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ROBERT CHASE HEISHMAN’S PROCESSDRIVEN _IMG
BY: KATE SIERZPUTOWSKI

Taping off large sections of familiar territory, Robert brings monotonous methods to mundane environments through elaborate tape constructions in his
ongoing series _IMG. The resulting works flatten the picture plane while leaving his hand an evident part of the image, the photographic pieces resisting
rigidity to embrace a more freedup personality. Starting his career in the direction of Merce Cunningham, Heishman has continuously focused on
collaboration in his work, chance manifesting projects just as equally as intuition.

I\W: Your practice seems to be very projectoriented. Can you talk about your your attraction to working in this way?
RCH: I see working in a projectbased manner as a strategy of exploring the multitude of one’s interests. There are many things to become obsessed
with in this global, connected, and instantaneous world. When I read the news, a book, see a lecture, a movie, tv show, performance, et cetera I can’t
help but become fixated on subjects I didn’t anticipate being compelled by. For these multiple interests to manifest in my studio as a singular form just
isn’t how I work. I used to try at great lengths to stay in one mode of working. I guess it was how I thought an artist should conduct and maintain one’s
practice. But I just couldn’t do it. No matter how much I tried to make one body of work, my intrigue into new ideas and subjects compelled me to add a
tributary. Now I see simultaneously working on multiple projects as a strength, a mode of working that allows for adaptability and openness — tenets that
are important to me and my artistic practice. Also, having spanned years of making things this way, commonalities — both visually and conceptually —
become apparent. Selfreference, perception, revealing the construction of an image, and latency coalesce in form and visual idioms in my projects.
What is the newest project you’ve started to investigate?
I’ve recently tried taking out sections from a blueprint and recreating that as an installation to shoot, in the same manner as my _IMGseries — with the
colored pieces of tape flattening the picture plane and constructing the lines of the blueprint within the space. The absurdity of a blueprint manifesting not
a threedimensional structure, but rather another flat glyph in space makes me chuckle to myself. I’m not sure where this will lead, or if it will stay
exclusively with blueprints, but right now I’m enjoying the different mark from what I initially began the series using. That said, I came into the studio after
the start of the new year and didn’t feel like staying so rigidly with lines, so I exploded the lines of tape into a confettilike series of marks in the space
where I had been making the blueprint tape piece. We’ll see where things evolve. I’m also using a 4×5 view camera where I had been previously been
making them digitally. I wanted to shoot on film again and just see if the quality is different, or if it changes things for me. So far it has slowed things
down and made me pay better attention to each mark being made.
How do you decide the locations and environments for your _IMG series?
Generally it’s a place where I have often been to and have a relationship with. For instance, when I come into this studio there is a place at the top of the
stairs that I would stare at routinely. I really wanted to make something from this seemingly mundane place. I sound like a mystic or something but this
process of selecting a site to make a tape piece is probably the most intuitive I have been within my practice — it is not a systematic way of finding

something. Obviously within the
project to date there are
references to Frank Stella. I was
reading about his process of how
he made his black paintings and
was really drawn to how reductive
it was. His process was simply
about the width of his brush, the
constraints of the size of his
canvas (the frame), and his
impetus to take out illusionistic
space from his paintings. He
would make a mark and just
follow that around the perimeter
of the stretched canvas. I was
drawn to the labor of it all, and
how it seems like a perfect way of
tackling what to do within a frame.
My father was a bricklayer and
when I was younger I would be
around him on job site and
sometimes help out. I was
thinking
about
both
the
methodical nature of laying brick
and Stella’s reductive labor of
painting when I was starting this
series. The monotonous labor is
what I am interested in. In a way,
the labor of laying down a formal
pattern in space feels oddly
familiar and familial. I love how freeing it is to simply be making marks that add up like they do. I’m also interested in not making things completely rigid
and perfect. This seems disingenuous for me to work like that. I have a hamhanded precision to what I make and want that to come through in my
marks. It’s not about authenticity, but recognizing how you manifest your personhood into these art objects.
How did your project of recreating Guantanamo Bay detainees’ artwork coalesce and why did you decide to title the series Indefinite Free Time?
This project came about alongside the evolution of my _IMG series. I was looking at a lot of paintings online and had bookmarked an article from 2011
about Guantanamo Bay detainees getting access to art classes when President Obama was inaugurated. A reporter, Emma Reverter, was allowed to
take cellphone photos of the artwork the detainees had made. My photographs for Indefinite Free Time are based on her mobile phone pics of the
detainee paintings and drawings. To begin the series, I simply tried to flatten the picture plane, much like the _IMG series, but into a painting’s tableau. I
wanted to imbue the content of the image which something that is charged and relevant to today. Through my process of constructing the image, I
started to realize that I was assembling and looking at the same thing that the detainees were looking at. In this sense, it is not a representation of an
artwork, but rather a portal into seeing what a detainee was actually seeing. There is something nice about how innocuous and yet incredibly charged a
photo can be. This sense of setting up a still life was also familiar it me. In a lot of my work there is a rigorous amount of set up just to take the one
image. I often find the objects in thrift
stores or on eBay, and some of them
I really had to seek out to find the
specific object I needed. I ordered
some shells specifically from Cuba
for one of the shots. As for the title,
in the original article there was this
guard that is quoted at the end
saying that the detainees have a lot
of free time on their hands. That’s
how the article ended and it blew my
mind to think about a guard at a
detention prison saying that the
prisoners have free time. It nods in
the direction of what the content of
the images are without being too
explicit. The notion of indefinite free
time is still quite maddening to me.
Do you reference the original author
of the work in any way?
Yes, I do note their names in the title
of the work if it is revealed that a
particular work was made by a
specific detainee. It’s important to me
to specify the author, if I discover the
name attributed to a work. For

instance, one of the youngest detainees, Omar Khadr, is the author of a delightful painting of a drinking glass with a lime, a small orange beside it,
amidst a rich, blue background. Omar has since been released and repatriated to Canada. He was 15 when he was detained, and used his paintings in
his legal defence as a form of his rehabilitation while in captivity. I’m currently trying to get in contact with him now to try to have a conversation with him.
Aside from Omar, the only other author I have found to another work is Djamel Ameziane, an Algerian citizen who was transferred back to Algeria from
Guantanamo Bay back in 2013. Lately, I have been obsessed with what’s called the “cactus curtain” — a literal borderline of cactus separating the US
Guantanamo Bay naval base from the Cubancontrolled territory. I’m interested in incorporating cacti into the next phase of photographs I make in the
Indefinite Free Timeseries of work. I just can’t stop thinking about making a cactus curtain in the studio.
In your ibid. series and
collaboration
with
Megan
Schvaneveldt you not only go
through the process of an
incredibly detailed setup, but
you also show the tear down of
each scene on camera. What
is your reasoning for this?
This is something that naturally
evolved with Megan and I. I
think part of it was that there
was a nice loop point to it, and
then it was also quite practical.
We needed to clean up our
mess, so why not let that
creatively build up and devolve
within the videos themselves?
For me, the videos we make
are about indulging in cheap
humor and magic tricks. How
we came together to make this
work is largely because they
were a way for us to have fun
while
making slowpaced
science fairesque videos. The
videos we make merge both of
our interests in making absurd,
moving, paintings in space. In
this scenario, replace paint
with dollar store objects and you’ve got the materials we use. It’s as if we are animating and combining objects in an effort to land a nice visual for a few
seconds, or build a strange joke. The way we make objects perform outside of their intended or typical function is where, I think, humor arises in the
videos. We try to not be incredibly visible in our videos either, so in some sense the videos are like an abstract puppet show. It’s hard to say definitively
what is going on in the videos
because I think they are quite
openended — which is what
we want. That said, we labor
over
our
ideas
and
choreography. There is also a
lot of chance that fuels the
ibid.project. The string of
material play and ideas will be
rehearsed countless times
before we record them all in
one take. The end result is a
continuous video that has a
crescendo and decrescendo
and has the spirit of the
construction of a painting. I
think the reveal of process is
what is the throughline
between Megan and I’s
practices. We each are so
process oriented in our own
work that when we come
together to make our videos its
all about revealing process in
real time.
How did you come to work with
Merce Cunningham and how
did that influence the trajectory
of your art practice?

It was this chance encounter, much like many opportunities in my life have come to be. I was in high school at the time and my high school art teacher
invited the Merce Cunningham Dance Company to come and do a workshop with my art class. They invited our class to go backstage and see stage
design by Warhol and Rauschenberg and I showed up after school to see the decor and no one else showed up. The executive director of the MC/DC
ended up giving me a personal tour
— I can remember touching a silver
mylar “cloud” by Warhol and
costumes by Rauschenberg, but not
knowing the art historical gravity of it
all. It was new and exciting and I was
engaging with it quite purely. I ended
up keeping in touch with the director
and he asked me to send him some
of the photographic work I had been
making with pinhole cameras. After a
few weeks, he called me up and
explained that Merce Cunningham
had selected my work from a pile of
artists to design a set for an
upcoming dance. He also mentioned
that Radiohead and Sigur Ros were
creating a score for the dance. I had
to explain to my parents that I would
be going back and forth to New York
while finishing up my senior year. I
started going there and doing
production meetings and it was this
strange experience because I knew
nothing of it, but they respected my
input and treated me as if I had been
in the art world for forever. This
incredible generosity and kindness
and trust is frankly hard to come by in
the art world. I ended up learning a lot from Merce, the dancers, fellow collaborators, and Trevor Carlson, the executive director with whom I stayed with
on my trips to NYC, and who I regard as a deeply influential mentor of mine. This whole experience marked the start of my artistic career. I long to
collaborate with a choreographer/dance company/artist by designing sets again. I see themes of openness, chance, and collaboration have remained at
the forefront of how I approach projects of mine and I directly trace this to my time with the Merce Cunningham Dance Company. The influence this time
had on the trajectory of my career is that it affirmed my belief in the generative properties of art.
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WAVEPOOL: INTERVIEW WITH ROBERT CHASE HEISHMAN
BY: KYLE SEIS

Wavepool  Tell me about your photographic project _IMG. What are some interests that are addressed in the work?
Robert Chase Heishman  The _IMG works are straightforward, formal photographs that play with the flattening of pictorial (photographic) space. I
arrived at the project out of a desire to loosen up what I made in the studio. I wanted to embark on a way of making that was willful and immediate –
something to free me up a little from the restrictions I tend to put on myself. Having been steeped in processbased art since the beginning of my career,
I’ve always had a hard time simply shooting photographs – like a ‘shooter’ – mainly because I need a structure to work in and construct from. Around this
time of trying to make another body of work, my friend Megan Schvaneveldt lent me some colored masking tape she had laying around her studio. I
borrowed some rolls of orange tape and made _IMG #3.
W  How does your new work, Indefinite Free Time, fit into that spectrum of making? You seem to be revealing an interesting dynamic between structure
and leisure in the images, and I’m curious how the work developed. I’d love to hear more about those images, the ideas behind them, and the process.
RCH  Indefinite Free Time is a series that directly references Guantanamo Bay detainee artwork – they’re 1:1 representations of paintings and drawings
by detainees that I referenced and then rendered photographically. A few years ago, I came across an article of a reporter who gained access to do a
story on and take cell phone photos of the artwork that the Guantanamo Bay detainees were allowed to make. When I saw the artwork I was instantly
reminded of the ledger art that Native Americans made while imprisoned. They were given lined, ledger paper to write and draw on, and would often
depict tradition and ceremony that was being desecrated. The parallels of subjugation, and how art factors into the equation in both instances is/was
striking to me. Navigating a globalized existence, I often feel powerless in the face of larger political conflicts or issues. What is my role in speaking to
global conflicts or situations? In a very simple sense I think the photographs of Indefinite Free Time are like a small archive. This act of preservation
through appropriation is something I’m interested in and I see as a political act on my part. At the same time, I largely see these politics to be more of a
human gesture of acknowledging other’s humanity that is being infringed upon. I like these works because their subject matter resembles the kinds of
still lifes that someone would study in a beginning drawing class. This series feels like an extension of my interest in flattening a picture plane, much like
my _IMG series and my ibid. videos. As photographs, they bridge a tradition of still life photography that, on the surface, looks very formal, yet these
seemingly willful arrangements are actually embedded with complex political content.

W  In addition to your work as
an individual, collaborative
projects seem to make up a
large portion of your practice.
Why is collaboration important
to you? What is enjoyable and
beneficial about the process?
RCH  Collaboration is how I
began my artistic career.
When I was 18 years old, I
collaborated with the Merce
Cunningham Dance Company
on the work SplitSides. I
designed an original décor (set
design) for the production.
Looking back, I realize I was
quite naïve about making art,
and was given tremendous
trust by Merce to create
whatever I wanted to create for
the work. With the mentorship
of Trevor Carlson (Executive
Director of the MC/DC), Jim
Ingalls (the lighting designer of
SplitSides), and the MC/DC
staff as a whole, I navigated the terrain of Merce’s form of collaboration. John Cage used to say: “Merce does his thing, and I do mine, and for your
convenience, we put them together.” This is very much how it felt while working with Merce – it was freeing; it was independently together. The
collaboration of SplitSides largely occurred at the time of the actual performance, when the elements of the dance, set, music, costumes, and lighting all
blended anew, each night the piece was performed. My work with Merce and the company was a formative time in my artistic upbringing that has always
stayed with me, as well as the spirit and importance of collaboration. Throughout my career I have always remained interested in collaborating with
friends and colleagues of mine because unanticipated results inevitably occur, and often the work I make with others is more exciting and allows for a
social component rather than making work on my own. Collaboration creates a space where I am reminded that I am but one trajectory of many. This is
helpful to be reminded of because it is a reality in life as a whole.
W  How did ibid., your collaboration with Megan
Schvaneveldt come into existence? What is happening
in the videos?
RCH  Megan and I met while in grad school at
Northwestern University. We were both making videos
that involved doing series of actions with different
objects – she made a great series of videos about
balance, and I was making videos about my namesake.
Our initial videos took place outside in public spaces,
and we would wheatpaste a QR code in the exact spot
where we shot the video. This is where we used the
moniker ‘ibid’. This practice of site responsiveness has
been something we attempt to continue to this day.
Recently, we were invited to create a video onsite at
the Columbus Museum of Art. To answer your question
of what is happening in the videos – this is hard to pin
down. I mean, on a practical level, they are onetake
choreographed videos that are humorous, absurd, and
magical at times. The flattening of the pictorial space is
something that we are interested in working with, as well
as mining simultaneity. In some ways our videos are like
going to website where there are about a million other things happening on the site. There’s a lot of material/object play happening as well, but it’s all
incredibly rehearsed. I’m curious to know what you think is happening in the videos?
W  I definitely pick up on the humorous qualities, the simultaneous actions, and the performative nature of each video. I really love how absurd it all is
and the fact that there’s rehearsal involved, resulting in some kind of awkward and beautiful magic. In the video for the Columbus Museum of Art
especially, I tune in to that idea of simultaneity when some of the gestures are being viewed on a screen in the space as well as in real time. Part of that

process throws off my sense of time and the picture plane, as you mentioned, just a little bit. Tell me more about the sites you used. Do you use objects
collected on site? In what ways do the sites affect the process?
RCH  Generally, the sites we used were sites that were nearby CTA lines in Chicago, with the hope that a passerby would scan the QR code, watch the
video and recognize that the video playing on their mobile phone is the very place they’re standing, and then take the video with them. Megan and I
would also choose sites that felt blank and nondescript. The objects we used were collected from dollar plus stores or surplus stores, and the nature of
shooting these videos outside presented enough variables and challenges to delightfully alter the momentum of the objects and actions we would
rehearse beforehand in the studio.
W  What artists have you been looking at lately?
RCH  This question always sends me spinning. I look at artist’s work – online and in person – all the time. It’s just hard for me to pin everything down to
a concise list. There’s also a great deal of music that I feel affects what I’m making in the studio (lately I’ve been relistening to a lot of Arthur Russell
and, per my friend Chris Meerdo’s suggestion, Sophie. But ultimately what I feel the most connected to and excited by are the work that my friends (or
friends of friends) are making and it’s this community that I believe in and think about the most day to day.

NEWCITY ART
OCTOBER 2013

EYE EXAM: PAINTING SUPER BODIES
BY: MATT MORRIS
Chicago’s traditions and innovations in painting are often oriented to bodies and problems with their deconstruction. Perhaps due to the Imagists and
their successors, many of our ongoing conversations in visual production bear consequences of how bodies, individuals and populations are identified,
relate to our environments and express desire. Several recently opened exhibitions of painting and painting adjacent projects employ color, pattern,
figurative representations and material excess to advance
contemporary notions of bodies.
In Andrew Holmquist’s exhibition “Marco (Polo)” at Carrie
Secrist Gallery, the loony cartoon characters who have
starred in the painter’s earlier work are all but absent,
replaced by wide swaths of color and needling linework that
correspond to the linear structure of “Armature,” a lemony,
powdercoated steel jungle gym sculpture. If there is a body
present in many of these works it is the fantastical author
capable of these gestural brushstrokes enlarged beyond
human scale into commanding and mechanized
übermensch sensibilities.
“Big Leap” is the largest, gushiest and smartest painting one
sees upon entering. A pool party of stripes, inner tubes and
lively waves swirl above a pair of feet at the bottom edge of
the canvas. Its composition and imagery readily recall
Jasper Johns’ “Diver” and David Hockney’s homoerotic
backyard pool paintings of the late 1960s. Holmquist
reproduces the measured queerness of his painter
forebears and adds to it a racy, thrilling flamboyance that
erupts as the “Big Leap” to which the title refers. These vibes continue into his “Phantom Geisha” archival inkjet prints which layer bare chests, naked
legs and sketches of elaborate costumes into loudly magenta awkward drag characters.
Judy Ledgerwood’s ongoing painting project probes the potential for color and pattern to elicit desire. Testing whether “the heart wants what the heart
wants” at increasingly larger scales, her new exhibition “Love, Power, Color” at Rhona Hoffman Gallery coincides with a solo exhibition at Häusler
Contemporary in Munich and inclusion in last month’s Expo Chicago. The five sassy
behemoths on view are upsized into physical metaphors for the “too big to fail”
multicontinental art market bubble in which they are participants, with each canvas
heavily ornamented in gold and other metallic paints toward blingalicious effect.
Ledgerwood doesn’t paint figures, but rather attempts paintings that tenuously attend
to an individual’s perceptions of vibrating hues and compelling compositions, as well
as to the artworld systems in which one encounters them. At these larger than life
scales, a hulking global economy moves to the fore in which simultaneity is not fast
enough and where a fragile individual could easily be lost in the throes. If love, power
and color are potential transcendental experiences, they are also treated here as
transactional currencies — means to buy into greater realms of influence.
Robert Chase Heishman and Megan Schvaneveldt’s twoperson exhibition “Of This
Place, Or Thereabouts” at Roots and Culture is a comedy that depicts bodies situated
in virtual conditions that fragment, compress and deconstruct. The joke is in the
arduously physical, manual means by which these propositions are achieved.
Heishman’s photographs document elaborate patterns in brightly colored tape that
have been laid across parts of rooms. The flashy teal dashes across what might be a
dirty cellar floor in “_IMG #14” perform like Ledgerwood’s looping painted patterns. The
jubilance of his palette is deflated by the compressed, flattening effects of his optical
illusions.
In the duo’s collaborative video “Ibid. (for Chris Naka)” they imitate the zoom and scroll
features of touchscreen devices through an elaborate choreography of mirrors, rolling

chairs and pantomime. Dancing two steps back from the front edge of technological advancement, Heishman and Schvaneveldt celebrate a feelgood
politics of handiwork and human connection.
While bodies and their desires are effusively explored in these exhibitions, eroticism is mostly only ever alluded to. The sexiest in show is not the biggest
or brightest, but the blowsy burlesque abstractions Schvaneveldt crafts from wood panels and fabric sundries. The intimately scaled “Fringe” is a
triangular tasseled merkin inlaid into a sheet of plywood. Meanwhile, her “Torso” might be a suggestive surrealist abstraction by Arp or Giacometti but for
the fishnets and other hosiery stretched over the biomorphic wood cutouts. With the crotch of a pair of leggings wrapped around the left edge of the
panel, Schvaneveldt crosses woodworking
with striptease and conjures a bawdy body
through delicate formal choices.
It is a superhuman these shows describe, that
is, the cunning ways bodies are not lost, but
reimagined for the fraught current conditions
that surround them. Rather than illustrated,
they loom outside their canvases, revealed in
gestures supersized into incredible swoops.
They look for brazen ways to both participate
in and critique the fast paced, far reaching art
worlds around them. They are conglomerates
and collaborations inventing operations by
which to build relationships. They perform
weird sex—digital drag queens, glowing
giantesses and wooden lingerie—pointing to
the wild possibilities yet to be explored
through
bodies
and
their
material
manifestations in contemporary art.
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OF THIS PLACE, OR THEREABOUTS: ROBERT CHASE HEISHMAN & MEGAN SCHVANEVELDT
BY: ANNIE LEPIQUE
When entering Of This Place, Or Thereabouts: New Work by Robert Chase Heishman & Megan Schvaneveldt at Roots & Culture Contemporary Art
Center in Chicago, one is immediately reminded of an immortal quandary; where’s the party? For Heishman & Schvaneveldt; there is indeed a party and
all viewers are in attendance. Heishman and Schvaneveldt attended school together; effectively forming the basis of a comfortable kinship which is most
apparent in their collaborative videos but permeates all aspects of the exhibition.
Taken as a whole, Of This Place reads as an event, a game, that thrived on subverting the act of observation into one of participation. Schvaneveldt’s
kisses anonymous treasure (2012), an emphatic X formed out of acrylic paint and routed in plywood, recalls childhood hunts for treasure and rounds of
tictactoe. In the first alcove, a dulcet falcetto Justin Timberlake croons his recent single, Mirrors, in Heishman & Schvaneveldt’s collaborative video piece
Ibid for Chris Naka (2013). The screen first depicts an antiseptic setting, empty except for a child’s whirlygig and gently undulating streamers. The scene
ends when Heishman exits and an assemblage of flowers, pearls, one shoe and a skull take his place. While a small mirror positioned across from an
untitled piece composed of an inflatable saxophone amidst a field of aqua blue paint initially conjured a Kenny Gesque music video of my own design, I
soon realized that its presence also served to heighten my own awareness of my actions and interactions within confines of the exhibition.
These musings on the nature of the
spectator turn concrete with Heishman’s
IMG #12 and Schvaneveldt’s Breezeway.
Comparable to a well choreographed ballet,
Heishman delves into the contours and
contrast of physicality while Schvaneveldt
provides a tactile response to Heishman’s
call for movement and oscillation.
Heishman’s IMGs utilize arresting digital
images of still lifes and layer them with
rippling lines of colored tape. The latent
dichotomy between the stillness of the
objects and the linear movement of the tape
gives the works an air of rupture and
change. Such qualities of transformation
provide the continuity needed to view
Schvaneveldt’s Fringe, Golden and torso.
Schvaneveldt plays with the same concepts
of movement and construction as Heishman
but does so within the self imposed
boundaries of various tactile materials.
Fringe related a figure composed of string,
akin to a chandelier, against the solid
foreground of plywood. In turn, Golden
Reaffirmed the thrill of seeking and discovery through the small sliver of gold that protrudes from a complex menagerie of sources shaped into forms
resembling puzzle pieces.
The concepts of puzzles and riddles intensifies in Heishman and Schvaneveldt’s second collaborative video, entitled Ibid, which begins with two pairs of
hands on a black screen that begin swinging a flood light back and forth as twinkling lights slowly illuminated the frame. As the room lightens in seeming
anticipation of an impending instance, a horde of balloons descend from the ceiling in a burst of color, deconstructed and then reset by the everpresent
hands. Near the video was an immense message, Untitled, composed entirely of emojis including images of two men, pursed lips, a credit card, the
earth, a magic eight ball, a shocked face, a cat and a single martini. This message’s inventive pursuit of the recontextualization of sign within a gallery
setting also functioned as a unique means by which Heishman and Schvaneveldt introduced a narrative thread into the exhibition. While viewers may
differ on the accessibility or pertinence of a tale of chance, love, money, bad luck and alcohol constructed by the ideograms of text messaging, it is a
story everyone to some extent has once experienced – and because this shared experience is built on the reflections and reverberations of a dialogue
built from the act of viewing, such an insight allows one to appreciate the subtlety of Of This Place.

The final two pieces in the exhibition are only visible from outside. The first piece I happened across was by both Heishman and Schvaneveldt and
consisted of several spinning white pompoms kept aloft by fans positioned on the ground. Interestingly, the second piece was an untitled work created
by the artist Matthew Joynt with the same skull, flower, pearl and shoe assemblage that recurred throughout the exhibition and bound the expansive
package of sight and sound Of This Place provided. The return of these signs served to emphasize the fact that the games of the artists and viewer had
come full circle, furnishing this place with the potency of life curiously lived.

Of This Place, Or Thereabouts: New Work by Robert Chase Heishman & Megan Schvaneveldt was on view at Roots & Culture Contemporary Art Center
in Chicago, IL September 13 – October 12, 2013. Images courtesy of Roots & Culture.
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DOUBLE OR NOTHING: MERCE CUNNINGHAM GOES ROCK
BY: JOAN ACOCELLA
At the Merce Cunningham Dance Company’s recent show at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, the average age of Cunningham’s audience seemed to
have dropped by about thirty years, and that is because the troupe, normally a rather egghead enterprise, chose to perform to rock music this season.
Cunningham was one of the creators of America’s midcentury modernism, as, more famously, was his lifelong collaborator, John Cage, who died
eleven years ago. Accordingly, the Cunningham company, for most of its history, has performed to the sort of arrhythmic, ametric, amelodic “new music”
that Cage and his cohort produced: somebody making electronic static,
somebody shaking beans in a jar, somebody mumbling into a mike. So when
it was announced that the big new piece this season, the company’s fiftieth,
would be accompanied by two rock bands—Radiohead, the very hot British
ensemble, and Sigur Rós, from Iceland—there was considerable
headscratching. Were Cunningham’s dancers going to perform to
something as normal as song? Were they going to dance to a beat? Why
use rock anyway? Trevor Carlson, the company’s general manager and the
person whose idea this was, told the Times why: to bring in people
previously unexposed to the company—in other words, to sell Cunningham
to the young.
Among the unenlightened, it turned out, were the bands. Neither Sigur Rós
nor Radiohead had ever seen Cunningham’s company. (And Cunningham,
who is eightyfour, didn’t know who they were until Carlson told him.)
Thinking that at least one band would say no, Carlson had sent both
invitations at the same time. When, awkwardly, both groups said yes, each
was assigned twenty minutes of a fortyminute dance. Then Cunningham,
who makes his dances independently of their scores, went off to the studio,
and everyone else sat around wondering what was going to happen.
What happened was that both bands, perhaps in deference to the great old
man, didn’t rock. They stayed in the pit; they didn’t deliver a beat; they didn’t
even sing. They took a bunch of sounds and fed them through electronic
equipment, just as Cage would have done. Radiohead’s composition began
with some burbling, then added a cellolike plaint, then the voice of an
evangelist, then some whistling and panting, all of this heavily cooked by the
machinery. Sigur Rós’s contribution was more conventionally musical, in that
its main instrument was a music box, tinkling sweetly, then—with a great,
rude geargrinding—being rewound, then tinkling again. Here, too, there
were other sounds: now a marimba, now what sounded like a dental drill.
For the occasion, Sigur Rós also invented an instrument consisting of eight
point shoes mounted on a base and fitted with microphones. Occasionally,
someone would bang this thing with sticks. The resulting sound was unremarkable, but it’s the thought that counts. This is the sort of loopy idea that
Cage might have had. He once miked a cactus and played it.
Cunningham, perhaps to educate his new audience, opened each performance with a demonstration of his work’s primary structural principle: chance.
He uses chance procedures—dicerolling, coinflipping—to decide many things, crucial things, about any dance that he is working on: the number of
sections it will have, the order of the sections, their length, their placement on the stage, how many dancers they will have. The fact that the
choreography and the music—the sets and the costumes, too—are created without consultation among their makers adds another layer of
indeterminacy. For his goldenanniversary creation, Cunningham piled on more layers. When he found himself with two bands, he seems to have
thought, What the heck, and, calling the piece “Split Sides,” he made two separate dance sections and ordered up two lighting designs, two backdrops,
and two sets of costumes. Nor was any element paired with any other. Everything would be sorted, by chance, before each performance. Mathematically
speaking, there were thirtytwo possible combinations. The dance I saw on opening night—with, in the first half, Radiohead’s score, Cunningham’s Part
A choreography, Robert Heishman’s Japanesy backdrop, James Hall’s blackandwhite costumes, and James Ingalls’s lighting plot No. 300 (dark), and,
in the second half, Sigur Rós’s score, Cunningham’s Part B dance, Catherine Yass’s smearedbrushstrokes backdrop, Hall’s colored costumes, and
Ingalls’s lighting plot No. 200 (brighter)—may never be performed again.
All of this is a little hard to get into one’s head, and so, each night, the method was patiently demonstrated to the audience. Cunningham appeared
onstage with four of his company’s eminences: Carolyn Brown, his magisterial dance partner from the fifties and sixties; Robert Rauschenberg and
Jasper Johns, his longtime artistic collaborators; and Sage Cowles, his troupe’s primary patron. Apologetically, he explained that the order of the two
dance sections had been determined the day before, so that the dancers could rehearse properly. But the sequencing of the remaining elements would

be worked out now. Carolyn Brown stepped forward with a die, to decide the order of the bands. Evens, Cunningham declared, would put Radiohead
first; odds, Sigur Rós. As we watched her hands on a video screen, Brown rolled the die and got a four: Radiohead would go first. And so on, down the
line, with the others throwing the die to determine the order of the sets, the costume designs, the lighting plots.
This was fun, and though Cunningham has been
rolling dice—and telling us he was doing so—for
fiftyodd years, it was still shocking, for it
explodes the principles of order that we think of
as central to art. Would it be O.K. if the “Ode to
Joy” came in the middle of Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony rather than at the end? Would it be all
right if one of Jackson Pollock’s drip paintings
were reproduced in reverse?
It was at Cage’s suggestion that Cunningham
began using chance. Cunningham’s colleague
Paul Taylor has written that the choreographer
told him it started as an anxietymanagement
technique: when he got blocked, he’d roll the
dice, and just do what they said. Not everyone
thinks this was a good bargain. Witness the
recent interview between Cunningham and the art critic Deborah Solomon in the Times Magazine:
D.S.: There’s already so much chaos in life. You turn to art to escape it.
M.C.: Chance becomes its own order, if you choose to use it. Instead of planning a specific order, you use chance, and out of it will come a new kind of
order.
D.S.: But it would probably be an inferior order, a nonorder.
M.C.: Exactly. So that it opens your imagination. Chaos is chaos only if you think it is chaos.
D.S.: That’s incorrect. Some situations are genuinely chaotic.
Actually, Cunningham’s work never looks chaotic, but the rule of chance does have another, probably unintended result. It makes the dances look alike.
A pattern—a square, a circle—strikes the eye, and can be remembered, because it corresponds to a model in our minds. But two chance constructions,
though they may be very different, tend to look alike, because we have no mental analogue for them. Most people, when they recall a Cunningham
dance, probably remember it by its set or its costumes, or perhaps by some unchancy section, maybe a part where the dancers were made to look like
birds or dolls—in other words, where Cunningham, for once, imposed a familiar pattern. Parts A and B of “Split Sides” were supposed to be different
dances, and they were, sort of. In Part A,
there was a great deal of unsupported
adagio, where the dancers have to stand
on one leg and do a lot of slow, beautiful
steps, preferably in unison. Unsupported
adagio is probably the hardest thing a
dancer ever has to do, and so Part A had
an undercurrent of tension. In Part B, the
movement
was
faster—hopping,
running—and therefore happier. But I
wouldn’t remember the difference
between the two sections if I didn’t have
notes.
This doesn’t bother me. Or, I see it as the
price Cunningham pays for the
achievement of a certain sort of bliss.
Reading his Zen utterances to Deborah
Solomon—“Chance becomes its own
order”—you may think, Give me a break.
But what he says here actually comes
true on his stage. Many people have
pointed out that Cunningham’s work looks
like nature, and it does. It has the same
surprise within regularity, pathos within

amorality. In Part A of “Split Sides,” there is a duet for Daniel Squire and the excellent Holley Farmer. He tips her so far forward that her chin practically
hits the floor—a perilous maneuver. She seems to like it, though, because once she stands up again she immediately falls backward, head first, trusting
Squire to catch her, which he does. This is an intimate scene—a love scene, really. You can’t have people saving each other from physical danger
without communicating some kind of love. But what kind are we looking at here? Carmen and Don José? Fred and Ginger? Cunningham never tells us,
never fills in the blanks. That is what some people think of as his coldness. I would call it his freedom from cant.
Audiences probably watch Cunningham’s work differently from the way they watch other kinds of dancing. Because they know there’s no regular story
being told, nothing they have to keep track of, they can let their minds wander now and then. But, when they are paying attention, I think it is an
especially keen attention, again because of the unfilledin story. Why does Farmer keep falling? Why does Squire carry her out in that elaborate,
bentlegged pose, as if she were running in the air? Such actions press on the mind, and if the mind can’t answer they may press it harder.
You can find dancing that is more poignant, or easier to watch, than Cunningham’s, but I don’t think any choreographer in the world gives us a closer
look at the truth. Beauty without reasons, and without anxiety over the lack of reasons: that may be what life was like before we started making it up.
Sometimes, when I look at Cunningham’s stage, I think I’m seeing the world on the seventh day, with everything new and just itself—before the snake,
and the tears, and the explanations. ♦

