Alyson Shotz, Mirror Fence, 2003,
acrylic, mirror acrylic, and wood, 36" x 130" x 3%". From "Yard.”

“YARD”
SOCRATES SCULPTURE
PARK

Robert Smithson was one of the firse
artists 10 think about suburbia in geologi-
cal terms. His insight that the structure of
the suburban landscape is inherently erys-
talline—the result of mincral processes
unfolding at the limits of human percep-
tion—remains a relevant counterpoint to
the socichistorical narrative that’s much
more often used o understand the sprawl
that surrounds our cities. Defining subur-
bia as a synthesis of the urban and the pas-
toral—as a kind of intermediary condition
dependent on antecedent forms of man-
made landscape—leads artists into familiar
postmodemn terrain, where they deploy
historical references and iconic juxtaposi-
tions in an attempt 1o reveal unrecognized
or underlying meanings. But while this
methodology has gotten a workout over
the Jast three decades—Sculpture in the
Environment (S.I'T.E.) started skinning
suburban clichés back in the "7os—it skirts
Smithson’s essential question: What is this
place we call “suburbia,” and why have its
particular physical qualities proven both
inevitable and alienating?

In “Yard,” a group show of outdoor
sculpture at the Socrates Sculpture Park
in Queens, artists (with perhaps a few
exceptions) preferred the sociohistorical
framework as a means to express their
ambivalence toward the suburban experi-
ence. Jason Middlebrook installed garden
gnomes sprouting out of an irregular
tumulus, inviting us 1o wonder just what
might be buried underncath. Elise Ferguson
mincd a similar vein with a long retaining
wall covered in handmade urethane tiles
that aped the linoleum that covers far too
many suburban kitchen floors. While the
deft matenal inversion drove home the
installation’s aruificiality, the work pro-
duced only a flurry of connotative impres-
sions that failed to coalesce into any kind
of distinctive effect. Adam Cvijanovic's
New City, 2001-2003, wore its intentions
on its sleeve: Mounted on a wooden
armature was a giant ink-jet print of a typ-
ical suburban development under con-
struction. Behind the backdroplike panels,
actual urban housing projects were visible
in the distance. Point taken. Other artists
in the show re-created pools, sandboxes
(for dogs only), and a cedar deck.

The most striking piece in “Yard™ was
Alyson Shotz’s mirror-aceylic picket fence
It slipped through a thin copse of cotion-
wood trees and tall grasses, neatly divid-
ing a portion of the park. While clearly
visible from a distance or when observed
obliquely, the slats disintegrated as one
approached, melting into doubled foliage.
Although it relied, like many of the other
works, on the casy subversion of a com-
mon suburban trope, the fence had mater-
ial (or perhaps immaternial) presence
enough 10 generate a distinctive sculptural
energy, becoming all the more real as it
slid away from optical certainty.

1f Shotz’s polished surfaces hinted at
mineral underpinnings, the German artists
Venske & Spinle made the association
explicit. Having re-created a patch of sub-
urban Jawn and driveway, they—in a simple
chthonic gesture—tilted a chunk of ita
few degrees along a horizontal axis, reveal-
ing it as a massive concrete slab with a bit
of plastic green stuff glued to its surface.
This brings us back to Smithson and the
notion that despite its organic veneer, sub-
urbia remains a hard, impenctrable lattice-
work, the product of forces moving in
unfamiliar time. For while the yard—in
the context of this particular show and
throughout American culture—often
serves as a proxy for the mnemonic space
of middle-class childhood, it remains a
real space bounded by rock, metal, and
asphalt. Smithson and Earth artists like
Michael Heizer often managed to exploit
the inherent impenetrability of geological
form and scale to define a sort of limit
function of human understanding. None
of the artists in “Yard” have used the sub-
urban topos to achieve anything quite
s0 profound—hardly a failing but still an
opportunity missed.

—Kevin Pratt




