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NATHAN MABRY

[T IS WHAT IT

athan Mabry’s work has
the kind of cynical swagger
that we associate with the
media ouput of the California in
which he lives and works: the wise-
cracking high-information humour of
hip television series; the irreverent visual
puns of underground comic and skate scenes;
the deceptive jack-ass stance of a slacker novel
or independent film,
/ Mabry's work is a kind of visual translitera~
tion -if such a thing were possible- of strands
of thinking that we readily recognize from the
cducated and somewhat ambivalent position of
younger generations of American creatives who
are too streetwise to buy anything entirely. We
see the same raucous energy in a twisted humour
that turns its attention to the discipline in which
he works, Mabry's wisecracks - the bling teeth
decorations embedded within careful render-
ings of Aztec or Meztec artifacts, for example-
(nvolve social content as much as the self-refer-
ential issues raised by art's discussion of itself.
/ We can pick up many of the puns inherent in
Mabry's work as referring to the current status
quo; in-jokes about live and active debate on the
power and participation of California's various
ethnic populations. The heritage of Latinos
within Mabry's offerings of ancient cultural
objects with a contemporary insertion may not
be a direct one and may not have a singular and
clear political end in mind, but it does, nonethe-
less, remind us of the complex issues of identity
in contemporary California. Hispanic Califor-
nians, particularly those of Mexican descent,
remain trapped in a series of convoluted con-

ISN'T

structions of identity by those who do see them-
selves as Mexican, those who all too frequently
conceptualize themselves as American citizens
opposed to the ‘Hispanification” of America or,
more reactively, to the threat of a mass inva-
sion of economic immigrants from south of the
border.

7 All too often "Hispanic’ and "Mexican® form
convenient receptacles for reactionary and xeno-
phobic positions that seck to rewrite thousands
of years of history in favour of the far more recent
enclaves of settlers seeking fortune - and more
recently, fame- on the sun-kissed coast of Califor-
nia, Ironically, the same reactionary mouthpieces
are often the first to point out that any Mexican
claims to descent from the original Native Ameri-
can populations of Latin America as tenuous,
However, they seldom point out a comparison
with the seemingly endless number of ‘white’
Americans claiming ‘red blood' in their veins,
Especially when many such claimants sprang
forth from vehemently racist European stock in
regions that had been sure to eradicate the native
population as quickly as possible. Mexicans are
basically Spanish, the argument goes. Mexicans
cannot possibly be descended from the Mayans,
Mextecs, Aztecs or Incas. Certainly not in rela-
tion to any claim of birthright to American soil...
/7 Mabry's work does not really discuss such
strange constructions of anthropological history
as imbued in a million phone-in radio show
tirades or racist websites operating under the
guise of freedom of speech. It does not really need
to. It can, in effect, become the kind of shorthand
or private schoolyard language of adol t

communication lies. Mabry's work in which live
social issues are referenced obliquely is in no
way underdeveloped if it uses similar stances. If
anything, itisconfident in its understanding that,
contrary to the patronizing and dismissive views
of academic or bourgeois values, the tropes of
humour-as-communication developed by gangs
of teenagers, enclaves of skateboarders or, dare
one say it, colonies of artists, is highly complex
and intelligent. It relies on the audience being a
thinking and well-versed entity just as much as
any Jacobean literary pun or sixteenth century
visual symbol within a painting.

/# Social content, however, is almost a secondary
concern in most of Nathan Mabry’s work, excep!
perhaps in the very broadest of senses; in the
sense of broader cultural values. He is an artist
who seems to be preoccupied above all else with
discussing art in his work. More recent works
might, on first sight, give the impression that
this is an artist who is immediately interested in
the anthropological or archaeological, and yet,
get past the rapid-fire jokes, and it soon becomes
apparent that his work is less concerned with the
artifacts of ancient cultures in and of themselves,
and far more to do with their acquired culturs’
meanings, particularly by cultures that may have
colonized or eradicated them.

7/ In recent works such as “Process Art (Dead
Men Don’t Make Sculpture)” (2008) or “1t Is
What It Is (Tongue In Cheek)"” (2007), we find
Mabry engaged in various types of chicanery that,
ultimately, challenges us to think about the value
systems for art in a contemporary world. What st
first like a relatively staid, arguably even

humour in which what is unspoken is where the

reactionary, form for a contemporary sculpture
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executed in bronze
(that most traditional
of the sculptor’s materials)
soon reveals itself to be some-
thing else altogether. In the latter,
for example, the immediately recog-
nizable figurative elements alluding to
the products of ancient American cultures
remain fairly true-to-form, relatively faithful
reenactments of the familiar forms of delicate
earthenware lifted from some sacred burial
ground and proudly displayed in museums in
the name of the education and edification of
society entirely di cted from any society
that produced them: societies whose cultural
output is readily commodified and contextual-
ised ding to the Jogies and t mies
that we now bold 1o be evidence-based.
/ Even where Mabry emphasizes the erotic and
sexual aspect of such works, the act is effective-
iv less about msaking a dirty schoolboy joke and
perhaps more of a comment on the way in which
the realities of sexual cultures in ancient socie-
ties have had to be sanitized and academicized in
order to retain that special status of a portentous
cultural artifact of an ancient culture, Mabry,
by simultaneously reenacting both the sexual
elements often found in such works and the tit-
wering high-school guffaws about this aspect of
ancient American art underscores the sanitiza-
tion that such works must necessarily undergo
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Western societies simply refused to acknowl-
edge likely and possible truths about those
same ancient that clashed with the es-
tablished social and sexual mores of thelr own
time. We learn of ancient collections of art held
strictly under lock and key by the most august
of museums. Only the educated experts, it was
argued, should have access to various overtly
erotic works and texts in collections. Mere civil-
{ans might all too easily be corrupted.

/ And, as one aspect of Mabry's receat works
seems to ask, just how much more developed
and liberal are our attitudes these days towards
the same artifacts? The transgression of endless
teenage jokes as kids continue to be schlepped
around museums for educational purposes only
highlights our continuing social need to actually
avoid turning guarded academic texts trying to
explain anclent art into an experiential learning
process. Any teacher or museum educationalist
who addressed a class of hormone-leaking ado-
lescents along the lines of, “okay, so try to imagine
that you went to your local church or synagogue,
but inside, there was a lot of really horny porn
being played on big screens...” would be lucky to
avold prosecution in California these days.

/ Above all, the notion of the fertility cult, like
the concept of sex education, ks one in which the
full or likely simultaneity of elements that these
very terms imply cannot ever be allowed to be
accurately or fully explored if the status quo is

Lot

by an important artist to the role of plinth has
far Jess to do with attacking the achievements of
Judd or any of his contemporaries and far more
to do with raising questions about current value
systems for art. To some extent, these questions
of value systems are far less concerned with the
articulated and specialist considerations in op-
cration in the rarified realms of the art world or
academia. They have far more to do with thei-
place in the broader society; the value systems fo*
art involving the average person in the street.

/ This notion is perhaps a little skewed by the
works that use minimalist works in their ¢o=-
struction which, after all, require an argua>ly
more sophisticated knowledge of art to recogr=e
the works appropriated. But, in works such a«
"Process Art (Dead Men Don't Make Sculpture”
(2008) it is casy to see that Mabry is not only (-
terested in engaging the art cognoscenti. Using
fconic works that the broadest public might rea-
sonably recognize - even if only as a visual icos
rather than as a named work- he engages in az
elaborate exercise of apparent buffoonery.

/7 A highly-recognizable work by the pioneer of
modern sculpture has its head covered with »
cheap joke-store latex mask. A cast is made from
the new whole and it is recast in bronze, Mabry
engages in a form of le cadavre exquis in whick
he alresdy knows what les beneath the folded
paper, subsequently realizing the work as a sub-
stantial bronze or as photographs of existing
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# APROVOCATIVE SWIPE AT THE MASTER

OR MINIMALISM? ./

0 remain culturally recefved as valid artistic and
cultaral artifacts within contemporary society,
/ We will never really know if the Mextecs rolled
about on the ground with laughter when some
master craftsmen produced a pot with a gigantic
woody. But we certainly do know that social at-
titudes arising in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centaries still pervade western social attitudes
towards art works and artifacts produced by
various ancient cultures, The erotic and the rude
r=ust be explained away in terms that most defi-
nitely highlight their difference of place in their
originating societies compared with our own.
Fertility cults form a fabulous concept by which
1o sxnitize, legitimize and, above all, de-eroticize
anything produced by an ancient culture. In
much the same way that ‘sex education” has to
emphasize the education to even be allowed to
talk about sex to kids, Mabry's jokes in bronze
underscore the way in which, catalogued and
commodified for public consumption as museal
content, the last thing that western Judeo-Chris-
tian cultures seem to want to do with ancient
art is to explain the concepts of ancient fertility
cults to some of their logical ends.

/ We frequently encounter evidence of nine-
reenth century responses 1o some of the outp

to remain intact. Most adults will readily concur
that any real sex education they had was inevita-
bly the result of a far more ‘hands on' experience
that would have resulted (n a prison term had it
ever occurred at the hands of a teacher. Mabry's
work underscores a similar hypocrisy - or at Jeast

busts onto which prank masks have been placed
If there is this whiff of the Surrealist’s exquisite
corpses about the whole thing, then that’s hardly
the only thing about the body of work that relates
to Surrealism. There is, for example, the fairly
obwvious way in which the works that are strongly

acertain self-delusion- about how POTArY
societies understand and explain the very objects
and art works that they afford high social status.
/7 But, of course, the recent works not only
highlight some of the complex psychologies un-
derpinning the reception of cultural artifacts
from ancient cultures. On the contrary, it soon
becomes clear that the apparent plinths on which
these revered antiquities are placed are them-
sclves reenactients or reworkings of minimalist
art works by the likes of Donald Judd.

/ A provocative swipe at the Master or Minimal-
fsm? Perhaps. Mabry is, after all, from a genera-
tion of artists that have frequently demonstrated
their boredom with the tyranny of sparseness
that the new orthodoxy established in art after
Conceptualism advocated to successive waves
of art students. He is from a generation with its
own role models that demanded a revision of
validity for working with chaotic, messy or even
d tive aesthetics. Yet, regardless of what we

of ancient cultures held up as high-points of
earlier ¢ivillzation in the rush to find ancient
peers and role-models for the dominant impe-
rialist mindset of the day. Nineteenth century

do or do not know about Mabry's personal views
on minimalism -or ancient American art for that
matter- one gets the feeling that this apparently
Irreverent consignment of an important work
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evocative of the Duchampian tradition of the
readymade. And they deploy a simblar assem-
blage technique to those used by the Surrealists
to produce bizarre objects from the stufl of rec-
ognizable everyday life. Purthermore, althougs
his generation may, with hindsight, seem far
less idealistic or nalve, there is also something
of the Surrealist’s challenge to established ordes
and ideas about it. Above all, what Mabry shares
with the Surrealists is work that indicates adeep
suspicion or perhaps even stronger dislike for
the way in which the contemporary bourgeoisic
develop trite ~and ultimately fallacious- views o=
art, In thelr day, the Surrealists detested the wax
In which the bourgeoisie - with their reactionary
and unthinking taste- simply assimilated and (=
sturmentalised art to support their own mora.
political and social values and were easily out-
raged by anything that did not comply with this
value system.

/7 In Mabry's work, one gets the feeling tha:
we are dealing with a gestalt: it's far less abou:
comment on the position or value of any singls
borrowed or reworked art work or type of ar
and far more about the questions that these new



Juxtapositions raise. Works like “It Is What [t Is
(Tongue-Tied)" (2007) do say a lot about both
dominant attitudes towards both Minimalism
and ancient American art, And partly what they
say is something that signifies the difference
between the contemporary situation and that of,
for example, the Surrealists upon whose tradi-
tions it draws, Separating out the reactionary and
the radical, for example, may 0o longer be as easy
w it was when the Dadaists, Surrealists and other
{wentleth century avant gardes got the establish-
ment hot and bothered, In the context of the con
vmporary art world, there might be just as many
mpporters of the once-radical Minimalism who
suld be annoyed at Mabry's work as lovers of
inclent art. The lines between the revolutionary
sl the conservative are not nearly as static as
Ihe textbook of twentioth contury art might Jead
s to believe
It was once believed that conceptual art could
i ever be sold on the art market. Now, the old
prard of anti-establishment positions in the
194y and 1970% are not only members of the art
Ir vlite, but some have grown very comfortable
wiih high earnings from sales to complement

in a subtie entente

wstitutional credibility

cordiale of artists, gallery owners and curators,
anyone who thinks that these previously radical
generations are not interested in or capable of
asserting their power within the art world is
rather nalve. Nathan Mabry, it seems, is not s0
nalve since his open-ended works offer the pos-
sibility that we are never really sure which works,
art practices or types of art are being either deni-
grated or praised

7 But, of course, they also ¢laborate an entirely
separate discourse on what they have become;
objects of beauty that exist in thelr own sculp-
tural terms with formal concerns entirely inde-
pendent of any of the implications and meanings
gencrated by individual compoment parts

7/ Notwithstanding the obvious humour, his
works sometimes gain a certain autonomons
Gothic or even oxpressionistic sensibility as
unified objects in their own right. We ¢can choose
to approach them intellectually, to deconstruct
the elements of thedr construction and be amused
or consciously contemplate their more theo-
rotical aspects, Or, we can choose to suspend our
disbelief and accept them a8 unified objects in
which case they are unexpected and offer an en-

tirely spontaneocus emotive quabity. Ambivalenc

thorefore, is ultimately a too easily ascribed
term to fully engage with Mabry's practice. On
the contrary, simply because he does not reveal
& single stated position, instead constructing
carefully formulated questions, we should not
assume that Nathan Mabry is simply sitting on
the fence. One gets the feeling that he might be
rather sensibly taking his time in drawing his
own conclussons. X KP

/7 Naothan Mabey lrves and works i Los Angelex. His
institutional exhibition credits to date inclisde Lax
Vegas Art Museum, Las Vegas: Museum of
Contemmporary Art San Diego, San Diego;

176, London; Hammer Museum, Los

Angeles; The Rubell Family Coliec-

tion, Miami and the Aspen

Museum of Art, Asper.

All images courtesy of the artist and

rry and Mactie, Los A

KALIT PAGL 7/ NATHAN MABEY 7 MOTAK MALC (MARLY WRITEEL 2004

wiTan) # Colored pencdl end Swaroviil crystals on Mpyler 7 F
30 x 24 (nches 7 Phota: Robert Woderneyer » LU 7 NATHAN w
71713 WHAR 1Y o (FOMEUE In Oute), 2007 # Brense # 75 x 41 x 31 inches
7 Photociobert Wodernayer X 108 7/ HATHAN MAMKY 711 1 WHa® (151

o a7 -~ Terrooetis and formoica covernd wood

CTONGV-T
# 44 2 20 x 20 inches » Pheco-Rebert Wedemeyer x




72687

7267




