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Asking us to be conscious of
our freedom and imprisonment,
ROBERT GOBER has been
at the forefront of sculpture
since the early 1980s. In this
conversation with Dan Nadel,
the artist contemplates his
drawing practice, sharing new
work and an old conundrum
along the way

124

obert Gober keeps an office in a wide sunlit space

that reminds me of the back room of a particularly

absorbing antiques emporium. He has some furni-

ture up there; artworks, objects, files. It feels like
home. Two desks occupy a corner: a computer sits on one;
on the other is an array of colored pencils and pastels. Gober
has worked in New York since 1976, and began widely
exhibiting his finely observed, thoroughly touched, uncanny
objects (“sinks,” a “bed,” a “window”) in the early 1980s.
Throughout his work runs currents alternating between
compassion and outrage, love and horror. He has also been a
transformative curatorial presence for many, myself included,
with installations at the Menil Collection and the Museum
of Modern Art, and just this past summer at a small gallery in
Maine, with an exhibition of paintings and ephemera by the
painter Lois Dodd. He is, then, observing art as it moves
through his life and ours.
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UNTITLED, 2020, graphite on found drawing, 17 X 21 cm

Following spread lefr: LAST ONE, 2021, graphite, colored pencil, pastel, and collaged paper on found drawing, 21 X 17 cm

Following spread right: UNTI'TLED, 2021, graphite, colored pencil, and pastel on found drawing, 21 X 17 cm

REVUE

Some years back, Gober purchased an anonymous anatomical
sketchbook from 1885—feet, hands, mouths—rendered with
dispassionate clarity, and every so often he’ll lean a leaf against
a piece of archival white cardboard so he can glance at it and
decide if he wants to draw with it. The criteria: “I'll find a foot
that seems good—they weren’t all good. I’ll prop it there on my
work desk and it’ll live with me for days or weeks. I look at it
while I'm on the phone or the computer, when I'm not working.”
Gober observes the sheet both in the world—catching light at
different times of day—and in himself, “seeing it in different
moods.” The process can take a number of days. Eventually, he
will start penciling into it. “I just keep rearranging and fiddling
with it until it seems done. Then TI’ll sign it, say goodbye.”
Occasionally he hides his signature. Sometimes he’ll add a date,
location, and perhaps the weather too.

Downstairs from that room is a sitting area and office,
and still below that is the sculpture studio. The entire
Chelsea building is warm, inviting, and peaceful. Gober and
I sat around a table on the middle floor, between mediums,
and talked about his current drawing activity, portions of
which I've seen in his recent exhibitions at Matthew Marks
Gallery, New York. They are slow-release artworks that,
unusually for Gober, highlight his gesture and touch, lovingly
imperfect in form but precise in concept. Having completed
the most recent session late last year, the “academic” explo-
rations comprise, along with a 2017 group, the only drawing
series he’s undertaken since the early 1990s.

Alongside these intentional works, Gober has two further
drawing modes. One he uses to communicate in the sculp-
ture studio—scribbles on scraps and shorthand diagrams
explaining or responding to a process or object. These are
part of a chain of conversations that tracks artists working
together to make a thing. The other mode is rather more
elegant installation drawings that get a wider viewing: from
registrar to preparator to curator. Here again, they form a
community around a shared purpose. These artifacts, rarely
exhibited but lovingly preserved, are a microcosm of the
practical and political ways Gober operates in the world—
nonhierarchical, open, treating everyone with dignity. “I
rarely sit down to make drawings,” he told me. “And it’s too
bad because I really enjoy doing it. But I very much need
an occasion to do them, otherwise what would I be drawing?”
Good question. He’s a sculptor after all, though one with a
special yen for the medium and an approach not so dissimilar
to his description of Charles Burchfield’s in the 2010 cata-
logue for an exhibition Gober curated, Hear Waves in a Swamp:
The Paintings of Charles Burchfield. “[His doodles] inventory
the artist’s mind at work and at rest. Nothing was insigni-
ficant; inspiration for a painting could come from any other-
wise mundane thing.”

As a child and a student, he was good with pencil and
paper: “I could have gone that way—traditional draftsmanship.

Robert Gober

I had that talent, to copy or draw from life. Copying things
is one thing, but drawing from life is not easy, and that’s
what [ was doing when I came to New York.” Gober has kept
evocative examples from that era—a favorite of mine, Unti-
tled (1976), calls to mind the casual mid-century scrawl of
Larry Rivers and the precise elegance of Ellsworth Kelly’s
plant drawings. An ashtray sits on the cover of Diane Arbus:
An Aperture Monograph (published not long before the
drawing), obscuring the now-iconic twin faces. On one side
is a pack of cigarettes, on the other a pair of sunglasses and
loose change. The picture has the Magrittean doubling from
which Gober has drawn much artistic sustenance—one
pair obscured, another revealed. One vision foreclosed,
another opened.

Gober’s most generative outpouring of imagery came
with his 1982-83 project Slides of a Changing Painting, 89
images of a Masonite board that he painted and photographed
before wiping it to make a new picture. The drains, torsos,
pipes, trees, limbs, and combines he conjured there are a
still-vital base for his work. Rather extraordinarily, and in
keeping with the ephemeral process of Slides, Gober’s
thematic language remains present in 2023. There are prac-
tical reasons for this—site-specific works, for example—but
there is foremost a hovering sense of replenishing inspiration
and the value of history. He’ll bring in something new/old
every so often, like an eros/angst teenage drawing of Icarus
he uncovered while cleaning out his mother’s home some
years back, and he’ll give it a different resonance by, say,
placing lcarus (1967) at the very front of his 2018 exhibition,
Tick Tock. He now reads it as a warning to himself and the
viewer: “A real metaphor of flying too high and hubris. Which
is a lesson to keep fresh in your mind, I think.” Time is not a
luxury for Gober; it’s a reality that affords opportunities for
discovery and respectful meditation, both of which he gives
to all of his work. He keeps his drawings in flat files for
possible retrieval in 10 days, 10 months, or 10 years, in case
he wishes to add something to one, or to leave it as is, sign it,
and give it an external identity.

long with learus, Tick Tock also contained a group of

drawings that placed prison windows into human

torsos. And as with Gober’s installations, while

the container—in this case, a body—is carefully
delineated, focusing on the luminous opening itself is unavoid-
able. This combination of subjects began with Sldes of a
Changing Painting and can stand independently from, or reso-
nate with, Gober’s explanation: “There’s a forest in you, there’s
a prison in you, they’re inseparable in some way—the unre-
solvable heart of the matter. That’s not really an explanation,
just a conundrum.” Letting a conundrum exist, and finding
inspiration and understanding in it, is the thread that connects
Gober’s last six years of drawing.
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UNTITLED, 2021, graphite, colored pencil, and pastel on found drawing, 22 X 17cm

Previous spread lefr: UNTITLED, 2020, graphite on found drawing, 21 X 17cm
Previous spread righr: UNTITLED, 2021, graphite, colored pencil, and pastel on found drawing, 21 X 17cm

REVUE

he imagery and touch of the 2017 works led to the

2020-22 project of working with the academic

sheets. Making these to-be-exhibited drawings

depends on privacy either at Gober’s desk or else-
where. Privacy is underrated in art. It’s achieved sometimes
through careful coding, other times simply by toiling in
secret—and often it happens out of necessity. The light and
flesh of these drawings remind me of a work addressed to
secrecy and completed in private: Marcel Duchamp’s Ezant
Donnés (1946—66; also recalled in Gober’s 2015-16 sculpture,
Waterfall). Gober told me a story: “My sister is two years
older, and when I was young and she was just starting to date,
I was dazzled by the guy that she invited to the prom. I
remember I did a drawing imagining his genitals and left it on
the couch by accident, and I was totally panicked about it. So
yes, there’s a privacy aspect to drawing for yourself.” When
she was a kid, Elizabeth Murray, who employed Gober as a
studio assistant and offered a model for how to be an artist,
did a bit of business drawing sexy pictures to sell to her class-
mates. And Robert Crumb, until he was nearly 18, would
draw naked women, crumple them up, and flush them, for
fear of being caught. (Who knows how much art courses
through the sewers of the world?) An advantage of a top-floor
room of your own is the lengthy silence that allows for the
kind of looking Gober described. Making something there
feels different: “I like a soft dark lead. I like sharp pencils. I
like the containment of it, the privacy of it. I can make a
world that I like looking at, right on my desk, and I can do it
all myself. Making sculptures is so collaborative and public,
in a way. Even though they’re made within my studio, I'm
constantly sharing half-baked ideas with the folks who help
me make things.”

Each of the Untitled feet/mouth/hands compositions holds
as a seamless work—the found imagery is always present, but
the entire object is unified by Gober’s hand. They are, as he
says, a world, but of past and present simultaneously. The
given body part is a structure, and the rest is up to the artist.
It’s a world of marks, of gentle caresses, with subtle touches of
color and shade to a limb, or a shock of graphite blotting out
the empty tone of the paper. Untitled (2022) began as a sheet
of lips and is now also a wooded grove, strewn with a beer can,
detritus, and a smoldering log, a site so evocative that the
moon could replace the prison window. The dark graphite
describes an atmosphere, its line weight heavier than most,
kissing the top edge and then dissipating. It calls back to
Gober’s woods/chest motif, but expands it, makes it stranger,
less legible than before.

The majority of these drawings use the feet sketches as
a departure. Untitled (2022) is a foot ablaze with soft and hard
scribbles and hatching, telegraphing alarm; the window,
sitting nearly center, reveals a pink and blue sunrise redo-
lent of a J.M.W. Turner. There is always in these works a

Robert Gober

palimpsest of marks forming an unnamable subject: Gober is
making the marks his hand makes—the hand of a draftsman
gone abstract—a controlled chaos that is inimitably his, and
capable of many moods.

Another drawing, also named Untitled (2022), has a dry
ecstasy about it—the arch of the foot is delicately reinforced,
and gentler pencil marks flair up around a perfectly luminous
window, more pink than blue: radiant. To get that brightness
on an otherwise dark sheet, Gober might cut out a section of
the toned paper and replace it with a white patch so that the
sky comes through even brighter.

These works promise the warmth of the sun outside the
prison of ourselves, and reward close observation. In a conver-
sation about the drawings, Gober referenced a moment in
John Cheever’s 1977 novel Falconer, which trails Ezekiel
Farragut, imprisoned, for killing his brother, in Falconer State
Prison, a building that is as much a character in the book as
the ostensible protagonist. Explaining his focus on the feet,
Gober paraphrased the following passage, as finely observed
as his drawings. It’s told from Farragut’s point of view as he
watched visitors exit the prison:

“They were free and yet they moved so casually through
this precious element that it seemed wasted on them. There
was no appreciation of freedom in the way they moved. A
man stooped to pull up his socks. A woman rooted through
her handbag to make sure she had the keys. A younger woman,
glancing at the overcast sky, put up a green umbrella. An old
and very ugly woman dried her tears with a scrap of paper.
These were their constraints, the signs of their confinement,
but there was some naturalness, some unselfconsciousness
about their imprisonment that he, watching them between
bars, cruelly lacked.”

Gaober’s project, in many ways, asks us to be conscious of
both our imprisonment and our freedom—spiritually, chrono-
logically, and spatially. All the more reason to embrace our
chosen communities with dignity and respect. In another
passage, Farragut is taken to a secluded spot with his lover,
who will soon, with all irony intended, escape courtesy of a
Catholic dignitary’s visit to the prison. Now: “Farragut saw,
over the roofs of the old cellblocks and the walls, a two-mile
stretch of river with cliffs and mountains on the western
shore. He had seen or glimpsed the view before at the foot
of the prison street, but this was the most commanding sight
he had been given of the world beyond the wall and he was
deeply moved.” If the other works are infused with miniature
nuance, now we've zoomed out, and here is a god’s foot
alighting on a verdant landscape. The prison bars frame a
clear blue sky. A quiet patch of emerald holds a shadow as if
Gober is siting a graphite sculpture. It’s at once surprising,
funny, gentle, and it exemplifies what these drawings do.
Taken together, they offer that rarest substance in art: wise
and complicated optimism.
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The artist Robert Gober must be a consummate shopper. “Cows at a Pond,” his fragmentary but
resonant portrait of the United States at Demisch Danant, has been curated entirely from his

own possessions. That is, from his own art and work by other artists living and dead that he has

Smith, Roberta. “Review: Robert Gober Conjures America.” The New York Times, October 4, 2023.



collected, combined with selections from the ephemera and Americana he has accumulated over the

years, including some of his household furniture.

Visiting this show can seem stepping inside a grand, laser-sharp obsession. You can picture Gober
— whose best-known sculptures use familiar but distorted objects to conjure some of the perils of
childhood — paging through obscure auction catalogs and haunting thrift shops. In addition he
seems to regularly pore over all kinds of printed matter, tracking down or coming across the odd bit

of ephemera that may have a use that only he can see.

The things he finds may become artworks, or parts of them, or may stand on their own, adjacent
to his art, as clues to or parts of a larger narrative. Every detail is noteworthy. For example, a
photograph of Charles Darwin suggests life as a struggle — psychically and physically — which
is certainly a theme here. The checklist reveals that the photograph was taken by Darwin’s son

Leonard, introducing the idea of family dynamics, which recurs in startling ways.

Smith, Roberta. “Review: Robert Gober Conjures America.” The New York Times, October 4, 2023.



Also, some inclusions add weight to others. A red-and-black on yellow sign suspending parking in
Washington, D.C., on Jan. 5 and 6, 2021, gives new relevance to a 1972 painting in the gallery’s front
window by the maverick conceptualist Jonathan Borofsky. It shows a young boy climbing into the

family car after school, announcing “Mom, I lost the election.” From the mouths of babes ....

Moments of comfort — art for sanity’s sake you could say — include a tender drawing of a dog’s
head by the Abstract Expressionist Elaine de Kooning. It hangs slyly above a first edition of Allen
Ginsberg’s “Howl” — that is actually a meticulous replica of the book made in 1990 by the artist
Steve Wolfe. Also on hand: Stuart Davis’s “Clothes on a Line,” a 1910 painting of white garments
levitating in the day’s last light, like ghosts. Next to this working-class vista is a more privileged one:
a sketch of sailboats by John F. Kennedy.

There are also references to individuals of inspirational determination. Barbara Jordan, the first
Southern Black woman elected to the House of Representatives, is present in a photograph. A
portrait of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. by an unknown painter faces a book inscription by
Helen Keller: “I just read this book and like it so I am sending it to you.” Both the book it was torn

from and its intended recipient are lost to history.

But don’t miss the threat implicit in the King portrait’s neighbor: a cartoon-creepy drawing of a
hand with Morticia-like long fingers and pointed nails; it’s a Matisse study for the chapel in Vence,

France, but in this context it evokes the white violence that plagued King’s life.

Gober’s early sculpture — a large, functioning dollhouse titled “Dollhouse 2,” from 1977 — occupies
the center of the show. Childhood is also evoked in two nearby found objects, both handmade: a
pair of child-size wood crutches and a decrepit wood-and-marble baptismal font. The combination
may bring to mind the poignant title of D.W. Winnicott’s great book on childhood development,
“Home is Where We Start From.”

Smith, Roberta. “Review: Robert Gober Conjures America.” The New York Times, October 4, 2023.
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In 2002, Robert Gober interviewed Vija Celmins at her Long Island home. He asked her about her
work habits: “Do you work every day2"” Celmins said she didn't. “I have always had a very compli-
cated relationship with working—starting and stopping,” she said. Gober admitted that he hadn't
“really worked in a year and a half.”1 It is funny to read their anxious exchange about working (and
not working) after seeing Vija Celmins / Robert Gober, the two-person show currently on view at
Matthew Marks Gallery, in which their tenderly labored works invite viewers close.

Both artists have been celebrated for decades and both are on the gallery’s roster. Beyond that,
the short press release makes no argument for why they should be considered in fandem. Both often
take familiar or ubiquitous objects as their subjects (sinks, spiderwelbs)—this is not unique to them,
given that Celmins began her career when Pop was taking hold and Gober's early years coincided

Wagley, Catherine. “Vija Celmins / Robert Gober at Matthew Marks Gaﬂery." Contemporary Art Review Los Angeles,
November 11, 2022.



with the Pictures Generation. Yet there's no Sherrie-Levine-esque critical distance to their remaking
and re-presenting. They are not commenting on the readymade or aesthetics of commerce. They
instead give so much fastidious attention to something “typical” that it becomes infimately strange.

The earliest artwork in the exhibition, Celmins’ Porsche (1966—-67), is an oil painting of an L.A. freeway
as seen from inside the car. The image is mostly gray and blue—smoggy—and based on a photo-
graph she took while driving (many of her paintings start as photographs). While capturing the hazy
monotony of freeway driving, the lushness of the paint makes the scene feel deep enough to fall
into. This painting hangs opposite Celmins’ white-on-black Night Sky #22 (2015-18) and black-on-
white Reverse Night Sky #1 (2014). Star-like dots on a deep, densely layered ground, these paintings
give off an aura, their repetitive simplicity almost demanding that a viewer linger. At the back of the
room, Gober's Untitled (functioning sinks) (1992), a white-painted cast bronze sink with idiosyncratic
fixtures, gushes constantly, water coming from two faucets and draining out a pipe that disappears
into the gallery’s wall. This sink, like so many made by Gober, is delightfully imperfect, with a hand-
made-looking surface that belies its pristine whiteness.

The best Gober work in the show is, | would argue, a painted piece of gypsum polymer made o
look like a torn fragment of a packing blanket—the kind used to wrap and protect artworks or
furniture. Mounted an inch or two from the wall, Untitled (2006-7) floats stifly, and shares a small
side room with Celmins’ Blackboard Tableau #11 (2007-15), a sculptural recreation of a tablet-sized
blackboard, empty but for the slight white haze left behind by wiped-away chalk. Together, these
two painstakingly crafted objects are eerie. They feel leftover, or cast off, from a larger story, the
details of which we are left to imagine.

Both Celmins and Gober have always felt to me quietly rebellious in their insistence on slowness—
Celmins, who had Ed Ruscha and James Turrell among her peers, veering away from the bold,
iconic shapes and imagery, while Gober, whose sinks have often been linked to the AIDS crisis (and
the public obsession with hygiene in that moment), chose what Peter Schjeldahl called “poetic in-
direction.” 2 The works in Vija Celmins / Robert Gober, all indirectly poetic, radiate an insistent, quiet
energy, as if whispering “if you stay a while, I'll help you feel and see what | feel and see in this vast,
confounding world.”

Vija Celmins / Robert Gober runs from October 29-December 23, 2022 at Matthew Marks Gallery
(1062 N. Orange Grv. and 7818 Santa Monica Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90046).

Wagley, Catherine. “Vija Celmins / Robert Gober at Matthew Marks Gallery.” Contemporary Art Review Los Angeles,
November 11, 2022.
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January 27, 2022

I am not alone when I say that Robert Gober’s uncanny works ignite a series of associations that go
far beyond the thing that I am looking at. Often, these associations transport me to an impossible

place that exists only in the mind or in art, a space of contemplation and reflection on the limits of

Yau, John. “Robert Gober Looks Into Our Heart of Darkness.” Hypemllergif, January 27, 2022.



perception and the inherent constraints of language. Made 20 years ago, “Prison Window” (1992)
used the motif of a barred window inset into a wallpapered wall to collapse interior and exterior
worlds, the expansive and the severely circumscribed. The wallpaper is printed with a forest of
sunlight-dappled trees; two tree trunks that rise from the bottom to the top edge flank the barred
window. The tree trunks are in the foreground, the forest in the background. Beyond the bars, in
the inset, we see a pale blue-and-pink tinted sky, with no sense of what is beneath it. Where are we
when we look at “Prison Window”? What is the prison we are in? What does being free mean to us?

How does being free manifest in us?

These and other questions about location, along with a cluster of unexpected associations, came
to mind when I went twice to see the exhibition Robert Gober: “Shut up.” “No. You shut up.”

at Matthew Marks Gallery (through January 29, 2022). The window motif is the binder of this
exhibition, comprised of 13 drawings and eight wall-mounted sculptures, a wooden pew from

a church, a work that joins an early drawing by Gober and a small painting by the American
Impressionist painter and furniture maker Robert Henry Logan (1874-1942), a pot of geraniums

Yau, John. “Robert Gober Looks Into Our Heart of Darkness.” Hypemllergif, January 27, 2022.



Robert Gober, “"Untitled” (2020), graphite on found drawing, 6 7/8 x 8 3/8 inches

on a low white pedestal, and fresh bananas that are placed on a corner of the gallery desk every

morning.

While these associations came to me, and recurred between the time I first saw the exhibition and
my return the next day, Gober’s work eventually overtook them and became what I thought about
and continue to be haunted by — as I am by his “Untitled (Dog Bed)” (1987), which I wrote about

years ago.

When I began poring over the eight identically sized, square aluminum boxes, each containing a
weather-worn window frame with peeling paint, which Gober meticulously replicates along with
everything else in the box, often at a reduced scale, I remembered that Lois Dodd’s great painting,
“View through Eliot’s Shack Looking South” (1971), is in the collection of the Museum of Modern
Art, a gift from Gober.

In that painting, Dodd compresses the reflection on the window of the trees behind her with what
is seen through the glass: a window at the other end of the shack, and what is visible through that

window. It is the only painting by Dodd, who is 94, in the museum’s collection. Dodd and Gober

Yau, John. “Robert Gober Looks Into Our Heart of Darkness.” Hypemllergif, January 27, 2022.



share an interest in location, the mundane world, time’s ravaging effects, and the conflation of near
and far, outside and inside. Has anybody ever done an exhibition centered on the dialogue these two
artists are engaged in?

A second association that came to me, although it was after I left the show (and in part motivated
my return), was a series of articles by Russ Rymer titled, “Annals of Silence (a Silent Childhood),”
about a young woman who spent 13 years of her life strapped to a chair or bed in a closed room,
which appeared in The New Yorker in April 1992. Two years later, the articles were incorporated
into a detailed, empathetic book, Genie: A Scientific Tragedy (1994). One thing that Rymer focused
on was language acquisition and what was learned about her life and imaginative feelings, and

investments she made in the things around her, including a shiny yellow raincoat.
The memory of this article was stirred up by the shadow boxes, which contained the window frame

and the other objects that Gober carefully replicated, but I must emphasize that this is not the lens
through which I saw the artwork. Rather, Gober’s placement of an untitled drawing on the wall
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between two facing walls, and the shadow boxes he placed there, is what prompted me to consider
a possible connection between the work and the article. On a found drawing, a 19th-century
academic study of the bottom of a foot (likely done in an art class), Gober wrote in stencil-like
letters the phrase “Human Garbage.” He inverted the drawing, echoing its viewpoint, so that the
foot and phrase are upside down. One of the unsettling things about this drawing is that Gober does
not provide a context: he offers no anecdote or narrative, which would enable us to maintain an
emotional distance from the pairing of a corpse-like section of a bare foot and the phrase, as well as

give the viewer a way out of feeling implicated in the work.

Given Gober’s attention to detail and placement (the boxes’ contents are permanently affixed, even
the loose dirt, cigarette butts, and pieces of Styrofoam peanuts), I was struck by the fact that it was
mounted in the middle of a long wall. On the facing walls, Gober mounted two more boxes, both
titled “Help Me” (2018-21 and 2020-21). While the two works seem at first to mirror each other,

Yau, John. “Robert Gober Looks Into Our Heart of Darkness.” Hypemllergif, January 27, 2022.



that is not the case. The curtains are on the outside of the window in one, while they are behind the
window in the other. In both, because the curtains do not hang straight down, it is as if a breeze is

blowing.

Gober’s evocation of a breeze calls attention to the viewer’s presence. Are we outside the window,
looking in at the rusted, empty can of farm grease resting on the sill? If the curtains are behind the
window, suggesting that we are outside, why is the inset metal lift facing us? It does not face us

in the bottom frame, on the opposite wall, where the curtains hang outside the window and seem

to blow in. What does it mean to be both outside and inside the space implied by the half-open
window? Are we both inside and outside our body or the room? What does the feeling of dislocation
signify? Does it refer to the human impulse to compartmentalize when the body is threatened or, to
take a cue from Gober’s drawing, treated like garbage? How much do we know about what is going

on in the world around us? How much do we want to know?

In the next gallery space are two pieces both titled “Why didn’t I” (2020-21), installed on opposite
walls. Again, the artist has compressed the outside and inside: Venetian blinds are on the “outside”
of the window, while the window’s inset latch is on the “inside.” Within the box, resting on the sill,

is a rotting section of log, with one tiny green plant rising from one side, evoking death, decay, and
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rebirth on the broadest level. What are we to make of the smoked cigarette butts and rusted bottle
cap visible beneath the log? Are they markers of linear time juxtaposed with the log’s allusion to

circular time? We live in both, don’t we? To whom is the works’ shared title addressed?

What about the decal on the windowpane that reads “Police Athletic League”? Why is the glass
cracked in one of the works, the fissure running through the decal, and not the other? Why is one
facing inward and the other facing outward? What do we think of the police? Do we think about
them? Are they just unseen people in uniform, part of the faceless masses meant to make sure

society runs smoothly?

This is where we encounter Gober’s genius. In his attention to minute details, he prompts viewers
to look closer and to ponder the ordinary, to think about how we live in time and what we see and
do not see. The paint is peeling from the cracked window frames. These are houses that have fallen
on hard times. If we are on both the outside and inside, what does that say about our relationship
to the unseen inhabitants who live behind these windows? Are we any different or better than the
“mass of men [who] lead lives of quiet desperation,” to cite Henry David Thoreau’s well-known

observation?

“Waterfall” (2015-16), on its own wall, invites the viewer to go down another rabbit hole. A dark
blue jacket the color of a policeman’s uniform faces the wall and seems to be entering it. On the back
of the jacket is a small aperture framed in metal. The viewer has to come close to peer inside, which
allows you to momentarily forget where you are. We are pulled into an underground world made

of rocks piled upon each other, thin branches, light from above, and a steady flow of water running
over the rocks. Are we animals living underground? Is this world inside the uniformed person’s
body? What is outside? What is inside? Where is the uniform going? Or is it stuck?

As I left the gallery, I stopped at certain pieces, to double check my first impressions. Did the
vertical log behind the cloth in “Untitled (2020-21) rise above the top edge, where it is prominent,
but not continue below the cloth’s bottom edge, which is only a short distance from the bottom
edge of the box? Why did Gober leave this absence? What about the cut paper snowflakes, some

of which are torn? Who tore these parts off? Why are they taped on the outside of the window

and not on the inside? In these works, Gober pulled me into another world, one that was both
illuminated by natural light and full of cold shadows. At no point did I feel like I had the answers to
these questions. It was not necessarily a comfortable place to be, but it was deeply and profoundly

moving.

Robert Gober: “Shut up.” “No. You shut up.” continues at Matthew Marks Gallery (522 West 22nd
Street, Chelsea, Manhattan) through January 29.
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VULTURE

A siegelike mindset — unspeakably isolated,
sleepwalking, wounded, monomaniacally self-
enclosed, but finally atoning — inhabits Robert
Gober’s exhibition at Matthew Marks Gallery.
The show’s title distills our self-cannibalizing and
polarized time: “Shut up.” “No. You shut up.” The
exhibition, which is open through January 29, is
a portrayal of crisis and alienation that grants a
concluding palliative grace. It isn’t for everyone,
and its stripped-down colorless minimalism

and fussiness will probably have struck some as
boring belly-button-gazing and the fetishization
of trauma. But for me it was a very slow-burning,

don’t-miss show.

Laid out in five galleries are 22 works. There are 13 found academic pencil-drawings of feet to
which Gober has added barred prison windows. Distributed throughout the show, these images
form a kind of repeating visual choir — aching, estranged. They’re a poignant book of hours where
time moves barely at all and under inner pressure. The barred windows made me think of Proust’s

observation, “There’s no such thing as a beautiful prison.”

But the main works here are eight reliquary-like wall pieces, enclosed windows, haunted
Wunderkammers filled with strange objects. While every object looks found, in fact everything

you're seeing has been hyperhandcrafted by Gober and his assistants with a Shaker-like dedication.
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There are tubs of farm grease, a robin’s nest with teeny blue eggs resting on top of a rusty muffler
poking through a shade, half-drawn blinds, a tree trunk seemingly grown inside the house, cut out
winter snowflakes Scotch-taped to greasy windows — signs of children, home-schooling, Christmas,
or empty nests. We see cigarette butts, packing peanuts, police-athletic-association decals. In these
decals I saw the cracked visage of institutions disintegrating before our collective eyes. Each of these
Joseph Cornell-Donald Judd-like repositories resembles the closed windows of American working-
class homes. Time stops here or is in slow motion. These floating otherworldly tombstones seem to

intone the Latin burial inscription, “What you are, I was; what I am, you will be.”

Together these windows anthropomorphized for me into American lives fortressed behind walls and
glass. I projected the inhabitants as white families. I felt an atavism of the occupants inside, people
who imagined themselves in danger, looked down on, humiliated, aggrieved, vengeful, feeding on
fears of everything that is not them. Everything outside these windows is seen as a threat. I felt

the crushing sadness of this last half-decade, and more since January 6, gazing helplessly at the
extremism, cruelty, corruption, victimhood, fatalism, moral damage, and the infantile rebellion

against all authority that has only frozen more solid. I saw how dark I’'ve become about America.
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How every conversation with a stranger has an edge to it and the sight of a MAGA hat seems
something like an American swastika to me. Meanwhile, I know that these people look at me the
same way and see a patronizing elite trying to take their “freedom” away.

An American Ur-window formed in my mind: The one I once contemplated through beat-up shades
in Cushing, Maine, in the home that inspired Andrew Wyeth’s iconic Christina’s World. The house
is still standing. I laid in the grass exactly where Wyeth placed Christina. In Gober’s windows,
Christina is America: Disabled, fallen, unaided, enigmatic, enervated, filled with longing, accursed,
anointed; a fallen angel, lonesome dove, and failed state. In the reflections of Gober’s closed
windows I saw not only how we have all been traumatized by the events of the last years, but my

own paranoia.

All this comes to a head on the back wall of the final gallery in a modern masterpiece. Titled
Waterfall, it is a life-size figurative sculpture of a fragmented torso without arms, seen from behind,
and outfitted in a wool-cotton suit jacket. A floating Magritte, mannequin, or ghost. An opening lets
us peer inside. It’s strange entering another body this way in public, vulnerable, exposed, erotic,
voyeuristic. Inside there’s clear beautiful light, the primal sounds of trickling water, dampness on
your cheeks, the negative ozone of running water. Gober has recreated an actual working ecosystem

with pumped water running over handmade rocks, stones, moss, eddying around dead leaves, twigs,
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and sticks. I thought of the artificial waterfall in Duchamp’s Etant donnés. 1 fell into a standing
trance. I stopped looking for meanings and surrendered to this island beyond reason. I was freed,
however temporarily, from everything. Instead of looking through Duchamp’s peephole in a door

into the body of a splayed-legged woman, Gober’s waterfall lets us look into ourselves.

For me, Waterfall transformed into a kind of confessional. I left the larger political world and
inverted my gaze. First, I remembered that none of us can ever really know what’s inside anyone
else, what they’ve gone and are going through. That much of what all of us think is true comes from
errors about our suppositions. That is when I gleaned that the siegelike mindset, the unspeakably
isolated, sleepwalking, wounded, monomaniacally self-enclosed spirit I saw in these windows

was neither frenzied America nor other people. It was me — a person with half-drawn curtains,
who’d grown too sure about what was happening around me. In what Amanda Gorman called the
“overcrowded solitude” of our pandemic isolation, and without quite knowing it, I had become so
happy in working and keeping my own company I lost the ties that bind me to other people and
strangers. I became convinced that my thinking about the world around me was right, and in some

sick way I wished never to return to social life.

Since March 2020, the pathologically skittish self I have cloaked in extroverted gregariousness my

whole life has become ascendent. My curtains drew. Inside this self-made world, I didn’t know it,
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but some of my oldest demons spoke to me. The last couple of years have taught me that there is a
dark side to my solitude — one I thought I'd banished. The part of me that withdrew from people in
my 20s and in my 30s filled me with envy, rancor, self-pity, contempt, imperiousness, striking out at
others first in fear that I'd be rejected as an imposter. Waterfall made me know that I was becoming

that self again. I was scared.

I had internalized the last five years of political upheaval, two years of pandemic semi-isolation,
witnessing in rapid succession the murder of George Floyd and one of America’s political parties
turning authoritarian. All this is a form of personal social death and collective trauma. I feel a
disconnected sense of loss, melancholia, and homesickness. I find myself pining for things that
never happened, wishing for what others might have, and am disappointed in opportunities that
disappeared once the pandemic began. I had a book published the day America went into national
lockdown and had to cancel a 45-day book tour. Such self-pity in the face of nearly a million dead
Americans is off, disturbing. Yet I think we all have similar feelings. There is a free-floating low-
level anxiety and deprivation. All of us have ceased to exist in relation to one another. This isn’t fully

human. I think I, we, are in a simultaneous state of shock and mourning.

I see it when I go out now to openings, small dinners, and gatherings. I am ecstatic, thrilled. I

bounce from person to person, giving and getting feedback. But instead of acting right, I am being

Saltz, Jerry. “Robert Gober’s Mirror.” Vaulture, January 24, 2022.



dickish, barking at people, being snappy, gabby, tone-deaf, missing social cues, acting gruff. I

have made good people feel bad while telling myself this is okay because I knew the score. I hear
myself give orders to acquaintances, telling others how to do this or that. I have been looking down
on other people’s goals, on the one hand, and judging others for not reaching those goals, on the
other. I have become this bossy political-guru, cable-news-panelist, Twitter-speaking narrator in
Dostoyevsky’s Notes From Underground. My social reflexes are shot. I am the self I thought I'd
imprisoned all those years ago. I tell myself that no one notices. But I notice: I have transformed my
beautiful art world aviary into a private nest. I am an ostrich thinking I am invisible when everyone

has a clear view of me.

I've lost so much by being too happy in my solitude. Pattern and habit set into my life. My empathy,
accountability, and flexibility have eroded. My imagination became a monologue rather than the
cultivated coral reef of my interactions with others, strangers, friends, artists, gallerists, other
critics, anyone. I stopped. I shied away from experiencing the fullness of running into someone,
exchanging confidences, trading trivialities and gossip, trying out new ideas, learning things I didn’t
already know, seeing where I'm wrong or only listening to my demons, or just having to deal with
pangs of jealousy and fits of social-professional indignation. I do not know if the past few years
have done this to others, and, if so, to what extent might many of us have become some of the worst

versions of ourselves in our extended isolations. For me, I know that beyond this, lies nothing.
Sartre was wrong: Hell is not “other people.” Hell is being around only people exactly like yourself,

or perhaps only yourself. In his tender mercies, Gober opens the sluices of this mystery that let us

feel part of something bigger and to glimpse a promise of new beauty.
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Since the nineteen-seventies, this esteemed American artist
has made work that seems to materialize directly from his
unconscious, albeit slowly; elements that might appear to
be found (sinks, beds, bundles of newspapers) are, in fact,
painstakingly made by hand, realistic but also somehow
uncanny. The diorama-like shadow boxes on view in
Gober’s current show—titled “Shut up. No. You shut up.”—
reflect his characteristic emotional restraint and cool touch,
but they gain new power from their intimate size and the
inherent tension of containment. Two arresting examples,
both titled “Help me,” are installed facing each other at

a distance, offering cropped views of the same window,
complete with floral curtains and a rusted can labelled
“farm grease” atop the sill. Initially, they look identical, but
close inspection—which requires traversing the space—
reveals more differences than similarities, not unlike two
siblings’ recollections of the same childhood memory.

— Johanna Fateman
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=IBROOKLYN RAIL

CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES OM ARTS, POLITICS, AND CULTURE

“Shut up.” “No. You shut up.” is a subtly splendid exhibition that thrives on denial and poverty. This
new work includes eight wall-hung, open-faced aluminum boxes, 30 inches square by 13 inches

deep, each like a window, but not. They contain sections of window apparatus, even a whole sash,
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but lack sills and jambs; the sides and bottom of the aluminum box
stand in for the whole. Windows with a view could have been like the
squared portals in a number of signature works by the artist, but he
has deliberately reduced his own escape artistry: the back of the box
is always plainly evident, so the boxes lead nowhere. They oblige us
to confront and study, leaving us no getaway. With choice elements
of window sash come patterned curtains, rollup and Venetian blinds,
and casually distributed items, mostly incongruent. A window
accumulates un-nice stuff over a season, but not a chunk of auto
exhaust muffler and tailpipe jutting roomward from the back wall,

supporting a bird’s nest with a clutch of eggs.

Rules of this game are: the contents will not be interrupted by the enclosure—they stop neatly short
of the sides. Even the drapes, which don’t hang from the top of the box, float just below it. A peculiar
brought-up-short feeling comes with that. The boxes might remind one of John F. Peto’s (1854—
1907) trompe I'oeil mood boards of pinned and dangling things, for the sake of their deft trickery
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but also for their understated play of capture and confinement, an activity in which the author does
not appear. The unseen sculptor eludes an obvious presence within his work but snares himself

inside it. Like the cut-paper snowflakes, taped to the window glass from the inside.

An inspired paucity is the vehicle of the artist’s latest style. Perhaps he no longer needs much from
the outside world. Maybe he gave too much already. This recent work requires only a few careworn
referents, and the style itself is soberly underplayed. These new pieces might hit harder than ever
or just drift blandly over some viewers’ heads. As an artist grows old (just somewhat older, in this
case) and speaks more simply and directly than ever, he (Robert Gober) may quite simply not care
whether you get it or not. Form is all he needs or wants. He works for himself—one thinks of Jasper
Johns ... self-occupied, courteous, and indifferent—I've made looking and thinking the same thing.
Take it or leave it. Not “satisfied?” What has satisfaction got to do with it?

Nevertheless, though they are less spectacular than many of Gober’s signature works and perhaps
even more difficult than the others to date, the boxes are easy on the eyes—plainly excellent and
willing decoration. Maybe as good as the Minimalist master wallworks they sidelong murmur to, or

about.

A good many of Gober’s other works are portals from something quotidian to something
extraordinary and better. Not these. Here are weather-beaten windows, cracked glass, peeling paint,
drabby hangings, open cans of grease, and punky firewood on offer, inside and out. Remembering
Johns again—the boxes are like Valentines, one artist to another—they lead from deadpan scarcity

to no more, and no better.

And they frustrate metaphors that practically beg to go to work. They do not make elliptical
portraits of the artist, as Peto doors and Cornell boxes routinely do, and they cancel the
metaphorical window to the soul, as well. Though each is an evident place, they are not primal
scenes of things overheard—Shut up. No. You shut up, for instance. The curtains wafting in,
swinging out would suggest a breathing interior, but the blank back wall of the box denies it. The
singsong title was only heard inside the artist’s head. Each window is a monologue of the mind in its
solitude, not to be disturbed, not caring to make sense, perhaps carelessly gnawing at sense, making

trash of memory, and relieving itself of what it knows.

For now, the artist needs so little to conjure with. Soil. Walnut shells (crushed). Boar’s hair. The
paper snowflakes. The aforementioned muffler and cans of grease. An open book of paper matches.
Translucent adhesive tape. All the contents must be “real” in his usual way—they aren’t, he made
them—much as things remembered are: seemingly factual, ostensibly literal but half synthetic.

Which half? Top, bottom, inside, out? Studies of eyewitnesses leave us no more than half-confident
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in the facts we recall. We now know that inside the mind, imagination and prejudice glue the
contents to the shelves. And the present finds that glue edible.

The windows were evidently visited, uninvited. In the dim corners, right or left, are the occasional
daddy long legs, and on the floor, the fallen scrapings and tailings of gnawing and boring performed
out of sight. And the occasional crumpled cigarette butt. Or pencil, designedly dropped. The pencil
might suggest the artist, careful planner, maker, teller, and repairman of tales. The derelict butt
might read as simply careless but is maybe not so casual. We might think it was deliberately crushed

out by someone on someone else’s work, the artist playing both parts.

What if all this depicted matter were real, salvaged windows sawn down to fit, for instance? Why not
find a muffler and cut off as much as is needed? It isn’t hard to find recently vacated bird’s nests and
appropriate them. What if all these components were not such deliberately-made things? What a

let-down that would be. And a pass, permitting us not to feel so much.
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Making peeling painted wood, a patterned curtain, a book of matches, as this artist does, is a matter
of possession—matter made thought, like a Hopper picture of an old house in Nyack, from the
street. Hopper was an artist ridden by the past, who painted to own his subject—make the thing and
be less mastered. Gober’s theater has long been a matter of posing and re-posing the prison house
of the body. Now the “Shut up” windows narrow his proscenium to a game of only a few pieces,
played inside a uniform square. They only barely suggest and frequently deny the corporeality of his

previous work. Form overrules representation. The outcome might be freedom, at last.
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During our long winter of isolation, we spent a lot of time looking out of windows. Robert Gober,
meanwhile, seems to have spent his time looking into them. The astonishingly lifelike objects

in his new untitled sculptures, crafted from wood, gypsum, epoxy resin and other materials, sit
behind panes of glass in square frames as if on a sill. The earliest of these prescient works, begun
in 2018, includes a gentle cascade of paper snowflakes that appear to condense into white
Styrofoam packing peanuts. A set of linen curtains, dipped in resin, have frozen mid-flutter. Two
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works feature fabricated cans of B.A. Farm Grease framed by curtains in a chintzy floral print,
once again motionless in an imaginary breeze. Gober has crafted the flaking sashes on these
windows from scratch, like everything else that lies within them. Few artists since Joseph Cornell
have so deftly cut apertures into the subconscious, and these works permit multiple readings to
trickle through them, from fond memories of home to recollections of confinement.

At Matthew Marks, the sculptures are presented alongside a series of recent drawings, all
completed in the past year, which depict barred windows embedded in human hands and feet.
They invite us to imagine an escape from the prison of our own flesh. As if to drive the point
further, at the far end of the exhibition, a square hole cut from a man'’s suit jacket, mounted to the
wall, offers a view onto a real cascading waterfall. A room of indeterminate height and depth lies
within that paternal cavity. Waterfall (2015-16) is one of Gober’s most arresting works, a reminder
of all that flows behind our starched facades. If escape is even possible, its route will lead there—
not out, but in. —Evan Moffitt

Robert Gober, Waterfall, 2015-2016. Wool, cotton, wood, paint on epoxy putty and resin, recycling pumps, lights,
water, 115 X 67 X 64 inches. © Robert Gober, Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery
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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—135 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

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

Gober, Robert, and Deborah Solomon. “A Master’s Domestic Surrealism: Robert Gober’s Art of the Comrnonplace
Is a Good Fit Now.” The New York Times, June 2, 2020, pp. CI, C4.

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



box 1is 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 earliestwork 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.

Gober, Robert, and Deborah Solomon. “A Master’s Domestic Surrealism: Robert Gober’s Art of the Comrnonplace
Is a Good Fit Now.” The New York Times, June 2, 2020, pp. CI, C4.



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.IV., 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.

Gober, Robert, and Deborah Solomon. “A Master’s Domestic Surrealism: Robert Gober’s Art of the Comrnonplace
Is a Good Fit Now.” The New York Times, June 2, 2020, pp. CI, C4.

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. Idon’thave 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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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 | first saw the work in 2007.

McLean-Ferris, Laura. “Eroticism, Anger and Hope in the Work of Robert Gober.” Frieze, January 11, 2019.



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 | could be a conduit too.

McLean-Ferris, Laura. “Eroticism, Anger and Hope in the Work of Robert Gober.” Frieze, January 11, 2019.
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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,

Tan, Ken. “The Bewildering Lexicon of Robert Gober.” Hypemllergic, April 17, 2018.



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

Tan, Ken. “The Bewildering Lexicon of Robert Gober.” Hypemllergic, April 17, 2018.



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

Tan, Ken. “The Bewildering Lexicon of Robert Gober.” Hypemllergic, April 17, 2018.



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.

Tan, Ken. “The Bewildering Lexicon of Robert Gober.” Hypemllergic, April 17, 2018.
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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.

“Robert Gober.” The New Yorker, March 16, 2018.
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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.

Press, Clayton. “Robert Gober: Tick Tock At New York’s Matthew Marks Gallery.” Forbes, February 26, 2018.



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.

Press, Clayton. “Robert Gober: Tick Tock At New York’s Matthew Marks Gallery.” Forbes, February 26, 2018.



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 a 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

Press, Clayton. “Robert Gober: Tick Tock At New York’s Matthew Marks Gallery.” Forbes, February 26, 2018.



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 Etant donnés (1946-1966). The “look” may be there, but
not the manufacture. Etant 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 Etant 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.

Press, Clayton. “Robert Gober: Tick Tock At New York’s Matthew Marks Gallery.” Forbes, February 26, 2018.



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 [ would not be able to tell you. But this doesn’t mean it is not

”m

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.

Press, Clayton. “Robert Gober: Tick Tock At New York’s Matthew Marks Gallery.” Forbes, February 26, 2018.
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Mack, Johsua. “Robert Gober The Heart Is Not a Metaphor.” ArtReview, March 2015, p. 136.
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Salle, David. “Drainman.” Town and Country, December 2014 — January 2015, pp. 102, 236.



Drain Man

LLoNTINUED FROM PaGE 102] i5, they have none;
things turn into other things at will, and in the
artist’s hands, the familiar becomes strange,
an emblem of alienation. His more elaborate
works combine images in ways that recall day-
dreams or adolescent doodles: sinks that sprout
drooping limbs; a fireplace filled with men’s
legs, complete with well-worn shoes, in place
of logs; still more legs that sprout candles or
drains; a wax replica of 2 man’s chest endowed
with one breast; a white painted crib with sides
slanted into a parallelogram, to name a few.
Gober’s material palette also expanded con-
siderably. To the wood and plaster was added
wax, human hair, lightbulbs, leather, running
water. There isa whifT of the hospital, the wax
museum, the fun house, the morgue. These
works are creepy, liturgical, a little alarming,
with something bristling, almost accusa-
tory, just below the surface. They also have a
mordant humor, the vocabulary of the melted
world. The shadow of Magritte falls over them.
In addition ta his formidable talent
and tough-mindedness, Gober’s ascent had

Gober's concerns: cleanliness, servitude, abjec-
tion—as well as romantic love. A wall-size
hand-painted mural of a forest scene serves as
the backdrop for six mounted sinks, this time
with functioning taps and drains. The sound
the water makes as it falls and empties, the
rushing and gurgling of it, has heen ampli-
fied—it takes over your mind. There are, in
addition, barred windows, boxes of rat poison,
and stacks of what look to be old copies of the
New York Times but are in fact screen-printed
facsimiles with made-up photographs and
headlines. This carnival of despair and control
left me feeling utterly hollowed out, yet also
elated by its existence. That Gober could exter-
nalize and male concrete such complexity of
feeling—it lifts one up. It’'s a richly theatrical
work. It could be aset for a play by Pinter
or Genet. By forcefully bringing to mind a
cultural moment mired in feelings of failure,
enervation, and entrapment, Gober creates
something that makes you hold your breath.
One of Gober’s themes is the terror and
feeling of marginality that go with being
a man. His work is like a catalog of male
torments, desires, and failings, which are
sometimes ameliorated by a maternal or

By forcetully bringing to mind a cultural moment mired
in feelings of failure, enervation, and entrapment, Gober
creates something that makes you hold your breath.

something to do with timing. Surrealism was
being ket back in, after decades of banishment
to high schoal art class. The same combina-
tion— linking images, sometimes bizarre ones,
with a post-minimal procedural approach—
would later form the foundation of Matthew
Barney'’s work, along with that of dozens of
other younger artists. What difTerentiates
Gober from the rest is his attitude toward
media. Where Barney, to name one example,
has transitioned to full-on showman, a maker
of elaborate productions on an immense scale,
it’s easy to imagine Gober still living witha
black-and-white TV, if he has one at all. That
is to say, he adheres to the more intimate, tra-
ditional means of art’s transmission; he makes
environments, not spectacles.

At the beginning of the gos, as the art
world and art market froze into a kind of
paralysis, Gober made an admirable leap into
large-scale installations. MoMA has restaged
several of these pieces, and they are stunning;
they seem today like fully arrived classical
art, albeit of a particularly melancholy flavor
One in particular, Unsitled (1992), first seen
at DIAs old Chelsea space, locates several of

Salle, David. “Drainman.” Town and Country, December 2014 — January 2015, pp. 102, 236.

religious femalk image. Of course, it’s big-
ger than this and can't be reduced to any one
effect. But at least in part his work pointsto
a vanquished or otherwise missing father; the
remains of whom are seen mainly from the
waist down, often accompanied by lighted
candles in memoriam. But, at least for a male
viewer, there’s a feeling of confronting the
father but also becoming him. In the sculp-
ture Untitled Lag (1989-90) and its many
variations, I feel as though I'm coming face to
face with a combination doppelganger and
shroud. These body cast sculptures have the
vibration of a grave site; they are either dead
serious or very funny, depending on your
mood. The space between the top of the sock
and the pants cuff, in its vulnerable, horizon-
tal whiteness, is, to me, as chilling a glimpse of
the fallen father as we are likely to get.
Gober’s work is important because it
plants these images somehow within us, set-
ting off a cathartic chain reaction. He would
no doubt have made a probing psychoana-
Iyst, adept at holding the broken idealization.
T'm not sure he isn't a new type of analyst in
artist’s clothing. ¢
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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
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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



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
Ttaly 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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