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You hear Sam Durant’s show at the
Musenm of Contempaorary Art before
voul see it When | asked the from-desk
arrendant where the exhibition began,
she told me to follow the music: good
advice, not only in terms of orenting
oneself spatially but also as an interp
uve principle. For in a manifestation of
Durant’s consistent arritude toward archi-
tecture, a cacophonous brew of overlap-
lelg sotind o rm[u wed of the |1|||L"1, TllL‘I\"
and rap tracks that accompany most of

his exhibited sculprures blurred and even
contradicted the geometric rectitude

of MOCA's ta Isozaki-designed build-
g, As i the artist™s Upside Down and
Backuvards, Completely Unlreried, 1999, in
which a miniature model of the structure
from Robert Smathson's Fartially Buried
Woodshed, 1970, is packed with three CD
players, Moca's designer building was
itself choked on noise. But the sound tracks
featured in Durant’s projects don't merely
produce sound bleed. In his careful craft-
ing of a rock playlist redolent of "sos dis-
sent and is various prequels (in blues) and
els (in rap or in bands like Mirvana), he
regards music—typically popular music—
as hoth documentary evidence from which
histery is denved and a metaphor for his-
tory's operations. Like history, music is
made of nme, but one of Durant’s lessons
1s that music also produces spaces to be
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"m:ml|r|u:|il.i|iu's|"—pul‘|]ic spaces ke
the small “city” convened for the free con-
cert at the Altamont Raceway in 1969, or
Friendship Park, the breeding grownd of
southern rock in Jacksonville, Florida,

All of Durant's works ar Moca under-
take a complex set of assodatons—they
juxtapose figures as diverse as Neil Young,
Roskert Smuthson, and Rosalind Krauss in
remarkably convincng core samples of

late-"6os/early-"7os culture, Such eccentric

histories can perhaps only be told belat-
L'd]_\' h\' SUHTIECHIE “'I'IC’. l'll(L' I.)I.ITI!'I“.‘ Was
naot a “participant-observer.” It would
nonetheless be a mistake to consider

this belatedness a form of nostalgia, for
Durant’s desire to revive the "6os—one
shared by many artists and scholars of
his generanion—is neither ennrely melan-
cholic nor entirely celebratory., It is a criti-
cal effort to recoup a workable political
legacy. A berter analogue for this retro-
spective attention is the cover song, as

» AOLLING STONES

WHAT DISTINGUISHES
DURANT’S WILD PROLIF-
ERATION OF REFER-
ENCES IS HIS PRACTICE
OF MAKING MODELS
THAT ARE BOTH PHYSI-
CAL AND CONCEPTUAL.

proposed by poet Kevin Young in his cara
logue ess The cover both replaces and
obscures an event—though, like the cover
of a great record or book, it might just pro-
vide something we open, another totem
1o take with us.”

What distinguishes Durant’s wild pro-
liferation of references from a lazy form
of free assocation is his complementary
practice of making models that are alter-
natelvy—and at omes simultaneously—
physical and conceprual, In a gesture dear
to the heart of a modernist
art historian like myself,
Durant™s Chvatermary
Field/Associative Diagram,
1958, for instance, appro-
priates the structuralise
Klein group diagram
Krauss used to map the
“expanded field of sculp-
ture” in a canonical essay
of 1978, In place of her
oppositions of landscape
and architecture, Durant
i]'ilﬂ'ldl.lLL"r [erms dr..n'\.'n
from Smithson and pop
music 'il'l [3rﬂll'|— ((4] !l »Cate
the Earth arrist, Kurt
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Caobain, the Rolling Stones,

and Neil Young along axes of, for example,
scarology and pop stardom. This is

much more than dever parody. Durant is
seriously, and [would say successfully,
attempung to map the “expanded field”
appropriate to our own time—namely,
visual culture,” which tries to articulate
the complex relation between commerdial
aesthetics and the acsthetics of advanced
art. Part of Durant’s wit as an artist-theorist
15 his deadpan juxtaposition of conceprual
mirdels such as the Klein diagram with
architectural models like his minarare
versions of Smithson's unbured I er.fu.h'\'
Burted Woodshed. In Durant’s recent

Wi II'k‘-_ 1]'“.‘.‘»L' Wi ‘|_Y‘|l‘L']T'I.‘1' !!f nuldt'.liﬂg
coexist in heterogencous installations of
sculprural forms, music, and drawings. But
in carlier warks, such as his spectacular
“Abandoned House” series from 1993, the
|'||'L'.|'||.|L'I.1'LI.T.'|] 'I'I'IlJ\Il'l ‘|[.Z'|1l|'1 :ll':]ﬂl.'.

The fiest gallery in the moca exhibition
centered on the “Abandoned Houses™
and two related senes: a group of Pl‘lul‘m
of modernist chairs upended as though
offering their asses for penetration, and
Il gl't\| of irreverent Xerox ﬂc:li.‘lHt‘h that
introduce mappropriately tacky objects or
\L'.Il!\]l'\RIL"'i] ACES {5 1V, i mOOming |‘J||u.'r
}into the refined spaces of LA's now
glorified mideentury Study houses,
The “Abandoned Houses™ are themselves
humble foamcore, cardboard, and Plexi-
glas models of the spare domestic struc-
tures; they are installed wripod seyle on
simple wooden dowels, As in the Xeroxed
collages, architecture has been “humili-
ated”: the walls at imes charred and
defaced by graffitd, the windows riddled
with tiny bullets, and the roofs breached
on occasion by holes, as though they've

\.'l'll\
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been struck by meteors, These models
are drenched in a certain knowing per-
furme of Los Angeles, one part Hollywood
glamour recalling the mise-en-scéne

of films like L.A. Confidential, one part
lush decay reminiscent of Christopher
Isherwood's fiction. But these associations
Amount to i:l“il’.' maore [h.lll IE'I!.‘ LI:\LJ.I.l. I.'tll.']'ll.-‘h
about LA art, just as the equally potent
clision of high and low in the “Abandoned
Houses"—the models are ar waist level
and one must adopt a squatting (shittng)
position in order to peer into them—is
perunent and even interesting but some-
how not equal 1o the work, Ultimarely.

I think the power of these sculprures

lies in their physical and conceptual porta-
biliey. All of what I have projected onta
‘.]LL'I!'I. an iii.'l'llllF li!.‘\l.“.' I-UT an i!l'?"l;'ll.'LIL'
ideal and s simultaneous humiliation—
15 here modeled. It s available for nspec-
non and mental absorpuion, just as Krauss's
Klein diagram 15, Each “Abandoned House™
if you re not

can be possessed, even
lucky enough to be the collector who
WIS 1L

In his caralogue essay, curator Michael
Darling quotes Durant on the subject of a
1995 project derived from kitchen-counter
d]“!]‘[.l:\fk ara !'II IITII_'-IT'IIFI'(P\-'L‘I'I!L‘['II store:
“The act of ‘remodeling,’™ the arist stares,
“is about ||n,h_'r111g chaotic materials into
a fimshed product.” 've already asserted
that Durant’s art pivots on the double
meaning—physical and conceptual—of
ruodeling or remodeling, In the five instal-
lations that constitute the remainder of
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the exhibition, at least three formal strate-
gies of remodeling are evident. The first,
which might be described as “retrospec-
tive possession” ( la Invasion of the Body
Smatchers), is mamfest in Upside Doter
and Backieards, Completely Unburied,
Smithson's Partially Buried Woadshed, in
which twenty truckloads of carth were
piled on top of a derelict building on the
campus of Kent State University, ulti-
mately causing the structure’s central
beam to crack, was completed not long
before four student protesters were mur-
dered by Natonal Guardsmen in an anti-
war demonstration at the Ohio school.
The picce retrospectively served as a
monument to that event. Durant's minia-
wire model of the woodshed is intact and
HI]l’I.:II.'IL'IJ. |.'.|[|: it s fl”l."i “"Ifh |..|'ITL".' (I.}
players linked by a web of cords to six
speakers arranged i a arcle ke wat-
nesses, Three songs play concurrently:
“Gimme Shelter™ by the Rolling Stones,
“Smells Like Teen Spirit™ by Mirvana,

and “Hey Hey, My My (Into the Black)”
by Neil Young, In this work a gencalogy
II'-t.hI! ]'JU!" music (![ _\'U'II"]'I-L'II.h'I.Ir{‘ L|i‘|!|l‘|'|=
inhabars and surrounds—buries with
sound=—a “revitalized” inadvertent monu-
ment o :.-'ou[h ||1:1r[}rdc:111. This 'iu_'([.:]ua-
sition is complex, and is further enhanced,
s in most of Durant's projects, h_\' A SETIES
af related drawings that focus in on par-

ticular conceptual and visual intersections.
O special note is the way the architec-
lII!'-II TI'I‘]EEI’." m ll'l'i‘- '\\'lJTk 15 FI'I}'I-E!'Ii:I.HI E"
electronic apparatus that emits a penum-
bra of music around its
Brult form. A medium cha
is spatial, traditionally con-
I..I|'||r:td,'LL a nd :w.-:t]'l r.'lin_'.nl].\'
specialized is colomzed by
one that is temporal, clec-
tronic, and popular. A sec-
ond tactic of remodeling,
which is present to some
degree w all of Durant’s
works, is most evident in
his Proposal for Monumrent
in Friendship Park, fackson-
ville, FL, 2000, In which
traditions of southern rock
music are linked to such
far-flung cultural markers
as Isamu Noguchs, ram-
shackle rural structures,
and public garbage cans
sheathed in aggregare-
stone surfaces. Particularly
m his drawings, Durant
demonstrates the mobility
of meanings from, for
mstance, “rock music™ to

1
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fibergiass, paint, alum . E855,. pape
and trash receplacle, dimenss

ip Park, Jack: itle, FL, 2000, wood,
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Noguchi's “rock gardens™ to the absurd
tenuation of such highbrow aesthetics in
.IHE.:II.'H'J[L' n II.'L' " g;l!’l‘i]}{l’.' cans llﬂ_"ﬂH]'l."d
tor beautify public spaces. If Durant’s fisst
tactic of remodeling was a mode of repos-

it'ssil')l), this second h'lr:ilcg_:r wonld SUg-
gest a perperual—even compulsive—chain
of o JlILt.‘r!lll.ll Jr.rpuhl. CESI0NE,

A third tactic of remodeling in Durane’s
art pivots on the mirror, Sometimes indi-
vidual works play on mirror image:
when the word “counterclockwise” is
reversed in the upper right-hand corner of
a 1999 drawing representing Smithson’s

Yartially Buried Woodshed. In establishing
a conceptual link between the mirror's
reversals and a backward flow of tme
{which is differently expressed through
the act of redrawing a photographic “orig:
inal™), Durant deftly associates the rewro-
spective gaze of his art with a spatial trope
of reversal. Such a coneeprual link may
enrich our reading of the culminaring work
in the exhibition, Upside Do : Pastoral
Scene, 20012, which makes a twofold allu-
sion to Smithson’s use of mirrors as a mode
of displacement in the landscape and to
his sertes of trees buried upside down.
Upside Dengar: Pastoral Scene consists of a
forest of arnficial tree trunks and grafred
organic roots, doubled like the faces of
playing cards through the placement of

as
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the flat cut end of each stump onto a mirror
on the floor. Roots are thereby brought
nto the air and simultancously, by reflec-
CichL, Sent dl:::p beteath the floor—the mir-

ror funcrioning as agent of both reversal
and mutation. In a famibiar tactic of con-
ceptual and sensual enhancement, Durant
projects a sccond manifestation of “roots”
onto this arboreal variety: Each trunk 15
fitted with a speaker playing a diverse
anthology of African American music,
including Billie Holiday, Sister Sledge, and
Public Enemy. The lyrics introduce allu-
sions ranging from exuberant solidarity to
threats of ¥ :::|:.'[)|:r. allusions that circle the
virtually scatological forms of the doubled
stmps growing into one another like
snaggy-ended botanical barbells, In works
like this Durant accomplishes something
rruly extraordinary: He broaches charged
questions of race and political dissent in
the United States without allowing adenti-
ties to ossify. And he does so through a
formal lexicon, alternately intensive and
extensive, th-'li manages ﬂ.l['l'il'l].thL‘ mate-
rials without dousing their burn,

swill b ont v at niocA, Los Angles,
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