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Bugs, Bones, and 
Feathers  
 
Fall 2010 ‐ REVIEWED 

 
Edward Rubin  

 
In less sure hands, New York City’s Museum of Arts and Design’s Dead or Alive, an exhibition of 37 international artists, whose work 
is composed of feathers, bones, egg shells, insects, fur, antlers, dried and rotting plants, with a few stuffed birds and animals thrown 
in, would be a creepy, crawly experience, one that could conceivably have people running toward the exits. Not so with this 
exhibition. Dead or Alive, conceived by chief curator David Revere McFadden, joined by senior curator Lowery Stokes Sims and 
assistant curator Elizabeth Edwards Kirrane, is an exhibition of extreme beauty, living proof, so to speak, that a sow’s ear can be 
turned into a silk purse. It is also, despite outwardly appearances, an intellectual adventure, one that encourages serious thought on 
such topics as ecology, beauty, violence to humans and animals, and most noticeably our own mortality. 
 
In its use of idiosyncratic materials, the attention paid to the oddities of natural history, Dead or Alive, reminds one of a 16th‐century 
Cabinet of Wonders, for each highly distinctive work of art appears to be a microcosm of the world. From videos, to sculptures, to 
highly crafted installations, there is a virtual sideshow of organic matter being 
transformed into art, both functional and not. Sometimes obsessions with numbers 
seem to be the artist’s métier. In Eight Thousand Miles of Home (2010) Thailand‐
based Angus Hutcheson, Ango Design’s founder and chief designer, turns some 
12,000 silkworm cocoons into a beautiful, overhead cloud‐like light fixture. Moon 
(2006), Tracey Heneberger’s sculptural wall hanging, is composed of over a thousand 
shellacked sardines intricately arranged in a circle. Marc Swanson’s sculpture Untitled 
(Antler Pile) (2010) is a glittering pyramid of deer antlers covered with thousands of 
hand‐glued crystals, while Flock (2010), Susie MacMurray’s ominous site‐specific wall, 
hiding in a corner of the museum, features tens of thousands of dyed black rooster 
feathers.      
 
In London‐based artist, Tessa Farmer’s theatrical diorama Little Savages (2007), a 
taxidermied fox—a stand‐in for humans—appears to be under attack by insects, both 
crawling and flying. Dried slugs, silk moth cocoons, and plant roots are attached to its 
fur, a wasp’s nest hangs from its tail, and a bird with an insect in its mouth is perched 
on its back. Here we are faced, “fast forwarding,” as curator Sims notes in the 
exhibition’s catalog, with “the cycle of nature in terms of death, disposal, and decay.” In On Top of the World (2009) Claire Morgan, 
also London‐based, using transparent nylon threaded through hundreds of dead Bluebottle flies, fashions an eerie army of flying 
creatures into a suspended geometrically layered cube. On top of the cube, invisible to all but the top layer of flies, the artist has 
added a red spider, introducing the moment when disaster threatens orderly perfection.  
 
Dutch artist Levi van Veluw is a kind of a performance artist as well as a sculptor and photographer. Veluw, at age 25, the youngest 
artist in the exhibition, uses his body, specifically his head and shoulders, as a canvas on which to build natural landscapes in 
Landscape I (2008). Using seaweed, and other organic materials to fashion flora and fauna, as well as stones, tiny plastic animals, 
trucks, lampposts, and telephone poles—all affixed to his painted face—he recreates the world while simultaneously being part of it. 
Before “removing his new face,” the artist, represented here by three photographs and an amazing video featuring a moving toy 
train that circles around his landscaped head, documents each creation. Also utilizing synthetic materials to recreate nature is 
Cuban‐born, Mallorca‐based artist, Jorge Mayet. In Cayendo Suave (Falling Softly) (2009), the artist, using simple electrical wires, 

Marc Swanson, Untitled (Antler Pile),, 2007, antlers, 
crystals, adhesive, 24 x 24 x 24”. © Marc Swanson, 
courtesy Richard Gray Gallery



papier mậché, and feathers, gives us a super‐realistic tree. Like an angel suspended in midair, the tree with a surreal clutch of 
feathers attached to the end of its roots, is astonishingly beautiful.  
 
Keith W. Bentley’s Cauda Equina (Horse Tail) (1995‐2007), a labor of love, as well as a paean and a eulogy, to the thousands of 
horses slaughtered annually in this country for their meat, took 12 years to complete. Using the hairs from 250 horses, Bentley 
stitched and knotted nearly a million and a half individual hairs onto a fabric which in turn was attached to a full‐sized taxidermy 
form of a horse, creating a kind of mourning veil, not unlike those worn by widows during the Victorian era. On the lighter side—just 
perhaps—is Billie Grace Lynn’s Mad Cow Motorcycle (2008), in which she has mounted the skeleton of an entire cow over a working 
motorcycle. At the foot of this “kinetic sculpture” is a video which shows the artist careening through the streets of Miami while 
passersby, those not aghast, look on in amusement. Speaking of cows slaughtered to meet human needs, curator McFadden wryly 
notes in his catalog essay, “even in death this cow is not allowed to rest in peace.”  
 
Definitely on a lighter side, despite the gravity of its various subjects, is Apothecarium Moderne, a collaborative work of artists Tim 
Tate, co‐founder and director of the Washington Glass School and Studio outside of Washington, D.C., and Connecticut‐based artist 
Marc Petrovic. Lined up against the wall are nine hand‐blown glass apothecary jars, each one filled to the brim with talismans that 
offer a cure for various maladies such as loss of faith, overpopulation, ennui, identity theft, and intelligent design. Etched on the 
outside of each jar is a cure‐related story. Apothecary #1 Cure for Erectile Dysfunction, one of the more humorous works, features a 
photo of Betty Page, the iconic pinup model from the 50s, surrounding by oyster shells, and Enzyte, a natural male enhancement pill. 
The tale engraved on this jar tells the story of little David, who arrives in Manhattan by bus and meets a freakishly tall woman with 
an Adam’s apple, who takes him to her flat in Spanish Harlem, gets him addicted to Absinthe, and makes him a man. 
 
One of the more unusual works on view is Alastair Mackie’s Untitled (+/‐), (2009). Here we are faced with a two‐part installation, 
each work dramatically placed for effect on its own concrete plinth. Resting on the first plinth is a pile of thousands of mouse 
skeletons—all eaten, digested, and regurgitated by barn owls—which the artist collected over the course of a year. Occupying plinth 

two is a loom with a piece of fabric woven from mouse fur which the 
artist separated from these bones. Like much of the work in this 
exhibition, Mackie’s mouse‐centric installation speaks to the 
relationship of things and events in the endless cycle of life and 
death. A strong point of this exhibition is the simply written labels 
that tell us about the artist as well as each work on view. Once we 
digest the ideas behind each work, and the process each artist uses 
to create their work, everything falls into place, naturally so it seems.  
 
As curator Lowery Stokes Sims notes in the museum’s beautifully 
appointed catalog, “the work in Dead or Alive might challenge usual 
and habitual notions of beauty, but artists can extrude beauty from 
the most base and defiled materials. This maneuvering of a 
transcendent experience from trash was given a specifically 
psychological and emotional role in art making by the Surrealists, 

who linked it with concepts such as ‘the marvelous’ or ‘convulsive beauty’—both of which were based on the experience of the 
‘uncanny.’ Of particular interest is what Hal Foster called understanding the ‘marvelous’ as ‘signal(ing) a rupture in the natural 
order…challeng(ing)…rational causality…(and) its fascination with magic and alchemy.’” 

The Dada force and spirit has been moved forward since 2006 at the Emily Harvey Foundation, where the first, second, and fourth 
Blago Bung evenings took place. The third was held in Zurich at the original Cabaret Voltaire in September 2009. Participants have 
included Michel Auder, John Armleder, Michel Collet, Gerard Colin Thiebaut, Adam Kahan, Patrice Lerochereuil, Nicola L, Larry Litt, 
Moira Tierney, Valentine Verhaeghe, Beatriz Albuquerque, Michel Bulteau, Jacques Halbert, Per Huttner, Jeffrey Perkins, Nicole 
Peyrafitte, Ivan Alechine, Taketo Shimada, Joao Simoes, Nicola Sornaga, John Giornio, Roland Wagner, Paul Dorn, Soren Berner, 
Nicolas Kerksieck, Bob Lens, Paul Wiegerinck, Swetlana Heger, M.K., Charlie Doria, George Quasha, Neboja Seric Shoba, and Glory 
Hazel. 
 

L. Brandon Krall, Courtesy of the artist. 



Blago Bang is a “Meta‐ecriture,” and every artist presents actions, dance or no‐dance, art and no‐art, performances, poetry, video, 
sound works. The pieces roll up quickly, come together randomly, and collectively that gives a character, tonicity, and joy. Free 
association is open, as in a dream weave or in the society imagined by Charles Fourier. The dynamic is present, irrepressible, linked to 
theoretical research, play, philosophy, politics, aesthetics, poetry, and movement.... —Michel Collet 
 
The collaboration started in 2006 after a snowball effect of performances and interventions in France and America between Michel 
Collet, Valentine Verhaeghe, and Patrice Lerochereuil, with associated writers, artists, non‐artists, and others. A naming occurred 
from which emerged the collective, activist‐oriented node that we can call, Blago Bung. The name comes from two lines of the 
proto‐poetric‐performance Karawane by Hugo Ball at the opening of the Cabaret Voltaire in 1916. 
 
Michel Collet, a key initiator who operates the Cold Mountain and Mobile projects wrote, “Montagne Froide is a creative device in 
the related areas of choreography, text, voice, images, sound, and the machine. … While using well‐known types of devices such as 
performance, exposition, as well as publications, our creations try to travel unexplored areas, far from the center, or even halfway 
through a performance. Each creation makes it possible to assemble unlike elements that cohere as a whole, tending to put form 
and questions about form, multiple appearances, and aesthetic games, as wall as depth of meaning into play. Every action in 
Montagne Froide is managed by a team that is re‐defined according to the project. Each action is co‐created. The logical base of our 
productions relies on the concepts of the complexity and a non‐specialized conception of art close to intermedia as defined by Dick 
Higgins.” 
 
About choreographer‐performer Valentine Verhaeghe’s adaptation of Mind Opener, a work by Robert Filliou, Astrid Gagnard wrote 
in Mouvement, Mai 2007, “What’s at stake? Showing that today it is possible to work together and that the reasoning of the 
network developed by the concept generator, Robert Filliou, is still applicable. This heritage has grown and is developed by each of 
the personalities working with choreographer Valentine Verhaeghe in the creation. Nine interpreters (dancers, poets, performers) 
are on stage, the tenth being video and sound. It is, in fact, an interactive system that is proposed by the artists brought together in 
Mind Opener. Therefore, the broadcasting of the videos, which is generated by the presence and the relations between the dancers 
and the performers, is random or predetermined. This version of the play using the technological means available in 2007 is faithful 
to the spirit of Filliou, who wanted to create poetry with a computer. Far from the standardization of some shows, Mind Opener 
accepts the challenge of going beyond the definitions of dance and proposing the interpretation of this partition with the creators of 
different generations ... . The emotion comes from proximity with the spirit of Filliou in an artistic performance where dance 
establishes a dynamic exchange with other parts. Between the lines can be read the story of a friendship: of Robert Filliou, of Daniel 
Spoerri, and Emmett Williams; Spoerri who launched Filliou on the artistic chessboard, and Williams who imagined that the soul of 
his friend Robert, was reincarnated in an insect, as Julien Blaine says in his text narrating the last moments of the artist.”  
 
Patrice, Lerochereuil says, “If I were to describe my work. I will call it, ‘a field of approximative discoveries.’ I try to approach and 
clarify what seems to me necessary and fundamental, but pretty much useless in our society’s value system today. I realized early on 
that the idea of capturing a meaning or the effect of a thought is impossible. This makes the origin of each piece very subjective. I 
always relied on my own sensibility and what I consider important. I have always prioritized thoughts, feelings, serendipity, over 
words’ formulations and, as an artist concerned with process, origination over the final product. This dialectic simply implies the 
conflicts inherent in our efforts to communicate what is essential to us. For me it’s a matter of balance, as well as sways, back and 
forth, and adjustment. 
 
“I do not choose a medium over another. I simply live with the fear of missing some possibilities by not experimenting with other 
media, (performances, paintings, video, music, drawings ... ). For example, my piece, partir c'est crever un pneu, (a French pun 
meaning ‘leaving is a little bit like dying’ refers to a quote of Alphonse Allais, and ‘leaving is having a flat tire,’ where I stand before 
an audience and blow into a tube (A replica of Marcel Duchamp’s Bicycle Wheel [1913, ready‐made]), would not have had the 
impact I was looking for, had I not chosen to realize it as a performance. This hedonistic state beloved by Marcel Duchamp, a state 
where I find myself engaged in an action which implies exhibitionism and public voyeurism, and of course my attachment to 
Duchamp’s work, were the genesis of the piece. (Not to say that I was born in the same part of France as Marcel Duchamp, 
Normandy.)” 
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Billie Grace Lynn, Mad Cow Motorcycle, 2008, cow bones, bicycle frame, electric motor 96. x 24 x 36“. Courtesy of the artist
Photo: Billie Grace Lynn lbillie@mail.as.miami.edu

Nick Cave, Soundsuit, 2010, mixed media, 96 x 3 x 22”. Courtesy
of artist; Jack Shainman Gallery, New York

Marc Swanson, Untitled (Antler Pile),, 2007, antlers, crystals, adhesive,
24 x 24 x 24”. © Marc Swanson, courtesy Richard Gray Gallery



In less sure hands, New York City’s
Museum of Arts and Design’s Dead or
Alive, an exhibition of 37 international
artists, whose work is composed of
feathers, bones, egg shells, insects, fur,

antlers, dried and rotting plants, with a
few stuffed birds and animals thrown
in, would be a creepy, crawly experi-
ence, one that could conceivably have
people running towards the exits. Not

so with this exhibition. Dead and Alive,
conceived by chief curator David Revere
McFadden, joined by senior curator
Lowery Stokes Sims, and assisted by
assistant curator Elizabeth Edwards
Kirrane, is an exhibition of extreme
beauty, living proof, so to speak, that
a sow’s ear can be turned into a silk
purse. It is also, despite outwardly
appearances, an intellectual adventure,
one that encourages serious thought on
such topics as ecology, beauty, violence
to humans and animals, and most
noticeably our own mortality.

In its use of idiosyncratic materials,
the attention paid to the oddities of
natural history, Dead or Alive, reminds
one of a 16th century Cabinet of
Wonders, for each highly distinctive
work of art appears to be a microcosm
of the world. From videos, to sculptures,
to highly crafted installations, there is a
virtual sideshow of organic matter being
transformed into art, both functional
and not. Sometimes obsessions with
numbers seem to be the artist’s métier.
In Eight Thousand Miles of Home
(2010) Thailand based Angus
Hutcheson, Ango Design’s founder and
chief designer, turns some 12,000 silk
worm cocoons into a beautiful, overhead
cloud-like light fixture. Moon (2006),
Tracey Heneberger’s sculptural wall
hanging is composed of over a
thousand shellacked sardines intricately
arranged in a circle. Marc Swanson’s
sculpture is a glittering pyramid of deer
antlers covered with thousands of
hand-glued crystals, while Flock (2010),
Susie MacMurray’s site-specific wall,
hiding in a corner of the museum,
features tens of thousands of dyed
black rooster feathers.

In London based artist, Tessa
Farmer’s diorama Little Savages (2007),
a taxidermied fox – a stand-in for us
humans – appears to be under attack
by insects, both crawling and flying.
Dried slugs, silk moth cocoons, and
plant roots are attached to its fur, a
wasp’s nest hangs from it tail, and a
bird with an insect in its mouth is
perched on its back. Here we are faced,
“fast forwarding,” as curator Sims
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Creepy, Crawly, and Absolutely Beautiful
Dead or Alive at the Museum of Arts and Design, New York

by Edward Rubin

Levi van Veluw , Landscape I, from the Landscape series, 2008, Lambdaprint on dibound,
antireflex Perspex , 47 ¼ x 39 3/8”. Courtesy Gallery Ronmandos, Amsterdam/Rotterdam.
info@ronmandos.nl



notes in the exhibition’s catalog, with
“the cycle of nature in terms of death,
disposal, and decay.” In On Top of the
World (2009), Claire Morgan, also
London based, using transparent nylon
threaded though hundreds of dead
Bluebottle flies, arranges an army of
flying creatures into a geometrically
layered cube. An ominous red spider,
invisible to all but the top layer of flies,
threatens the cube’s orderly perfection.

Dutch artist Levi van Veluw, at age
25, the youngest artist in the exhibition,
uses his body, specifically his head and
shoulders, as a canvas on which to
build natural landscapes. Using
seaweed, and other organic materials
to fashion flora and fauna, as well as
stones, tiny plastic animals, trucks,
lampposts, and telephone poles – all
affixed to his painted head – he
recreates the world while simulta-
neously being part of it. Before
“removing his new face,” the artist,
represented here by 3 photographs and
a video featuring a moving toy train
that circles around his landscaped head,
documents each creation. Cuban born,
Mallorca based, Jorge Mayet, also using
synthetic material in Obatala (2010),
creates an astonishingly realistic
miniature tree with electrical wires and
papier mậché. Suspending it in mid air,
with a clutch of feathers attached to its
roots, adds a touch of the surreal.

Keith W. Bentley’s Cauda Equina
(Horse Tail), (1995-2007) is composed
of hair from 250 horses collected over a
period of twelve years. Stitching and
knotting nearly a million and a half
individual hairs onto a fabric which in
turn is attached to the to a full-sized
form of a horse, Bentley creates a
mourning veil, not unlike those worn by
widows during the Victorian era. It is
his eulogy to the thousands of horses
slaughtered annually in this country for
their meat. On the lighter side is Billie
Grace Lynn’s Mad Cow Motorcycle
(2008), a skeleton of a cow mounted
on a working motorcycle. At the foot of
this “kinetic sculpture” a video shows
the artist playfully careening through
the streets of Miami while passersby,
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Claire Morgan, On Top of the World (detail), 2009, bluebottle flies, spider, nylon, lead, acrylic
70-7/8 x 19-11/16 x 19-11/16”. Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Karsten Greve, Paris

Tess Farmer, Little Savages, 2007, Taxidermied fox, wasp nest, animals, insects, plant roots,
dimensions variable. Courtesy of the artist; Spencer Brownstone Gallery, New York
Photo: Tessa Farmer



those not aghast, look on in
amusement. Speaking of cows
slaughtered to meet human needs,
curator McFadden wryly notes in his
catalog essay, “even in death this cow
is not allowed to rest in peace.”

Apothecarium Moderne, the work
of Tim Tate, co- founder and director of
the Washington Glass School and
Studio outside of Washington, DC, and
Connecticut based artist Marc Petrovic,
uses humor to approach the serious.
Lined up against the wall are nine
hand-blown glass apothecary jars each
one filled to the brim with talismans
that offer a cure for various maladies
such as loss of faith, over population,
ennui, identity theft, and intelligent
design. Etched on the outside of each
jar, is a cure related story. Apothecary
#1 Cure for Erectile Dysfunction, one of
the more humorous works, features a
photo of Betty Page, the iconic pinup
model from the 50s, surrounding by
oyster shells, and Enzyte, a natural male
enhancement pill. The tale engraved on
this jar tells the story of little David,
who arrives in Manhattan by bus and
meets a freakishly tall woman with an
Adam’s apple, who takes him to her flat
in Spanish Harlem, gets him addicted to
Absinthe, and makes him a man.

One of the more unusual works –
a two-part installation, each one set on
a concrete plinth – is Alastair Mackie’s
Untitled (+/-, (2009). Plinth one features
a mound of mouse skeletons collected
by the artist over the course of a year.
All were eaten, digested, and regurgi-
tated by barn owls. Occupying plinth
two is a loom with a piece of fabric
woven from mouse fur which the artist
separated from these bones. Like much
of the work on view, Mackie’s mouse-
centric installation speaks to the relation-
ship of things and events in the endless
cycle of life and death. A strong point
of this exhibition is the simply written
labels that tell us about artist. Once we
digest the ideas and creative process
behind each work – the latter often
taken to the nth degree – everything
falls into place. Naturally, so it seems.
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Keith W. Bentley, Cauda Equina (Horse Tail), 1995-2007, approximately 1.4 million hand knotted
horse hairs, fabric, taxidermy mannequin, resin. Horse 63 x 24 x 76”. Base 12 x 48 x 90”.
Courtesy of the artist

Tim Tate, Marc Petrovic ,
Cure For Erectile Dysfunction
from Apothecarium Modern,
2010, blown glass, oyster
shells, enzyte, found photo
18 x 6 x 6”. Photo courtesy
of the artists
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Northern Exposure  
by Robyn Farrell Roulo 
 

The Tenth of Always  
Richard Gray Gallery 
875 North Michigan Avenue, Chicago, IL 60611 
April 3, 2009 - May 23, 2009 
 

  

  
  

  

“Marc Swanson: The Tenth of Always” opened last Friday at Richard Gray Gallery, located in the John 

Hancock Building. On view until May 23, 2009, this is the first solo Chicago exhibition for the 

Brooklyn based artist. As with his public installation in 2005 Killing Moon II: Self-Portrait as a Yeti, 

Swanson transformed the 25
th

 floor gallery into an 

environment that is both natural and glamorous. Antlers, 

gold chains, broken mirrors, and rhinestone crystals drape, 

hang and encrust found and created objects. Swanson has 

produced an environment that reveals a poignant narrative 

of personal history with symbols of masculinity and self-

exploration. 

  

Although influenced by Robert Rauschenberg and Joseph 

Cornell, Swanson’s approach is all his own. He wittingly 

reveals aspects of his psyche with each piece, stating that 

his work is conceptually, materially and formally driven. 

The subjects and materials used in the show run the 

gamut, but all are connected by theme. Reflections of his 

conservative upbringing in New England and current 

lifestyle are central to his inspiration. Swanson is a hunter 

and gatherer of media and identity. 

 

http://www.artslant.com/chi/events/show/49225-the-tenth-of-always


A Place in the Sun (2008-2009, seen at top) is the image shown on the gallery’s website and exhibition 

announcement for “The Tenth of Always”. Swanson incorporates wood, chain, paper, paint, and 

polyurethane for this self-contained installation. The image is a still of the pivotal moment in George 

Stevens’s 1951 film where the two characters give into their desire and share a forbidden kiss. The work 

brings themes of sensuality and mortality to the forefront of the exhibition. The chains that hang in front 

glimmer and shine, reflecting the intensity of this scene. Untitled (Crystal Ram) (2009, seen at left) is an 

iconic sculpture, encrusted in rhinestones and hung in a prominent manner representing a motif that is 

central to the show. Better known for his crystallized deer heads, the ram is introduced at Gray as a stoic 

figurehead of strength and quiet beauty. The work speaks to the artist’s process of melding 

contemporary work with traditional practice. As one would assume, the animal’s head is not true 

taxidermy, but formed from the mold of a previously deceased animal.  

 

 

 
 

A second sculpture occupies the back hallway of the gallery, also an example of Swanson’s dedication 

to practice and form. Untitled (White Paper Wasp's Nest) (2007, seen above) is hand blown glass in the 

shape of a “wrapped” beehive or wasp’s nest. The work demonstrates the artist’s ability to illicit desire 

within danger. The nest appears to be safe and frozen in time. The sheen of the glass and the angelic 

tone of white is calming and elicits a zen-like mood instead of fear. In the adjacent gallery, Untitled 

(Light Bars) (2008-2009) provides a dark space. The installation of wood, fixtures, and light bulbs nod 

to the practice of Dan Flavin or the Truisms of Jenny Holzer and demonstrates the range of the artist.  

            
 

For Swanson's exhibition, Richard Gray took over additional space down the hall. Photographs, works 

on paper, and sculpture are featured in this gallery as well as the artist’s newest foray into “animal pelt” 

work. Untitled T-Shirt Panel #2 (2007, seen below) keeps with Swanson’s concept of raw emotion and 

dedication to material. Within a self-constructed box, he has sewn and coated in latex cotton t-shirts to 



imitate the look of an animal hide. Left 

for open interpretation this work is both 

alluring and elusive; feelings that 

contextualize throughout the exhibition. 

--Robyn Farrell Roulo 

  

  

  
Images:  

A Place in the Sun, 2008-2009. Wood, chain, 

paper, paint, polyurethane. 36 x 24 x 8 inches. 

Untitled (Crystal Ram), 2009. Polyurethane foam, 

crystals, adhesive. 27 x 18 x 22 inches. 

Untitled (White Paper Wasp's Nest), 2007. Hand-

blown glass. 7 3/4 x 16 x 10 inches.  

Untitled (T-Shirt Panel #2), 2007. Wood, cotton 

t-shirts, latex, thread. 65 x 57 x 3 inches.  

  
Images all courtesy Richard Gray Gallery. 
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Posted April 3, 2009 | 07:42 PM (EST)   

With ArtChicago a few Weeks Away, Art in 

the Galleries is Improving 

There is quite a bit more good art to see as we approach ArtChicago than there was last week. There 

are numerous strong exhibitions opening this weekend. 

Let's start at the top and not just because it's on the 25th floor. Richard Gray is presenting the work of 

Marc Swanson in Chicago for the first time. I like this expansion of aesthetics for the gallery. The art is 

slow, meditative, genuine, well-executed and thoughtful, dealing with issues of identity and internal 

conflict. Here it is about gay culture and identify from an accomplished artist who was raised in a 

family of hunters in northern New England before relocating to San Francisco. But that isn't quite the 

point. As humans, we all have internal conflicts. Seeing someone else conscientiously explore their 

dichotomies sheds light on all of own issues. Besides beautiful, I found the show cathartic. That makes 

for a memorable exhibit.  

 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/paul-klein
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/paul-klein/with-artchicago-a-few-wee_b_182589.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/paul-klein/with-artchicago-a-few-wee_b_182589.html
http://www.artchicago.com/
http://bellwethergallery.com/artistsindex_01.cfm?fid=23&subid=1&gal=1
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Unknown Artists Find a Public Stage 

By GLENN COLLINS  
 
range? Yes.  
 

Gates? Certainly.  
 
Public art? Absolutely. 
 
"The Gates"? Nope. 
 
Yesterday, on the plaza just where the Christmas tree customarily looms over the skating rink at 
Rockefeller Center, the works of 10 contemporary artists began taking shape in a temporary 
gallery formed from a sugar-cubelike array of giant, unheated, orange modular boxes and cargo 
containers. 
 
At midday, many of the artists began mounting the exhibition; some will not cease their 
aesthetic toil until Sunday night. The free show - titled "Art Rock" - will be formally open to the 
public for seven days, starting on Monday at noon. 
 
Previous public art on the plaza has celebrated high-profile names like Jeff Koons with "Puppy," 
in 2000, an outsize terrier fashioned from 70,000 flowering plants; Louise Bourgeois with 
"Maman," a 34-foot-tall bronze spider, and two of its gargantuan offspring, in 2001; and 
Jonathan Borofsky who created "Walking to the Sky," seven life-size human figures on a 100-
foot-tall slanted pole last year.  
 
But "Art Rock" is the first plaza show featuring indoor and outdoor solo projects by relatively 
unknown artists; many of the installations are being created on site.  
 
"There is a wealth of unknown artists, and many don't get the chance to show their work 
publicly," said Rob Speyer, senior managing director of Tishman Speyer Properties, manager and 
co-owner of Rockefeller Center.  
 
"We wanted to give them the same access to the public usually reserved for high-profile names 
in the art world."  
 
The target audience is the 250,000 passers-by on an average Midtown day. "We hope to expose 
the artists to people who might never have been to a gallery show, and we hope that they might 
be changed by what they see," said Abby Messitte, co-owner of Clementine Gallery in 
Manhattan, which produced the show and chose the artists.  

 

http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=bylL&v1=GLENN%20COLLINS&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=GLENN%20COLLINS&inline=nyt-per


 
"To most people, contemporary art is what Jay Leno makes fun of on the 'Tonight Show,' " said 
Taylor McKimens, 29, one of the artists. Yesterday he was hefting the faux facade of a white-
shingled house, and installing cartoony windows that highlighted his three-dimensional 
drawings.  
 
"I hope all of this might be a revelation to people who will see these works in a place where they 
aren't expecting to see contemporary art," Mr. McKimens added.  
 
The two entrance gates to the plaza on 49th Street and 50th Streets are termed gateway lobbies 
in exhibition-speak, and their color is "like a hyper Rustoleum orange," said Todd Oldham, a 
designer who has created fashion, a furniture line for La-Z-Boy and a hotel in Miami. Mr. 
Oldham, a Clementine Gallery client, designed lounge areas at the gates in the interior space of 
four 11,000-pound shipping containers. 
 
The 8-foot-by-20-foot lounges "have saltine-box scale," Mr. Oldham said, and are being 
furnished with varicolored "weird hairy carpet material," along with vinyl ottomans, floral 
displays and funky end-tables made from coiled cardboard spools, he said, "to carry the 
sponsors' propaganda."  
 
This was a reference to Lucky, Cargo and Domino, the Condé Nast shopping magazines, which 
are sponsoring the show along with Tishman Speyer Properties.  
 
"The lounges are a place to hang if you have a few minutes in your day," Mr. Oldham said. Since 
the lounges are unheated, however, hanging may be ephemeral, "though we are hoping for 
nice, sunny, ambient-heat days," he said.  
 
Can those who may be pining for "The Gates" now find solace in shipping-container orange?  
 
"I guess our presentation is coming on the heels of a great public art experience, and people 
may make that connection," Ms. Messitte said.  
"But the coincidence of the timing, and the orange, it never occurred to us," she said. "Anyway, 
nothing is saffron."  
The modules were trucked in, swung into the plaza with a 120-foot crane, and connected to 
form two 40-foot-long hallways in which most of the art is being installed; two installations will 
be outdoors.  
 
Tishman Speyer declined to reveal how much the sponsors are spending, but those with 
knowledge of the exhibition estimated its cost to be in excess of $250,000. 
 
Last fall, Ms. Messitte and Elizabeth Burke, the other co-owner of Clementine, learned they had 
been rejected by the 2005 Armory Show, the Manhattan art fair at Piers 90 and 92 that opens 
on Friday. So the two women approached Mr. Speyer and his father Jerry - who had previously 
bought work from their gallery - requesting the donation of exhibition space to mount a show of 
new contemporary works. Ms. Burke said they just wanted "a parking lot or a warehouse or 
something."  
 



Mr. Speyer came back to them with an upgrade: Rockefeller Plaza. "It's the best thing that ever 
happened to us," Ms. Messitte said, referring to the Armory rejection.  
 
And so, yesterday, there was Rob Fischer, a 36-year-old artist who works in Brooklyn, hoisting 
the components of a narrow, 16-foot-long mirrored house, a 1,000-pound steel structure that 
will reflect "not only visitors to the show," he said, "but also all the office towers around it."  
 
Ivan Navarro, 32, another Brooklyn artist, was positioning three aluminum-framed glass doors 
he had fitted with red, blue and yellow neon sculptures. Backed by mirrors and viewed through 
one-way glass, the images seemed to tunnel to infinity. The work, called "Short Cut," was 
created specifically for the Midtown location and is, he explained, an homage to Mondrian.  
 
Marc Swanson, a 35-year-old artist, was assembling an installation called "Killing Moon II: Self-
Portrait as a Yeti," an eight-foot-wide glassed-in diorama of - well, a city basement. It is 
inhabited by a sculpture of the abominable Mr. Swanson covered in white Mongolian lamb's 
wool.  
 
"People will be creeped out by how much it looks like a basement," he said. "I hope I have time 
to linger in the corner and hear people's reactions."  
 
The artists also include Matt Johnson, who converted a commercial steel Dumpster into a folded 
Dumpster-size airplane. Others exhibitors are Matthias Muller, Richard Aldrich, Ivan Witenstein, 
Sarah Oppenheimer and Trevor Appleson.  
 
"Since we want folks who may not ordinarily have art in their lives to see this work and in some 
way be inspired by it" there was one important shared goal with "The Gates," Rob Speyer said. 
 
"Perhaps," he added, "they might even develop an interest in art." 
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Marc Swanson at Bellwether - New York 

 

Dominique Nahas  

 

Marc Swanson's second solo exhibition at Bellwether, "Live Free or Die," was an anthem to crushed 

dreams and hopes for the future. Conceived as a four-part installation comprising individual 

artworks fitted into a loosely autobiographical scenario, the show roughly conveyed the artist's 

coming to terms with his homosexuality and his politically conservative, rural New Hampshire 

roots. It also suggested a lapsed search for the possibility of renewal in a psychically devastated 

landscape. 

 

The gallery was transformed into a walk-in tableau meant to recall a grungy meeting place or 

entertainment center filled with movie posters as well as absurd roadside souvenirs. The four 

narratives were "The Beginning of the End of the Beginning (Black Glitter Forest)," an allusion to 

eco-devastation; "Target the Rainbow," about finding one's way through the many conflicted paths 

of gayness; "Death Is Not the Worst of All Evils," the artist's self-deprecating examination of his 

values and life choices in contrast to his childhood's nativist values; and "Bucks," consisting of two 

fake mounted buck heads, entirely sequined, antlers in mid-clash, placed against a bright red-

orange wall. 

 

Swanson's honky-tonk environment initially seemed to be at odds with his purportedly self-

revelatory intent. Each tired symbol pumped up the volume of exhausted artifice. Yet on some 

level, the contrivance of this deliberately awful down-and-out setting, with its dime-store 

mannequins and cheaply realized decor--made with, among other things, glitter, sgraffitoed 

Plexiglas, hockey tape, hanging T-shirts, rope nets, dirt and deerskin--seemed to offer an authentic 

glimpse into the artist's sense of abject futility, Goth morbidity and misplaced projection of gay 

fabulousness. 

 

Injecting a tone of mock despair into essentially serious concerns can be a genuine enough way of 

bracing oneself with bittersweet humor in order to endure the unendurable. But the exhibition 

never seemed to take off beyond this coping tactic. A thin, tinny tone permeated the show, which 

was hobbled by overarching generalizations about the Self, Death, Rebirth, Gayness, Nature, Man, 

the State, etc. Some of the objects in the installation recalled private incidents in the artist's life 

and were not reducible to easy interpretation. But they were few and far between. Absent more of 

those unexpected elements, the rebel yell of "Live Free or Die" seemed more like a perfunctory 

murmur. 
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