Sculpture In New York

Seeking A Definition:
The Multiple Directions
Of Sculpture Today

By Robert C. Morgan

ceent exhibitions of

sculpeure in New York

appear o be moving
in many directions simultane-
ously. There is no absolute
direction o be found in the sec-
ond decade of the 21 century,
particulary In the media-based,
miarkel-driven contemporary
art world. From this perspec-
tive, I will explore some of the
possibilities in which sculp-
ture scecks o broader, more
fluid definition, Contemparrny
sculpture—with all its three
dimensional vigor, encapsuliat-
ing a desire for both expoessive
content and reinvented formal
sralegivs—is constantly in the
process of hyperventilating
ilsell by opening new doors
af percepton, In the PrOCesS,
VICWOTS O participants, as the
case may be, are challenged
to understund what sculpture
has become in the sluggish
rampxuts ol the current cen-
wry, perhaps on a different
level than what was thought

In fact, Modernism does not
end according o the thme-line
of a century or even a mil
lennium—even a5 new forms
arise and begin to infiltrare the
glleries In West Chelsea, lower
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in 1912, slipping from Rodin
loward Hoccioni, both given
10 a Moedemist point of view

Manhattan, and elsewhere
throughout New York in both
public and private spaces

I will Begin with an exhi-
bition of two aniss—Heather
Sheehan and Michedle Jaffé—at
the Silvia Wald and Po Kim Art
Gallery on the edge of the East
Village. The former resides in
Germany, whereas the latter
lives and works in New York.
Shechan installed a wall of
small, Tozzy, fabric-based, all
while sculptures, tatled Visitors,
at intervals along a single
witll. She then placed o series
of square black-and-whirte
photographs, each measuring
10D x 100 ¢m, aken by Bart
Michielsen on the facing wall
The visual effect of companng
these small whige oreatures with
larger inages of their physiog-
nomis is revelatory, One sees
in the photographs details in
the faces that appear differently
from the diminutive scale of
the actual objects. In the pho-
topraphs, Shechan's sculprure is
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transformed. Te becomwes o type
ol theater that enters into world
rather than mexdestly clinging
1o small shelves waiting to be
discovered. Michelle Jaffé's
Awakening in the Lighining
Field (2012) 35 a sound-piece
based on a recording of the
noises in the desert Lindscape
in the space of the well-known
Walter de Maria environmen-
1l péece, sitvated in the New
Mexico desent, insalled in 1977,
Jafté's work parallels the woek
of de Marla who also recorded
sounds of crickets and ocean
waves, The blue [florescent
tubes placed larerally between
floor and wall demarcated
the listening arca that offers a
welcome solace in the leaming
atmosplere of wathc around
Lafayette Street where the gal-
Tery is Jocated.

Oh Chaehyun is a2 Korean
artist who showed his small-
scale stone sculpture at Able
Fine Art in West Chelsea, Taked
Saint and Sex, Oh works mostly
in small-scale carved pleces in
which images of goddesses sir
oa stones and hang on the wall
in a highly sexualized position
These images are intended
o transmit reverence rather
than prurient content, They
are close o life on o spiritual
level, suggesting fertiliy amd
abundance. In addition, Oh's
beatific leminine incarnations
of the Buddha are frequently
represented as exalted figures
of women, The same is roe
for his images of flying hirds
that the artist has installed on
the gallery walls, These carved
bird images are abstract in ap-
prannce as if they weres being
scen both near amd lar away.
Technically the use of granite
as a materlal in which 1o Girve
relatively small-scale sculpture
is quire unusual in the West.
This is particularly true when
uscd o interpret figure or
animal shapes, such as vgers
or birds in Hight. His work
carries 2 strong shamanistic
aspect even though Buddhist
Images also play a central role
in his art. One might say that
Oh Chaehyun’s work is Intrin-
sically Korcan in spiril, and
that it manilests itself without
dualism. Just as shamanism
exists beside Buddhism, so
sexuality and spirstuality abxhe
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within one another, The soell
scale presence of these works
implics that they are meant (o
dwell in a reskdentaal environ
ment. an intmate space. They
are ions of warmith anx! hu-
manity. signs of longevity and
celebrations of lappiness, in a
home wlere conflict is resolved
withowt strife and where life
begets eternity within the cycle
of cternny.

ontemporniry small-scale

sculpture also exists in

the West. Occasionally
the subjoct marter focuses mone
on abstraction in the form of
magguettes, such as the studics
procluced by British seulpro
Anthony Caro for the Chapel
of Light in the Eglise Saint-
Jean-Baptiste In Bourbourg.
France, in 2011 These works
are tabletop size and pandoxi
cally express both gravity and

Anthony Caro,
Dragonfly,
2011, bronze,
sl and wwkind,
228x222
x26cm
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kevity. Farly in his carcer, Caro
wits defiant about removing the
base from sculplure, 2 problem
that the American sculptor
David Smith also strugeled with
but never seemed 10 resolve
completely. By 1963, Caro's
stecl planar shapes began 1o
reveal a constrclivist tendency
as he placed them perpendicn-
lar In relation 1o oac another,
thereby neglecting the use of a
base, One of the most deligh-
ful and intriguing aspects of the
current exhibition at Miclell-
Innes & Nash is joyfully built
quality that appears in exch
work without losing an oune
of sophistication. Anyone fa
miliar with the technlcal and
lormal plovs emploved Ty Caro
in his cvolution of work over
the years can see the lormal
clarity in twesce works, the case
b which he is capable of as-
sembling simple form, often

Anthony Caro, Laughtor, 2011, bronzs, ¢ast and welded, 25.0 x 70.5 x 67.9
cm. Imoge: Counesy of Mtcholdnnos & Nash

alaier froseeyd, into a density thr
nevertheless remans light, |
am thinking specifically of a
work called Boyghand another
magnificent example called
Drreagonfly (20110, In either case,
the assembling is so elegantly
Tevatated Hat one may wonder il
wu are secing It correctiv. Every
pipe has its place, anxd every
lank of cut-steel ks stupendous
as it entungles itscll over the
1wp o wixlerneath something
weighted or squashed, perti-
nent 1o e theme of Drggonfiy.
This heraldic work seems
bhuzz like an actual deagontly.
to ascend wpward as s gravity
sirugeles 1 Keep it grounded.
or, if vou need reliel from this
intensity, let me recommend
the delirionsly cov Laugbier
(20110 that sprawls openly aver
the edge of o table along with
Beflman in which an ancent
automobile hoen backles aver
another rounksd shape o im-
ply dignity as in sumunoning
a reqquest not o be ellwed or
removed from the emotion of
senerosity that works such as
these aspire W communicate
through the ages.

Willard Boepple is a
sculptor in the sense that his
forms are encloscd within a
svstem il reguires a sophis-
vicated visual understanding of
how open planar shapes func-
tion within a predetermined
space. The press relense from
the Lorl Bookstein Gallery
reveals that the artist was com
misstoned in 2007 10 design a
raclio ower i SvRicuse, New
York, that infheenced the design
of these recent works, From
my experience, these rowers
resemble the oil dersicks |
was accustomed to secing as |
drove west frem Bixby Knolls
1o Belmont Shore in Long
Beach, Californla, during the
1960s. In Boepple’s wodk, the
spatial presence of the three
1owers included in this exhibi
tion suggests 4 kind of verti-
cal Constructivist structure in
which the diagonally situated
rectilinear planes are placed
Each derrick is shightly different
in terms ol how the planes are
fixed within the interior spatzal
structure, The three works
are assembled from precisely
mitered pleces of wood that
are fastidionsly assemblked. The
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precise measurements of the ¢l-
CInents re 50 dcute that, at first,
it is difficult to discern whether
the tawers are constructed from
wood or metal. In fact, they are
crafted entirely In wood. The
process of circumambulating
around these towers implies an
investigation of form in which
the various angles of vision
ultimately requires an inten-
tonal grasp of the whole. Yet
the work Is substantial entircly
on this level as the vanous
components within the derricks
hoth conflict and harmonize
nct only with one anceher but
also with the exierior structure
that supports them. The formal
intrigue can be mesmerizing as
it opens passbilities for how
we intuit the foundation of
structure through the process
of seeing and how we think
holistically in relation to what
we have seen.

n contrast 10 the more for-

mally oriented sculpture

of Curo and Boepple, Ruth
Hardinger works with less
finished materials, such s cor-
rugated cardboard and cement.
Her forms are more physical
and less predetermined. The
notion of structure in these
wortks is within expectant for-
mal atiributes, thereby suggess-
ing that the material process

Above left: Willard Bospple, Ever, 2010, wood, 127 x 44 x 36 In.
right: Willard Boopple, Heath, 2012, wocd, 124 x 42 x 41 in. Imnages: Courlosy ¢
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Above left: Ruth Hardinger, Double Envoy,
Hardinger, To Bo Changed #2, 2011, concréle &

determines the foem without ra-
tional interference. Hardinger's
work has been shown widely in
New York and has a look—a
demeance—ihat is ocginal and,
10 a large extent, unwieldy in
its appearance, Yet the picces
somehow manage to forge
a presence of the landscape
difficult to deny. Her recent
exhibition. titled Normal Faulis,
clearly reflects a defective
earthly condition, a surface
both unstable and haphazard.
In contrast © a formalist ap-
proach, Hardinger is searching
for poetic metaphors relerenc-
ing the damage that persists in

relation o the earth. Works,
such as Double Envoy (2012)
and 7o Be Changed #2 (2011),
suggest inevitable ecological
instability without losing their
force as sell-contained pieces
of sculpture. 1 would not call
Hardinger's work “installation
art.” The infuitive presence of
these works is sculptural. In
addition., Hardinger produces
drawings that lave a strong tac-
tile presence, These would in-
clude Parbway 8 and Patbway
9, which both employ concrete
applied 1o candboard, encrust-
ed rugged black lines interfac-
ing mottled white surfaces.

2012, concres and cardooard, 16 x 26 Y x 11 in. Above right: Ruth
nd cardboard, 21 x 10 x 7.5 in. Images: Courlozy of the Artisl.

Hardinger's works are fresh
and pulsate with vigor, They
might also be read as entropic
signs of dystopia, yet open Lo
forging ahead as if o widen
the spectrum of what sculpiure
can be, even on a modestly hu-
mxan scale—with the power o
change the way we understand
and e the human condition
in this highly conflicted age of
globalizatioca. A

Astbor, artist, professar, and arl
critic Robert C, Morgan s the
New York comtributing editor for
the magazines Wordd Sculpture
News and Asian Art News,

Above center: Willard Boopple, What Glves, 2011, wood, 135 x 49 x 41 in Above
I the Artist and Lon Booksten Fine Arl, New York. Photoc Elienne Frossard.
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