Handforth’s
Fallen
Angels

Mark Handforth's heterog [pture
lesced in an installation with themali
intimations of lost paradise.

BY RONI FEINSTEIN

ark Handforth's recent exhi-

bition at Gavin Brown in

New York, the artist’s first
since 2005, was no less than thrill-
Ing. Proving again that he is capable
of working in a variety of styles and
mediums, he is presently pushing
the narrative direction of his art.
Unafraid of grand statements, he
culls from literary and biblical ref-
erences while commenting upon the
‘state of the world.

The show consisted of seven
works, two outside the gallery and
five within, each in a different
medium and speaking a different
sculptural

Istically rendered pleces in brorae,
they take forms familiar to those
who have been following the artist:
a bent lamppost, a fluorescent wall
pkuunlllrdmnln@emmi
rusted pipes luden with burning candles. While each plece was pre-
sented discretely, Illomibumnfm:umodmusmdchlmdcmd
, its units
Muﬂupﬂﬂdwﬂnmummﬂhwwﬂm
wich streets was a rather ferocious, realistically rendered head and
neck af & howling wolf cast in white bronze, with cascades of white and
blue paint running from its open mouth and snout. Nearby, the base of
& bent, improbably tall lumppost was embedded in the cement side-
walk. The work's midsection, which was mostly painted orange, ruse
wln!ummmmmmmlmmmumm-mﬂl and
the drooping light ficture at its end, equipped with two fluorescent vio-
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Indulging in grand statement,
Handforth culls from literary and
biblical references while commenting
upon the state of the world.

let bulbs, came to rest on the ground. The piece recalls an earlier lamp-
post sculpture by Handforth suggesting the form of a ruined flower with
five red lights, installed in 2003 at the Doris Freedman Plaza in Midtown
Manhattan, under the aegis of the Public Art Fund.

Inside the gallery to the left was a piece titled Rolling Stop, an
enlarged stop sign hung upside down and somewhat tilted, made of
large steel plates. Each letter of the word “STOP” is rendered differ-
ently: the “S” is in hazy black spraypaint, the “T" painted neatly in
white; the “0” is a large hole and the “P" is a three-dimensional form
colored with runny, blood-red paint. In the next gallery, a long rusted
metal pipe ran along the floor, then twisted itself into an irregular heart
shape. Burning tapers in various colors were perched at intervals along
its length, the dripping wax emitting a faint sizzle as it fell to the floor,
forming hardening pools. The effect was elegiac. The work might well
seem sappy and sentimental if seen on its own, but Sidewalk Heart was
integral to the success of the show as a whole.

In the larger adjacent gallery were two thick ropes cast in bronze,
partly coiled on the floor but with their ends rising over 8 feet into the
air. The ends lift gracefully, twisting together and coming apart in a
frozen balletic gesture. Nearby was the fluorescent wall piece Tumble-
weed. Its many components, most white but others pale purple or hot
pink, suggest some object that had once been whole but was then
burst open, its parts flung to the sides and down, Implied dynamie
movement, even an explosion of sorts. Finally, a large, bright green
star made of steel with polyurethane seemed to have fallen from the
sky to embed itself in the gallery floor. One of its two top points is bent

Rolling Stop, 2008, aluminum, vingl and acrylic,
& by 8 feet.

Starlamppost, 2008, ga
25 by 25 by 4 feet.

back, while the other seems to have been broken off and then set back
into position, but slightly askew. The piece, called Big Green Star, was
originally titled Star (Mammon ). :

“Mammon" is a biblical term referring to worldly wealth and greed and
often personified by a false god or demon. In lieu of an artist's statement
for his show, Handforth provided a slightly altered image of a Gustave
Doré engraving for John Milton's Paradise Lost. Doré's print depicts the
episode in which Satan’s legions, massing in the lake of fire after having
been banished by God, are called upon by Satan to arise so as to retake
their place in Heaven. “They heard, and were abashed, and up they
sprung,” reads the caption (Book I, line 331). In the altered image, Hand-
forth has superimposed his big, damaged star over the figure of Satan.

The clue provided by the engraving, while helpful, was hardly neces-

sary, almost redundant, since the wolf howling outside the gallery, the
“bleeding” stop sign, the exploded fluorescent form and the elegiac heart
revealed much on their own. While it is true that the title of the rope
piece, Rope Snakes, refers to the Fall, an allusion that slipped by this
viewer until she saw the Doré illustration, its seductive nature did not.
Moreover, the two stars—the one formed by the lamppost outdoors and
the fallen one within—might be understood as symbols of America, its
power, leadership and stature in the world now debased. Such a reading
would not be unprecedented in Handforth's work; he himself discussed
his work in the 2004 Whitney Biennial in similar terms:
The piece Diamond Brite (2004), for example, . . . was a large crumpled freeway
sign that 1 had made up, but it served as a ready-made. It looked like every other
sign on Interstate 95 apart from the text. Nowhere on the 3000-mile expressway
will you find such a “No Exit" sign, although due to its length, the road feels like
a No-Exit situation. As does much about life in America right now.!



At the Whitney, the sign was juxtaposed with an image of the set-
ting sun rendered in orange fluorescent lights. Seen in this context,
Handforth's exhibition at Gavin Brown seems to stand as an elegy for
all that has been lost, and perhaps a plea for the restoration of order,

Hong Kong-born and raised in England, Handforth was educated
at the Stidelschule in Frankfurt, where Martin Kippenberger
was prominent on the faculty. He has been living in Miami since
1992, In keeping with this wide geographical swath, the art-
historical sources for his work are as various as the pieces in the
show. The howling wolf calls to mind Kiki Smith’s recent bronzes,
Joseph Beuys's [ Like America and America Likes Me (1974), with
its live coyote, and the paint-splattered goat in Rauschenberg's Mono-
gram (1955-59). A further echo

1. Mirjam Varadinis, “‘All that is Solid Melts into Air": A Conversation with Mark
Handforth,” in Mark Handforih, exh. cat., Zurich, Kunsthaus Zurich and JRP/Ringier
Kunstverlag AG, 2005, p. 16,

2. Rauschenberg used the stop sign to political ends in his paintings Estate, Over-
drive, Bait, Lock and Spot, among others. These and related works also include the
image of an army helicopter landing on a beach in Vietnam, derived from a 1063 arti-
cle in Life about the escalation of the war. See Roni Feinstein, Robert Rauschenberg:
The Silkscreen Paintings, 1962-64, exh. cat., New York, Whitney Museum of American
Art and Boston, Bulfinch Press, 1000, pp. 81-82 and p. 98, n. 18 and 19,

“Mark Handforth” was on view al Gavin Brown'’s Enterprise, New York [Mar. 1-29/.
Handforth has upcoming exhibitions at Eva Presenhaber, Zurich [Aug. 30-Oct. 11]
and Galerie Almine Rech, Paris [Oct. 23-Dec. 20/,

Author: Roni Feinstein is an art historian and writer based in Westport, Conn,

of Rauschenberg can be seen in
Handforth's use of the stop sign—a
recurrent motif in the “Silkscreen
Paintings" made by Rauschenberg
in 1963-64, used by him to call for
a stop to the U.S. military's involve-
ment in Vietnam and to the prolif-
eration of nuclear weapons.”

If Handforth’s use of cultural
icons like the star, heart and
stop sign have a heritage in Pop
art, his use of fluorescent lights
alludes, of course, to Flavin, and
the rope piece finds a precedent
in aspects of Process arf. It has
been observed that Handforth's
lampposts are derived from Kip-
penberger’s anthropomorphized
Street Lamps for Drunks (1988).
Likewise Kippenbergian are
Handforth’s stylistic range and
his exploitation of the culturally
invested found object. His exhibi-
tion at Gavin Brown also strongly
called to mind Claes Oldenburg,
and in many ways Handforth may
be seen as Oldenburg's truest heir.
Both transfigure common objects
via material and scale, and invest
them, through wit and empathy,
with human qualities. Both artists
also make public statements with
their work. Most relevant in this
regard would be Oldenburg’s Lip-
stick (Ascending) on Calerpillar
Tracks (1969), executed as a pro-
test against the Vietnam War,

Handforth's recent exhibition,
while reaching back to the past
in its many references—to the
biblical Fall, to Milton, and to ear-
lier art—is nevertheless resolute-
ly of our time, With his of-the-
moment tweaking of the vocabulary
of the readymade, the found object
and assemblage, Handforth has
fashioned an appeal to sanity that
one can only hope will be heeded.

||

Sidewalk Heart, 2008, bent pipe and candles, 9 by 17 by 5 feel.
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