwart),	at	the	Kunsthalle	Wien	im	Museumsquar$er	in	1997;	and	Inside	Out:	New	Chinese	Art,	organized	by	the	
Asia	Society	Galleries	with	the	San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	Art,	which	opened	in	New	York	City	in	1998	and	which	
is	showing	in	San	Francisco	concurrently	with	this	exhibi$on	before	it	con$nues	its	travels.	

As	Ananda	K.	Coomaraswamy,	a	pioneering	scholar	in	the	cultural	confronta$on	of	East	and	West,	wrote	in	a	1932	
essay,	"Without	some	knowledge	of	Asia,	no	modern	civiliza$on	can	come	into	maturity,	no	modern	individual	can	be	
regarded	as	civilized,	or	even	fully	aware	of	what	is	properly	his	own.”		Indeed,	it	is	appropriate	and	$mely	that	the	art	
of	Asia	command	such	asen$on	in	our	current	informa$on	age	of	rapid	globaliza$on.		Reflec$ve	of	the	increasingly	
transna$onal	nature	of	contemporary	art,	many	of	today's	leading-edge	Chinese	and	Japanese	ar$sts	communicate	in	a	
global	lingua	franca	of	ar$s$c	strategies,	ranging	from	the	kitsch	aesthe$c	of	American	Pop	to	the	self-reference	that	
characterizes	late	1980s-early	'90s	"iden$ty"	art.		As	is	evident	in	this	exhibi$on,	some	of	these	Chinese	and	Japanese	
ar$sts	carefully	and	consistently	incorporate	elements	of	tradi$onal	East	Asian	media,	styles,	and	iconographies	with	
contemporary	approaches	in	order	to	convey	the	complexity	of	our	modern,	pluralist	world.	

Take,	for	example,	IncarnaHon	No.	1	by	Wei	Dong	(1997).		Upon	first	glance,	the	pain$ng	recalls	a	classic	hanging	scroll,	
da$ng	back	to	China's	Song	dynasty	(960-1279),	but	elements	of	tradi$onal	landscape	are	juxtaposed	with	western-
style	figure	pain$ng.		The	drama$cally	depicted	mountains	and	cliffs	form	a	background	for	a	variety	of	female	figures—
some	in	various	stages	of	undress—who	smile	and	pose	provoca$vely.		Their	flesh	is	rendered	in	the	ultra-detailed	
mode	of	the	modern	painters	of	the	nude,	Philip	Pearlstein	and	Lucian	Freud.		Wei	incorporates	both	old	and	new	
China	and	eastern	and	western	art	history,	presen$ng	neither	a	straight	narra$ve	nor	a	moral	tableau,	but	a	pas$che	of	
various	$mes	and	places.		The	pain$ng	literally	and	effec$vely	illustrates	the	idea	that	art	historian	William	Watson	
elucidated	in	his	book	Style	in	the	Arts	of	China:		"The	role	of	landscape	pain$ng	in	Chinese	art	corresponds	to	that	of	
the	nude	in	the	west,	as	a	theme	unvarying	in	itself,	but	made	the	vehicle	of	infinite	nuances	of	visions	and	feeling."	

Japanese	ar$st	Yasumasa	Morimura	also	amalgamates	East	and	West,	old	and	new	in	his	Self-Portrait-Sharaku	porxolio	
(1996).		Morimura	refers	to	both	tradi$onal	ukiyoe	("floa$ng	world")	prints,	popular	genre	images	of	actors	or	scenes	in	
the	pleasure	quarters	da$ng	to	Japan’s	Edo	period	(1615-1868),	and	contemporary	western	self-referen$al	
photography,	such	as	the	costumed	self-portraits	of	Cindy	Sherman	or	Mashew	Barney.		The	Sharaku	of	Morimura's	
$tle	was	an	Edo	printmaker	ac$ve	in	the	1790s	who	created	the	genre's	least-conven$onalized	portraits	of	Japanese	
actors.		Morimura	has	digitally	integrated	a	photograph	of	his	face	into	Sharaku's	composi$ons,	which	are	rendered	in	a	
hybrid	of	old	and	new	techniques:		woodcut,	photogravure,	and	digital	print	on	Japanese	paper.		His	exaggerated	
expressions	are	an	homage	to	the	quirky,	unflasering	poses	that	Sharaku	is	known	for.		In	Self-Portrait-Sharaku:	Self	
aSer	Yadorigi,	Morimura	casts	himself	as	an	onnagata,	a	man	who	portrayed	female	characters	in	tradi$onal	Kabuki	
theater.	

As	if	a	contemporary	onnagata,	a	cross-dressing	Morimura	has	also	inserted	himself	into	an	image	from	Hollywood	
history	in	Self-Portrait	(Actress)	Red	Marilyn	(1996),	which	references	a	pin-up	photograph	that	helped	establish	
Marilyn	Monroe	as	a	sex	goddess,	as	well	as	into	European	art	history	by	posing	as	Manet's	Olympia	in	Portrait	(Futago)	
(1988;	both	included	in	the	Logan	collec$on).		The	fact	that	Morimura	is	an	Asian	ar$st	placing	himself	within	the	
context	of	western	iconography	presents,	as	curator	Peter	Weiermair	stated	in	his	introduc$on	to	the	catalogue	for	
Japanese	Photography:	Desire	and	Void,	"an	ironic	reversal	of	conquest	of	eastern	culture."	Indeed,	Morimura	becomes	
the	missionary	and	the	conqueror,	molding	western	culture	to	his	own	eastern	sensibili$es.	

Xu	Yihui's	LiMle	Red	Book	(1996)	is	another	intriguing	work	that	incorporates	different	eras	and	ar$s$c	approaches.		In	
reference	to	the	fact	that	ceramics	is	China's	art	form	with	the	longest	con$nuous	history,	Xu	u$lizes	tradi$onal	Chinese	
porcelain,	yet	recalls	the	low-art	sensibility	of	contemporary	American	ar$st	Jeff	Koons,	to	present	an	ironic,	garish	
presenta$on	of	what	is	perhaps	the	best-known	icon	of	Mao	Zedong's	regime.		Glazed	and	glossy,	glorified	by	a	garland	
of	colorful	flowers,	the	open	tome—depicted	as	devoid	of	any	text,	and	thus	empty	of	any	real	"meaning"—is	made	as	
immortal	as	a	cheap	figurine	or	a	priceless	Ming	vase.	

The	Mao	period	and	the	tumultuous	poli$cs	of	the	post-Mao	era	have	been	a	major	theme	in	Chinese	contemporary	
art,	especially	for	the	Poli$cal	Pop	(Zhengzhi	popu)	movement	that	has	flourished	in	the	1990s.		Poli$cal	Pop	ar$sts,	
such	as	Li	Shan	and	Wang	Guangyi,	present	an	irreverent	mix	of	images	from	communist	propaganda—originally	
inspired	by	Soviet	Socialist	Realism—and	the	aesthe$c	of	American	Pop	Art.		An	obvious	synthesis	of	commercially	
viable	art	and	the	highly	persuasive	graphics	used	to	promote	communist	ideologies,	Poli$cal	Pop	is	an	exercise	in	the	
crea$on	of	powerful,	transna$onal	imagery	rather	than	a	harsh	cri$que	or	glorifica$on	of	either	Mao's	philosophies	or	
mass	consumerism.		Poli$cal	Pop	illustrates	the	ironic	parallelism	between	the	two	most	powerful	modern	forms	of	
influen$al	iconography:		those	of	communism	and	capitalism.	
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Wang	Guangyi's	work	exemplifies	Poli$cal	Pop's	sensibili$es.		In	Great	CriHcism:	Pierre	Cardin	(1993),	the	ar$st	u$lizes	
idealized	images	of	communist	Chinese	workers,	with	stern	faces	and	strong	jaws	and	an	oversized	fist	and	hand	juyng	to	
the	front	of	the	picture	plane,	juxtaposed	with	the	trademark	logo	and	signature	of	fashion	designer	Pierre	Cardin,	one	of	
the	world's	more	recognizable	brand	names.		Wang's	graphic	style	and	palese	of	primary	colors	easily	call	to	mind	poli$cal	
propaganda,	and	the	Cardin	logo	and	signature	convey	the	same	immediate	"brand"	recogni$on	as	the	red	star	on	one	of	
the	worker's	hats.	

Li	Shan's	Rouge	Series:	Young	Mao	(1995)	also	presents	the	viewer	with	a	figure	wearing	a	cap	bearing	the	communist	star.		
Mao's	face	appears	stripped	down	and	yet	is	idealized	to	convey	modern,	western	traits	of	"beauty,"	recalling	Warhol's	
series	of	Marilyn	Monroe	images	in	which	the	starlet's	mole,	lips,	and	made-up	eyes	become	disembodied	symbols	of	
universal	desire.		Li	also	incorporates	a	buserfly	into	the	composi$on;	it	appears	to	be	perched	on	the	young	Mao's	hat	
brim	as	if	the	hat	is	a	flower	from	which	the	insect	drinks	nectar.		A	reference	to	tradi$onal	Chinese	iconography,	the	
buserfly	represents	longevity	as	well	as	a	lover	experiencing	the	joys	of	sexual	pleasure.		This	striking	image	conveys	the	
power	of	visual	seduc$on.			

The	Japanese	ar$st	Yukinori	Yanagi	also	manipulates	one	of	the	most	easily	recognized	forms	of	poli$cal	iconography,	the	
flag,	to	summarize	a	na$on's	ideals	and	iden$ty,	and	in	this	case	to	address	and	explore	na$onal	boundaries.		Two	China	
(1997),	consists	of	two	large	plas$c	boxes	filled	with	colored	sand,	one	represen$ng	the	flag	of	Taiwan	(the	same	as	that	of	
the	Republic	of	China	on	the	Mainland	before	the	communist	victory)	and	the	other	the	flag	of	the	People's	Republic	of	
China.		Between	the	two	and	connected	to	them	by	tubes	that	were	part	of	an	ant	farm	is	a	central	plas$c	box	containing	
mixed	sand,	which	was	carried	from	the	two	flag	boxes	by	live	red	ants.		Yanagi	refers	to	the	visual	power	of	the	Taiwanese	
flag,	which	causes	such	extreme	offense	to	Mainland	Chinese	authori$es	today	that	Taiwan	must	use	a	surrogate	flag	
when	compe$ng	in	the	Olympics.	

Other	Chinese	and	Japanese	ar$sts	working	in	the	1990s,	although	not	as	overtly	poli$cal,	use	popular	icons	to	comment	
on	consumerism’s	dangerous	seduc$on	of	Asia.		As	cri$c	Eleanor	Heartney	wrote	in	the	December	1998	issue	of	Art	in	
America,	"The	topics	of	tradi$on,	sex,	religion,	and	money,	offering,	in	essence,	a	medita$on	on	the	ambiguous	benefits	of	
modernity	and	the	consequences	of	the	desires	it	inflames	.	.	.	[are]	par$cularly	potent	in	Asia	today.		Chastened	by	
ongoing	financial	upheaval,	the	region	is	beginning	to	weigh	the	social	and	psychic	costs	incurred	by	an	unques$oning	
embrace	of	a	money	culture.”			For	example,	To	Raise	the	Water	Level	in	a	Fishpond,	a	performance	by	Chinese	ar$st	Zhang	
Huan	at	Nanmofang	fishpond,	Beijing,	in	August	1997,	was	originally	intended	to	express	a	quest	for	a	sense	of	non-
material	"purity"	within	an	increasingly	capitalist	world,	precisely	because	a	performance	is	an	unsalable	form	of	art—
although	today,	somewhat	ironically,	photos	documen$ng	the	performances	can	be	purchased	at	commercial	art	galleries.	

Providing	another	commentary	on	the	rise	of	money	culture	is	the	Luo	Brothers'	pain$ng	series	Welcome	to	the	World's	
Famous	Brands.		In	Number	15,	for	example	(1997),	the	ar$sts	present	an	exuberant	yet	disturbing	image	of	a	Chinese	
baby	amidst	ancient	and	modern	symbols.		In	tradi$onal	Chinese	art,	young	children	symbolize	high	parental	hopes;	the	
Daoist	god	of	wealth,	Luxing,	is	oren	depicted	holding	a	baby.		This	baby	playfully	rides	a	$ger,	a	Chinese	symbol	not	only	
of	strength	and	courage	but	also	of	the	West.		The	$ger's	mouth	is	open,	as	if	smiling—yet	it	also	appears	as	if	the	$ger	
might	bite	the	baby's	chubby	leg.		The	baby	lirs	a	giant	Oreo	cookie,	a	popular,	mass-marketed	American	confec$on,	a	
“junk”	food	that	literally	has	its	readable	brand	name	baked	right	in,	as	if	an	integral	part	of	its	recipe	for	commercial	
success.		The	baby	and	the	$ger	are	on	a	bed	of	chrysanthemums,	a	tradi$onal	symbol	for	the	longevity	of	a	person	with	
excellent	character	and	a	metaphor	for	the	sense	that	everything	occurs	in	its	proper	$me.		The	Luo	Brothers'	arres$ng	
image,	with	its	layers	of	art	historical	and	everyday	references,	portrays	the	exaggerated	op$mism	that	consumerism	
brings	to	Asia,	as	well	as	warning	of	the	ferocity	and	perhaps	danger	of	western-style	capitalism.	

Morimura's	Sisters	series	of	photographs,	depic$ng	the	ar$st	dressed	as	modern	women	wearing	ostenta$ous	western	
designer	clothes,	also	comments	on	the	rampant	conspicuous	consump$on	that	has	preoccupied	the	Asian	consciousness	
in	the	1980s	and	'90s.		The	painter	Liu	Xiaodong	too	comments	on	modern	Asia's	age	of	consumerism	in	Fat	Grandson	
[1996],	a	larger-than-life	portrait	of	an	overweight,	bespectacled	child	leaning	against	a	Mercedes	Benz.		This	tragicomic	
image	illustrates	a	proud	and	blatant	sense	of	materialism.		The	boy	doesn't	smile	at	his	good	fortune;	he	is	deadpan,	an	
image	of	bloated	excess,	which	knows	no	na$onal	boundaries.	

Even	in	the	nonrepresenta$onal	work	Oblique	Twelve	by	Japanese	ar$st	Tatsuo	Miyajima,	a	nod	toward	contemporary	
consumerism	prevails.		Oblique	Twelve	[1995]	features	the	familiar	glow	of	LED	counters	to	refer	to	the	electronic	and	
digital	products	that	fill	today's	interna$onal	marketplace.		Yet	the	numbers	that	flash	in	this	work	do	not	add	up	to	or	
signify	any	par$cular	sum,	date,	or	$me.		The	ar$st	expresses	numbers	as	the	Japanese	otaku,	or	young	"informa$on	
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nerd,"	genera$on	glorifies	them,	and	as	we	all	regard	numbers	at	the	end	of	the	twen$eth	century:		beau$ful,	powerful,	even	
fe$shized.	

Fe$shes	play	a	role	in	Takashi	Murakami's	provoca$ve	work.		The	subjects	of	Murakami's	sculptures	and	pain$ngs	also	speak	
to	the	sensibility	of	the	otaku,	who	are	obsessed	with	manga	(comics)	and	anime	(anima$on).		Murakami	clearly	u$lizes	the	
generic	manga	and	anime	styles	of	rendering	human	characters	with	large,	childlike	eyes	and	babyish	facial	features.		Comic	
and	cartoon	culture	is	so	popular	in	Japan	that,	according	to	Jeff	Yang,	co-editor	of	Eastern	Standard	Time:	A	Guide	to	Asian	
Influence	on	American	Culture	from	Astro	Boy	to	Zen	Buddhism:		"More	people	read	manga	than	read	newspapers	in	
Japan.	.	.	.	In	America,	the	television	sitcom	is	like	a	fun-house	mirror	of	the	American	id.		In	Japan,	you	have	that	in	manga."		
Indeed,	Murakami's	works	speak	to	the	id,	depic$ng	a	joyous,	exaggerated	ejacula$on	of	an	impossibly	spike-haired	boy	in	My	
Lonesome	Cowboy	(1998)	and	absurdly	distorted	breasts	spou$ng	an	unlikely,	abundant	ring	of	milk	in	Hiropon	(1997).	

Absurdity	and	exaggera$on	are	also	key	factors	for	the	Chinese	painters	who	work	in	the	mode	of	Cynical	Realism	(Wanshi	
xianshizhuyi),	one	of	the	best-known	non-official	styles	of	Chinese	pain$ng	in	the	1990s.		In	general,	Cynical	Realists	illustrate	
everyday	scenes	with	a	drama$c,	self-mocking	presenta$on,	as	is	evident	in	the	work	of	Song	Yonghong	and	Wang	Jinsong.		
The	main	stylis$c	feature	of	Cynical	Realism	is	the	power	of	two-dimensional	representa$on,	which	brings	to	mind	the	
flatness	of	the	stylized	illustra$on	in	consumer	magazines,	adver$sements,	and	comic	books.		The	high	regard	for	two-
dimensionality	may	also	allude	to	the	fact	that	tradi$onal	Chinese	pain$ng	avoided	the	"sculptural"	depic$on	of	forms	
through	chiaroscuro.	

The	flatness	of	Cynical	Realist	pain$ngs	adds	to	the	sense	of	drama	and	even	despair	that	the	ar$sts	seek	to	express,	a	sense	
that	faith	has	been	lost.		They	literally	convey	that	spirit	is	oren	flasened	by	the	banality	of	modern	life.		Many	of	the	Cynical	
Realists	reveal	a	sense	of	profound	inner	turmoil	suppressed	beneath	a	veneer	of	a	public	self,	evident	in	Fang	Lijun's	bald,	
generic	faces	twisted	into	emo$onal,	caricature-like	expressions	and	Zeng	Fanzhi's	masked	men.	

Zhang	Xiaogang's	Big	Family	(1996)	and	Guo	Wei's	Mosquito	&	Moth	series	reveal	a	hidden	iden$ty	or	inner	anxiety.		Zhang	
presents	three	members	of	a	family,	one	that	is	larger,	as	implied	by	the	$tle,	than	the	Chinese	"model"	three-member	family	
of	father,	mother,	and	child.		However,	the	woman's	red	skin,	which	echoes	the	red	of	the	$es	wrapped	around	the	family	
members'	necks,	implies	a	burning	desire	beneath	the	placidity	of	her	gaze.		Guo's	subjects,	pre-teenagers	at	a	swimming	
pool,	are	captured	on	a	generic	summer's	day,	yet	the	unnatural	ruddiness	of	their	skin	depicts	a	sense	of	modern	
prepubescent	angst.	

A	sense	of	unrest	is	also	evident	in	the	emo$onally	charged	pain$ngs	of	Wang	Jinsong,	Su	Xinping,	Liu	Wei,	and	Song	
Yonghong,	all	of	whom	depict	disturbing,	theatrical	gestures.		These	ar$sts	present	their	subjects	engaging	in	familiar	
ac$vi$es,	such	as	swimming,	running,	or	singing,	and	in	familiar	poses,	such	as	standing	or	siyng.		Yet	the	people	are	
rendered	in	a	highly	expressionist	mode,	as	if	engaged	in	unnatural,	uncomfortable	situa$ons.	

Although	categorized	as	a	Cynical	Realist,	in	his	pain$ngs	Yue	Minjun	straddles	the	line	between	the	real	and	the	surreal,	
evident	in	the	drama$c	Swan	(1997),	in	which	distor$on	and	symbolism	are	pushed	to	more	visually	poe$c	levels.		While	Yue's	
pain$ngs	seem	userly	modern,	they	also	exemplify	a	tenet	of	the	scholar-painters	who	followed	Zhao	Mengfu	during	the	an$-
academic	movement	of	the	Yuan	period	(1279-1368),	which	allowed	"an	illusion	of	life	.	.	.	any	degree	of	distor$on	of	real	
form	which	is	not	so	great	as	to	outrage	the	viewer's	sense	of	coherence	of	the	external	world,	according	to	the	la$tude	
allowed	in	a	given	historical	period	and	by	an	average	individual,"	as	William	Watson	wrote.		

Visions	of	an	ever-shiring	world,	the	haun$ng	works	of	contemporary	Chinese	and	Japanese	art	gathered	in	this	exhibi$on	
provide	a	$mely	document	of	a	new	breed	of	Asian	modernism	evolving	amidst	turmoil	and	change	at	our	millennium's	end.		
The	diverse	body	of	work	gathered	here	is	evidence	of	the	Logans'	philosophy	that	art,	as	a	reflec$on	of	culture,	can	
illuminate	important	contemporary	issues.		It	helps	us	understand	not	only	the	present	but	also	the	past,	and	even	what	might	
lie	ahead.		For,	as	art	cri$c	Thomas	McEvilley	wrote,	"When	a	culture	is	shaken	and	its	defini$ons	are	coming	apart,	the	
exhibi$on	can	reinforce	the	crumbling	defini$ons	or	it	can	begin	the	redefining,	contribu$ng	to	the	flow	of	change	an	image	
which	might	be	a	hint	of	the	future."	
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Catalogue	essay	by	Gary	Garrels,	SFMOMA	Elise	S.	Haas	Chief	Curator	and	Curator	of	Pain^ng	and	
Sculpture 

This	exhibi$on	highlights	twenty-seven	works	by	nearly	as	many	ar$sts	from	the	collec$on	of	more	than	250	works	
given	to	the	San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	Art	in	1997	by	Vicki	and	Kent	Logan.		Such	a	small	presenta$on	can	only	
hint	at	the	diversity,	range,	and	quality	of	the	collec$on,	but	over	the	next	several	years	other	exhibi$ons	will	focus	on	
par$cular	aspects	of	the	collec$on,	gradually	providing	an	overview.		This	exhibi$on	introduces	some	of	the	issues	at	
the	heart	of	the	collec$on	and	indicates	its	chronological	span	and	interna$onal	scope.		Sharing	the	spotlight	with	
some	of	the	most	important	and	well-known	ar$sts	of	our	$me	are	young	ar$sts	who	have	emerged	only	within	the	
last	five	years.		This	exhibi$on	begins	to	indicate	the	stature	and	importance	of	the	Logan	Collec$on	alongside	other	
leading	collec$ons	of	contemporary	art	and	the	cri$cal	role	it	will	play	in	moving	the	San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	
Art's	permanent	collec$on	forward.	

Vicki	and	Kent	Logan	began	to	ac$vely	collect	contemporary	art	in	1993.		In	four	years	they	amassed	250	works	by	a	
diverse	but	focused	array	of	more	than	ninety	ar$sts,	including	pain$ngs,	sculptures,	photographs,	and	drawings.		From	
the	outset	they	envisioned	placing	the	collec$on	eventually	in	a	public	ins$tu$on	and	therefore	felt	that	it	had	to	
reflect	more	than	their	personal	taste.		The	Logans	believe	that	art,	as	a	mirror	of	our	culture,	can	provide	insight	into	
the	issues	that	now	face	us	as	individuals	and	as	a	society.		This	belief	inspired	the	forma$on	of	a	collec$on	without	an	
ideological	or	didac$c	program	nor	with	any	preconceived	conclusions.		Instead,	their	goal	was	to	seek	out	art	that	is	
vigorous	and	vital,	by	ar$sts	whose	integrity	and	intensity	have	brought	a	new	vision	to	bear	on	assump$ons	about	
both	art	and	culture.	

The	Logans	made	a	conscious	decision	not	to	collect	abstract	art,	in	which	content	derives	from	form.		Looking	back	to	
the	late	1950s	and	early	1960s	as	the	founda$on	of	today's	art,	they	were	interested	in	the	emergence	of	Pop	art,	
figura$ve	art,	and	realism	arer	the	dominance	of	Abstract	Expressionism	and	in	contrast	to	Minimalism.		The	scope	of	
their	interest	has	ranged	from	the	psychological	and	representa$onal	to	the	material	and	conceptual	aspects	of	
contemporary	art.		The	Logans	have	been	most	interested	in	collec$ng	art	at	the	$me	it	was	made,	with	par$cular	
emphasis	on	younger	and	emerging	ar$sts	and	art	of	the	past	ten	to	fireen	years.		Very	quickly	they	realized	that	it	was	
cri$cal	to	anchor	such	works	with	representa$ve	and	key	works	by	ar$sts	of	the	immediately	preceding	genera$ons;	
these	important	works	from	the	late	1950s	to	the	1970s	would	provide	a	founda$on	and	serve	as	reference	points	for	
the	core	contemporary	collec$on.	

This	introductory	exhibi$on,	presented	in	two	of	the	Museum's	permanent	collec$on	galleries,	mirrors	the	Logans'	
framework	for	building	and	organizing	the	collec$on.		The	first	gallery	includes	works	by	ar$sts	whose	significance	was	
established	in	the	1960s	and	1970s,	although	in	some	cases	their	recent	works	have	been	selected.		The	second	gallery	
is	dedicated	to	ar$sts	who	for	the	most	part	won	recogni$on	in	the	1980s	and	1990s	and	acknowledges	the	
increasingly	diverse	interna$onal	character	of	contemporary	art.		The	selec$on	of	works	was	made	to	bring	a	sense	of	
cohesiveness	to	each	gallery.		Rather	than	presen$ng	a	potpourri	of	objects—an	inclusive	sampler	index—the	
exhibi$on	asempts	to	portray	the	essen$al	spirit	of	the	collec$on	as	a	reflec$on	of	the	$mes	in	which	we	live.	

The	exhibi$on	does	not	include	many	of	the	important	ar$sts	represented	in	the	collec$on,	and	certainly	not	all	of	the	
most	important	works	among	these	holdings.		In	almost	every	case,	the	Logans	have	collected	not	only	an	ar$st's	
pain$ngs	or	sculpture	but	also	his	or	her	drawings.		They	acquired	numerous	works	by	ar$sts	from	the	Bay	Area,	
beginning	with	the	leaders	of	Bay	Area	figura$on,	David	Park	and	Richard	Diebenkorn.		An	overview	of	these	areas	of	
the	collec$on	will	be	presented	in	future	exhibi$ons.		The	Logans	also	acquired	a	substan$al	number	of	
photographically	based	works,	but	only	three	examples	are	included	in	this	show.	

Chronologically	the	works	in	the	first	gallery	begin	with	Andy	Warhol's	UnHtled	[Silver	Electric	Chair]	(1963)	and	Double	
Jackie	(1964)	and	end	with	Richard	Hamilton's	War	Games	(1991-92).		The	two	pain$ngs	by	Warhol	reveal	the	ar$st	not	
as	the	upbeat	producer	of	consumer	icons	but	rather	as	the	harbinger	and	chronicler	of	the	na$on's	cultural	self-
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examina$on	in	the	1960s.		Although	Hamilton	is	less	well	known	than	Warhol	in	the	United	States,	he	is	one	of	the	
originators	of	Bri$sh	Pop	art,	a	seminal	figure	whose	current	work	is	relevant	for	young	ar$sts	in	the	resurgent	London	
scene.		If	Warhol's	pain$ng	of	Jackie	Kennedy	in	the	arermath	of	the	president's	assassina$on	memorializes	the	early	
glare	of	the	media	on	a	public	figure	in	private	mourning,	Hamilton's	recent	pain$ng	War	Games	(1991-92)	perfectly	
crystallizes	the	voyeuris$c	percep$on	of	war	as	entertainment,	here	the	Iraqi	invasion	of	Kuwait	as	experienced	through	
television	coverage.	

Gilbert	+	George	are	a	collabora$ve	team	of	Bri$sh	ar$sts	who	began	to	gain	recogni$on	in	the	early	1970s	for	photo-
based	collages	in	which	their	own	images	are	juxtaposed	with	empty	interiors,	urban	landscapes,	and	working-class	
people.		SUCK	(1977)	is	based	on	graffi$	found	on	the	street	and	blown	up,	focusing	on	a	single	epithet	or	slur.		The	anger	
and	despair	of	an	urban	underbelly	is	exposed,	in	opposi$on	to	the	sani$zed	image	projected	by	civic	leaders	and	tourist	
promo$ons.		At	the	lower	center	are	images	of	the	ar$sts—observers,	narrators,	seers	of	the	world	around	them.	

Art	in	Germany	has	been	no	less	preoccupied	with	issues	of	both	media	and	history.		In	the	1960s	the	influence	of	
American	Pop	art	was	immediately	felt	in	Germany,	where	Gerhard	Richter	was	one	of	the	foremost	ar$sts	to	emerge.		His	
pain$ngs	from	1964	to	1966,	here	represented	by	Reiseburo,	an	important	work	from	1966,	are	based	on	images	taken	
from	a	wide	range	of	photographic	sources,	in	this	case	a	large	adver$sement.		The	image	captures	the	economic	
explosion	of	Germany	in	the	1960s,	the	boom	in	middle-class	leisure	and	travel,	and,	by	implica$on,	the	desire	to	suppress	
memories	of	the	war.		The	rapidity	of	change,	the	transitory	nature	of	images	and	their	instability	are	made	manifest	in	
this	elegant	but	unsesling	pain$ng.		In	contrast,	in	the	1970s	a	younger	genera$on	of	ar$sts,	who	had	not	been	involved	
in	the	war,	began	to	confront	anew	the	implica$ons	of	the	war	for	Germany's	culture	and	its	conscience.		Here	the	
preeminent	figure	is	Anselm	Kiefer,	whose	early	pain$ng	OperaHon	Sea	Lion	(1975)	refers	to	Germany's	planned	invasion	
of	England	in	World	War	II.		With	the	dis$nc$ve	texture	and	tac$lity	of	its	surface	and	the	collage-like	imagery	depic$ng	a	
warship	in	a	bathtub,	the	work	evokes	the	unreality	of	warfare	and	the	lingering	presence	of	the	war	in	the	German	mind.	

Philip	Guston	and	Robert	Colescos	are	American	painters	who	created	singular	new	figura$ve	styles.		One	of	the	leading	
Abstract	Expressionists	in	the	1950s,	Guston	became	disenchanted	with	this	style	in	the	mid-1960s.		By	1969	he	was	
pain$ng	o�eat	cartoonish	images	set	in	enigma$c	tableaus	that	project	a	sense	of	absurdity	and	imply	irony,	but	oren	
with	an	unsesling	ominous	undertone.		In	The	Room	(1970),	the	figure	is	clearly	based	on	the	Ku	Klux	Klan,	a	spectral	
inhabitant	of	an	undefined	urban	space,	not	unlike	a	nightmare	that	has	invaded	one's	dreams	and	refuses	to	be	
suppressed	and	forgosen.	

Colescos	is	an	African	American	who	has	taken	the	stereotyped,	cartoonish	images	of	blacks	from	popular	sources	and	
transformed	them	into	raucous	and	irreverent	cri$ques	of	mainstream	American	culture.		In	Colored	TV	(1977),	a	stylish,	
young	black	woman	is	seated	in	a	vibrantly	painted	living	room,	smoking	and	watching	television.		On	the	screen	a	blonde	
bombshell	appears	to	hold	a	magic	wand,	a	fantasy	figure	of	the	commercial	entertainment	industry.		The	fantasy	for	this	
viewer,	however,	of	perhaps	someday	seeing	black	figures	on	television—“colored	TV"—goes	up	in	smoke.		Colescos	has	
brilliantly	dis$lled	a	moment	of	cultural	tension	in	American	society	in	the	1970s,	as	blacks	increasingly	gained	middle-
class	socioeconomic	status	but	remained	largely	absent	in	the	media.	

The	work	of	Bruce	Nauman	takes	a	more	psychological	turn.		In	the	mid-1960s	he	was	one	of	the	first	ar$sts	to	break	away	
from	the	reserve	and	coolness	of	Pop	and	Minimalism	and	to	reintroduce	an	expressive	art	based	on	the	figure.		Through	
many	permuta$ons,	Nauman	has	relentlessly	examined	the	human	condi$on,	as	isolated	individual,	in	social	pairings	and	
groups,	and	as	actor	within	a	social	structure.		In	his	sculpture	Rinde	Head/Rinde	Head	Stacked,	Nose	to	Nose	(1990),	two	
casts	of	a	head	in	wax	face	each	other,	tender,	vulnerable,	and	beau$ful	while	at	the	same	$me	expressing	aliena$on,	a	
confronta$on	of	consciousness,	of	the	self	outside	itself.	

Returning	to	Warhol,	the	gallery	includes	his	Self-Portrait	[Four	Images]	(1986),	one	of	the	ar$st's	late	self-portraits,	in	
which	he	exposes	himself	to	the	viewer	but	is	seen	as	if	through	a	mask,	as	much	the	stark	observer	as	the	object	of	our	
asen$on.		By	the	end	of	his	life,	Warhol	was	as	much	a	celebrity	and	public	figure	as	any	of	the	film	stars,	poli$cians,	and	
socialites	who	had	been	the	subjects	of	his	earlier	pain$ngs.		Having	transformed	himself	into	one	of	the	cultural	icons	of	
our	$me,	he	had	become	a	medium	through	which	our	culture	was	reflected.	

The	last	work	in	this	gallery	is	a	small	pain$ng	by	Ed	Ruscha	$tled	Sin	with	Olives	(1969).		Ruscha	created	a	dis$nc$ve	
brand	of	Pop	art	in	Los	Angeles	in	the	1960s,	in	which	image	and	language	are	interlaced	and	the	tone	is	more	droll,	
although	no	less	incisive,	than	the	work	of	his	New	York	counterparts.		This	pain$ng	wryly	comments	on	moral	authority,	
innocence,	and	guilt,	which	were	at	the	center	of	the	reappraisal	of	cultural	norms	in	the	1960s.	
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Nauman	and	Warhol	are	two	of	the	ar$sts	who	have	had	the	most	profound	influence	on	those	who	emerged	in	the	1980s	
and	1990s.		Regarding	them	as	core	historical	ar$sts,	the	Logans	have	sought	to	collect	their	work	in	as	much	depth	as	
possible.		From	the	beginning,	they	considered	Warhol	the	key	figure	in	Pop	art,	with	the	greatest	subsequent	impact.		At	
this	point,	he	is	the	ar$st	represented	by	the	greatest	number	of	works	in	the	collec$on:		seventeen	pieces	from	various	
periods	of	his	career.	

The	Logans	have	acquired	a	wider	range	of	work	by	younger	ar$sts,	aware	that	years	may	pass	before	the	precise	character,	
quality,	and	importance	of	such	work	will	be	clarified.		They	seek	as	much	informa$on	as	possible	before	making	their	
choices,	looking	at	an	extraordinary	range	and	number	of	exhibi$ons,	visi$ng	ar$sts	in	their	studios	whenever	possible,	and	
reading	catalogue	essays	and	journal	ar$cles	to	gather	varying	cri$cal	perspec$ves.		Inevitably	intui$on	and	personal	
reac$ons	enter	the	equa$on	as	well.		Both	measured	and	immediate	responses	are	oren	needed	to	make	decisions—
some$mes,	by	necessity,	very	quickly	when	purchasing	art	at	the	moment	of	its	comple$on.	

While	asemp$ng	to	understand	the	development,	inten$on,	and	complexity	of	each	ar$st's	work,	the	Logans	also	seek	to	
iden$fy	the	crosscurrents	and	movements	of	our	$me	and	to	determine	their	impact	on	an	ar$st's	work.		If	ar$sts	in	the	
1960s	and	1970s	might	be	characterized	in	general	as	responding	to	social	and	historical	issues,	those	in	the	1980s	and	
1990s	have	turned	more	strongly	to	issues	rela$ng	to	the	iden$ty	of	the	individual—the	body,	gender,	sexuality,	and	
cultural	roots.	

Several	of	the	ar$sts	represented	in	this	gallery	have	made	themselves	the	subject	of	their	work.		In	his	Self-Portrait	[VI]	
(1996),	Glenn	Ligon	mimics	Warhol's	Most	Wanted	Men	series	from	the	early	1960s,	but	turns	his	back	to	the	viewer,	
introducing	the	idea	of	the	black	man	as	invisible	and	marginal	or,	when	no$ced,	as	the	personifica$on	of	crime.		Jeff	Koons	
appropriates	the	form	of	the	classical	portrait	bust	in	his	Self-Portrait	(1991),	but	infuses	it	with	a	cartoon-like	expression	of	
purity	and	virility.		Cindy	Sherman	and	Yasumasa	Morimura	assume	fic$onal	personae	in	their	work.		Having	grown	up	in	
the	1950s	and	early	1960s,	Sherman	recreates	herself	in	Film	SHll	#6	(1977)	as	a	stereotypical	image	of	a	young	woman	of	
that	period.		In	Portrait	[Futago]	(1988)	Morimura	assumes	the	guise	of	Olympia,	from	Edouard	Manet's	famous	nineteenth	
century	pain$ng,	crossing	the	boundaries	not	only	of	culture	and	gender	but	also	of	medium—the	photograph	posing	as	a	
pain$ng.	

While	Francesco	Clemente	oren	uses	his	own	image	in	his	pain$ngs	and	drawings—a	self-portrait	is	among	his	works	in	the	
Logan	Collec$on—just	as	frequently	his	images	cut	across	and	break	down	divisions	between	self	and	other	and	between	
gender	roles.		In	Mother,	Lover,	Daughter	(1982),	mul$ple,	shiring	iden$$es	are	simultaneously	held,	unstable	and	
dissolving	in	the	mel$ng	glare	of	scru$ny	and	analysis.	

In	the	pain$ngs	of	Richard	Paserson,	Marlene	Dumas,	and	Lisa	Yuskavage,	single	figures	are	suspended	in	indeterminate	
loca$ons,	their	iden$$es	generalized	without	rever$ng	to	stereotypes.		Paserson's	Motorcrosser	III	(1995)	depicts	a	blurred	
male	figure	on	a	motorcycle,	speed	frozen	in	psychedelic	waves	of	color,	a	kind	of	adolescent	dream	of	roman$c,	ecsta$c	
existen$alism.		In	contrast,	the	female	figures	depicted	by	Dumas	and	Yuskavage	are	inert,	passive,	trapped.		Dumas's	Cold	
Woman	(1995)	appears	basered,	the	outlines	of	her	body	tenuous,	her	expression	fearful.		Yuskavage's	Helga	(1993)	has	a	
blank	facial	expression,	all	of	her	physical	asributes	overwhelmed	by	her	large	breasts,	her	iden$ty	fe$shized	and	
dependent	upon	them.		In	these	figures	character	rather	than	a	dis$lla$on	of	personal	quali$es	has	been	expressed	as	a	
reflec$on	of	the	culture	that	shaped	it.	

In	Lost	Subject	III	(1994),	Antony	Gormley	strips	away	all	dis$nc$ve	asributes,	leaving	the	splayed	figure	as	generalized	as	
possible.		The	ar$st's	use	of	sor	lead	heightens	the	vulnerability	of	the	figure,	which	seems	to	represent	all	humanity,	
fallen,	regardless	of	sex	or	culture.		In	contrast	to	Gormley's	work,	Thomas	Schuse	creates	figures	that	are	larger	than	life,	
heroic	in	scale,	like	futuris$c	knights,	invincible	in	stainless-steel	swathing.		Each	of	these	works	is	$tled	Grosse	Geister	(a	
large	or	great	spirit);	they	are	roman$c	fantasies,	projec$ons	of	desire	made	manifest.		Juan	Munoz's	pair	of	figures,	$tled	
Double	Dwarf	(1989),	calls	to	mind	the	dwarfs	who	once	served	as	court	jesters,	as	depicted	in	a	work	by	the	great	
seventeenth	century	Spanish	painter	Velazquez.		Dwarfs	were	tradi$onally	figures	of	ridicule,	but	they	could	also	serve	as	
alter	egos	for	ar$sts,	enabling	them	to	make	frank	observa$ons	of	character	and	society	that	we	might	otherwise	choose	to	
ignore.	

The	physical	vulnerability	of	the	body	is	expressed	in	sculptures	by	Bri$sh	ar$sts	Damien	Hirst	and	Marc	Quinn.		Quinn's	No	
Visible	Means	of	Escape	VII	(1997)	is	like	the	flayed	skin	of	a	man,	eviscerated,	hung	up	to	dry,	the	trophy	of	a	conqueror.		
The	work	is	a	shocking	recogni$on	that,	despite	the	veneer	of	civiliza$on	in	the	late	twen$eth	century,	its	cul$va$on	of	
knowledge,	logic,	and	reason,	the	human	condi$on	has	not	changed	over	the	centuries	or	even	the	millennia.		Our	bodies	
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are	a	thin	skin	of	protec$on;	our	psyches	are	s$ll	capable	of	unleashing	destruc$on	mo$vated	by	fear,	envy,	and	greed.		
Hirst's	sculpture	Did	You	No	Wrong	(1990-91)	is	a	cabinet	of	wonders	for	our	$me,	filled	with	what	we	hope	will	help	
suppress	the	ravages	of	$me	and	disease.		Encased	and	preserved,	these	items	stand	a	good	chance	of	outlas$ng	us.	

Pain$ngs	by	Fang	Lijun	and	Liu	Wei	are	among	the	first	works	to	express	the	radical	cultural	shirs	occurring	in	the	People's	
Republic	of	China	in	the	past	decade.		The	strictures	of	Communist	rule	have	greatly	loosened,	leading	to	the	disappear-
ance	of	a	rigid	hierarchy	of	authority	and	subjuga$on	to	group	decisions	that	had	previously	governed	individual	behavior;	
individual	iden$ty	and	financial	independence	are	now	not	only	possible	but	fiercely	pursued.		Ar$sts	are	now	free	to	make	
their	own	decisions	about	style	and	subject	and	can	define	themselves	as	ar$sts	in	any	way	they	choose.		With	these	
freedoms	come	uneasiness,	anxiety,	and	loss	of	tradi$on,	as	well	as	edgy	excitement	about	the	possibili$es	of	expression	
and	self-defini$on.	

While	the	works	selected	for	this	exhibi$on	to	represent	the	1980s	and	1990s	cannot	possibly	reflect	all	of	the	issues	dealt	
with	by	the	ar$sts	in	these	two	decades,	several	underlying	themes	emerge.		One	preoccupa$on	is	the	increasingly	open,	
complex,	and	ambiguous	possibili$es	in	the	defini$on	of	self	in	contemporary	society.		However,	the	individual	does	not	
exist	apart	from	an	array	of	cultural	and	poli$cal	forces	that	strongly	shape	his	or	her	sense	of	these	possibili$es.		The	
fragility	of	boundaries	between	the	exterior	or	public	self—the	persona—and	the	interior,	private	self	is	explored	and	
exposed.		The	face	and	skin	are	posed	as	thin,	vulnerable	membranes	between	the	external	and	the	internal,	between	the	
physical	and	the	psychological	aspects	of	the	self.		Gender	and	sexuality	are	charged	mee$ng	points	where	these	issues	
converge.	

The	ar$sts	in	the	Logan	Collec$on	indicate	the	increasingly	global	character	of	contemporary	art.		The	last	gallery	in	the	
exhibi$on	includes	work	by	Dumas,	from	South	Africa	and	living	in	Amsterdam;	Clemente,	from	Italy	and	living	in	New	York	
and	India;	Munoz,	who	lives	in	Spain;	Schuse,	in	Germany;	Morimura,	in	Japan;	Fang	Lijun	and	Liu	Wei,	in	Beijing.		
Gormley,	Hirst,	Paserson,	and	Quinn	live	in	London,	one	of	the	most	vibrant	centers	of	contemporary	art	in	this	decade.		
Koons,	Ligon,	Sherman,	and	Yuskavage	live	in	New	York	City,	which	s$ll	retains	the	largest	concentra$on	of	ar$sts,	galleries,	
and	ins$tu$ons	for	contemporary	art	in	the	world.		Unlike	any	other	$me	in	this	century,	no	single	city	or	country	can	claim	
dominance	in	the	crea$on	of	contemporary	art.		There	are	diverse	crea$ve	centers,	and	many	ar$sts	move	between	ci$es,	
further	extending	the	flow	of	informa$on	and	exchange	between	cultures.	

We	live	in	an	age	of	potent	images	and	satura$on	by	the	media.		For	both	ar$sts	and	cri$cal	viewers,	the	power	of	such	
images	is	apparent	but	elicits	uneasiness	and	aliena$on.		The	incompleteness	and	distor$on,	the	simplifica$ons	and	
stereotypes	demand	responses	of	poignancy,	outrage,	and	humor.		In	our	$me	the	personal	and	the	poli$cal	seem	ever	
more	bound	together.		As	individuals,	we	cannot	escape	from	the	cultural	and	social	currents	into	which	we	are	being	
swept.		Just	as	certainly,	if	we	do	not	take	responsibility	to	see	ourselves,	even	in	a	fractured	mirror,	we	will	lose	our	
capacity	to	act	in	shaping	the	world	around	us.	

The	Logan	Collec$on,	and	especially	the	ar$sts	represented	in	this	exhibi$on,	reflects	a	commitment	to	taking	the	measure	
of	our	$mes	and	expressing	it	in	work	that	reaffirms	the	vitality	and	urgency	of	art.		It	is	also	a	collec$on	that	indicates	the	
risks	taken	by	the	Logans	in	choosing	not	to	base	their	acquisi$ons	on	foregone	conclusions.		For	them,	and	now	for	the	
Museum's	visitors,	discovering	an	ar$st	one	has	previously	not	known,	responding	to	and	absorbing	new	images	and	new	
ways	of	seeing	and	thinking,	is	a	source	of	great	pleasure	and	excitement.	

As	we	approach	the	new	millennium,	an	ac$ve	involvement	with	contemporary	art	makes	us	more	keenly	aware	of	the	
sense	of	promise	and	uncertainty	in	our	world.		The	Logan	Collec$on	enables	the	San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	Art	to	
make	vital	a	contribu$on	to	this	ongoing	dialogue.	


