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Exhibition Review: Provo

Stevens' Cliché is Cliché
Video Works by Grant Stevens at the BYU MoA
by Ehren Clark | photos courtesy Brigham Young University MoA

When art addresses topics on a conceptual level, the concept becomes
the subject of that art. In BYU Museum of Art's exhibition Cliché and
Collision: Video Works by Grant Stevens, the subject is mass media and
the many questions associated with mass media. This is a widely
discussed topic today, a very relevant one with relevant issues such as:
how are we as a society affected by the media? how is the
contemporary mentality of our society a product of the media and how
are we manipulated by what we see on TV, the news, newspapers,
magazines, the internet, radio, advertisements, etc...? Mass media even
makes us question what is fact and what is fiction. What we come to
believe as truth might be a product of the overpowering influence in
society which uses the media for profit. How do these ideas affect the
thinking of society? The implications in this exhibition need no in-depth
analysis here. They are familiar and widely-discussed topics.

Stevens uses a series of video works with titles such as "Think Right
Now" (2005), "Learning Your ADD's" (2002), "When There's Love"
(2005). Topics addressed, using various "demonstrations," are those
such as one would find in a 101 lesson on semiotics -- the relationships
between viewer and viewed, between the signifier and signified. How do
the various tools of the media which we see everyday affect how we
think? "Think Right Now" demonstrates how much we don't think when
bombarded with signs and slogans. A blank screen flashes texts: "Own a
Hollywood Smile!" "30% Offl" "In Debt?" "Feeling Lonely?" "Stop
Worrying," "Power, Performance, Value!" "Free!" and "New and
Improved!" The viewer is assuredly familiar with these phrases.
"Learning Your ADD's" -- again, on a blank screen -- flashes a montage
of anachronisms such as CSI, NBA, SUV, FBI, CNN, NBC, etc, revealing
just how ADD we as a society truly are as the effect of flashing montage
is not only banal but bears the quality of channel surfing. And "When
there’s Love" finds the participant in a large dark room, with lighted
phrases of incredibly dull endearment, such as found in popular love
songs, with which we are uncannily too familiar. And this uncanniness is
complete with the Righteous Brother's "You've Lost That Lovin' Feeling"
and the lights of a disco ball equally as banal. These installations focus
on questions and topics that are continually addressed as we struggle
with the media-frenzied, propaganda-motivated, ideologically-driven
machine we find ourselves living in.

So where are the answers to be found? How is the riddle of mass media
to be solved? In Stevens' exhibit, we are taught to think outside the box,
but it is this box that is telling us this! We are told by Stevens to address
media manipulation, but how is he doing this? He is using media to
guestion media. He uses his "own" agenda and propaganda to question
the agenda and propaganda that runs this machine, which we are all
supposedly slaves to. Art itself, apparently, is not innocent in playing a
part in the mass media machine!

In an article | wrote for last month's issue, | spoke of something I called
"transcendental art," which | observed at the Woodbury Art Gallery's
Invitational exhibition. That exhibit gave me great hope for the state of
contemporary art. So that the reader does not have to delve into last
month’s article, in short I discussed what | saw as a contemporary
phenomenon of “transcendental art”. Art has the power, as | saw at the
Woodbury, to have an “open narrative”, to be seen by the many but be
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Exhibition Review: Salt Lake City
No Object: Abstraction at

Wasatch Frame Shop
by Geoff Wichert

Abstract art is like an inflammation: concentrated at
various art market hotspots, but fading in influence
with distance from the site of the infection. In Utah -
- a conservative state, yes, but also the home of a
thriving school of narrative figuration -- it's a
particularly tough sell. Paul Reynolds, who curates
bi-monthly shows at the Wasatch Frame Shop
recalls one local gallery that attempted to show
abstraction exclusively, which may have contributed
to its eventual demise. Meanwhile, confusion reigns
internationally in the nomenclature: what is
commonly called "abstract" in the U.S. is considered
"concrete"” in Europe. No Object, the title for the
current group show at Wasatch Frame Shop, is also
an ambiguous title, but witty, co-opting the criticism
that an artwork that doesn't represent some thing
cannot mean anything.

Despite Modernists' efforts to produce autonomous
art that refers only to itself, art --because it is
mental work --always works through abstraction.
The five painters and printmakers at Wasatch
Frame Shop employ a portion of the range of
abstraction in the same way visible light covers a
portion of the electro-magnetic spectrum, which
also includes radio waves and X-rays. Like several
Surrealists and later painters, Michael Bernard uses
wadded plastic in place of a brush, shaping
unidentified organisms that interact with the
luminous space they inhabit, recalling how living
things alter their environments. He relies no less
than Rembrandt on viewers' stored associations
between visual and cognitive experiences, including
emotions and spiritual impulses, to give the work
personal meaning.

Ironically, many viewers take for granted the work
required to recognize and appreciate
representational images with specific references,
but shrink from the comparatively free and easy
work of responding directly to the colors and
shapes in paintings like Bernard's or Bill Lee's. |O]
Lee wants us to respond directly to visual patterns
without letting speculation about their identities get
in the way. He limits his comments on process to
autobiography, answering the question how an
image came about by recounting how he put down
his camera and picked up a brush. Where Bernard
exploits the eye's impulse to project depth into two-
dimensional arrangements of color, Lee's splashed
colors may occasionally interrupt coherent illusions
and remind us his canvas is flat. We may project a
still life or a landscape onto "Spin Off," but what is
there is the dynamic balance such objects would
embody.

Elsewhere on the spectrum, Tessa Lindsey's images
strongly suggest sources in things she saw, while
her titles suggest stories that might explain them:
"After We Sell the Villa," "On Our First Morning,"
and "Recapitulation.” Her dark colors reinforce the
soft textures and loosely defined forms arranged to
convey a sense of rich, vegetal complexity. Though
we presume paintings have visual antecedents,
these could refer to something heard: music, or
conversation.

Joey Behrens continues to examine city life from a
perspective with a different mobility than the
automobile that shapes it.| 1] Humans dreamt of
what birds might see long before we could fly, but a
map can also suggest a variety of cellular and other
structural metaphors, while the archeological layers
that build up in cities find natural analogues in
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seen by the one. In the review of the Woodbury | wrote how | had seen
art which had qualities to be looked at by a mass audience, but for a
plurality of meaning to be derived from a single art object which allowed
for one individual, as | candidly saw at the exhibition, to react differently
to others at this exhibition. The final cycle at the Woodbury illustrated
this very well, how most, viewing that particular room in the gallery,
Layers I, 11, and 111, could find something individual for them: a feeling,
a thought, a memory, a moment, an emotion.

When writing that article | wondered if this idea of contemporary art
that | had seen at the Woodbury was universal today or specific to the
art | saw at the Woodbury show. | see now that it is not universal today,
as Steven'’s was not, but still is highly prevalent in today’s art world. |
see after the new exhibit at the BYU MoA how powerful this idea is.
Stevens' work was not bad art, but one might compare it to something
by Bill Viola. In viewing a Viola, one swims in one's own thoughts. Two
individuals watch the same video and have entirely different
experiences, a plurality of meaning. For much of the Twentieth Century
art has been didactic, a “modernist directive." Art need no longer be
didactic. The comment was said about the Stevens' work, "It was so
engaging!” But isn't all art supposed to engage, to incite. But art does
not have to be didactic. To be didactic keeps art inside the box. It keeps
the machine alive. Art can be political or have a particular purpose, but
art today also has the power to be free of the mechanisms of society,
and in its transcendence, not patronize but allow for a flow of meaning.

To avoid sounding vague, | will use the work of Viola as an example. His
recent piece at the University of Utah Museum of Fine Arts introduced to
the viewer a continual narrative cycle, one which the viewer could enter
the installation room at any given moment and have an equally powerful
experience. Viola's piece defies description, but it was of five figures,
apparently reacting to a certain event, each conveying certain emotions.
Unlike many video artists who question the role of subjectivity and end
up with objectivity in their preaching, Viola introduces the viewer to
something sublime, something which is completely open, infinite, and
intangible, yet allows for this plurality, this free flow of meaning. In this
it is not we who are the subject but we who create the subject, it is we
who give the piece its meaning. The piece allows the viewer to reflect,
ponder, feel, remember, journey, wonder, think. It does not do those
things for us.

It is a refreshing product of art today -- that it is freed from the textbook
-- and we need no set of instructions, no guide book. Today's artists
might be the exception to the media machine and allow the viewer to be
engaged but not manipulated. Artists such as Viola, and that which
could be seen last month at the Woodbury, allow for an experience
where the work is not in a diatribe found in the artist's mission
statement but in the asking questions and not answering them, opening
dialogues and discussions and truly engaging the viewer; in allowing the
viewer to be freed into their own subjectivity -- not preached to,
patronized, manipulated. The work allows us to think outside the box
rather than being given a directive to do so.

return to top &

frottage and chine collé. Behrens explores how
overlapping ways of encoding information produce
fragmented experiences that art can reconcile into
knowledge.

The wax-filled vaults that open up Sandy
Brunvand's landscapes display a desire to transform
detritus into treasure. | 2] More specifically, they
conjure metaphorical identities. While these relics
are "abstracted" from the places where she finds
them, while walking the trails outside her studio—in
the process surrendering their specific
contexts—the painted environments she brings
them to abstract what is most characteristic about
those places. Along the way she raises questions
about how manufactured or otherwise alienated
bits of matter find their way back into nature, and
why we respond differently to a bit of wreckage
than to the "emptiness" that surrounds it.

There will always be those who are convinced that
it is harder to duplicate the look of things than to
communicate essential experiences unmoored from
specific examples—other than the work of art
wherein the artist enshrines them. But art is never
about how hard the artist works. Is it any more
difficult for Picasso to make a mark than says
“nose” than for these five artists to make one that
carries the scent of their lives? No Object recalls the
Latin phrase, Nihil Obstat—Nothing Stands in the
Way. These small, soft-spoken images show the
continuity between this view of life and any other
way these five artists might choose to explore it.
Removing the object silences visual noise, allowing
us to hear the quiet resonance of our own
experience.
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