ON SITE

WHEN ATTITUDE BECOMES NORM
Rhea Anastas on “Revolution in the Making”

Shinique Smith, Forgiving Strands, 2015-16. Installation view. Photo: Brian Forrest.

HAUSER WIRTH & SCHIMMEL'S first Los Angeles exhibi-
tion builds off of two rolling, wavelike ideas. The first
traces a tradition of expressiveness, materiality, and the
handmade in what the curators call the “studio-based”
practice of twentieth- and twenty-first-century sculpture.
The second nests these ideas about abstraction and the
sculptural in an emphatically feminist argument, one
that asserts that the production, display, and reception
of such art has been shaped by the personhood of the
artists who tended to practice it, and by the sexist social
and institutional conditions those individuals faced
under modernism. Repeating a 1970s-era tradition of
feminist exhibition-making—one that is as entangled in
debate as the long modernist tradition and its claims,
critiques, and counterclaims about the studio—

“Revolution in the Making: Abstract Sculpture by
‘Women, 1947-2016" assembles thirty-four artists who
were in each case selected for their work, but were also
selected for being artists who are women.

I can’t help but hear this unapologetic embrace of
sexual difference as what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick would
have called the “bad news [that must] be always already
known”—which is to say, a comforting pessimism that
serves only to perpetuate a retrograde status quo. Why
are we so hung up on these biologically sanctioned social
relations? What ideas do they uphold about gender and
women, bodies and normalcy, work and the studio, pub-
lic and private life? The show could have been mounted
just the same with artists who are male or artists who
identify in other ways, or it could have drawn equally

The show is a wish list, a checklist, a tactile, textured
art-historical lineup of abstract sculpture writ into space.

from the same artists without claiming that a gendered
“female sensibility” informs their practice—they’re sim-
ply thirty-four artists the curators selected, for reasons
to do with their work and its models and ideas. Also
overlooked in favor of an “empowering,” identity-based
approach is a radical feminist tradition of negatively
structured genealogy, which, through a rejection of patri-
archy, foregrounds the transmission of knowledge
through matrilineal connnections. It would have been
meaningful to see the work of such artists as Gedi Sibony
and Rodney McMillian in this exhibition for the ways in
which those artists—who, if you must know, are men—
draw out novel expressive modes associated with femi-
nist practice in their art. What the show wants to call
“female sensibility” is multiple, as masculine or queer as
itis feminine, and it is also contradictory, since identify-
ing with the feminine can be disempowering for all.
Gender debates aside, “Revolution in the Making”
is a wish list, a checklist, a tactile, textured art-historical
lineup of abstract sculpture writ into space. Impressive
in its expansiveness and historical imagination, the show
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Clockwise, from top right: View of “Revolution in the Making: Abstract Sculpture by Women, 1947-2016," 2016. Background: Louise Nevelson, Sky Cathedral/Southern Mountain, 1959. Floor and foreground: Works by Claire Falkenstein.

Photo: Brian Forrest. View of “Revolution in the Making: Abstract Sculpture by Women, 1947-2016," 2016. From left: Jessica Stockholder, Kissing the Wall #3, 1988; Jessica Stockholder, Kissing the Wall #5 with Yellow, 1990;
Jessica Stockholder, Kissing the Wall #2, 1988. All from the series “Kissing the Wall,” 1988-90. Photo: Brian Forrest. Cristina Iglesias, Untitled, 1993-97, fiber cement, iron, aluminum, tapestry. Installation view. Photo: Joshua White.

objects that engage direct social and political thinking in
the everyday realm. But I am of two minds about the
ways the show mobilizes abstraction. At its best, the
notion of the studio-based and the handmade that this
show seeks to explore can both reformulate and retool
the dualism of formalism/politics. Indeed, it has in the
past: This formalist-leaning, or materialist, exhibition is
not actually out of step with antiformalist positions that
emerged in the *70s and *80s or with political traditions
in art that characterized the same period. The answers
about what art practice did to these approaches are here
in abundance in works by Karla Black, Abigail DeVille,
Rachel Khedoori, and Kaari Upson.

The show works on me as I view it; it schools me.
Projecting from the corner and piercing the dualism of
male/female, there is a breathtaking Senga Nengudi,
R.8.V.P. Reverie-O, 2015, the only object in the exhibi-
tion that links directly to performance. In the past,
Nengudi has activated works like these, enacting rituals
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about the lives of men and women and the blocked (and
unblocked) energies between them. This is real sculp-
ture, real meaning: The work’s sand-filled nylons stretch
and hold their tensile shape in vividly body-like ways.
The revelation that a tapestry lies behind the arced
plane of Cristina Iglesias’s cement-and-iron Untitled,
1993-97, is also a revelation about abstraction and its
existence in the world. To apprehend Reticule, 1999, a
cast-polyurethane structure by Liz Larner, is to see the
ways in which color and the properties of the casting
process exceed the hermetically abstract: The joints and
seams of this work are the stuff of the quotidian world
of consumption and production. Works by Iglesias and
Larner bring to mind Rachel Harrison, whose efforts to
explode the polarity of representation and abstraction
have long sustained the trajectory of her practice.
Viewing “Revolution in the Making,” like viewing
“WACK!,” is a matter of taking in a production whose
sense and structure are rooted in the formal and phe-

nomenal qualities of art objects. Being in proximity with
Falkenstein’s wire works, some fused with glass, some
incorporating iron and gold, or Marisa Merz’s vigorous
and delicate Untitled, 1980, consisting of layered trian-
gular swaths of knitted wire, I see now with opened,
pluralistic eyes. These works and others, such as three
stunners by Jessica Stockholder from the series “Kissing
the Wall,” 1988-90, with their laugh-out-loud gesture-
forms, appended lights, and fake Christmas tree, are
reason enough for one to think of Schimmel and Sorkin’s
exhibition as a historically conscious space for fostering
the learning and personal growth of public audiences: a
gallery-educational complex. O

“Revolution in the Making: Abstract Sculpture by Women, 1947-2016" is
on view at Hauser Wirth & Schimmel through Sept. 4.
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