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Pilfering a Culture Out of Joint

The sculpture "American Prayer" at the Guggenheim, part of a survey of an artist who
cribs freely from popular culture.
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Correction Appended

Richard Prince has heard America singing, and it is not in tune. The paradoxically
beautiful, seamless 30-year survey of his work at the Guggenheim Museum catches
many of our inharmonious country’s discontents and refracts them back to us. The
central message of this array of about 160 photographs, drawings, paintings and
sculptures, most of which incorporate images or objects cribbed from popular culture, is
that we won’t be getting along any time soon. But in Mr. Prince’s view, little of life’s
cacophony is real except the parts deep inside all of us that are hardest to reach.

Mr. Prince has devoted his career to this surface unreality, attempting to collect, count
and order its ways. He has said that his goal is “a virtuoso real,” something beyond real
that is patently fake. But his art is inherently corrosive; it eats through things. His
specialty is a carefully constructed hybrid that is also some kind of joke, charged by
conflicting notions of high, low and lower.



Frequent targets include the art world, straight American males and middle-class virtue,
complacency and taste. His work disturbs, amuses and then splinters in the mind. It
unsettles assumptions about art, originality and value, class and sexual difference and
creativity.

The work in the Guggenheim exhibition opening today, subtitled “Spiritual America,”
defines the nation’s culture as a series of weird, isolated subcultures — from modernist
abstraction to stand-up comedy to pulp-fiction cover art — and gives them equal
dignity. It begins on the ground floor with “American Prayer,” a magnificent, haunting
new sculpture for which the chassis of a 1969 Charger, a classic muscle car, has been
stripped bare and cantilevered above the floor by a large block that merges with its
hood. As aerodynamic as a bird’s skull and as commodious as a double coffin, it is not on
blocks but lodged in one, like a stray bullet. Its bulky support suggests a pedestal, a
Minimalist box, an anchorage and an altar. It is spackled and Bondoed, ready for its final,
shiny coat, unlike the rest of the car. Together they form a memorial to custom cars
presented as an abstracted body awaiting resurrection or a truncated crucifix lying in
state.

Mr. Prince’s ancestors include Duchamp, Jasper Johns and especially Andy Warhol. But
unlike Warhol, he is much less interested in the stars than in the audience. Thus he is
just as much an heir to Walker Evans and Carson McCullers, with their awareness of the
common person.

Over the years, Mr. Prince has shown himself to be in touch with the same shamed,
shameless side of America that gave us tell-too-much talk shows, reality TV and the
current obsession with celebrity. Practically every last American could find something
familiar, if usually a bit unsettling, in his work. If he were the Statue of Liberty, the
words inscribed on his base might read: Give me your tired, your poor, but also your
traveling salesmen and faithless wives; your biker girlfriends, porn stars, custom-car
aficionados and wannabe celebrities; as well as your first-edition book collectors (of
which he is one).

[t often seems that Mr. Prince has never met a piece of contemporary Americana he
couldn’t use. Customized checks with images of SpongeBob SquarePants or Jimi
Hendrix? He pastes them to canvas and paints on them. Mail-order fiberglass hoods for
muscle cars? He hangs them on the wall — instant blue-collar Minimalist reliefs.
Planters made of sliced and splayed truck tires? There’s one at the Guggenheim, cast in
white resin, where the fountain should be. Is it a comment on the work of Matthew
Barney, a gallery-mate who had his own Guggenheim fete? Probably. But from above it
resembles a plastic toy crown or the after-splash of milk in that famous stop-action
Harold Edgerton photograph.

And borscht belt jokes? They are a signature staple that runs rampant in the show,
appearing on modernist monochromes, on fields of checks and as arbitrary punch lines
for postwar New Yorker or Playboy cartoons. These examples of a better class of humor
are variously whole, fragmented, steeped in white or piled into colorful, nearly abstract
patterns yet still retain their familiarity. The same jokes occur in different works,
alternately writ big or little, sharp or fading, straight or rippled as if spoken by someone
on a bender.



“My father was never home, he was always drinking booze. He saw a sign saying ‘Drink
Canada Dry.’ So he went up there.” “I went to see a psychiatrist. He said, ‘“Tell me
everything.’ I did, and now he’s doing my act.”

Mr. Prince’s act has been one of continual breakouts and surprises, some better than
others, and of increasing command. Selected and expertly installed by Nancy Spector,
the Guggenheim’s chief curator, with considerable input from Mr. Prince, the show
includes examples from nearly 20 series of works, but it also skips a lot of weaker
efforts, tryouts and rehearsals. It sums up more than recounts the path of a brilliant
artist whose sense of visual style is matched by an ear for language, as he progresses
from hip, hermetic mind games to hip, inclusive generosity and even tenderness.

“Richard Prince: Spiritual America” continues through Jan. 9 at the Guggenheim
Museum, 1071 Fifth Avenue, at 89th Street; (212) 423-3500.

Correction: October 1, 2007

An art review in Weekend on Friday about a survey of Richard Prince’s works at the
Guggenheim Museum misstated the given name of one artist and misspelled the given
name of another; both, like Mr. Prince, are known for appropriation techniques. They
are Wade Guyton, not Wayne, and Kelley Walker, not Kelly.



