Let It Bleed

In Charles Goldman’s work, things manifest themselves not as they are but as they could be, or almost are. It’s the visual equivalent of, say, Craig Raine’s “Martian school” of poetry, in which the quotidian is deliberately seen from a skewed perspective. (“Caxtons are mechanical birds with many wings,” goes Raine’s reference to books, “and some are treasured for their markings.”) Goldman’s previous installations have featured projects like 2x4 studs arranged and recorded in thousands of permutations, portraits of the artist drawn by hundreds of passersby, and scrap wood from his studio saved and set up to approximate the skylines of the cities where he’s exhibiting it. Goldman likes to make ideas play themselves out in their entirety, as in his pieces “All of the Highways of the United States of America” and “All of the Stairs Leading to My Apartment,” whose point is their comprehensiveness. With 33 Revolutions Per Minute, he’s turned his attention to an artist’s best friend: the record collection on the wall, and the ways it acts in his life. But Goldman’s records don’t behave like other people’s.

For one thing, the point of recordings is usually assumed to be the sound on them, but that’s all but irrelevant to 33 Revolutions. Aside from the video installation “Hanging Around Listening to Music,” none of these artworks makes any sound at all, and the installation’s four-way simultaneous blare eliminates the individual effects of any of its music. Instead, Goldman is interested in records as physical objects, fraught with possibilities and impossibilities, and with the experiential processes they’re involved in beyond their ostensible use.

In particular, he’s using them as links to bits of the past. Songs and records are the benchmarks by which we record certain kinds of memory; LPs (which occupy a lot more space in 33 Revolutions Per Minute than CDs), as an outmoded but still-very-present medium, are especially loaded with associations with the past. What Goldman has done here is pull the music itself out of them, concentrating on the experience of using and owning records rather than their content, and emphasizing their means of evoking memories rather than what exactly it is that they call up—in him, or in us.

The long, thin strip that goes around the room is a segment of Outtakes, 1966–1999, another one of Goldman’s cataloguing pieces—a continuous drawing of every record, CD, and cassette he owns, four inches high, about five hundred feet long, and rendered in non-photo blue pencil. The music fan’s impulse is to have everything by a favorite artist; here, Goldman applies the same idea to his own taste and ownership. Played end-to-end, all those records would go on for well over a month. The artist has more or less powerful associations with every one of them, as every audience member likely has with some of them, but all we get to see is the triggers for our respective memories, without the memories themselves.

The centerpiece of 33 Revolutions Per Minute is “Hanging Around Listening to Music,” eight hours of videotape of Goldman doing just that, played back on four out-of-synch video monitors positioned on a stage. Listening to music is the most passive kind of leisure activity—not only does it not require active participation, it doesn’t even require attention, to the point where some people need to listen to music to concentrate on something else. Here, though, Goldman is listening, and his responses become the star of the show (literally—we’re conditioned to treat anything on a stage as important), and the information-overload of four simultaneous feeds keeps viewers from experiencing it as passively as Goldman does. To play a favorite record is to recall earlier experiences of listening to it; a long day spent hanging out listening to favorite music is a day of being reminded of the past. Here it becomes a memory of a memory, transformed from a personal experience into a slow public drama.

The series of contact sheets of photos of needles on records aren’t just random images of music playing: they’re song-by-song documentation of six mix tapes Goldman made for his “love interests,” past, future-cross-fingers, and imaginary. The tapes themselves aren’t the point, and neither are their track listings (although fellow record collectors can divine those with a little detective work—one record label design is identifiable as mid-‘70s Motown, another as late-‘60s Atlantic, and so on). Naturally, the tapes were motivated by Goldman’s taste and his specific emotions and decisions, but he’s eliminated those from the artwork itself. The photo sequences are, instead, a documentation of the peculiar ritual of making a mix tape to communicate emotion from one person to a specific other—the labor and consideration that go into it, the slow repetitions and physical imperfections of the task, the idea that the process of making the tape speaks more for the feelings that went into it than the actual contents of the product.

There are a couple of smaller, simpler pieces that follow the Goldman tradition of objects as they aren’t quite. “Infinite Wax” is a sweet little gesture of a piece: an infinity sign made out of two overlapping LPs, suggesting a special record that could go on forever, or the musical accompaniment to our lives that does go on forever. The shape of the big white wool blanket on the floor of the gallery may be mysterious to some younger visitors to Hallwalls: it’s made in the form of LPs’ protective paper inner sleeves, blown up to human-protecting scale (though there is the bothersome matter of that great big hole in the middle; perhaps they’d permit reading of people’s “identifying labels”). And “Collaboration”—a Frank Sinatra greatest-hits LP modified into an art-object by a couple of quick gestures (a new sleeve wrapped around the old one, a new hole drilled in the center, and a new label) is a joke on the idea of collaboration between artists. And what better target for it than Sinatra, whose last two studio albums were duets with singers most of whom he never sang with in person, and some of whose names he was likely unclear on?

Finally, those of us who survived the ‘70s may find the four-foot-wide poster depicting two kids holding up a YOUR NAME HERE banner a familiar image, and it’s meant to be: it was originally the back cover of Kiss’s Alive album. In its initial incarnation, the banner had the band’s logo on it, but it might as well have had anyone’s name, or yours. In Goldman’s modified form, it becomes a kiss blown to all of us, the knights in sound’s service, who can project ourselves into the legends around the music.

If you made 33 revolutions in a minute, you’d collapse from dizziness; if you experienced 33 revolutions in a lifetime, you’d get to be very old and very confused. Music is sometimes the catalyst to revolution and sometimes its soundtrack, but no other revolutionary force can be experienced as the ambient, sedative blur of private entertainment. It’s that blur, ultimately, that Goldman is examining in 33 Revolutions Per Minute, with the simultaneous blare of “Hanging Around Listening to Music” and the too-huge-to-see-at-once expanse of Outtakes, 1966-1999: the way that music’s performances and artifacts and listening experiences can slip into one another’s roles, and that its individual acts of creation can melt into a huge mass, like a stack of LPs left in the sun.
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