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Searching for the classical tradition seems nothing short of an alchemical process, an elusive game of hide and seek. What pricisaly
! was classical art? Which tradition are we defining? Historically speaking, classical art refers to the perlod roughly dating from 480
| to 323 BCE, during which the Greeks built the Parthenon and created sculptures constituting a canon that until recently held art history i
In its thrall. Known for centuries only through cast and other reproductions,® the classical traditlon today evokes images of pristine,
white perfection set in stone.

The works in this exhibition, often iranic and humorous, approach the classical tradition with a eritical edge absent from artistic
expressions in centuries past. Some of the artists work with actual casts, challenging the status once held by the original. They all, in one way
or another, recast our inherited image of the definitive tradition of western art, And, like all evocations, they affirm the powerful presence and
influence of the paradigm they challenge.

But, like all revisionist approaches, they also prompt us to rethink the source. In reality, classical Greek art was no one thing,
but rather a cultural expression rich n color a5 well as depictions of intense emation, sexuality and violence. Contemporary artists are also
reminding us of that other Greek art, one until recently left out of our history books.?

Re-casting the classical body (Flack, Koren, Kusama) The classical tradition, however defined, centers on the human body.
Audrey Flack’s American Athena, a colorful, omamented mixed media statue of the goddess of war, wisdom, and high places, re-nationalized
with U.5. emblems, challenges the idealized aesthetic conventions of classical art, Gabriel Koren's African-American Apollo | morphs & classl

cal houros figure inte a contermporary African American wearing headphones and a subway token, with references to recent black history dis-
cretely collaged on his torso, thus depicting a body that has traditionally been excluded from the received classical canon.” Yayoi Kusama
transforms a classical Venus by providing a backdrop and covering the entire surface of sculpture and panel with & pattern of swirling dotike
shapes. Our perception of this famous image thus becomes inseparable from its colosful sereen, analogous to the constant framing and re-
framing to which it has been subjected throughout history.*

The absence of the body [Castanis, Potami, McGll} Another way to approach the classical tradition Is to congider what would

remain if we remove its main focus, the body. Muriel Castanis®s figures consist of drapery around a hollow core, simultaneously suggesting

] : the former presence and current absence of the body, the absence of individual identity. Her titles suggest that classical sculpture was and is
EoTEeOUS and sexy (aithough it is mot typically discussed that way), and that contemporary standards of feminine beauty and appeal have hardly
chamged over time, remaining generic rather than specific. Dennis Potami eliminates the body altogether by recasting the Laacadn without the
figures, leaving only the snakes. The viewar, trying to re-imagine the famous sculpture of heroic suffering, may be reminded of the fall of man
as well as “the glory that was Greece.” Melissa McGll, like Potami, reconfigures an icon of the (neo) classical tradition in terms of absence,

Her blown glass sculpture takes the form of the spaces between Canova's sculpture of The Three Graces,




Domestlcating the classical tradition (Baron, MoCaollum, Shea) Like much venerated history, the classical tradition has
an aurd of perfection and remotenass. Judith Shea's torso of Apoffo displayed naxt to a black cloth coat suggests that the ideal male nuda
of Greek art was extrapolated from a daily existence. Ron Baron's Doin® the Dishes: Stack 4.3 raminds us that the majestic vessels of ancient
art, now seen only as precious objects in museums, also served a mundane purpose. Allan McCollum's Dog from Pompel, taken from a mold
miadhe from the famous “chained dog” plaster cast In the collection of the Vesuvius Museum, focuses on the lowly house pet that penshaed in
agony in the azhes of Vesuvius, Like Potami, he introduces an image of suffening that challenges the stoic idealism usually associated with
the classical tradition.

In the follewing pages individual works are analyzed by graduate students who participated in the seminar on contemparary
sculpture and the classical tradition. Continuing to attract students as well a5 artists of different generations with various interests,
the classical tradition is reaffirmed, perhaps most strongly, in its ability to absort a critique that continues 1o renew, revitalize and expand it.

4. For the: Sormation of the canon of classical & and it @asemination see Francis Hashell and Mcholes Penny, Tashe and the Antique [New Haven: Yale Unbesrsity Press, 1984). Some
of the vagaries and variations in isterpesting &< presanting the canon of classical art are discussed in GIll Perry and Colin Cunningham, eds. Acaderales, Mussums and Canons of At
(Hew Haver: Yala Unhmrality Press, 19959) Soo also, Martin Postie, "Maked Authority® Reproducing Antigue Statuary in the English Assderry. from Laly to Hayden,” in Anthomy Hughes
wrad Exich Ranft, eds, Scoldure and s Reproductions [London: Reaklion Becks, 108THL po. T9-08. 2. Two génecal laxts thal prasant this broader view of Greck art s Mary Beard

ard John Merderson, Sassical Art From Greeces i Rome (Dalond: Ondford Usdvpraity Progs, 2001} and Fobin Osbame, Arehwic and Classioal’ Greed Art (Oford: Oxford Unbeorsity Pross,
15GR), See alsn Beth Cohen, ed. Nor the Classical foeal: Athens and the Construction of the Other in Greek At (Leiden: Ball, 20000 3. Bee Clouds Berard. “The Image of the Other

and the Foselgn Heso,” in Coben, Mot the Classioad ideal, pp. 395-413. 4. For other artistic varistions of this famous inogs soe Suzanni Ramiak, A Déiserming Beacty: the Venus oe
Miko in Twentieth Century Art (5t Prbersbuwg: Sahador Dall Museum, 2001},
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Ron Baron’s Doin’ the Dishes: Stack 43: The Archaeology of Everyday Life

Ron Baron was a potter before he became an artlst. While studylng for an MFA at the University of California, Davis, he was Introduced

to the ldea of assemblage sculpture. “One day | looked at a stack of dishes piled high on a shelf and realized that if | amanged them In

different dlameters, | could create unlque shapes.”* Then the dishes bacame classical vessels, echolng the shapes of the coramic vessals

he used to make as a potter. Baron also used to play a drum and rhythm continues to be very Important in his work, particularly

the visual rhythm apparent In the repetition of stacking objects.

Baron has always been fascinated with the discovery of other civilizations, especially the way archasologists can determine
50 muwch about & culture through its artifacts, Considering pottery as the most ancient art form studied, he has for many years thought of
maundang objects as artifacts that reflected their chilization. He began collecting thosa he thought particularly revealing (often china,
suitcases, and books) and turned them into sculpture with geclogical and archasological strata.

Baron finds his objects at yard sales, garage sales, and thrift shops. Sometimes he uses things that people give him.

He is interested In the history of objects, where they were made, how they were used, Their commaercial value is insignificant. In fact,
he prefers to stay away from expensive things. He is not interested in issues of junk or aspects of acaology. Rather, he chooses an object
for its personal content and its significance as an archaeoclogical artifact from owr civilization.

When Baron has a theme in mind, he usually starts to look for objects which would embody this theme. Dften, howaver,
he finds the objects first and then gets an idea. That was the case with Bult with Pride (1997], a collage using work shirt name tags.
He saw a ot of name tags &t a flea market and felt it was very polgnant sociclogically. In Baron’s eyes, aach tag stood for a history of
an Individual; his sculpture celebrates their lives.

Previously Baron used plaster replicas of classical sculpiure (generic images of women, Julius Caesar, Plato) in his
stulpture, combining tham with found objects. He wanted the classical object to become part of a strata of objects, creating a blend
between classical objects and everyday collectad objects. This would elevate everyday collected objects to a higher level and give
them the same sort of significance as classical objects. it would also make us realize that classical vessels were once used in daily life,

Doin” the Dishes: Stack 43 (2001}, his 43rd stacked dish sculpture, consists of dishes found in Pennsylvania, Massachusetts,
and New York, Baron then pinpointed these places on & map because of his geological and archaeological interasts. His sculptures ang like
strata of chvilization, They make us think asout what is important in our evaryday lives and the larger history of chillzation. Although Baron does
not create his seulptures out of acological concerns, when we Sed his sculpturas wa can not help thinking about all the objects that we have

thrown anway, and perhaps reconsider the apparent timelessness of the classical tradition In the context of our own disposable culture.

1. Al quotes ard infoeTration for This sy Cam Trom Dwo INberviines with tha arciss, December 17, 2001 and January 3, 2002,




Ron Baron

Doivy' e D¥alvaa: Stack 43 (2001)
25 n 13 n 13"

collectod dishes, crockerny
courtesy artist




Gorgeous and Sexy Too: Muriel Castanis’s Time Travellers

The sculptures of Muriel Castanis can be quite deceptive. From a distance they appear to be solld statues of traditionally draped figures.
Upon closer inspection, however, viewers encounter a void at the core. Castanis has always been interested In absence and the search
for identity, She explains:

Beautiful sculplures that were made in ancient times had a bearing on the people of their time, but we are not of their time,

we ara of our time. We know how they fooked, but we do not know them. That is why | i8Rt the inside of my sculptures vacant

in search for identity of the spirit of the plece

She leaves us with the mystery. Castanis’s Gorgeous and Sexy Too deliberately evoke classical statues. Headless, armiess
and emply inside, they nevertheless suggest iraces of breasts, hips and legs revealed in contrapposto stance. But unlike apparently demure
classical figures of the past, they each suggest a woman wha is bold and self-confident, who flaunts her sex appeal. Castanis observes:
“She is tall, beautiful and curved. How could we miss her? Put her in a toga, and she will swing!” Today's idealized body has not changed
much since that of classical Greece. Castanis's sculptures remind us of this. Her tithes bring the classical tradition into contemporary focus.,

Castanis uses a selfmade mechanical styrafoam model draped with epoxgye-soaked cloth, fucked and folded with pins,

The process is spontaneous, with gravity sometimes playing a role, She has only twenty minutes before the epoxy sets. Then the model
is removed, leaving the suggestion of a human gesture, a body that once existed.

She uses cloth instéad of matarials like stone or marble because it emphasizes lightness or ermptiness and adds an element
of illusion. As a woman dealing with fabeic in her everyday life, wearing clothes, hanging curtains and covering tables and chairs, she Knows
more about fabric than any other material. Her involvernant in the feminist movement prompted her to change the medium of her work to
something that was not identified with a tradition of large scale sculpture créated by men. Using fabric distinguished her as a woman artist
in a male-dominated art world, )

Castanis's works corvay an unchanged classical traditicn in termis of aesthetic standard and subject matter. According to
the: artist:

Clagsical art didn't Influence me; it molded mel It added another dimension to life, 8 touch of the grand,

It was cartainly idealistic and most important, 8 tempovary repriave from raalty while still inspiring thoughtfl reflection.®

Thus Castanis travels between two pericds, the ancient and the present. Her sculptures are lIke splrits that fly back and
forth across centuries of time like weightless time travelers, conveying an essential spirituality. Their ancient bodies, appropriated and
re-appropriated by so many different cultures over time, heve now been infused with a contemparary identity.

1. Al quotes unleas olterwiso nobed s taken from interviews with the artist in December 2004 2 Quotod in Dawvid Robertson, Context and Collahoration for Conbamparany At
T Seulsiursd Progeam for 580 Callforis Sirset, Trout Gallery, Dickiraca College. (Cariisle. PA: Trowt Gallery, Dlckinson Colege, 19881, p.16.
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