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landscape s liverally filled in with a damming, if slightly abstracred,
handwritten exegesis on the creep of development into the natural
areas that the artist frequents. In A California Diatribe, 2006, a nar-
row, horzontal book that one walks the length of to read as of laking
alongside it, he re-creates the topography of the desert, hills, and
mountains near his home with text that nises and falls in a kind of nar-
rative gontour map. One spread takes is language directly from the
real estate market, a senes of disingenuous claims bitterly appropn-
ated by the artist: WATCH THE DOLPHINS PLAY; LUXURY UPGRADES
WITH ART STUDIO; ARCHITECTURE AS ART.

Crotty's rage in this work and in Tiewlight in the West, 2006, is
startling, to be sure, but it highlights the paradox at the hear of his
project: Nature is lovely, but the ravages of cvilization create the
work's braang tenwon—the appearance of the satellite dish under the
dome of the sky conjures an undeniable frisson. As with Wallace
Stevens’s jar on a Tennessee hill, nature arranges itself around the
interloper, and art is the result.

— Emuly Hall

Stephen Mueller
BAUMGARTNER GALLERY

The Tao te Ching indicates the essential role of emptiness as an cle-
ment in the oreation of things, habitable space, and sentient beings:
“We shape clay into a pot, / but it is the emptiness inside that holds
whatever we want. . . . We work with being / but non-being s what
we use.” Pamter Stephen Mueller refers to this emptiness by suspend-
ing enigmatic objects in boundless colored space, making canvases
that hover between lynical abstraction and geometnic decoration.

The only recognizable and repeated formal element m Mueller's
work s a vase, which evokes the votnve contamers in Tibetan Buddhise
altars and which the artist defines as "a cauldron, a mythical vessel
from which everything is formed.™ As in Tibetan tamkas, in which the
contrasting colors and repeated symmetry of the figures of the Bud-
dha represent the illusory nature of the concept of duality, Mucller
creates a dialogue between subject and object, background and fore-
ground, to express what he calls “the folly of duahity, the falsity of the
idea of sell.” In the new pamtings shown recently at Baumgariner Gal-
lery, vividly colored opaque forms float against soft, Muid back-
grounds, cvery clement interrclated and integrated mnto the whole.
Every part seems perpetually about to
become something else, nothing can be
taken for granted, and the notion of cer-
tamnty falls apart. Mullers forms are as
ephemeral as patterns m a kaleidoscope.

In Show Up Showdoun, 2006, a puff of
vellow powder escapes from a blue and red
striped container, above which a pendu-
lum s suspended. Shapes on the nghi-
hand side seem captured mid-dnift, while
shadings, outhnes, and internal geometries
echo one another in an endless play of ref-
erences. Formal elements are in balance,
and the composation seems suspended m
an eastasy of absolute quiet. Mueller here
reminds us that reality i in a state of con-
onuous passage from onc physical state 1o
another by wedding the Buddhist concept
of impermanence with Marx and Engels’s
“All that s solid melts mto 2ie.™

Seeptn Ml
Mnewe. JO0B, scrpc
o carnay, 80 x 50

ITR  ARTFORUM

While inspired by tantric Buddhism, some of Mueller’s paintings
have Greek utles—NMneme, Zephburos, Orpheo (all 2o006)—a move
influenced by the artist’s reading of ltalhan scholar Roberto Calasso,
whose works dluminate the cultural and spiritual path that leads from
ancient Greece to the Vedas to Buddhism. Mueller draws on different
spiritual and mythological references precisely because his interest lies
both in the concept of myth i general and m an expanded spintuahry.
In his smaller pantings, the contrast between background and the col-
ored painted silhoucttes in the foreground introduces a regular dimen-
sional mainx periodically broken up by the introduction of “off™
clements. Vibrantly colored geometng forms appear suspended in the
forcground for an instant before collapsing back into the undifferenti-
ated voud. Every form becomes the condensation of an exhaled breath,
holy for the bracfest of bowef moments,

—lda Panscellt
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Thomas Zipp

HARRIS LIEBERMAN

Thomas Zipp could never be called unambitious: The Berlin-based
arist’s first major solo gallery show in New York, at Harnis Licherman,
not only coinaded with his second solo exhibition in Los Angeles
and with a room-size installation at the Berlin Biennale bur also
tackled some complex subject mat-
ter. Zipp frequently interweaves
aspects of art history, philosophy,
and science. Here, in a show that
paintings, works on paper,
and a sculptural installation, he
sought out the residual value of
carly-twentieth-century utopian
thought in a nuclear age (nuclear war
being the “Uranlichs™ [*Uranium
Light”] of the exhibition’s title).
Given the scope and gravity of these
concemns, Zipp sensibly, and adroatly,
dispensed with didactic hiteralism in
favor of suggestive indirectness,

All alone high up on a large wall
ncar the gallery entrance, Harris (all
works 2006), a letter-size mixed-
media drawing depicting Sir Arthur “Bomber™ Harris, who orches-
trated the Allied saturation bombing of Germany dunng WW1I (and
who is the great-unde of one of the gallery’s owners), served as the
historical anchor for Zipp's imaginative multimedia explorations.
Orher small drawings feature formal portraits of a rogucs” gallery of
anonymous, well-heeled men and skeletons, all of whose eyves are
vanously punciured by nails and tacks (hke victims of a voodoo nit-
ual) or covered with coins (as if in preparation for the afterife). Some
also spout empty speech bubbles, Several large paintings, two
propped up on leglike wooden poles, depict imaginary plants sprout-
ing out of denuded, postapocalypric landscapes. In the gallery's main
room, a handmade organ—featuring on-off switches and volume
dimmers in place of keys—stood sentinel with a small army of boxy
black speakers. Those adventurous enough to play the instrument
were treated to a gratng mixture of synthesized sounds that, given
the context, evoked air-rasd sirens. (In fact, one of the speakers houses
a repurposed GDR siren.) The late-Rothko palette—sooty grays,
carthy browns, burnt ocher, eggplant, claret, and black—connecied
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these otherwise disparate works and contnibuted to the exhibition’s
doleful atmosphere.

Zipp's syncretic approach to history, in which seemmgly incom-
patible figures and events are brought together in the service of a
romantic vision, evokes the work of Anselm Kiefer, though the
younger artist generates meaning through constellations of objects
rather than through the hubnistic appropration of real, cosmic con-
stellations. The exhibition checklist demonstrated this accumulative
strategy, as scemingly random groupings of objects—two mixed-
media drawings and a painting; the organ sculpture, a drawing, and a
wall text—constitured individual artworks; in Uranliche, deawn lines
escaping one man's mouth stretch onto a nearby canvas, Some might
consider this interdependence a weakness, an indicator of discrete
works' inability 10 stand alone, but here it seemed a smart way 1o
acknowledge that no single work could tell the whole story.

Despite the vanety of media deployed i this exhibition, Zipp is
primarily a painter, with a wan aesthetic that calls 1o mind the dour
imagmings of Luc Tuymans. The netlike grids that arc across several
of the canvases might be metaphonical representations of the way in
which the artist’s reverence for modernist aesthetics undergirds his
weighty archival mvestigations. (This is sometimes literally the case,
as in an nstallation, presented last year at Art Basel Miami Beach,
comprising small canvases and framed drawings hung atop a blown-
up black-and-white reproduction of a Jackson Pollock painting.) In
this show, Zipp put forth a sirong case for this holistic approach,
defrly Blending formalist concerns and the lessons of history while
avoiding the bombast that often characterizes proponents of only one
or the other.

—Brean Sholis

Joe Fig

PLUS ULTRA

Dollhouses are funny things, Introduced in northern Europe in the
seventeenth century, they were ongimally used by nch women to man-
age their houscholds, providing a vinual view of the premises. Later,
they became more akin to litile muscums or cabinets of cuniosities.
More recently, they’ve become toys wath an edge of macabre kitsch.
Joe Fig's recent sculpture borrows heavily from the dollhouse idiom,
co-opting the God's-eve perspective, the mimaturization, and the
implication of a narrative (here, art historacal), all played out on a tiny
stage i a parallel world that mimics our own.

In the past, Fig has made pamstakingly accurate models of armsts’
studios—Constantin Brancusi’s, Willem de Kooming's, Jackson
Pollock s—which ndluded hitte artist figures, further stoking the doll-
house association. For his recent show at Plus Ulra, he narrowed his
focus and mostly eschewed the dolls, homing in instead on painters”
studio tables. This time the obsessively detailed models, housed in
Plexiglas boxes that funciioned like tny vitrines, represent in minia-
ture the work surfaces of Matthew Ritchie, Jube Mehretu, Amy Sillman,
Chuck Close, Dana Schutz, Karin Davie, Philip Pearlstein, Barnaby
Furnas, and other painters. (Two other works featured the opulent
Long hland studios of April Gornik and Eric Fischl, in 1oto, figures
mchsded.) On these tables are the tools of the trade, arranged accord-
ing to the artnts” proclivities. The table becomes a synecdoche for the
studio and the work. But, except in the Fischl and Gomik studios, we
don’t see any actual pantings; Fig's project may tempt some viewers
to track those down elsewhere.

Previously, Fig's replica studios, complete with figures caught in
the act of artmaking, ran the risk of being 100 cute (Awww, look at

the little Brancusi?). In the
new work, this is still a prob-
lem (Look at those tiny
paper towels! And the atty-
batty pamntbrushes!), but one
that Fig partially solves by
providing an audio accom-
pamiment in the form of an
interview with cach artist,
relayed via headphones con
nected to the base of cach
sculprure. In these discus-
sions, Fig asks cach of his
subjects a series of questions,
from how long they have
been in their current studso to “Please describe a typacal day, being
specific a3 posible.” The responses provide a day-in-the-life narrative
but also function as shoptalk, as conversations range over the arrange-
ment of the room, preferred brands of paint, how many paintings are
worked on at a time, and the ways in which a tool can become a talis-
man or a fetish. Fig ends with larger questions like “What advice
would you give a young artist that is just starting out?" (Ignore the
market and be true 1o yourself is the general line.)

What separates Fig's project from interviews in the Archives of
American An or the Paris Review is the visual component, naturally,
bur also the fact thar Fig's exchanges aren't explicitly anthropological
or historicizing. Fig's work hinges on the cult of the artist—why else
would we care what Dana Schutz does during the day 2—but he under-
cuts the notion that what an artist does is inherently fasanating by
showing how the daily life of a painter can be as programmatic and
mundane as that of an accountant. For while the painter’s table maght
look to some hke the altar where art 1 consecrated, here it 15 literally
downsized and accompanied by commentanes that bring the process
back to carth, resulting in a kind of ant for artists that also feels hike a
public service, or a reminder that art (painting in particular) often
begins with just showing up at the studio.

—Martha Schwendener

WASHINGTON, DC

Jeff Spaulding

G FINE ART

It would sometimes be comforting to think of borders as consistently
clear and absolute, but the border between what we see and what we
thirk we see, for one, is rather bess certain. In his recent show “Mine™
at G Fine Art, Jeff Spaulding compellingly investigated chis strain of
pereepiual equivocation via a collection of compact sculptures con-
structed from (mostly) found objects. In a recent interview, Spaulding
professed 1o be ntngued with how an object might represent iwo
things at once while maintaning a balance of meaning between them,
one that could shift from “playful to dangerous, comical 1o sexual,
humorous to violent.™ To that end, he conjures piquant deceptions
thae establish borders as loa of ambiguity. They become sources of
anxious misperceptions, stings of recognition, and, on occasion, a
good chudkde.

The exhibition’s title, “Mine,” is likewise irresolute, potentially
refernng at once to possession, to the act of mining (that is, delving
deeply into something), and, more disturbingly, to an explosive
device. The objects he finds (and occasionally fishes out of the
Potomac River) are laden with assocations that are hard 1o disguise,
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