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Burdened Boy and Other Stories

“Some of them are concept albums, others are whatever Sonny can
get out of his horn at the moment.”

—Sonny Rollins, speaking to Tom Ashbrook about his recent work.

Some days in the studio | can move one thing and some days
another—not counting the days where nothing wants to move at all.
Consequently, | go back and forth between ideas, working lately on
three different series of work.

Geographies of Displacement

The biggest lie we tell ourselves, Czeslaw Milosz said, is that
civilization, once achieved, is the permanent and natural condition
of human life. Civilization, he said, is nothing more than a fragile
veneer concealing the brutal truth of our nature and our existence.
The many ways in which this is daily made evident is, | suppose,
the real subject matter of the work in this series. That, and the
displacement that happens when social, political, environmental
circumstances disrupt human life and crack open in the veneer.
I’'ve lived my life tucked safely in the inner grain of the veneer, but
an unvarnished look through the cracks shows that huge numbers
of people aren’t so lucky.

This series started in the mid 1980s, although | didn’t call it that at
the time. | dropped it for 20+ years, then picked it up again in 2008
because of the current politics of immigration policy. That summer

| was Artist-in-Residence at Zygote Press and exhibited a body of
work on this subject at the end of my residency. More of this work
was shown a year ago in the Wm. Busta Gallery Print + Drawing
Room and the title Geographies of Displacement was first used then.

City of Strangers

In my favorite short stories of J.G. Ballard, he describes a future time
when the urban grid spreads so far that people lose track of its
edges, or whether edges even exist. Streets in this urban realm are
numbered into the millions and the city exists on so many vertical
levels that it is not clear if anyone has knowledge of the top.

Other times, space is divided and subdivided until living spaces
even the size of closets become premium real estate. The thought of
the urban grid expanding endlessly and personal space contracting
is a claustrophobic vision that I’'ve played with in some of the works
in the City of Strangers series. But | don’t think that’s what the
future will look like. If I were a futurist | would project masses of
displaced people in a useless infrastructure competing for
disappearing supplies of potable water.

Painting, Photography and Rauschenberg’s Turtles

I began my life as an artist as a painter. Despite a period in the
second half of the 1980s when | made sculpture, I’'ve always
thought of myself as a painter. The real tension in my work has not
been between sculpture and painting, but between photography
and painting. Shortly after graduate school in the mid-1970s,

two of my former classmates, Bill Beckley and Dennis Adams,
began using photographs in large-scale, constructed images.

Following their lead, | did so myself,

and showed some of those works in two
exhibitions in 1980: a one-person exhibition
at the Akron Art Museum and a group show
at the New Museum in New York. The prob-
lem was that the technology of substrates
and mounting was not as developed as it is
now and my work, like some of Beckley’s,
began to have serious conservation issues.
Frustrated with that, | went back to painting
and worked on the series | have now named
Geographies of Displacement.

By 1990, digital printing on a large scale
became possible and | went back to using
the photograph in a long series of works
based on environmental conditions in
waterfront industrial sites. An explosion

in the possibilities of digital printing
technologies occurred over the next decade
and | used them in a variety of ways,
oftentimes painting or building over the
printed image. Gradually, though, the
limitations of my personal dependency on
the photograph became more obvious and
I had a strong urge to return to the drawn
and painted image. Which gets us to the
work in this exhibition.

Behind all of this, though, is the influence
of Robert Rauschenberg. The very first
exhibition of my work in 1967 was of
Rauschenberg-inspired collages that
incorporated photographs and found
objects into painted constructions.

Over the years in Cleveland, whenever

I have needed to get the fuzz out of my
thinking, I would go to the CMA and sit for
a while in front of the big Rauschenberg
collage in their collection. A piece of his that
I did not see, but which has stuck in my
mind ever since | heard about it 40+ years
ago, is his performance piece Spring
Training which he performed, accompanied
by Lucinda Childs and 30 turtles with flash-
lights strapped to their backs. I’'ve found
the image of the turtle bearing a flashlight
so compelling that | have drawn it countless
times, and recently made some paintings
about it, two of which are included in this
exhibition as a tribute to Rauschenberg,
who has been so important to me.

Don Harvey, April 2010
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