Barnicke Gallery is maxing out Minimalism’s funny bone

“Why Can't Minimal’
at U of T is a warm hug
to movement’s cool esthetic

MURRAY WHYTE
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The funny, engaging and happily per-
plexing new show Why Can'’t Mini-
mal is less a question than an imvi-
tation: Why Can’t Minimal art do
what, exactly? Depending on what
side of the conceptual fence you've
placed yourself — “go away” some
might like to finish the phrase — the
question will be more or less open-
ended.

In the case of curator John G.
Hampton, whose show at the Justina
M. Barnicke Gallery is a wry, un-
derstated delight, the question ap-
pears to end with “be funny” and to
my mind, the question hardly needs
asking.

After all, wasnt Minimalism, born
in the early1960s as a cheeky, subver-
sive rejoinder to the bacchanalian
excess of an art market fattened on
Abstract Expressionism’s unquash-
able economic force, always meant
to be a bit of a joke?

Sol LeWitt's skeletal cube struc-
tures, Dan Flavin's fluorescent tube
sculptures, Carl Andre’s fire bricks
lined up end to end: all had a case to
make about ascetic purity in the face
of 8o much intemperance, no doubt.

But in the same soup of ideas that
begat concepiualism —ﬂlegqua!]hr
eggheaded but more overtly impish
art movement of the day — a wry-
ness, however subtle, reigned. Fla-
vin, when his shows were done,
would take the light tubes back to the
hardware store he'd bought them

swers his own question ably and the
naysayers, too. Minimalism isn't go-
ing anywhere, tethered parmanently
to certain forms of conceptualism
that value material presence as

Mif a thing is worth deing onte,

it'a worth doing again®
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Ken Mical's wark, “If a thing is warth doing once, it"s worth doing again.”

much as idea,

A step into the first gallery draws
you immediately to John Marriott's
work, an array of white plinths dis-
playing pigeon spikes, those things
you put on top of utility boxes to
avoid layers of droppings.

It's as direct a reference to classical
Minimalism'’s roots as vou'll find.
Utilitarian object co-opted for its
geometric and proportional esthetic
properties? Check Objects present-
ed on their own, free apparently
from artistic intervention? Check.
(See Andre, Carl, represented here in
name by Ken Nicol's work, in which
thousands of index cards are typed
with the same Andre quote and Min-
imalist mantra: “If a thing is worth
doing once, it's worth doing again.™)

The difference here is, where you
might be able to divorce material
from function in those foundational
works, Marriott quite intentionally
makes that impossible. Underscor-
ing the point, an empty glass cube is

in the middle of it all, its cor-

strips.

Like any decent joke, if I have to
explain the punchline, it didn't work.
But [ think it does. Artwise, though,
Marriott pulls the rug out from his
Minimalist forebears: by cheekily
tethering his materials to their real
function, Minimalism’s monklike as-

cetic is shoved incongruously into
the real world and the joke's on them.
Funiny, I suppose, is in the eye of the
beholder and you'd be forgiven if you
didn’t burst out laughing here. Much
of the wit of Minimalism lies in ab-
surdity — paraddudcal propositions,
subverting the norm — and here we
find Stx Boxes, a short, bizarrely fun-
ny video piece by John Wood and
Paul Harrison.
Onscreen, a man in a black sweat-

suit does weird, simple things: jurmp-
ing up and down inside a white bex
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just that, or from one end of
a box to the other with a rope tied
end just as he arrives.

The work is in this show, [ suspect,
as a subversion much like Marriott's:
refuting Minimalism’s chilly intel-
Imﬂprnmﬂlufﬂmpmtyufﬁnnn

th very human futility. That aside,
ll‘h hilarious: Minimal slapstick if
there ever was such a thing.

The show arranges itself along
these lines throughout: Tammi
Campbell's series of “Dear Agnes”
letters to Agnes Martin, the re-
nowned painter of minimal grids,
whom Campbell addresses in her
own language, writing only “Dear
Agnes” at the top of a page fitted with
precise grids of pencil lines, thereby
introducing a futile sentimentality to

A still from John Wood and Paul Harrison's Six Boxes, a video work on
display at the Justina M. Barnicke Gallery at U of T.

Martin's proposition of formal puri-
ty. John Boyle-Singfield works his
own version of cheeky homage with
Untitled (Coke Zero), a Plexiglas cube
with a shallow well of the titular soda
pooled at the bottom, aping Hans
Haacke's seminal work Condensa-
Iimﬂ:be.whichheinﬁamdwiﬂlm-

These kinds of gestures are truly for
the art nerds, so consider this my
signed confession: I loved them.
They're bound to precedent, to be
sure and without those you'd be a
little lost. But thats a small com-
plaint, leavened by a breadth of more
open invitations. Look no further
than Jon Sasald, whose unrequited
conceptual gestures are the bedrock
of one of the city’s more interesting
OEUVTES.

Sasaki slips in here much like the

others, as subversive and sly, but his
conversation is an open one: a FedEx
bex containing a one-foot cube — or
minimal structure, if you prefer —
never opened and left on the gallery
floor, displaying its packing labels at
each showing (there have been sev-
eral) or a glistening slab of wet con-
crete, still in its forms, formulated
precisely to never fully set.

He calls it Slab, Base For Fuiure
Mornument and despite its properties
(get out your Minimal checklist: sim-
ple form, workaday material), Sasaki
infuses it with the cheeky melancho-
lia of a grand goal never to be
achieved, pushing it somewhere
new. Minimal humanism, maybe?
Mind the double-entendre: it's ajoke
we can all get.

Why Can't Minimal continues at the
Justina M. Barnicke to Oct. 19



