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O’Neill-Butler, Lauren.   “Robert Gober.” Artforum 59, no. 1, September 2020, p. 170. 

It took a pandemic for dreaming to become a common con-
cern again. But Robert Gober never lost interest. For nearly 
four decades, his art has mined the movement from con-
sciousness to the unconscious and back again, giving us a 
novel thought landscape: wax objects sprouting a fine layer of 
human hair, sinks sans faucets, and uncannily detailed sculp-
tures of domestic items. Examples of each were included in 
this online survey of twenty works, made between 1976 and 
2019, alongside related content. At the top of the site was the 
chimeric Death Mask, 2008, a ten-inch-high plaster amal-
gamation of the artist’s face and that of his dog Paco, who 
passed away unexpectedly. With its hauntingly static blue 
eyes, long snout, and pale-red lips, the image underscored 

Gober’s ongoing examination of 
the preservation of memory, his-
tory, and loss through an innova-
tive take on facades and persona, 
a word deriving fittingly from the 
ancient Greek for mask.

Also featured was Hanging 
Man/Sleeping Man, 1989. The 
silk screen and sometimes wall-
paper installation comprises two 
alternating drawings, of a sleep-
ing white man and a lynched black 
man, respectively. When George 
Floyd was killed on May 25 of 
this year—in another heinous ex-
ample of whiteness announcing it-
self as society’s greatest plague—I 
couldn’t stop thinking about how 
the work pointed to white guilt, 
to the maintenance of racism in-
stead of real action or revolution. 
According to the gallery’s web-
site, Gober came across the source 
images, which were also on view, 
while doing research for a 1988 in-
terview he conducted for the Jour-
nal of  Contemporary Art with 

former Michigan congressman John Conyers Jr., author 
of  the Hate Crimes Statistics Act. At the time, Gober 
had been caring for friends dying of AIDS in the wake 
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of the Reagan administration’s deliberate inaction. It’s clear 
the artist was processing the eternal return of American cru-
elty and violence. Lynching was not an “isolated event,” as 
he noted in a text featured here: “In many ways it has become 
our background.”

The piece is chilling: “The coolness of his palette, the 
clinical nature of his creations, only made it harder to re-
cover from,” as Hilton Als observed of Hanging Man/Sleep-
ing Man in the catalogue for Gober’s 2014–15 retrospective 
at New York’s Museum of Modern Art. Viewed online, the 
work lost none of its frostiness, perhaps because it took up 
so much of the screen, however quietly, with the uniquely 
American reverence for hate—or, as Gober put it, for that 
“background.”

Page 11 and Page 12, both 1978–2000, are black-and-
white photographs featuring clippings from the New York 
Times: The former discusses the homophobic murder of Billy 
Jack Gaither in 1999, while the latter shows the same article 
behind Gober’s open palm, which holds a short letter to the 
editor arguing that conservatives “have a right to speak out 
against homosexuality.” For Newspaper, 1992, from a major 
series of twine-bound broadsheets the artist made that year, 
he used photolithography on archival paper to faithfully re-
produce the table of contents from an issue of the Village 
Voice. At its center is a striking portrait of David Wojnarow-
icz, who died of AIDS the year the work was made and who, 
as C. Carr wrote in the accompanying obituary, “was his own 
best chronicler and the epidemic’s visionary witness.”

I began this review with a consideration of dreaming and 
assumed it would be the leitmotif, but then landed on think-
ing about connections between what might initially appear to 
be vastly distinct public health emergencies: Covid-19, AIDS, 
and police brutality. At its most successful, Gober’s work 
serves as a blueprint for such thought, the kind via which we 
analyze our dreams and nightmares, examining seemingly 
unrelated symbols or events and then finding the connective 
tissue between them so that we can string them together into 
a cohesive picture or narrative. Work of this kind can prompt 
us to build a new house or, in the best-case scenario, a new 
democracy out of our current shambolic mess. To do that, 
we’ll need more visionary artist witnesses.

— Lauren O’Neill-Butler
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Gober, Robert, and Deborah Solomon.   “A Master’s Domestic Surrealism: Robert Gober’s Art of  the Commonplace 
Is a Good Fit Now.” The New York Times, June 2, 2020, pp. C1, C4. 

THESE DAYS, AS I STAND at the 
kitchen sink, washing my hands and 
wondering why 20 seconds never 
seemed so long before, I find myself 
thinking of Robert Gober. So much 
of our current life-in-quarantine 
resembles the anxious homebody 
world he has imagined in his art. 
He first became known in the mid-
1980s for pristine sculptures of sinks, 
usually with two holes in the place 
where the faucet should go. You might 
say he punctured the neutral surfaces 
of Minimalism, investing them with 
intimations of the human body, 
and bringing the unlikely themes 
of hygiene and handwashing to the 
forefront of contemporary art.

Mr. Gober’s art overlaps with our 
new, wash-around-the-clock culture 
in other ways as well. At a time when 
the pandemic has created shortages 
of staples like paper towels, common 
objects can seem to have a sudden 

luster, reminding us of Mr. Gober’s 
habit of fetishizing household goods 
and giving them a radiant presence by 
virtue of his painstaking craftsmanship.

Some of his sculptures consist of 
exacting replications of supermarket 
items — a 25-pound bag of cat litter; or 
a Table Talk apple pie whose cardboard 
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box is festooned with a 
fluorescent sticker advertising 
a price of 69 cents. Initially, 
Mr. Gober’s food sculptures 
seemed to allude to a class 
of Americans who probably 
didn’t eat kale or shop at 
Whole Foods, although now, 
I suspect, amid our pandemic 
deprivations, few among us 
would be foolish enough to 
decline a slice of Table Talk 
pie.

On the other hand, the 
family home, as defined by 
the artist, is also a place where 
things go seriously awry. He is 
best known for his sculptures 
of a lopped-off adult male 
leg jutting out from a wall, 
dismembered but still dressed 
for work. You can read it as a 
pop symbol of Oedipal struggle 
(i.e. the leg could belong to 
an unlucky father who was 
bumped off, like the Wicked 
Witch, when a house tumbled 
out of the sky and severed his 
leg). Or you can see it instead 
as an emblem of the American 
plague that descended on this 
country in the 1980s, when 
the AIDS epidemic was raging, 
and the normally quotidian 
rituals of domestic life were 
shadowed by catastrophe and 
death.

As it so happens, the 
Matthew Marks Gallery is 
now hosting its first online 
exhibition, “Robert Gober: 
Sculpture, Photographs, and 
Works on Paper 1976 -2019” 
(through June 10), a selection 
of 20 works spanning the 
artist’s fertile career. Many 
of us have mixed feelings 
about online exhibitions, a 
hybrid form that poaches 
on the tradition of gallery-
going while emptying it of 

sensual pleasure. On the other hand, it is all 
that we have at the moment. In its defense, if 
the desire to learn about art and the desire to 
feel represent opposite ends of the art-viewing 
spectrum, online exhibitions at least deliver the 
learning quotient of the experience.

The show at Matthew Marks opens 
dramatically, with “Death Mask” (2008), a 
white plaster oval that fills the screen, putting 
you face to face with what looks like an affable 
polar bear. It has piercing blue eyes, which 
are outlined in pencil, and a loosely painted 
red mouth. A link produces background 
information: Mr. Gober created the work after 
he lost his hound dog, Paco. “Death Mask” 
is a combined double likeness, melding the 
artist’s features with the snout of his pooch. 
A documentary photograph shows the artist 
lying on a table on his back, a sage-green towel 
draped over him, an assistant daubing what 
appears to be wet plaster on his face.

Also provided are the measurements of 
the work. It turns out to be only 10 inches tall. 
The truth is that sculpture, compared to other 
mediums, has the most to lose from digital 
reproduction. As you click around a screen, 
the abrupt changes in scale that can make an 

image too big or too small, too 
near or too far, tend to erase 
the psychological intimacy of 
Mr. Gober’s objects and cause 
them to look like props for a 
horror movie. This is especially 
the case with “Short Haired 
Cheese” (1992-3), a generous 
wedge of Swiss sprouting thin, 
black strands of human hair. 
Ditto for “Untitled” (1992), a 
beeswax sculpture of a girl’s right 
shoe, with hair growing inside. It 
crosses the Surrealist objet of the 
’30s with the identity politics of 
the ’90s, as if to say that mutants-
r-us.

Drawings and photographs, 
by virtue of their two-
dimensionality, are less 
vulnerable to digital distortion. 
The earliest work here, an untitled 
black-and-white photograph 
from 1976, is a stirring still 
life. A hippie-style bedspread, 
embroidered and un-ironed, 
appears in close-up, with a book 
of photographs by Diane Arbus 
resting on top, and a small plate 
holding the remains of a slice of 
watermelon. The photograph has 
a blunt, powerful composition, 
and seems to contain everything 
a young artist could need to 
dream: a bed, a snack, the perfect 
book.
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Wondering how Mr. 
Gober is faring in the midst of 
the pandemic, I called him the 
other day. Now 65 years old, 
he is currently in lockdown 
out in Peconic, N.Y., on the 
North Fork of Long Island, in 
a house and garage-turned-
studio where he has lived and 
worked for decades.

I was eager to ask him 
whether he saw parallels 
between the current pandemic 
and the era of AIDS, for which 
there is still no vaccine. Mr. 
Gober first exhibited his sink 
sculptures at the Paula Cooper 
Gallery in 1985, about six 
months after the Food and 
Drug Administration approved 
a test for H.I.V., ending the 
period when asymptomatic 
people had no idea whether 
they were infected. Are his 
sink sculptures about the 
dream of cleanliness? “The 
impossibility of cleanliness,” 
he replied.

“There is the reality that 
I worked and lived through 
another epidemic in New 
York,” he said, “and there 
might be overtones of that 
now. But nobody was banging 
on pots and pans at 7 o’clock 
during the AIDS crisis.” 
Indeed, neither patients nor 
their caretakers were given 
the cheering support that has 
been extended to the medical 
community during the current 
epidemic. AIDS has since 
claimed the lives of more than 
700,000 Americans. “AIDS 
was always fatal,” Mr. Gober 
said, referring to the earlier 
years, before the advent of 
effective drugs, whereas many 
victims of Covid-19 are likely 
to recover. “The differences 
are more numerous than the 
similarities,” he said.

What is he working on 
these days?

“I am not really working,” 
he said. “I am not making art. 
My studio is shut, but I have 
been keeping my assistants 
employed. There are four of 
them, and they are working 
from home and sending me 
pictures. I have really been out 
in the garden. I have woods. I 
have a pond. I have a flower 
garden. I don’t have vegetables, 
but I have a varied terrain 
piece of property and I have 
planted trees and shrubs. I 
usually see spring episodically. 
On weekends, or maybe I take 
a week. And this time I got to 
see it incrementally, like every 
day. It was very rewarding.”

Does he often have periods 
like this, when he is not 
working?

“Sometimes I will go a 
number of months and not 
make anything. I am assuming, 
based on many years of making 
things, by blind faith, that my 
brain is working on things, but 
I am not physically making 
things and I really don’t have 
ideas yet.”

It was a relief, in a way, 
to hear from someone free of 
the compulsion to turn out 
work for the sake of keeping 
busy. These days we all need 
additional time to keep up 
with the torrent of news. And 
to clean.
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McLean-Ferris, Laura.   “Eroticism, Anger and Hope in the Work of  Robert Gober.” Frieze, January 11, 2019.

There’s a special hole in my heart for Robert Gober’s work. That is to say, a special 

kind of enthusiasm. Untitled (1995-97) is a complex, major installation that was first 

exhibited at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles in 1997, and is now 

permanently installed at the Schaulager in Basel. To me, it offers a particular emotional 

experience – something like joyful grief – that I’ve wanted to return to many times 

since I first saw the work in 2007.
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A concrete cast of a life-sized Virgin Mary, her arms benevolently outstretched, presides at the centre of a 

large grey room, with a large culvert pipe thrust violently through her middle. To her sides are two open 

leather suitcases while, behind her, water rushes down a wooden staircase from a doorway above, flood-

ing a pool underneath the exhibition space. Every object in the space stands on a drain cover, through 

which one can glimpse the subterranean rock pool beneath, scattered with wishful coins. Also seen in the 

space below are the bare legs of a man standing in the water, who appears to be holding a baby, its tiny 

legs and feet dangling. Slide down the drain, or the sinkhole, and one finds some brightness, like love or 

hope, amongst the crabs, rocks and seaweed.

Read through the concerns of Gober – a gay, former-Catholic artist, living through the AIDS crisis in 

America – the work expresses very particular forms of eroticism, anger, grief and hope. The holes in my 

body and soul are different. Yet, the presence of a watery, hopeful space that twinkles and splashes always 

offers the chance for repair. That’s why the work makes me cry. These are transitional objects, to use D.W. 

Winnicott’s term, creating a twilight space between personal psyche and shared reality. A body – and soul 

– can be experienced in parts, and then recovered as whole. Untitled drove its own little culvert pipe 

through me, so that I could be a conduit too.
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Tan, Ken.   “The Bewildering Lexicon of  Robert Gober.” Hyperallergic, April 17, 2018.

A man with wings, plumed and outstretched, is in 

full ascension towards the Sun. This man is Icarus. 

Making a splash at the bottom of the picture is 

presumably Icarus again, who, as the legend goes, 

ignored his father’s warnings of flying too close to 

the sun and plummeted into the sea, melted wings 

and all.

“Icarus” (1967), rendered tenderly in graphite on a 

12-inch by nine-inch, stained piece of spiral-edge 

paper, serves as a preface to the exhibition Robert 

Gober: Tick Tock at Matthew Marks gallery, the 

American artist’s fourth at the New York gallery 

and the first since his remarkable 2014 MoMA 

retrospective The Heart is Not a Metaphor.

Gober was thirteen when he drew “Icarus.” 

Compressing two timelines into a single image, 

Gober compels the viewer to intuit the in-between. 

This natural faculty to suggest hidden stories would 

characterize all his future works to come. In his art, 
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Gober excavated objects from his own life and charged them with symbolic purpose to present the 

exigencies of the times — the politics, tragedies, and anxieties linked to identity and racial issues 

— in a way that is both deeply personal and universal. For instance, having come to prominence 

during the ‘80s in New York when the AIDS crisis was in full bloom, Gober would elevate the 

white washing sink from the basement of his Yalesville childhood home to one of history’s most 

poignant memorial to AIDS victims.

Lining the walls of consecutive rooms are two categories of new, small-format works: 20 

boxed tableaux and 14 riveting drawings on paper. In these enigmatic works, most of Gober’s 

bewildering lexicon return. Apples? Cells on breasts? Rubber plungers? He may employ motifs of 

seemingly ordinary things, but they belie the immense depth of his vision. These new works are 

best enjoyed through extended looking and contemplation..

The new drawings, all untitled, reacquainted me with Gober’s haunting headless torso, after 

having recently been transfixed by its metamorphosis in the seminal “Slides of a Changing 

Painting” (1982–83) at the Met Breuer’s inaugural exhibition Unfinished. A prison cell window 

is in place of the heart where ominous woods have sprung forth, but the blue skies beyond the 
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prison suggest hope. Does love set us free or imprison us?

There’s a certain familiarity to the boxed tableau works. Cornell? Not quite, no. Gober does not 

use found objects, instead he labors over hand making every element from scratch to achieve 

a convincing realism. Not Magritte either. Gober’s object associations do not come to him in 

a Surrealist dream. In intimacy and spirit, here I think Gober is closer to Forrest Bess, whom 

he greatly admires. Or Robert Motherwell’s great collages, with his expressionistic layering of 

materials.

Almost all the boxed works feature wallpaper. 

Wallpapers first appeared in his early dollhouse 

sculptures that suggest a nostalgic ideal of the 

privileged, American, middle-class life. Like “Icarus,” 

they are a stage that compresses narratives and 

time. Many wallpapers contain floral motifs of lilacs 

and cherries, which I hazard, have something to do 

with love and sex.  In “Untitled” (1978-2018), apples 

are hovering behind prison bars over a backdrop of 

lilacs and brown leaves. There’s an intense aura of 

reminiscence here.

In several works Gober combines robin’s eggs with 

stained diapers, where I can’t help think of the 

little blue pill — the promise of virility and new 

beginnings. Perhaps the most sexually charged piece 

in the show is “Plunger/Cherries”, (2000-2017): the gaping orifice in the sculpted terracotta 

plunger is brutally carnal.

Finally, I entered the last room of the gallery with excitement. Prior to my visit I had read that the 

“cellar door” sculpture, “Untitled” (2000-2001), would make its first appearance here in the US 

since its debut in the 2001 Venice Biennale. Inspired by the cellar door that was built by Gober’s 

father in his childhood home and here installed into the wall and floor of the gallery, “Untitled” 

has the reduced look of Minimalism. Its open doors are thickly daubed in gray, as if overpainted 

and weatherproofed. Stairs cut into the floor lead to a closed yellow door with an eerie yet warm 
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glow that emits through the cracks. What 

lies beyond? The closed door denies access, 

but it also heightens the perverse interest by 

this very estrangement. A key would have 

killed the fantasy.

Tick, Tock, as the exhibition title suggests 

— time marches on. Everyone gets old. Is 

Gober taking stock and summing up his 

life here? If so, he sure is breaking new 

ground while at it. Just as these objects had 

personal significance for Gober, they are 

almost always quotidian, universal, enough 

for anyone to access. Once you think of 

an object meaning other than its original 

function, you will never unthink it. Therefore this almost inscrutable exhibition is worth as many 

visits as possible.

Robert Gober: Tick Tock continues at Matthew Marks Gallery (526 West 22nd Street, Chelsea, 

Manhattan) through April 21, 2018.
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“Robert Gober.” The New Yorker, March 16, 2018.

In the American sculptor’s first New York solo show since his 2014 MOMA 
retrospective, an abundance of small works mine his familiar, if mysterious, themes. 
Barred windows and patches of forest (images that recall past installations) are nestled 
inside bare chests in a series of pencil drawings. Twenty wall-mounted assemblages 
are nursery-ready nods to Joseph Cornell, with green apples and blue robin’s eggs 
suspended against cloth diapers and floral-patterned wallpaper. Gober’s idiosyncratic 
lexicon, drawn, in part, from childhood memories, lends his work an eerie lyricism, 
whatever the medium or scale. The pathos of a little sunken cellar door near the start of 
the show—a foam-core-and-balsa-wood maquette for a sculpture first exhibited at the 
2001 Venice Biennale—gives way to the near-mythic aura of its full-sized counterpart, 
which provides the show with its finale.
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Press, Clayton.   “Robert Gober: Tick Tock At New York’s Matthew Marks Gallery.” Forbes, February 26, 2018.

Welcome back, Mr. Gober. This is the artist’s first New York exhibition since 2014, when the 

Museum of Modern Art presented The Heart is Not a Metaphor. He returns with many recurring 

images and subjects. This is part of the language he has constructed over the last 35 years, and 

one that we may not understand or need to. In fact, there is actually something very comforting 

about not knowing. Karen Marta, wrote in a 1993 introduction to one of Gober’s earliest 

exhibitions: 

Finding this passage, reading these words is a relief, if you are aiming for concrete answers to 

questions like: Why an apple? Why a robin’s egg? Why a prison window? And, why a cellar door? 

These are prosaic questions, fitting for Gober’s humble, handmade works.
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Tick Tock occupies an entry area and three contiguous rooms. As you enter, there is a small 

drawing of a winged being dating from 1967, when Gober was 13 years old. It may be an angel, 

it may be a fairy, it may even be Icarus flying too close to the sun. Its back is to you, turned away, 

perhaps signaling “Follow me.” It is riveting in its subtlety and delicacy. The other object in the 

entry is a maquette for a fully realized sculpture that completes the exhibition.

Next is a room of Gober’s drawings—12 or 14 in all. Over the heart chakra of each headless torso 

is a two-part detail—almost a monogram—that combines a prison window with a woodlands. 

The torsos are male and female, yet gender does not feel realized. One drawing suggests a 

hermaphroditic being—a man’s chest on the left, a woman’s breast on the right—a motif used in 

several earlier wax sculptures.
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Onwards, there is a room of wall-mounted sculptures. You move from two-dimensions to one in 

between. These works are not quite paintings, not quite tableaux, and not quite boxes à la Joseph 

Cornell. Eggs on Diaper (2007-2017) combines cotton diaper with acrylic paint, epoxy putty, 

fabric, hand-printed silkscreen on paper. Plunger/Cherries (2007-2017) is a carefully crafted 

wall work combining terra-cotta and acrylic paint on fabric. These are hand-made things, and 

everything in this piece and every piece in this room is exact, rigorous. For Gober, it is “important 

that the work ‘be interesting’ to the people who look at it. But it is even more important that it be 

interesting to him as he makes it.” A Robert Gober Lexicon (2005) written by Brenda Richardson 

hints at and sometimes describes many clues in and signals to Gober’s work. Mystery is best.

Finally, there is the back gallery. There are two more formidable wall-based “boxes,” windows 

actually, using Gober’s motifs. Their interiors are deliciously colorful. The detail looks 

machined—four apples and a broken branch in one; four apples, a dollhouse-sized radiator and 
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a crushed cigarette packet in the other. These are surrealist dream objects that are juxtaposed in 

ways only known to Gober, if even to him.

On the back wall is an untitled work first exhibited in 2001 at the 49th Venice Biennale. It is a 

sculpture of a cellar door inspired by the artist’s childhood home, built by his father. It is crisp 

and clean, looking freshly fabricated, ageless. The glow from the light behind a yellow door is 

warm, rather than threatening. Yet, who knows what lurks behind the door, a few steps down 

from the gallery floor.  There is no viewer access.

The sculpture has the look and physicality that was inherent to Gober’s 1997 installation—

Untitled—at The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles. It is as engaging and confounding 

(and potentially threatening) as you want it to be. The contemporary art cognoscenti will make 

comparisons with Marcel Duchamp’s Étant donnés (1946-1966). The “look” may be there, but 

not the manufacture. Étant donnés relied on the readymade (with the exception of the hand-

made female form), and Duchamp’s own installation instructions allowed for ad lib and nuance. 

Untitled (2000-2001) is a great thing, a visual thing, a physical thing, with everything made 

from scratch. Whether it is specifically referring to Étant donnés; to Gober’s childhood, family 

and home, or the cellar in The Wizard of Oz, the sculpture is an invitation to imagination and 

meaning. All of the work is.
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A December 2014 Brooklyn Rail conversation between Jarrett Earnest, a New York writer, and 

Gober is something of a Rosetta stone. When asked, “What does it mean to be an artist?”, the 

artist replied:

Gober is not prescribing meaning. He continued, “I don’t have that much interest in talking about 

my work. My interest is my work.” Sculptor Charles Ray nailed it saying, “If you were to ask 

me what his artwork talks about I would not be able to tell you. But this doesn’t mean it is not 

speaking . . . The work whispers ‘Be with me.’” This is enough.

Robert Gober: Tick Tock At Matthew Marks Gallery (526 West 22nd Street), New York, through 

April 21, 2018.
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By Roberta Smith

 No matter how you tally it, any list of great 
works of modern religious art made since the cen-
tury’s midpoint is not very long. Mine begins with 
Matisse’s great chapel at Vence, Barnett Newman’s 
austere ‘’Stations of the Cross’’ cycle of paintings, 
perhaps Brice Marden’s ‘’Annunciation’’ paintings 
with their palette of tamped-down primaries, and 
many of Mark Rothko’s evanescent canvases with 
their clouds of dark, glowing color intimating a 
diffuse otherworldly presence.
 Now there’s another entry: Robert Gober’s 
theatrical, revelatory installation piece at the 
Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles. An 
untitled work in four sculptural parts, it creates a 
virtual chapel within the museum’s experimental 
annex space, a former warehouse of vast propor-
tions known as the Geffen Contemporary that is its 
home until Dec. 14.
 The piece also set off a storm of protesting 

letters from some of the city’s Roman Catholics, 
including the director of media relations for the 
Archdiocese of Los Angeles, when it received a posi-
tive review, with a photograph, in The Los Angeles 
Times. For unlike the religious works mentioned 
above, the Gober is not at all distilled, abstract or 
diffuse, but highly specific, unsettling and themati-
cally complex. And it is the clearest, strongest thing 
this influential, famously enigmatic artist, who is 42 
and lives in New York City, has ever done.
 Briefly, the work’s most visible parts, all 
more or less colorless and set in a large space paint-
ed entirely gray, are these: Center stage and giving 
the most offense, is a life-size statue of the Madon-
na made of gray cement with a large, steel culvert, 
or drain pipe, running through her abdomen. She 
resembles a generic dashboard or garden orna-
ment, but softened and writ large, and the culvert 
turns her into an eccentric crucifix at once shocking 
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and grandly tragic.
 About 25 feet directly behind the Madonna, 
cut into the back wall of the installation, is a homey 
wood staircase down which water cascades ceaseless-
ly at the fairly furious rate of 180 gallons a minute, 
charging the atmosphere with moisture and sound. To 
either side of her on the floor, at a distance of about 15 
feet, are two identical objects: big, slightly old-fash-
ioned suitcases, made of black calfskin with brown 
leather trim, whose lids are wide open.
 There are amazing, less visible parts: four 
thick metal grates resembling sewer drains set into the 
floor over handsome brick shafts and opening onto an 
underground grotto that, in contrast to the colorless-
ness above, is heaven below. One grate, enormously 
scaled up, supports the Madonna. A normal-size grate 
surprises the viewer at the bottom of each of the two 
suitcases. Finally, there is a fourth grate at the bottom 
of the stairs, receiving the gushing water. Through it 
one sees only roiling waves and foam, but through the 
three other grates, one is transported by the sight of a 
sun-dappled tidal pool, or at least a convincing replica 
of one, complete with barnacled rocks, mussel shells, 
starfish and undulating seaweed -- a scene that is all 
beautiful serenity, light and color.
 Two final details: below the Madonna’s big 
central grate, and calibrated to its scale, is a dense 
scattering of enlarged pennies, nickels, dimes and 
quarters, a wishing well that is also a collection plate. 
And most mysterious of all, through the suitcase 
grates, one can just barely see the bare legs and feet 
of a man standing in the tidal pool; dangling between 
them are the small soft feet of an infant. The open lids 
of the suitcases create such a narrow, angled sight line 
that you can almost think you are imagining the legs, 
or guiltily spying, seeing something forbidden.

Part of the Cost Paid by the Artist

 This effort is an impressive tour de force for 
both Mr. Gober and the museum, where it was over-
seen by Paul Schimmel, the museum’s chief curator. 
The Geffen, which previously had no basement, has 
one now: roughly 8,000 cubic feet of earth, almost 
enough for a small earthwork, were removed during a 
carefully planned installation that took only six weeks, 
despite an intricate plumbing system and new electri-
cal wiring for the grotto’ s water circulation and light-
ing. No one will specify the total cost of fabricating and 
installing the piece. The museum puts its expenses at 

nearly $200,000. The commitment of Mr. Gober, who 
likes to be as autonomous as possible, is thought to 
have been considerably more, as is suggested by the 
fact that this piece has consumed nearly four years of 
his time.
 Mr. Gober has been surprising viewers for 
more than a decade with baffling objects that are 
both resoundingly familiar and startlingly altered. An 
openly gay artist and a lapsed Catholic, he has repeat-
edly contrasted the normal with the deviant, while 
also probing such discomforting topics as childhood 
memory, sexuality and gender. He started with oddly 
truncated sinks and urinals and went on to malformed 
home furnishings and nursery items, like X-shaped 
playpens and cribs. Then came the meticulous wax 
replicas of men’s legs, complete with hair, that seem 
to come out of walls, sometimes with burning candles 
stuck in them. Running water, drains, culverts, sug-
gestive of both hygiene and a more redemptive kind of 
cleansing, are among his artistic staples.
 Another important characteristic: whatever he 
does announces itself as adamantly and tenderly made 
by hand, a labor of love that is also implicitly peni-
tential. At the Geffen, everything down to the mussel 
shells and seaweed has been made by the artist and his 
assistants, to incalculable visual effect, both liminal 
and subliminal. The surfaces of the steel culvert and 
the grates, which are made of bronze, are all delicately 
faceted, touched, as are the wrought iron clasps on the 
suitcases.
 In the past, Mr. Gober’s work has been more 
oblique, hinting at such forms as the crucifix. For ex-
ample, he has run culverts through a recreated arm-
chair or greatly enlarged boxes of tissues and lard. But 
the new piece has an openness and accessibility that 
he has previously avoided; it shows him wrestling with 
the issue of having been raised in a faith that does not 
accept his sexuality, while also creating a wide, well-il-
luminated space for other, conflicting interpretations.

Attacking the Work Without Seeing It

 So what does all this add up to? Something 
greater than the sum of its strange and disparate parts. 
It is understandable that some people might find the 
piece upsetting, especially those who, like many who 
wrote outraged letters to The Los Angeles Times, seem 
to have seen only a photograph of its central figure. 
But it is depressing to be reminded, once more, that 
there are always those who know what they don’t like, 
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even if they haven’t actually experienced it.
 Because the Gober is about the literal and 
the actual, it is profoundly experiential and even 
interactive, a journey that must be traveled before an 
informed opinion can be arrived at. Its possible mean-
ings play in the mind, but its narrative subject matter 
is continually upstaged by its content, which concerns 
the transformative powers of love, forgiveness and rev-
elation. These powers emanate only, and with almost 
pedestrian clarity, from an immediate encounter with 
the work’s physical attributes: its atmosphere, light 
and sound; its different forms and materials, and its 
contrasting scales: normal, large and huge.
 The Gober starts out nondescript and modest. 
It’s like a small, untended, out-of-the-way church in 
Italy that, on first sight, doesn’t seem worth the trou-
ble. But soon one is enveloped, first by the sound and 
atmosphere of the water, then by the unfolding sights 
and meanings.
 Throughout, redemption and revelation are 
repeatedly evoked, but intertwined with domestic 
references, alternately charged and mundane. The 
water both cleanses and floods down from ‘’upstairs,’’ 
as Mr. Schimmel points out in his perceptive catalogue 
essay, the realm of bedrooms and therefore sex, birth, 
death and dreams. The light at the top of the stairs is 
welcoming, as if it was left on for a loved one coming 
home late. But the light also gilds the water with heav-
enly moonlight, making the inversion of heaven and 
hell suggested by the peaceful grotto below and the 
thundering water above much less simple.

A Vision of Heaven Through a Suitcase

 The suitcases, opening onto a heavenly under-
world that seems almost a vision, can help take you 
to another place, to cross over. At the same time this 
luggage, with its beautifully detailed silk lining com-
plete with side pockets, can easily throw baby boomers 
(at least older ones) back to childhood. You may land 
near those moments when your parents, in the process 
of packing for a trip that didn’t include you, acquired 
an exotic, glamorous aura that made them feel a little 
like strangers.
 Similarly, the man spied through the grate 
might be a father taking his child for a summer wade, 
or a preacher conducting a baptism. He might even be 
giving birth. Whatever is happening, it is a moment of 
nurturing bliss, sublimely pure. Beneath the Madon-
na, the scattered coins may evoke a wishing well and 

a collection plate, but they also contrast the Found-
ing Fathers, profiled on the money, with the Savior’s 
mother.
 The conflicting scales are tremendously 
important here: the giant grate can be scary; after all, 
saints were burned on them. But its size also supports 
the Madonna with a generous power, a force larger 
than she is, not unlike the hand of God.
 And finally there is the offensive culvert. Much 
has been made of it as a phallic violation or vulgariza-
tion of the Virgin, as if older, traditional depictions of 
the story of Christ, the Apostles and saints never rep-
resented violence or pain. Yet the culvert also makes 
two of the Madonna’s salient attributes palpably real. 
The culvert makes her sacrifice, her burden, literal 
with a memorable -- and a modern -- force that sends 
a strong current of empathy from viewer to statue. 
In addition, the culvert underscores the Madonna’s 
purity, reminding us that she was a conduit, through 
which God gave the world His Son. This gift passed 
through her, as the culvert does, without penetrating 
her, leaving her intact.
 It’s not every day that an artist, with the help 
of a museum, does something as moving as Robert 
Gober’s installation piece. Ideally, it should be kept 
together and given a permanent public home, but re-
alistically, it could be dismantled and never exhibited 
again. Anyone who can see it now should do so; Sister 
Wendy’s is the reaction I’d most like to hear.
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