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Where Heaven and Earth Meet

There is a grain of sand in Lambeth which Satan
cannot find
While deep in the heart’s question a shameless light
Returns no answer.
—Thomas Merton'

Art since the two great world wars has never seemed a particularly
religious place. Walking into the National Gallery’'s East Wing and
seeing Barnett Newman'’s Stations of the Cross paintings felt nothing
like the prayer services my parents took me to as a child, where we’d
move through the old bas-relief stations of the Passion in the naves of
dark, yawning churches. The plain space of the octagonal gallery was
a suitably reverent setting for Newman’s twelve abstract masterworks,
another entry in the line of heroic, existential Abstract-Expressionist
paintings. But for me, religion was absent from the room. Yet
Newman made architectural designs for a synagogue. And then
there’s the Rothko chapel. Still, modern art appeared determinedly
separated from its historical place as religion’s illustrator.

Despite the seeming secularity of modern and post-modern art in
America, with its whitewashed walls and furnitureless spaces, nothing
about art makes it necessarily secular. For hundreds of years art and
religion were inextricably tied, yet now there is a gulf between them
at least as wide as that between religion and the rest of intellectual
culture. Wouldn't it be interesting, though, if the Roman Catholic church
supported contemporary artists as it did in the past? Maurizio Cattelan
would make a fine Michelangelo.
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Place of the Transcommon is an exhibition of artists who have focused on
the human sense of divinity lodged in commonplace materials, forms,
situations, events, meanderings. No matter its origin, divinity resides
in the person and finds its way into the world from there. “| felt my
legs were praying,” Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote to Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr., after joining the 1965 Selma civil rights march. Such
is the commonality of dirt and divinity. “Got to scrape the shit right off
my shoes,” Mick Jagger sings in “Sweet Virginia” (1972}, in a tired plea
to see one’s way through earthy encumbrances. Having experienced
a vision that Christ had come to inhabit the very fabric of the material
universe, Philip K. Dick saw the divine everywhere around him,
literally, in the walls and furniture of his home. He chose to fictionalize
his vision as VALIS, a Vast Active Living Intelligence System that sees
and interacts with humanity as a kind of computerized omniscience.

The Jessica Jackson Hutchins collage drawing, Where heaven and
earth meet that is where you'll find us (1999], sounds like a rock song,
and looks like some staples, a line and a smudge. In everything she
touches, Hutchins's hand deftly and gently unites the real with the
imagined, and her earnestness in answering unanswerable questions
exposes the pathos and thrill of asking. To see her small, crumpled
ceramic sculptures, a viewer must perform an act of self-reduction,
to project the sense of self into a tiny space and draw immensity from
what was barely noticeable. Hutchins's path sculptures, little fields of
baked earth, poignantly depict fractions of journeys as if from a view-
point far above, hovering moments where it appears that nothing much
is happening, while subtle seismic shifts change whole life courses.

The drowned dog in Althea Thauberger’s A Memory Lasts Forever is an
odd, undignified place for divinity to reside. But the narrative of the
work derives from a real story about partying teens happening upon
the family pet dead in the pool. The actors in Thauberger’s filmic work
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remove themselves from the action to sing sorrowful, questioning
prayers straight from their mouths to God’s ear, portraying the tragedy
on several scales at once. Do teens really act with such wince-
inducing, embarrassing sincerity? Who among us hasn’t reached out,
even snidely or defensively, to whatever sentience or omniscience might
lie beyond in order to make sense of senseless events? Thauberger's
theatrical reaching holds its own grace beyond theater, allowing
viewers enough distance to smirk at the earnestness of the girls, or
cry along with them, while empathizing with their hope and dread.

Like life, love, the afterlife and afterlove—all preoccupations of the
artist—Cindy Loehr’s six Seraphic wing sculptures contain multitudes
of contradictory information: they are clunky, heavy, hard-edged, and
light, airy and transcendent. The iconic sculptures are paired with a
searching lyrical chant that measures aspirations against fleeting
existence, with its various tumults of desire, love, failure and despair:
heavy and transcendent, or “Heaven to pavement,” as the lyric from
Fuel For Constant Light sings. Loehr’s work explores the various kinds
of faith, as necessary in love as in spirituality, available to seekers after
transcendence and deliverance.

The children’s finger-folding game goes “here is the church, here is
the steeple, open the doors, see all the people.” The gesture is small,
but accurate: people are what make the church. Storefront churches
dispense with the ostentation of official Christendom, keeping just
the few necessary cues that signify a place of remove from the pains
and strains of the world outside. Paul Calhoun’'s photographs
of worshippers inside the storefront churches of central-city
Milwaukee manage a respectful distance while still intimately
portraying the clenched eyes and splayed hands of people in the throes
of connection to divinity. The pictures are at once intensely personal
and comfortably unifying.
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Distortion is a central problem for utopians. How to project a vision
of an ideal world without bending the current one so out of shape it
becomes unrecognizable in the new version? Buckminster Fuller,
a particularly pragmatic utopian thinker, created a more accurate
map of the world, free of the distortions of the Mercator models. In
Sky-Wreck (2001), poetic minimalist Helen Mirra inverts Fuller's
geodesic-form Dymaxion world map to chart a section of the sky,
condensing the uncondensable. She returns the beyond to its prior
position within the dome of the heavens, where it resided in the time
before Copernicus shattered geocentric notions of the universe. The
Sky-Wreck sculpture is placed on the floor. Looking down at it we
are upended, our feet pointing to the sky, head over heels. Feet offer
different prayers when they walk on air.

Corey McCorkle laughs when he mentions the resemblance of
Preah, the eponymous bovine subject of his video, to Andy Warhol's
Cow paintings (1976). According to curator Peter Eleey, this superficial
resemblance isn’'t the only one to Warhol's work. Eleey characterizes
Preah as a “flip” of philosopher and art critic Arthur Danto’s
“transfiguration of the commonplace,” the process whereby artists like
Duchamp and Warhol imbue common objects, like shovels and soup
cans, with transcendent significance simply by selecting them as
subjects for art.? But Preah (which means “God” in the Khmer
language) is already transcendent, her saliva contains miraculous
healing powers prized by the neighboring Cambodian villagers.
McCorkle’'s position is one of observation, rather than definition,
allowing the usual play of belief and disbelief in viewers of art to mingle
with the tensions of doubt and faith. The title of this exhibition, Place
of the Transcommon, derives from Eleey’s flippage: McCorkle and the
other artists locate transcendence within commonplace forms rather
than imposing it upon them.
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Steven Foster's most recent photo-pictures are like triangular
mandalas, patterned in angled equilibrium rather than centered
on a circle’s natural focus-point. Foster has long made a practice of
photographing mundane, overlooked subjects, removing them
from their overwhelming contexts and offering them the identity of
isolation. The essential property of photography is contemplation,
freezing a moment to look at it unhindered by the nag of passing time,
which might be Foster’s true subject. As he frees himself and his old
photos from their earlier roles as depictors, Foster gets closer to
whatever truths lie in the material of the pictures. One might ask
what part of the pictures is real, but they are not merely games of
recognition. Foster twiddles and tweaks, multiplies, divides, obscures
and artificializes his former pictures of the real into photographs that
fairly represent the digital mind, where information passes through
the microcosm.

Umberto Eco, in an exchange of letters debating belief in God
with Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini, imagines life after death as a kind
of data transfer:

Today’'s electronic universe teaches us that message sequences
can be transmitted from one physical apparatus to another
without losing their unique characteristics, and even to survive as
purely immaterial algorithms from the instant they leave one
physical apparatus to when they reach the other. Who knows
if death, rather than being an implosion, may be an explosion—
the impression, from somewhere between the vortices of the
universe, of the software (what others might call soul] created
by our living, made up of memories and regrets, and thus our
implacable suffering, or sense of peace for a duty fulfilled,
and love.?

KieaT,0 49183d —

"aWl} 0 BJN}BAIND B}IULUI ‘S}oede)ed yuidg
‘uonnad uapjob jo aneu ‘sysaniey ybin jo Aseidy
‘Ayd14ayds 21gJ0 ‘pajesodiodul ‘uci}BUBWS Ul 9A0P ‘ObEWI palawwilg
‘peaJp 9}BWIUE JO |BJpPay}ed ‘quio} PalIaAul }Se2a10) Jejndsndal)
'sse)b olesipeded ‘aauedjsuow ayy jo yydap ‘deye pajuepy
'Sseuq J0 Yse ojul uolisia Ag pauayibua) uoijel3uaduod s,pjob o a0
'9)qJew R sejodnd Jo aA0T|
'S9)0BJIW O 9A0T]
424Ny ay} uiyim yainyg ayy ‘bulisyyns Jo ano) duiz s,uoljeuliH
'sydedas Buidooys ‘yuawbpnl jo aieyb ‘uoissaidwod oiydesbien
‘Joddns sysiabuens ‘sbuoayy paiapao jo abewidayse ‘yybisaks jo yuanbun
"ame dljeddoljued ‘saxyods 1B}S0D9)UBd ‘9)ZZEep 4O UOIdUN
'suoljiuow 3salwooib jo Aienbiay
'Su01}0A3p anbijue jo uoljewiueay
‘AN anabueyode ‘pass pajerdunuuy
‘P09 1e211qig ‘4opllod JusWwelsa| p10
"1yb61) Jo auibes)o ‘uoijeyynsul 21U0Y
‘e)NGau uapjob ‘saydle pallols ‘siayed paydAiou]
‘p1ob Jo xn)} ‘sbuibuo) pajuesul ‘uosiuaqg dnabuy
‘p1ob jo winJas ‘w)eq juadsalin ‘buissalq Jo saunisag
‘suojuld 21gnJayd pap)o} ‘UaYlop 8y} jo uoijedndinw ‘ssadad pajue|s
‘Bulutow jo abpaymouy| ‘Jaquuin painydins ‘adueiped 1eulIn}ooN
'SUOD| D1}UBWOISY
'S}Sa9AJeY d)NUIW JO U0d]
‘sdejoiapuny} Jo uod|
‘A13owoab ajewyn ‘sieyoau pauadid ‘sainbiy uasiy
‘WeaJp 21}oudd ‘SISE}S JUBPUNQE ‘DWI}8J0) UBWOY
unbne paqwooua ‘uayod d1ydAsd ‘pajedassay buiuyybi
"snp Asuoy ‘p1ob jo swinuq ‘AiyejodAd 1epoN

(1amod buliisap s,1nos ayy}) uoyniwAydy of

Our bracketed lives keep us attentive to the before and after, but
meanwhile the main preoccupation is with what's right under our
noses, and our feet.

— Nicholas Frank, curator

! Thomas Merton, The Geography of Lograire (New York: New Directions, 1968).
The first line is from William Blake's poem, “Jerusalem The Emanation of The
Giant Albion.”

2 Peter Eleey, from a curator’s statement on McCorkle’s video for the exhibition,
“The Plain of Heaven” (New York: Creative Time, 2005). (http://www.creative-
time.org/programs/archive/2005/Heaven/artists-mccorkle.html)

3 Umberto Eco, “Ethics Are Born in the Presence of the Other,”in Belief or Non-
belief? with Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini (New York: Arcade Publishing, Inc.,
2000).

ABOUT NICHOLAS FRANK

Nicholas Frank is a curator, artist, writer and musician in Milwaukee. Most
recently, he co-organized the Milwaukee International art fair at the Polish
Falcons beer hall and co-curated Please Love Me at Walker's Point Center for
the Arts in Milwaukee, showed artwork at the Green Gallery in Milwaukee and
at Locust Projects in Miami, and published an essay on platforming for NYFA
Current web magazine. As a member of The Singing Flowers, Frank co-released
a 12-song CD in 2006. He is represented by Western Exhibitions in Chicago.
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