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OF THE CHANGING
EYE

Whether the above composition looks beautiful, ugly, or simply bewilder-

UNTITLED,* BY LEE BONTECOL
. ing to you dey

on how you look at it. It's reproduced here because it

v 20 it altesy

illustrates rather concisely something we wish to celebrate

in this
issue. about beauty. Which is: the standard of beauty has changed,

because our way of looking at it has changed. There is a new kind of

beauty, because there’s a new response 1o it—a new perspicacity in the eve

of the beholder. Perhaps you recall the hero of the robust Victorian thrill-
et. The Woman in White, saying of one young female character, “The

lady was ugly.” And so she probably was, by Victorian standards

which ran to Grecian noses, golden tresses,

and big, blue, tear-brimmed
eyes. By those standards, Sophia Loren's looks would get her no place,

- But hy ours, ra Fairlie—the heroine of The Woman in If hite—would :
\:-6: th look insipid. The new beauty comes on strong with a universal style and { %
Shicaat glow—a positive dash that rides right over the old specifics. She is hard g
ectable for lo e

to define but easy to spot. All you need is the new eye to see her with,

_the fiber you cal
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8-bit CMYK flat TIFF file, 383x281 pixels (7.66x5.62 inches) @ 50.00 pixels/inch, written by Adobe Photoshop 6.0
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Co-organized by the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago,
and the UCLA Hammer Museum

Above: Lee Bontecou in her Pennsylvania studio, 2003. Photo: Josh Titus

Right: Untitled, 1966. Welded steel, canvas, epoxy, leather, wire, and
light. Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago; gift of Rober B. Mayer
Family Collection (1991.85)

Back Cover: Untitled, 1997. Graphite on paper. Collection of Tony
and Gail Ganz, Los Angeles

Cover: Untitled (detail), c. 1980-98. Welded steel, porcelain,
wire mesh, canvas, and wire. Collection of the artist, courtesy
of Knoedler & Co., New York

Lee Bontecou: 4 Retrospective

Ocotober 5, 2003-January 11, 2004

Elizabeth A. T. Smith

One of the few women artists to achieve broad recognition in
the 1960s, Lee Bontecou created a strikingly original body of
work from the late 1950s to the present. Co-organized by the
Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, and the UCLA Hammer
Museum, this exhibition surveys almost fifty years of her work,
including numerous recent sculptures and drawings that have
never before been exhibited. It provides an extraordinary oppor-
tunity to reconsider an artist who has become a legendary fig-
ure due to the powerful impact of her work of the 1960s and
1970s and the relevance and interest it still holds for many
younger artists.

Whether heroically scaled or intimate, Bontecou’s predominant-
ly abstract work has consistently incorporated figurative, organ-
ic, and mechanistic references to states of transformation
between the natural and the man-made. From her early sculp-
tures—wall-mounted, three-dimensional objects in which geo-
metric fragments of canvas and other materials are stretched
over and fastened onto welded metal framework—to the explo-
sive intricacy of her most recent pieces, many of which are sus-
pended in space, Bontecou’s greatest preoccupation as an artist
has been to encompass “as much of life as possible—no barri-
ers—no boundaries—all freedom in every sense.”

Born in 1931 in Providence, Rhode Island, and raised in
Westchester County, New York, Bontecou attended the Art
Students League in New York from 1952 to 1955, followed by a
period of residence in Rome. She worked in a vein of abstract-
ed figuration, sculpting animal and bird forms that in their
crudeness and vigor anticipated the direction of her subsequent
work. Upon her return to New York, Bontecou arrived at the idea
of creating lightweight welded frameworks resembling boxes
and infilling them with wire mesh, canvas, and muslin to impart
a painterly sense of depth and illusion. The resulting objects,
while primarily geometric in form, resembled rough-hewn
machines with a curiously handmade presence.

Beginning in 1959, a large circular opening began to recur in
Bontecou’s sculpture, projecting from the surface of the work
itself and framing a dark, receding inset. She intended these
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blackened voids to evoke mystery and a range of emotive responses
to the unknown, the wondrous, and the sublime, prompted in part by
her fascination with scientific and technological advances surround-
ing the exploration of outer space. At the same time, this aspect of
her work refers to the underbelly of human nature, encompassing
fear, violence, brutality, and war. In a statement accompanying the
Museum of Modern Art’s 1963 exhibition Americans, Bontecou said
that her goal was to “build things that express our relation to this
country—to other countries—to this world—to other worlds—in
terms of myself. To glimpse some of the fear, hope, ugliness, beauty,
and mystery that exists in all of us and which hangs over all the
young people today.”

References to airplanes, the wings of birds, and other anthropomor-
phic and mechanomorphic elements increasingly reverberated within
Bontecou's sculpture, including a monumental work commissioned by
Lincoln Center for the New York State Theater, and in numerous draw-
ings of the early and mid-1960s. By the later 1960s Bontecou began
to further shift the direction of her sculpture, developing works made
of balsa wood and silk, resembling chrysalis forms. She also began to
experiment with synthetic materials such as fiberglass and epoxy,
departing from the rugged textures and receding spaces of her earli-
er pieces in favor of ballooning forms that appeared more rounded,
finished, and protective.

Around 1969-70 Bontecou made a group of vacuum-formed
plastic works in the forms of flowers, plants, and fish, the sec-
tions of which were affixed to suggest overlapping gills,
petals, plates of armor, or shells. Embodying curiously dis-
turbing interpretations of their subjects, the fish are sharply
scaled, with ferocious teeth, shown in the act of swallowing
and ingesting smaller species, while the flowers and plants
appear sinister and mutated. This body of her sculptures
directly reflects the negative implications of human degrada-
tion of the natural world, transmitting a pronounced ecologi-
cal message.

During the 1970s and 1980s Bontecou devoted herself pri-
marily to teaching in the Art Department at Brooklyn College,
continuing to work in both sculpture and drawing over the
next two decades. Her recent works include small porcelain
sculptures that evoke miniscule and mysterious landscapes or
galaxies and a group of suspended objects resembling air-
borne hybrids of organic and mechanistic forms. Concurrently,
she has made a series of more representational sculptures
derived from the figures and heads of birds—coming full cir-
cle to the subject matter of some of her earliest works, but
with a markedly different expression that is graceful and sur-
real, comical and frightening, and compellingly intricate.
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Bontecou's innate sense of connection among nature, culture, and
self and her emphatic commitment to a wide range of sources—
from the art of ancient and non-Western cultures to abstract
expressionism—have generated a profoundly original corpus of
work that continues to evolve while eluding easy classification.
Her continuous experimentation with materials and modes of
making—while consistent in her use of certain key images and
motifs—endows her work with an uncommon vibrancy and vital-
ity. The lyricism and cornucopic sense of visual abundance ema-
nating from her sculpture and drawing, in which recognizable
forms from nature fuse with the abstract, are simultaneously
unsettling, otherworldly, surreal, and fundamentally mysterious.

Elizabeth A. T. Smith is James W. Alsdorf Chief Curator at the
Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago.

The exhibition is curated by Elizabeth A. T. Smith in association
with Ann Philbin, director of the UCLA Hammer Museum.

UCLA HAMMER MUSEUM

10899 Wilshire Boulevard

Los Angeles, CA 90024

Information: 310-443-7000

www.hammer.ucla.edu

The Armand Hammer Museum of Art and Cultural Center is operated by the University
of California, Los Angeles. Occidental Petroleum Corporation has partially endowed the

Museum and constructed the Occidental Petroleum Cultural Center Building, which
houses the Museum.

Copyright © 2003 by the Regents of the University of California. All rights reserved.

National Sponsor c
P H Altria

The national tour is made possible by The Henry Luce
Foundation, The National Endowment for the Arts, The Horace W.
Goldsmith Foundation, Friedrike Merck, and Sarah-Ann and
Werner H. Kramarsky. The accompanying catalogue was made
possible, in part, by Agnes Gund and Daniel Shapiro, and The
Ruth and Murray Gribin Foundation.
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between
1959 and 1967, when Bontecou
her first indelible contribu-

to art,
‘But what of the more recent

come is plain, as independent
‘sculptures they haven't im-
proved with age.

However, 's new
work turns out to be fully of a

piece with her “classics” of the
1960s — in ambition and achieve-

GLENN KOENIG Los Angeles Times

IN SPOTLIGHT AGAIN: Sculptor Lee Bontecou walked
away from a flourishing career in the early '70s.

‘The earliest sculptures on
view hardly predict such future
glory. Bronze and terra cotta fig-
ures of wild animals — totemic,

St bound

‘ment as well as in their
lnz hnl of formal invention.

— they are post-World War IT

evanes-
mu,tbe recent sculpture does
not look like the old, but it is born
of it in ways profound and mov-

of a 19th century Euro-
pean tradition of animalier
seulpture. Critic Robert Storr,
writing in the show's generally
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Angered
artist has
her say

Lee Bontecou’s 11th-hour
response to a critic is inserted
in her retrospective catalog.

By ALLAN M. JALON
Special to The Times

A bitter controversy has erupted be-
hind the scenes of a much-anticipated
retrospective of artist Lee Bontecou at
the UCLA Hammer Museum, pitting
the artist and her husband against a
prominent New York art critic and cura-
tor who wrote one of the catalog’s five
essays — a dispute over nothing less
than the basic meaning and sources of
the art that Bontecou has been making
in rural seclusion for the last 30 years.

The exhibition, “Lee Bontecou: a
Retrospective” is scheduled to open
Sunday at the Westwood museum. -

In his essay “Seek and Hide,” Robert
Storr, an artist and former curator of
contemporary art at New York’s Mu-
seum of Modern Art, begins by describ-
ing how Bontecou “dropped out of the
art world at the height of her fame in the
mid-1970s,” calling her “a remote and
eni tic figure.”

gg‘:hen goes on to describe the diffi-
culty of writing about someone who was
“inaccessible, uncooperative, or has
spoken little on his or her own behalf.”
He chronicles the history of her critical
position in the art world. Storr draws
wide-ranging connections between
Bontecou and many other artists, from
Bruce Conner to Robert Rauschenberg,
a web of associations that ranges from
European painting in the 1940s to
American assemblage on the West
Coast.

Bontecou, it seems, reacted with a
determination to be seen on her own
terms. At the 11th hour, the normally
reserved artist reportedly objected to
the inclusion of the essay in the catalog,
but was told it was too late to make
changes.

Museum officials said she then asked
that exhibition organizers in Chicago
and Los Angeles include a special “Art-
ist’s Statement” aimed at what she
called “inaccuracies and irrelevant con-
textualizations.”

Bontecou’s essay — consisting of a
single-page insert in the front of the
catalog — does not directly assail Storr.
But her hus-

fLos Angeles Times

Saturday, October 4, 2003

band, William Giles, issued a
statement to the press in which
he savagely criticized the critic.

“It is unfortunate that Storr
failed to talk with her or view her
recent work before drafting his
article,” Giles says in the state-
ment. “His failure to interview
her has resulted in misleading
speculations, trumped-up con-
nections to artists she has no
connection with, and self-serving
hyperbole.”

In an interview, Giles broad-
ened his attacks to include the
curators at the Hammer and the
Museum of Contemporary Art in
Chicago, which organized the
show and the catalog, for “be-
trayal” of the artist by excluding
her collaboration with Storr on
the essay. Storr did not respond
to several requests for comment.
But according to Hal Kugeler, di-
rector of publications for the Mu-
seum of Contemporary Art in
Chicago, Storr is “devastated” by
the controversy. Kugeler said
the museum envisioned this as a
scholarly essay and was not in-
terested in having Storr contact
the artist.

Museum officials in Chicago
and Los Angeles said they were
delighted with the essay.

The dispute over the catalog
entry sheds light on the issue of
the sometimes difficult distance
between the private world of
making art and the public arena
in which it is presented.

Bontecou, in Los Angeles for
the opening of the retrospective,
did not return calls. In her “Art-
ist’s Statement,” she does not
address the specifics of Storr’s
essay. However, she does write
that “over the years and to the
present day, there has been so
much written about my work
that has nothing to do with me
that when I read it, I don’t recog-
nize anything of myself or my
work in it.”

She does not address which
“inaccuracies” and unsatisfac-
tory contextual arguments in
Storr’s essay upset her, But her
statement suggests that Storr’s
approach and the critical judg-
ments of the art world in general
have overlooked her personal
sense of the forces that moti-
vated her. Xugeler said he be-
lieved the statement had been
developed too late to get in the
catalog’s hardcover version on
sale in bookstores and online. It
can be found in the soft-cover
catalog in the museum’s book-
store.

According to Giles, Bontecou
originally had wanted the state-
ment placed opposite Storr’s es-
say, but curators argued for in-
serting it in the front of the book.
With an almost poetic austerity
that barely hides the pain of not
being seen as she wishes, the art-
ist says: “In the past, when I tried
to express my thoughts, eyelids
drooped and other agendas were
doled out. As a result I stopped
trying and spoke only through
my work.

“So I am writing this now dur-
ing my retrospective to put all
that to rest, and to express my
own voice” about her influences.
And what are they?

Greek vases and drawings in
the Metropolitan Museum (of
Art in New York), fossils at the
Museum of Natural History. At
the Museum of Modern Art, “just
to see a single Brancusi sculp-
ture was enough.” The one art
world movement she names
came in the “most wonderful pe-
riod of Abstract Expressionism.”
She mentions artists who range
from the well known — the sculp-
tor John Chamberlain — to her
husband, a painter, and gives the
most space to a relatively un-
known artist named Doc
Groupp, who lived in Venice and
died several years ago.

She describes Groupp, whom
she met in New York in the 1950s,
as “a rough and tough New
Yorker who, though his main in-
terests were electronics and
aviation, painted the most deli-
cately beautiful and sensitive
Oriental landscapes on rice pa-
per and mounted them on
serolls.” Groupp’s scrolls, Bonte-
cou writes, “still haunt my imagi-
nation.”

JASON SIPES For The Times

HER OWN VOICE: Normally reserved Lee Bontecoy sets the
record straight about the influences on her art.
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Untitled. 1957. Terra-cotta over rein-
forced cement, 20 x 63 x 19" (50.8 x
160 x 48.3 cm). Private collection.
Photo: © Malcolm Varon

One of the most singular artists of the second half of the twentieth-century, Lee Bontecou has created a
strikingly personal body of work marked by an eccentric use of materials and processes. The first compre-
hensive overview of the artist's oeuvre, Lee Bontecou: A Retrospective spans over forty years of remark-
able output, presenting not only the artist's celebrated early welded-steel reliefs, but also her lesser-known,
recent suspended pieces. Documenting the complexity and scope of Bontecou's oeuvre, this exhibition
includes over 100 sculptures and drawings from the late 1950s through 2002. Drawn from private and
public collections as well as the artist's own holdings, a number of the works featured here have rarely or
never before been on view.

This exhibition offers the unique opportunity to experience Bontecou's work within the context of its
own multifaceted autonomy, allowing for insight into the ways the artist's recurring motifs intertwine and
mutate, appear and reappear with vigorous assertiveness and breathtaking skill. Harnessing the potency
of her imagination, Bontecou evokes themes that are, on one level, quite self-referential, yet on another
level allude to the wider context of human experience. The worlds that she has created invoke the contin-
uous interplay, at once formal and philosophical, between conditions of the organic and the artificial. And
although her oeuvre is firmly grounded in a keen observation of the natural world, it is her oneiric, even
delirious vision that profoundly transforms what is seen into what might be.

Ingenious inventions and intricate manual work were familiar activities from Bontecou’s childhood.
Born in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1931, the artist was raised in Westchester County, New York, spend-
ing summers in Nova Scotia, Canada, in close contact with nature. Her mother worked at a factory wiring
submarine transmitters during World War 11, and her father and uncle made the first all-aluminum canoe.
Bontecou attended the Art Students League in New York from 1952-55, where she studied academic
painting techniques and sculpture in plaster, clay, and cement with William Zorach. “I had taken the
drawing class, then | took the painting. And then | thought, ‘Well, I'l just go down and try sculpture.’ And
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that was that. | never came up afterward.”"" She spent the summer of 1954 at the Skowhegan School of
Painting and Sculpture, in Maine, where she learned welding, a process that opened up a whole range of
possibilities for sculptural experimentation. In 1956, a Fulbright scholarship took her to Rome, where she
stayed until 1958. “I was in Italy for a while, and at this time, still experimenting. | was trying to search for
my own language, my own statement, and still trying to find materials, so | experimented with terra-cotta
over reinforced cement. | did a series of birds, and they were all kind of grounded."? Bontecou's sculpture
from this period anticipates the archetypal structure of the various bodies of sculptural work that she
would later develop: a composite three-dimensional structure comprised of multiple sections or facets
that are constructed to forge an object which paradoxically alternates between synthetic wholeness and
disjunctive entropy. ‘I lived in a terra-cotta factory and used clay. I'd lay clay over the welded metal
frames, let it dry, take it off, fire it, and cement it back. It was almost like a mosaic, made in pieces. | still
work in pieces. That way | can extend the surface way beyond what it will naturally do. I get involved
with space."?

While in Rome, Bontecou also experimented extensively with drawings, testing innovative techniques.
“One day | found that by cutting off the oxygen from my blowtorch tanks and just drawing with the acety-
lene, | got a beautiful black line. | started making huge soot drawings. | finally got that dark that | wanted,
the black | wanted. And a kind of landscape, or a worldscape.... It just opened up a new thought."4

These early drawings prefigure distinctive features of future work, introducing the deep velvety black
that would become evident both in her later drawings (through the use of soot) and sculpture (through
| the use of dull, light-absorbing fabrics). The early drawings also introduce the motif of the circular void,
which, when transformed into frontal openings, would become a pervasive iconographic and structural

element in her work of the following years.

Untitled. c. 1958. Soot on paper,

30" x 40" (77.5 x 101.6 cm). The Judith
Rothschild Foundation Contemporary
Drawings Collection. Photo: Will Brown,
courtesy of Knoedler & Company,

New York
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Untitled. 1959. Welded steel, canvas,
and wire, 31 x 27 x 27" (78.7 x 68.6 x
68.6 cm). © Lee Bontecou/courtesy of

Knoedler & Company, New York. Photo:

Will Brown, courtesy of Knoedler &
Company, New York

Upon her return to New York, in 1958, Bontecou moved into a studio on Avenue C and Sixth Street,
where her sculpture underwent a radical departure. The welded metal armatures that had been latent in
her earlier terra-cotta and cement sculptures would soon emerge into the foreground, and this now visible
framework became the distinctive, primary element of her work. She started welding together lightweight
metal frames, to which she would secure sized pieces of canvas with wire, reinforcing the canvas with
rabbit-skin glue, thereby stretching and tightening the fabric. Twisting conventions of frame and image,
this new way of working offered Bontecou the possibility of incorporating a pictorial, painterly quality into
spatial play. In these works, the viewer's perceptual orientation goes back and forth between the “image”
and the concreteness imposed by the materiality of the sculpture.

| was after a kind of illusion. With painting you have illusion. The surface is two-dimensional,
so everything that happens on it is illusionary. | love that. But it seemed you couldn't have
that in stone, wood, or most welded stuff because the material was so heavy; there is no
illusionary depth. But this canvas was the answer. | could push a part of this structure way,
way back. | could go way deep, and the blackness played its part in that too. Or I could
come up forward with lighter grays. Or even different colors.5
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Over the following years, Bontecou's welded metal-and-canvas boxes gained in complexity, scale, and
suggestiveness. Their manner of construction implies a series of concentric elements that appear simulta-
ession of outward and inward movements, suggesting an endless

and expulsion. The work also increasingly incorporated a range of found materials
t or the laundry below the artist's studio (such as heavy-duty canvas from mail-
or purchased on Canal Street (grommets, bolts, washers, spools, tarplalulin_s, saw
blades, helmets, army-surplus items). Bontecou seemed to be attracted to these readymade utilitarian

neously to advance and retreat in a succ
exchange of absorption
scavenged from the stree
bags and conveyor belts)

objects' rough materiality and the layers of meaning they carried. “I start'ed finding all kinds of nice mate-
rials. Old mailbags—1 found them under the mail-boxes. ... | startéd cgttlng up the canvas. And | would
get wonderful values with it. | could get depth that was not possible in thfe reg_ulgr pI,eces of canvas. If |
did it all in steel or metal, | wouldn't get the kind of illusion that you have in painting"®

Untitled. 1961. Welded steel, canvas,
velveteen, wire, and soot, 6' 8"/" x
7'5" x 34%4," (203.8 x 226 x 88 cm).
The Museum of Modern Art, New York;
Kay Sage Tanguy Fund
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Untitled. 1961. Welded steel, canvas,
velveteen, saw blades, rope, pipe fittings,
soot, spools, washers, grommets, and
wire, 7258 x 66 x 257" (184.5 x

167.6 x 64.6 cm). Whitney Museum of
American Art, New York; purchase
(61.41). Photo: Geoffrey Clements,

© 1996 Whitney Museum of American
Art, New York
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Reminiscing about this period, Bontecou notes two parallel practices in which she would alternately
engage: on the one hand, she generated works that pointed to the exploration of space, reflecting a utopian
perspective in relation to technological development; on the other, she created works that were predomi-
nantly black, employing visual clues that obliquely addressed recent histories of destruction and anger.

| was angry. | used to work with the United Nations program on the short-wave radio in my
studio. | used it as background music, and in a way the anger became part of the process.
During World War Il we'd been too young. But at this time, all the feelings | had back then

came to me again.
I'd have to stop and turn to more open work, work that I felt was more optimistic—

where, for example, there might be just one single opening, and the space beyond it was
like opening up into the heavens, going up into space. The other kind of work was like war
equipment. With teeth. ... It was sort of a memorial to my feelings. | never titled any of
these. Once | started to, and it seemed to limit people to a certain response, so | didn't

continue. | hate the feeling of being put in a pigeonhole.”
Untitled. 1963. Graphite and soot on
” ir wi -jets. | love the look of them, particularly the dark muslin, 6'97%" (208 cm) diam. Princeton
| had a sort of love-hate affair with prop-je P y University Art Museum. Museum

nose cone, which has a kind of power. The jet form harks back to insect types such as the purchase, Laura P. Hall Memorial Fund.
dragonfly, and in this way it is related to nature.® Photo: Bruce M. White
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Untitled. 1966. Welded steel, canvas,
chamois, epoxy, plexiglass, and wire,
33 x 332 x 142" (84.4 x 851 x
36.8 cm). Collection of Sydney and
Frances Lewis

Untitled. 1964. Welded steel, canvas,
epoxy, velveteen, and wire, 9 x 27 x 14"
(22.9 x 68.6 x 35.6 cm). Collection of
Joel Wachs. Photo: Robert Lorenzson
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In 1963, Bontecou moved to a new studio on Wooster Street, and although still working with metal
frames, she' started to employ fiberglass with airplane glue, covered with several coats of sanded epoxy,
as welllas leather and chamois (in addition to—or in lieu of—canvas). These materials allowed her forms
to gain a kind of aerodynamic character—or, as she suggested, “working with Fhe feeling of wind and
sails."® The character of Bontecou's stitching technique—the exposgd spiky wiring that had characterized
her ;culpture since 1959—gradually gave way to smoother, more finished, sinuous configurations, ampii-
i ly aerodynamic structures.

ing the streamlined quality of the increasingly , )
: Cgolor also seemed to play an unprecedented role during this period. Ocher, amber, red biue, and gold
were added to Bontecou's usual neutral palette of Cul
The color of the canvas. Sometimes | would even use chamois

rather than true color. Like an insect."™

bist overtones. “Some had color in them. Not much
or leather. Something closer to markings

Untitled. 1966. Weided steel, canvas.
fiberglass, epoxy, leather, wire. and light
FER"x M x N 1994 x 3023 x
78.7 c¢m). Collection Museum of
Contemporary Art. Chicago. gift of Robert
B. Mayer Family Collection (1991 8%5)
Photo: = Museum of Contemporary Art
Chicago
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Untitled. 1967. Welded steel, wood, and
silk, 5572 x 223 x 22%s" (141 x 56.8 x
56.8 cm). Hirshhorn Museum and
Sculpture Garden. Smithsonian Institution;
gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn, 1972. Photo:
Lee Stalsworth
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e, or synergy, between nature and fiction that had characterized
denotative biomorphic language that more directly
evoked forms observed in biological life. Around 1967, Bontecou created a group of SCUIpture:‘ maie o;
balsa wood and silk that resembled chrysalis forms. At one point, bEere the summer heat, | thought that
I'd get a lot of welding done. But it was sO hot. So | started to make little balsa wood frames and cover

them with silk and paper. It was light
Experimenting with a homemade vacuum-

In the late 1960s, the reciprocal balanc
Bontecou's work began to transmute into a more

weight—-delicate——and a nice change.""" .
forming machine, Bontecou began to work with various
i In contrast to the naturalism with which they
lasti i flowers built by translucent layers. : : : :
a:::'izzecr:: t:hf:s: ifi:rdms verge on the grotesque as a result of disturbingly fa?tastlc, meChanO-!ﬁorphm
features: a fish' that appears to have been consumed (or inhabited by) another fish, fk;wers corlrtmpnsed |
of tendrAiIs of tubing. Although these works suggest retreat into the natural world, they simultaneously

i i ent.
allude to the artist's concern for the degradation of the environm

Untitled. 1968. Vacuum-formed plastic,
21 x10 x 9" (53.3 x 25.4 x 22.9 cm).

© Lee Bontecou/courtesy of Knoedler

& Company, New York. Photo: Will
Brown, courtesy of Knoedler & Company,
New York
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Untitled. 1969. Vacuum-formed plastic,
30x 57 x 21" (76.2 x 144.8 x 53.3 cm).
© Lee Bontecou/courtesy of Knoedler

& Company, New York. Photo: Will
Brown, courtesy of Knoedler & Company,
New York

Bontecou painstakingly carved smaller pieces from large Styrofoam logs acquired from an airplane
factory. “They had logs that were about eight feet high. And you could get them in different gauges,
different densities. That stuff was so hard, it was like marble."2 These carvings would then be placed in
the bed of the vacuum-forming machine, and the resulting plastic shells would be assembled into larger
configurations. “I made the fish. | cut it in half and laid one-half on the bed of the vacuum former. And
the heated plastic would come down and suck around it. It was like instant sculpture."3

The material condition of translucency achieved in these works not only made visible the internal
elements and the layered structures but also exposed the bolts and gaps of the assembly process. Beyond
literal form and materiality, the object appears to unveil itself, becoming a self-referential symb.ol for
Bontecou's intricate assemblage method.

Bontecou's exhibition of vacuum-formed plastic works took place in 1971, her fourth one-person show
at Leo Ca.stelli Gallery. This was to be her last solo exhibition in New York for almost thirty years. In this
same penoq, she joined the faculty of Brooklyn College's Department of Art, where she taught.until her
retirement in 1991. During this time, Bontecou commuted regularly from sev'eral locations within New
York State—The Hamptons, Rockland County—as well as from her farm in central Pennsylvania.
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In 1972, the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago organized a midcareer retrospe'ctive of Bontecou's UI:Zi:ilced.a 12371, :Zn:e;;:/:'f (02,.; ;:’i)r(ned
sculpture and drawings. Three years later, Wesleyan University, in Middletlown, Conectucut, presented in ;6.4 ml:).PPri,v st Ne.w .
extensive survey of the artist's drawings and prints. From her early e'xperiments with soot to various other
techniques and supports, Bontecou never ceased to draw. She conceives of mofst oftr;erthwz?sho?ep:z;:/ .
as working drawings wherein one can observe the meticulou's developmznt o m?;usturer Scﬁl tufes :
seemingly free-associative variations and also practica? solutions to thle esgnMcL' . pmbglyems V_Vith
“Drawing helped for just pleasure, but also for engineermg. Yoy can solve ;]n i
drawing.... | can't stress drawing enough. It canI get {sgjalmagmatlon moving, y

our inner world rather than always the external world. e
g Toward the end of the 1970s, Bontecou went back to working w'lthI claly£ Sif:i :::anenqelzz‘tjlybsr\:izcivc:t:
series of intricate and fragile sculptures consisting of irregular sph‘encaf zal;sside T W,hen
adjoining diaphanous sail-like planes made of wire mesh, evocative ot )’ran B
suspended, these basic structures allowed the artist tg work on adgre:ter:din gthe Scu'ptu,res el
enhanced spatial complexity. With each addition of wire and beads extending
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Untitled. 1997. Graphite on paper,
2272 x 30" (57.2 x 76.2 cm). Collection
of Tony and Gail Ganz, Los Angeles

Untitled. 1977. Clay, 17 x 16 x 10"

(42.3 x 40.6 x 25.4 cm). © Lee Bontecou/
courtesy of Knoedler & Company,

New York. Photo: Will Brown, courtesy
of Knoedler & Company, New York

Opposite: Untitled. c. 1980-98. Welded
steel, porcelain, wire mesh, canvas,

and wire, 7x 8 x 6' (213.4 x 243.8 x
182.9 cm). © Lee Bontecou/courtesy of
Knoedler & Company, New York.
Photo: Will Brown, courtesy of Knoedler )
& Company, New York A

space, Bontecou achieves a remarkable effect: the scattering of structural elements within a cosmological
system of gravity-defying levitation, as if one of her earlier welded-metal-and-canvas pieces had exploded.

I always wanted to move away from the wall, so | began hanging the works. | started small,
combining porcelain, different clays, and screen wire. The process was getting closer to
drawing, which is so free. And it can go on endlessly. A lot of ships. A sense of wind. I've
been trying to use small beadlike elements for connectors, and again I have a nice feeling
about wanting to go on finding endless ways of manipulating this material. | made holes in
the little beads so | could put wire in, so as to extend things this way or that. | have a kind
of freedom while I'm working. I try to find a way of making a silence, a kind of quiet. | feel
that I'm getting a little bit closer when I look at them at night. There's a stillness.”

But I've just kept working, really, the way | did before. Partly th rough dreams, even day-
dreams, partly through imagination. | used to go to museums a lot, the Museum of Natural
History, and the Met. And galleries, some. But I'd still rather take from what's around me.
On the street, or on the seashore. Like when you walk down the beach and the shadow hits
the sand. The ripple of sand is hit by the light, and there you have your darks and lights."®

Lilian Tone
Assistant Curator, Department of Painting and Sculpture
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Lee Bontecou, quoted in Eleanor C. Munro, Originals:
American Women Artists (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1979), 381-382.
Bontecou, lecture at Skowhegan School of Painting and
Sculpture, summer 1988. The Skowhegan Lecture Archive,
The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York.
Bontecou, quoted in Munro, Originals: American Women
Artists, 383.
Bontecou, lecture at Skowhegan School of Painting and
Sculpture.
Bontecou, quoted in Munro, Originals: American Women
Artists, 384.
Bontecou, lecture at Skowhegan School of Painting and
Sculpture.
Bontecou, quoted in Munro, Originals: American Women
Artists, 384.
Bontecou, lecture at Skowhegan School of Painting and
Sculpture.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Bontecou, interview with the author, April 22, 2004.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.

16 Bontecou, quoted in Munro, Originals: American Women
Artists, 386.

Untitled. 1989. Colored pencil on paper, 20 x 28" (50.8 x 71.1 cm). Collection of Eileen Harris-Norton, Santa Monica.
Photo: Will Brown, courtesy of Knoedler & Company, New York

Cover: View of Bontecou's Pennsylvania studio, 2003. Photo: Will Brown, courtesy of Knoedler & Company, New York
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THE FOLLOWING PROGRAMS WILL BE HELD IN CONJUNCTION WITH THE EXHIBITION LEE BONTECOU: A RETROSPECTIVE
GALLERY TALKS

Patricia Cronin: Monday, September 20, 5:30 pm.

Dore Ashton: Thursday, September 23, 5:30 em.

MoMA QNS

33 Street at Queens Boulevard, Long Island City

A CONVERSATION BETWEEN LEE BONTECOU AND MONA HADLER
Tuesday, September 21, 6:30pm.

The Graduate Center at the City University of New York

365 Fifth Avenue at 34 Street, 9th floor

A Conversation between Lee Bontecou and Mona Hadler is a collaboration between The Museum of Modern
Art and Continuing Education & Public Programs at The Graduate Center at the City University of New York.

Tickets are $10, $8 for members, $5 for students with current ID, and can be purchased in person at the
MoMA QNS Lobby Ticketing Desk, 33 Street at Queens Boulevard, and at the Visitor Center (open daily
10:00am—2:00 pm. and 3:00-5:30 em) at the MoMA Design Store, 44 West 53 Street, in Manhattan.
There is no phone registration for Gallery Talks, and space is limited. To purchase or reserve tickets for A
Conversation between Lee Bontecou and Mona Hadler through the box office at The Graduate Center, please

call (212) 817-8215 or e-mail continuinged@gc.cuny.edu. Remaining tickets will be available at the door on
the evening of the program.
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