ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
“Structures”

How do we organize life? What are the ways in which we capture knowledge and attempt greater understanding? The artists in ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY “Structures” create systems, shift contexts and engage with perception, utilizing unconventional devices. The program airs on PBS Friday, September 30, 2005, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings). Sam Waterston hosts.
“All anyone is trying to do is try out some new ideas,” says Mathew Ritchie in describing what contemporary art is. “And I think there’s something enormously ambitious about that idea that we’re all trying to … at least question what’s going on.” Ambitious certainly describes Ritchie, who seeks to represent the universe and the structures of knowledge. One work is an ongoing drawing that contains everything he has ever drawn before. It’s now 270 feet long and grows larger each time. In “The Universal Cell,” Ritchie uses computers and metal cutting equipment to transform drawings into sculpture. “If the universe is a prison, this is your cell … and you drag it with you everywhere you go,” he says of the project, which is part of his installation at the São Paolo Bienal. In another show, “Proposition Player,” Ritchie creates a series of games to explore the continuum of risk, possibility and universal connection. Carrying his infant son around the workshop, Ritchie reflects on how humans filter out information in order to go about their lives. “But can we turn the volume up just a little bit more?” he asks, pointing to an idea that pervades his work.

Supervising the installation of his tear-shaped black glass objects on a white wall, Fred Wilson reflects on how he was “shunned” as a black child in an all-white school. “A lot of my project is trying to understand the visual world around me, which really affects me,” he says. “It’s really where that pain comes from.” Dripping sulfuric acid onto a copper plate, Wilson creates prints of black spots that “talk” to one another in a dialogue, excerpted from well-known American literary sources, that helps him understand “what is me, and what is something that the rest of the world has said I am?” For the 2003 Venice Biennale, Wilson created a black-and-white tiled room containing a huge black urn filled with ordinary objects. The work, called “Safe Haven,” was begun right after September 11 and, in its womb-like form, is also a reflection on his mother’s serious illness, Wilson reveals. In Sweden, Wilson blurs the line between making art and curatorial practice in designing a museum space that reorients archeological pieces to create new contexts and thus new meaning for historical material. “I would like to think that objects have memories, and that we have memories about certain objects,” he says. “A lot of what I do is eliciting memory from an object.”

“A painting or a sculpture really exists somewhere between what it is and what it is not,” says Richard Tuttle at his house in the dramatic landscape of New Mexico. Building on the influence in his early life of the New York school of abstract expressionism and its concern with Western space, Tuttle uses humble, ordinary materials such as paper, rope, string, cloth, wire, twigs, cardboard, bubble wrap, nails, Styrofoam and plywood to create art “that accounts for the invisible.” Tuttle sees his current work as “a conjoining of architecture and calligraphy.” In between those two “definable poles,” he says, is “a rich, rich vein that we don’t know very much about.” In an exhibition at the Drawing Center in New York, Tuttle creates “villages” in which sculptures made of materials such as woodchips and twisted wire invite viewers into a contemplative relationship with the artist’s diminutive drawings. “The emotion of an art response does to me feel like motion,” he observes. “We use that word moved. ‘I am moved.’ And yet we know we’re standing right there and we have this experience of being stationary and moved at the same time.”
“I almost feel like I rediscover water again and again and again,” says Roni Horn. “Some Thames,” Horn’s permanent installation at the University of Akureyri in Iceland, disperses 80 photographs of water throughout the school’s public spaces, echoing the ebb and flow of students. “I’ve always thought of Iceland as a kind studio for me … or a quarry,” she notes. “Maybe a quarry is a good metaphor, because I always feel like I’m involved in a process of, if not hunting, then mining of some sort.” While in Iceland, Horn made “You Are the Weather,” a series of some 100 close-up images of one woman. “I was curious to see if I could elicit a place from her face, almost like a landscape,” she explains. “Not in a literal sense, but how close those identities were.” In another investigation of identity, Horn “recorded” her adolescent niece in a three-year series of photographs. Horn’s installations bridge dimensions to “compose space” through images and text. “I don’t think of myself as a photographer or a sculptor,” she says. “I just think of myself in a more broad way, so that allows me to draw upon these different forms without having to be identified with them.”

The hour concludes with an original piece of video art by Teresa Hubbard/Alexander Birchler, a unique and poetic meditation on the idea of structure.
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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. 

