ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
“Play”

Spontaneous, funny or subversive, play can take many forms. The artists in ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY “Play” improvise games, draw inspiration from dance and music, and employ color, pattern and movement to induce delight. The program airs on PBS Friday, October 7, 2005, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings). Grant Hill hosts.
To create her large exuberant installations, Jessica Stockholder admits she must work with others, but in her studio, she likes to work alone. There she constructs pieces on the scale of furniture in part by assembling consumer products made of brightly colored plastic. “I love plastic. And I also just love color,” she says. “Plastic is cheap and easy to buy, and my work participates in that really quick and easy and inexpensive material that’s part of our culture.” In the Rice Gallery in Houston, she incorporates household appliances, which, for her, offer compelling metaphors for art. “Refrigerators and freezers are the place of food in the house … but also freezers and refrigerators are cold and frozen.” Like a freezer, she explains, “Our institutions of art are both full of possibility and extraordinary feeling, and they all put art in a place of remove.” Stockholder’s fascination with systems is evident in the way she arranges mundane objects in playful, surprising ways. “I’m interested in how a thinking process can meander in unpredictable ways,” she says. It is “learning that doesn’t have a predetermined end.”

Working with advertisements in vintage magazines such as Ebony and Sepia, Ellen Gallagher explores both the representation of ethnicity and the essential nature of identity. In a series of large paintings, she mounts page after page in a grid so that the viewer relates to the transformed magazine images in a spatial rather than a sequential way. The grid of magazine images is also used in “DeLuxe,” a series of 60 prints that utilize a wide variety of techniques including etching, laser cutting, and the addition of layers of plasticine to create wigs and masks that appear as recurring motifs. “I’m collecting advertisements and stories and characters,” she says.  “And I see them as conscripts in the sense that they come into my lexicon without me asking them permission.” Her series of marine life drawings, “Watery Ecstatic,” consists of work she made as she traveled in Senegal and Cuba, where she picked up new colors; from a red berry used to die meat and rice she derived a coral red. Influenced by Melville’s Moby Dick, as well as her own Irish and African ancestors’ voyage across the ocean, in these paintings she also adopts the scratching techniques of scrimshaw. In similar fashion, she uses an intricate process in “DeLuxe” to engrave an image of Isaac Hayes — marking him. “I think there is a nostalgia in my gathering of this material,” she says. “Yet in that gesture you’re continually moving forward and continually seeing the world.”

“Being Latin American, you are made up of so many fragments from different cultures,” says Arturo Herrera. For the Venezuelan-born artist, who has bridged European and American traditions, collage seems to be the natural expression of his mixed identity. Herrera’s collages combine cartoon elements with abstract shapes to explore the interplay of culturally shared childhood memories and adult desires. “Life is made up just connecting things,” he says. Moving to Europe has affected his way of working, slowing him down, forcing him to take more time. In his Berlin studio, he photographs elements of his own drawings and then leaves the undeveloped film canisters in various liquids, which seep in and alter the film. “I think there is a potential for these images to communicate different things to different viewers in a very touching way,” he explains. “But that experience is not a public experience, it is very private, and very personal.” On the other end of the scale between personal and public, Herrera discusses his enormous wall paintings, such as the one he has made at the Centro Galego de Arte Contemporánea in Santiago de Compostela, Spain.

“The reason I started to knit was in reaction to the suicide of someone I very much admired as an artist,” says Oliver Herring, who subjected himself to the monotonous, meditative work of knitting colorless sculpture with Mylar tape, a process that took ten years of his life and career. “It was never about knitting,” he says. “It was about performance.” In searching for a release from the commitment to knitting as a solitary performance, he began making fantastical stop-motion videos of himself. Subsequently, he began working with “off-the-street” strangers met in chance encounters. In addition to videos, Herring brings in strangers to pose while he builds sculptures of them that are covered with photographs that reproduce the skin of the person. He has also created a series of enormous portraits of strangers’ faces after they have spent hours spitting colorful food dye over their faces. The photos are intense documents of an unusual kind of intimacy. “I usually wait for a moment that brings out some kind of vulnerability,” he says. “That’s what I’m after. This personal connection with a stranger.”  

The hour concludes with an original piece of video art by Teresa Hubbard/Alexander Birchler, a unique and poetic meditation on the idea of play.
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■ A companion Web site at www.pbs.org/art21 re-launches in August with in-depth information about the artists in season three, as well as the artists from seasons one and two, a total of 55 artists to date. In addition, a 32-page educator’s guide and an extensive national outreach project expand the reach of the series beyond the broadcast.  

A companion book, Art:21 — Art in the Twenty-First Century, Volume 3, will be published by Harry N. Abrams this fall. 

