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In conversation with Jan Tumlir

Mark Hagen Born 1972, Black Swamp, Virginia; lives and works in
Los Angeles. Hagen studied at California Institure of the Arts (MFA,
2002). His work has been exhibited and screened in solo exhibitions
in Los Angeles at Mandrake, Las Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions,
and Rental Gallery, and in New York at White Columns. He has also
participated in exhibitions at the San Francisco Art Institute, the San
Jose Museum of Art, the Orange County Museum of Art, and the Los
Angeles County Museum of Ar.

Jan Tumlir: | know that you"ve always had an interest

in science.

Mark Hagen: My interest is always tied to the astonish-
ment and the cognitive dissonance that can come from
prosaic facts. I'm not attached to any specific genre. I'm
attracted to anything that serves to decentralize human-
ity in some way or that continues the process of taking
us out from the center of the universe.

JT: This can be followed through a number of different
disciplines. Archaeology, geology, or whatever it is you're
dealing with now is obviously not the only way. Could
you relate this interest to something you've made here?
MH: Regarding the arrowhead piece (Success in Every
Direction, 2007), a tangential interest of mine is Nean-
derthal culture. This piece was in part inspired by a
display of Neanderthal stone tools | saw at the Louvre.
IT: When you're drawing information from various
disciplines outside of art, do you feel a compulsion to
bring them back into the fold of art?

MH: It's always a matter of trying to walk that line of
wanting to disseminate information as art but also want-
ing to wed that with object making.

IT: Are you responding to any particular traditions or
conventions in art? It's clear what you're responding to
in science, but in art is this something you're actively
thinking about?

MH: These subjects are enfolded into the work as
metaphors for various issues and problems concerning
the making, display, and consumption of art. With the
arrowhead pieces, there are some obvious associations-
for example, Michael Heizer comes up, just because of
those stone tool replicas that he was making in the late
eighties. [ learned this hundred-thousand-year-old process
of stone working to make these pieces, and then 1 take
them and make them perform.

IT: Do you see the final product as relating to the legacy
of Light and Space primarily?

MH: Not necessarily. There's definitely a certain opticality
to it; that's what I was talking about as making the pieces
perform. This arrangement is more inspired by folk dis-
plays of spear points and arrowheads that I've seen done
in this sort of configuration, which usually get tarted up
with whatever: cowboy paraphernalia, other types of
artifacts, motifs that speak to where one is, let’s say, in
America. So this one is a stripped-down, optically
amped-up version.

JT: Is the whole process of learning how to make the
arrowheads part of the work? When we're looking at the
finished product, do you want us to think about who
made these things?

MH: Before anyone asks if learning this archaic craft is
some sort of anachronistic do-it-yourself survivalist

or artistic reskilling parody, I'd like the viewer to contem-
plate the works strictly as objects or to enter the piece
through the play on the words “subtractive sculpture,”
which describe not only the process but the actual func-
tion of these things, their original purpose in taking

life to preserve it. This play is embedded in the form and

how they're created: it"s an accumulation of the same cir-
cular excisions, by virtue of the way obsidian breaks.

JT: And this goes for each individual arrowhead as well
as the overall display? The way you've composed these
dark stone shapes radiating outward against a pristine
white ground gives the work a convulsive, vibrating effect.
This effect can obviously stand on its own, but you're
also endowing it with an allegorical significance. The
idea of subtraction relates to sculpture and hence to fine
art, but it also relates this larger idea of time that you're
talking about.

MH: In contemplating stone tools, their deep historical
origins, you have to wonder at what point did this process
of making diverge into the two camps of sculpture and
weaponry. The fact that obsidian to this day can be
found in state-of-the-art surgical tools is highly suggestive.
It's used in certain types of surgery where the tissues
are really delicate because it has the ability to make inci-
sions less damaging to the cells. The obsidian blade is
sharper than steel when viewed under a microscope. In-
herenily the material has these great ironies to it, being
at once old and new, crude and refined, and | wanted the
process to reflect that,

JT: There's always a sort of radical potential in thinking
about objects in terms of their origins. In relation to the
existing discourse of art, more specifically modernism and
the connoisseurship that comes with that, this notion

of an archaeology of art is always destabilizing in some
way. It locates interest elsewhere: not in how good the
thing is or how valuable it is, but in how much it can tell
us about the context that it comes from.

MH: Inferring the immaterial from the material.

JT: With the arrowhead piece, for example, you under-
stand that it has to do with the deep historical past, and
when that's matched up with these paintings that relate
to artifacts of some sort also but that have no necessary
relation to the past... How would you describe the rela-
tionship between these two?

MH: They are both involved with artifacts and relics. In
the paintings these are simple found pieces of paper, but
they contain a literary content that, again, performs for
me in a cerfain way and that, in performing, falls within
the same guidelines as the arrowheads. Sometimes these
documents can point to the seemingly arbitrary nature
of belief or categorical thinking. Sometimes they put up
an alternative belief system, and sometimes they fail
miserably in doing so because of their inherent fallacies
of logic, their internal contradictions.

JT: As artifacts or relics, they constitute a little piece of

a civilization. You're choosing the odd, dissident pieces,
but you're not interested only in that reading. There's
something about presenting this information in this con-
text that suggests that it is part of human thought as well
and that it is no more abnormal than some of our main-
stream religions, for instance,
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MH: I'm wary of having the paintings pigeonholed in
that way, as if they were simply an archaeology of the
absurd, or a “News of the Weird.” That's why there's

the interjection of the personal. What was really interest-
ing about finding some of these personal documents
from my teens is that I often don't remember them. They
really do become the same as all the other documents; 1
could lay them out on a table, mix them up, and not
know which were mine. I'm not holding these things up
for ridicule, though some of the beliefs and ideas repre-
sented are quite repellent. [ like the idea of revealing our
assumed beliefs by showing what we don’t believe,

JT: When the artifact comes from our own time, then we
can measure it against its context, the same context

that we share with it, and we can simply write it off, or
not. But when it's taken to be historical, the context is
unknown, and we have to begin reconsiructing it on

the basis of the artifact. This practice of art as archaeol-
ogy, | think, always plays on the inherent confusions of
the work as a “sign of the times."”

MH: These arrowheads are both of this time and not, and
some of the documents in the paintings also have this
temporally confused quality to them. Like Data I, Page 1
{2007), which contradicts itself by describing an ancient
past that is more advanced than the present but then also
envisions the use of a technology that is entirely of its
time, the 1960s.

JT: There’s something in the way it's presented that sug-
gests that this is a document that could exist now, but
the folds in the paper give it a ruinous guality. They are
evidence of its history.

MH: If there’s not an outright correlation between what
I read into the documents and their formal makeup,
then | want there to be a balance of concerns at least. I'm
creating this hall of mirrors of gestures of the hand,
whether it's through the purposeful folding or the acci-
dental crumpling of the paper or by retracing someone
else’s or my own handwriting. I'm interested in how that
relates to my retracing of this unpatented design in the
arrowheads and the authorial disorientation that occurs.
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