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ART CAN BE FUNNY
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Stored in a secure facllity in the
Cayman Islands, Mika Rottenbergs
new sculpture will be sold in shares oo

| collectors who have never seen It in
person. The only public image of the
work features a smiling Mew York art
dealer, Mary Boone, holding the pre-
clous object: a raggedy cube made of
raw latex, rotting lettuce and tins of
blush

Whether you think this armange-
ment 15 brilliant or fdiculous probably
depends on how you feel about the
contemporary art market. Rotten-
berg. named one of the 1) most prom-
iging Mew York artistz by New York
magazine in 2007, is interested in the
mysterious mechanisms by which
art's value is created. “Something that
eould look like nothing could be worth
millions of dollars,” she says. “1 think
that's lascinating.”

Her video installation =Squesge,”
eurrently on view at the San Francisco
hMusewm of Modern Art, imagines the

[See Hamor, Ed]
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Art
that’s
smart
and
funny

[ Humor, from Ed] produe-

thon of theungainly art ohject as a
somewhat magieal process
Combining feotage of neal work-
arg in the lettuiee and nibber in-
dusires with staged shots of
clanst rophudie Bpaces kn which
women perform repetitive but
seemingly unrelated tasks —
'nrj:':.'hlzlu_ SCrRpIng, MRESsSEEIng —
CHe piace pngages serious issues
of labor, gender and globaliza-
tlon. It = also surprisingly funmy,

In one =equence, Meld la-
borers insert their arms into
hides in the ground; miracu-
lotisly, the arms emenge in & room
where they are massaged by an-
other 26t of women, Nearby, the
naked rear ends of other woarkers
protrede through openings in a
wall, conled by spravs of rmilst.

The show = one of several cur-
rent exhibitions that wse humor
o ralse gquestions abaut the redn-
tlonship — whether estranged or
entangled — bataean art and &
eryday life John Baldessar's wry
Ewishs on artistic conmvention arm
& recurring theme in his retro-
spective at the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art, Hugh
Brown's imitations of works by
[Aamyous artists are on view ot
Robert Berrman Gallery and vid
a0 artist Bvan Trecartins latast
metclin-addled vigneites recently
arrbved ot the Museum of Con-
temporary Arts Pacifie Design
Center gallery.

Of course, humor k8 subjec-
tive, and not all of these artists
are tryving to be funny. In fact, art-
warks that go for easy laughs are
aften dismiseed ns superficial en-
ertalnrment oF worse, simple
mockery,

Rottenbserg, 34, Insists she is
not trying to make fun of Boone
or any of the workers and pEr-
lxrmers who participate in her
videos. “Humor s just a way to
help digest things.” =ays Rotten-
Derg, witd uses it W deal with
wikat alhe 868 as harsh realities
nevond her conteol "Ity ke af-
ther I'm going o cry or I'm golng
o lnugh.®

No stranger himself to the
thoughtful side of funny, Baldes-
gar, 70, has been gently turming
artistic and popular cultun: an
1ta head sinee the 1960E, “The hu
mor found in Baldessar's work
stems [rorm the wWay in which he
calls attention to absurdities
that already exdst” writes
LACMA curmtor Leslie Jones in
an e-mall, One exaomple is the
painting “Tips for Artizsts Who
Want to Sell” from H6E8-68, in
which Baldessar simply trans
pased a found text onboa canvas
The text offers advice on which
cilors and subjects artists
afvould uge 1o mucimize sales of
thelr work. “Baldessari high-
lights the logieal notion that
paintings of balls or roosters will
sell better than paintings of
sows,” wWritez Jones “Thals
lanmy tous, bat the person who
wrobe it was probably dead serd-
MR,

The umar in stch works de-
pends on & bit of inside knowl-
edge — that the exL was appro
priated, not writben I‘.'r:..' Baldexsa-
ri. While the painting exposes the
rdiculousness of the orginal
text. it also marks a boundary be-
rweEen Lhose who know and those
whodon't

Brown, andther Los Angeles
artist, takes this ldea of Lhe ingide
joke to elaborate extremes. His
detailed works dff on the recog-
nizable styles of famous artists
such as Jackson Polleck, Henrd
hMatizse and, ves, John Baldessa-
ri, with a single, igmatune differ-
enee: each plece Inchedes o nefer-
ence to achain saw.

An avid eslector IZITIII'I,}"HHJ!IE
El-ll'l-'l-l'lﬂ to do with chaln saws —
hé owns maore than 150 chain saw
Lioys = Lhat S6-year-odd artist sees
the works less as o love letter bo
poer tools than as an hommage
tathe art he loves. Tothat @nd, e
does extensive research Into the
nrtists he mimice: He stodied
footage of Pollock making his
drip paintings before he at-
tempted his own version and ermn-
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| TIPS FOR ARTISTS |
WHO WANT TO SELL

o GENERALLY SPEAKING, PAINT-
INGS WITH LIGHT COLORS SELL
MORE QUICKLY THAN PAINTINGS
WITH DARK COLORS.

o SUBJECTS THAT SELL WELL :
MADONNA AND CHILD, LANDSCAPES,
FLOWER PAINTINGS, STILL LIFES
(FREE OF MORBID PROPS . __

DEAD BIRDS, ETC.). NUDES, MARINE
PICTURES, ABSTRACTS AND SUR-
REALISM.

* SUBJECT MATTER IS IMPOR -
TANT: IT HAS BEEN SAID THAT PA-
| INTINGS WITH COWS AND HENS
IN THEM COLLECT DUST

i --. WHILE THE SAME PAINTINGS
! WITH BULLS AND ROOSTERS SELL.
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JOHN BALDESSARI:
At laft, the artist's “Tips
for Artists Whoe Want to
Sall™ (1556-68), a tonphiie
in-cheek reproduction of
found typo,

BYAN TEECARTIN:
Balow, an image from
“Heady (He'Search
Whait"5), part of a video
sories from S008-10,

HUGH BROWDMN: At
bottom, “Henri Matisse

{ La Troneonneuse dans
L Aquariwm, 19471, feom
2004, 8 work in gouache
a1 PapEr n-:-II.::_.:.--_ show
CRSESE | |'||' At i'\-l ‘B8 |_:|'.:|.'
ture fascination with
stylistie imitation and
chain suws.

Eva TRECARTIN Lids

”'.l-'\.'ll I.'I-h'\.-i;ﬂ Ho®ert Ther Cialk :.

THE HuGH BROWN CHAINSAW COLLECTION

ploved the same neon fabricator
a8 Bruce Nauman. ~If one of
those artists had scfually done
them, it would ook just like that
he says of his ereatbons = except
ol coukrse, for Lhe chaln siw

Hrown zeex the ubbquitous
power tool ag A nan Ssequitur that
might prompt peoplie to question
the authenticity of the works. =1
almost want them to be a little hit
confasing, ke you werent sure
what wou just saw,” he Snys

But one gebs the sense Lhal for
Browm, IU's even better i people
don't catch on. He :.."‘.'EFI'IJ”:.' g
counts stores of those he has
fooled, including an Orange
County eritie who sow the works
at Cal State Fullertén lost yvear
and assurmed they belonged toa
rich collector with a penchant for
chain saws. Still, most of the art-
ists Brown coples are so recog-
nizable that most people get the
joke, “The museum told me that
they mever had o show whens
Lthere were 50 many people whi
beft smiling." he says

O course, using hurmsor o de
flate the pretensions of the art
waorld is nothing new. Since 1917,
when Maresl Duchamp put aurd-
nal an o pedestal and signed it
with a peudonym, artists have
been pokcing fun at the definition
and conventions of art, But de
spite a lineage that mins eom
Divda and Surrealism through
Fluxus, Pop art and much con-
temporary performnes and vid-
&0, the dizcussion of humar in art
18 still something of & neglected
suhjpect,

“Humaor is 52l regarded as as
sociated with entertainment val
ui, 50 to talk about art as enter
taining kind of simplifies things.=
sayE Sherd Klein, professor of art
education at the University of
Wisconsin-Stout and author of
the book “Art and Laughter " She
thinks artists, curators and art
historians might be reluctant to
talk about an artwork’s humaor-
ous aspects because  they're
afraid it won't be taken seriously,

This concermn has Lo do with
class distinctions that date back
Lo Western art’s aristocratic her
itage. “Long ago, when all the rich
peoph: vanted (o make paintings
of themsehes, smiling was not
sornething you did in a painting.”
gays Klein, It was something
that the lower class did wher
they got drunk and had their car-
nivals.*

Yol art 2eems Lo gl more car
nivalesgque every day, In a kind of
concentric three-ring circus, the
Museum of Contempaorary Ar
recently hosted a taping of the
sanp opera “General Hospltal” in
whith actor James Franco
played an artist. Franeo also de
clared the taping a performance
art plece, whilch he documented
Inaflim that alsewill be shown at
Ehie mssrm.

Another show at MOCA “ATs
Ever,” is o suite of new works by
Trecartin, whose manic, ultra
contemporary videos have been
described by Times writer Jori
Finkel as “demonleally funny

Trecartin, 28, who Hves itiner
antly in citles from Fhtladelphia
to Miami and now Loz Angeles, {8
part of n generntion of artists for
wihm hibmaoar no o
stigma, says Jon Dovies, who co
curated “Any Ever™ al Lhw Power
Flant in Toronts last 2pring. In
stead, hilarty is just one of marny
emotions that flit across the
sepiEn, "He is very Interested ir
these very complicated states of
ot knowing how 0o fedl o feeling
lots of different things at the
Bame time,” says Davies

He addz that much of th
WOrks" humor springs from the
Juxtaposition ol disparate yolces
glajects and idens. Sprinkied with
ehenp digital efects, sven cheap
er furniture and ever-morphi
personalities wiho speak a pr
of cliches, acronyms and buzs
wonds, Ehe videos are fast-paced
resolutely physical condensa-
tions of our sprawling media
landsecape, “His work is very
mch just trving o reckon with
thig overload and represent how
all that Infermation has an efect
on human Bedies ™ Davies says

‘Trecartin, unlike many video
artists, has posted several of his
works in their entirety on You
Tubst, and it's tempting to sug-
gest that his work in some way
bricdges the gap bebwsen art and
pop culfure, But Davies main
talns that It does more than sim
ply add to the media glut, “He s
really playing a role in shaping
hover we view this material” he
suys, adding that the work, which
hasbecome faster and faster over
the years, “almost forees your
brain and body Lo adapt to i,

Elein agrees that while con
temporary artists increasingly
blur the line between art and en
tertainment, humor still Duns-
thons differently in the two
reflms. *The adm in humar foren-
tertainment i to help us forget
our troubles,” £he says. “The rols
of humor In terms of art S aware
ness and Ubaeratlon and chdange
&0 | think the outeomes or the
alms are different, but the tech-
NEJLIES I13|I5:h1. be the same.”
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