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FOREWORD.

Roxy Paine’s three works create a new way of looking at the
Madison Square Park landscape. The limbs of his stainless steel
trees knit our green space to the surrounding buildings—creating

a seamless cityscape from the lawns of the park to the tips of icon
skyscrapers like the Empire State Building, the Flatiron Building
and the Met Life Tower. No visitor to the park fails to notice Roxy’s
bravura performance—to stop, to look up, to wonder, to admire,

to touch. We thank Roxy deeply for putting his vision, his fertile
brain and deft craftsmanship to work in the park.

When an artist works with the Madison Square Park Conservancy
on a project so complex, he or she becomes a member of our
family. It has been a pleasure to get to know Roxy Paine and his
wife Sofia Mojadidi Paine and we are sure that their talents will
continue to be a part of the park long into the future. Jim and
Jane Cohan of the James Cohan Gallery (and the entire gallery
staff) are also generous and accomplished friends grown closer
through this project.

As Eleanor Heartney recounts in her insightful catalog essay,
Roxy built Conjoined and Erratic in the studio in Treadwell, New
York. Late last year we visited the studio in the rolling Upstate
hills. An early snow had fallen on the fields. Shining limbs of what
would be Conjoined were placed around the yard—because
the work was too massive to be kept indoors. Inside the studio,
two massive trunks were taking shape. It was the first time my
colleague Stewart Desmond and | grasped the scale of the
project for the park—a work of art so ambitious that it could
never be assembled into one piece until Roxy and his crew put
it up in the park.

Roxy, thank you for surprising our visitors with your masterful

visions in stainless steel. We await in awe your next steps as

an artist.

Debbie Landau
President
Madison Square Park Conservancy




by Eleanor Heartney

Conjoined, 2007
Stainless steel

Rising from a patch of green within the urban grid, Roxy Paine’s
metal trees and boulders have the unsettling character of industrial
artifacts masquerading as natural phenomena. Their outlines are
familiar, but they glint in the light and offer reflective surfaces
never to be found in nature. Closer examination reveals that they
defy natural law, not just in terms of material, but also in terms of
form. Conjoined, for instance, consists of a pair of life-size metal
trees which seem to have grown toward each other rather than
toward the light. The interwoven branches are entangled in a dense
pattern that suggests an energy field, or perhaps a diagram of
the intermingling of synapses in the brain. Erratic, meanwhile,

is a stainless steel boulder seven feet high and fifteen feet wide.
At first glance, it resembles the huge deposits of stone left behind
in Upstate New York by the melting glaciers. But, again, closer
examination reveals that its form appears to consist of an unnatural
combination of elements of granite and sedimentary rock, two very
different and incompatible geologic types. And, finally, Defunct
appears to be a fungus-riddled dead or dying tree, but, fashioned
of metal, it is in fact twice dead—or, more accurately, never alive in
the first place.

Such visions of simulated Nature offer an unsettling but familiar
experience. We have come a long way from the kind of ecstatic
vision expressed by Jackson Pollock in his famous declaration,

“I am nature.” For Pollock, nature was a mystical, unchanging reality
and the quest for authentic experience involved surrender to its
sway. Such visions are no longer possible in an age when we are
constantly reminded of nature’s vulnerability to human intervention
and continually faced with evidence of humanity’s apparent ability
to manipulate and possibly even alter natural laws. Instead, today’s
attitude may be closer to that of painter Peter Halley, who has

remarked, only partly in jest, “The jungle ride at Disney World may



in fact be more real to most people than the real jungle in the

Amazon . .. More and more people are becoming more comfortable
in the simulated world than in the real one.” '

Far from being an absolute, nature today is seen as manipulable,
at least up to a point, an entity which exists more as a human
construct than as the solid substrate of existence. With the advent
of genetically modified vegetables, cloned animals, in vitro fertilization
and designer genes, as well as unplanned modification of the
natural order in the form of Global Warming or antibiotic-resistant
strains of disease, distinctions between nature and technology
begin to dissolve. Paine works in the intersection between nature
and technology. His sculptures expose the paradoxes inherent in
our current relationship with nature. He raises existential questions
about our place in the natural order, about whether we exist inside
or outside of nature, if we are becoming more like the machines
which we have created and to what extent we can draw a firm line
between the processes of nature, whose forms are determined by
an invisible template imposed by genetic or geologic law, and those
of technology, which operates in an apparently similar manner

by mathematical algorithms.

Paine grapples with these issues in works that deliberately confuse
natural and mechanical operations. For example, he has created
a number of machines that purport to simulate human creativity.
His PMU (Painting Manufacture Unit), 1999—2000, is a computer-

! Peter Halley, in “Criticism to Complicity,” roundtable discussion
moderated by Peter Nagy, Flash Art (Summer 1986), 46.

programmed apparatus that self-paints canvases in an ironic send up
of the rhetoric of individuality that surrounds modernist abstraction.
It operates by mechanically spraying the canvas from a spray nozzle
that moves back and forth, adding a layer each time as it goes.
The final result is a thick surface of paint that sags at the bottom
into a fringe of icicle-like drips. SCUMAK, 1998, performs the same
operation for sculpture, mechanically producing blobs of plastic that
bear some resemblance to modernist biomorphic sculpture.

These apparatuses claim to erase the distinction between man and
machine although the banality of the end products seems a vote
for the superiority of human creativity. In other works, Paine erases
the distinction between natural and mechanical forces. Erosion
Machine (2005), for instance, is a machine for producing the
controlled erosion of a block of sandstone. Using a compressor,
vacuum devices and a computer programmed with various sets

of data, Paine’s machine creates patterns of stratification which
are also physical records of stock market data (1998-2002),
crime and drug use statistics (methamphetamine and marijuana)
or the weather reports in Binghamton, New York, in the summer
of 1990. Thus he suggests a parallel between the randomness of
the information that bombards us daily and the apparent
unpredictability of natural forces.

(Left)
Roxy Paine

Erratic in the studio
(detail), 2007

(Above)

Roxy Paine
Erratic, 2007
Stainless steel
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Another series of Paine’s work involves the creation of large fields
of meticulously realistic weeds and fungi. Here, Paine eschews
machines and instead painstakingly creates the individual elements
by hand. He presents them in various ways, sometimes placing
them in vitrines like museum dioramas or displays of scientific
specimens. Or they may be placed so they seem to sprout directly
from the gallery floor or wall, the artifice of the surroundings
adding to the strangeness of the scene. However, despite the
verisimilitude of these manufactured organisms, Paine is less
interested in tromp l'oeil effects than in the underlying generative
principles which produce a diverse set of forms that are all
recognizable as members of the same group. As he notes, “These
works are really about inputting parameters of a language and
outputting elements. So what you end up with is not so much
the portrait of a mushroom as the portrait of a species and the
variations possible within that species.” 2 Like the mechanically
created paintings and sculptures, they exist less as individual
entities than as members of a tribe.

The three works that have descended upon Madison Square Park
come out of similar considerations. While their contours are
generic approximations of biological or geological forms, the
patently inorganic nature of the material out of which they are
fashioned, as well as the visible joints and obvious signs of human
fabrication, suggest a genealogy that derives, not from nature, but

from the infrastructure of the surrounding human-made environment.

2 Conversation with the author, February 2007

In particular, the obviously hollow tree trunks bear more than a
passing resemblance to aluminum pipes or conduits, while the
boulder is clearly patched together from sections of stainless steel
plate. And indeed they have been fabricated elsewhere, in Paine’s
Upstate studio, where they were hammered, cut and welded
together manually to be transported to the park in pieces.

As a result, ironies abound. From the weather-beaten surface of
Erratic’s faux stone to Conjoined’s broken, leafless branches to
the parasitic fungal growths that sprout from Defunct’s lifeless
trunk, these works bear the signs of organic growth and decay.
Yet their unchanging metallic forms will long outlast the vibrant,
living trees that surround them. There is further food for thought
in their relationship to Paine’s other work. While machines may be
programmed to simulate human creativity through the mechanical
production of paintings, it takes the human hand to create the
manufactured trees and boulders on view here.

(Previous Page)
Conjoined, 2007
Stainless steel

(Bottom Right)
Defunct, 2004
Stainless steel

(Bottom Left)
Defunct (detail),
April 2007

(Right)
Defunct and Conjoined installation,
April 2007
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(Left Page)
Conjoined installation,
April 2007

(Right Page, Top)
Conjoined (detail)
Stainless steel

(Right Page, Bottom Left)
Artist with Conjoined Maquette,
April 2007

(Right Page, Bottom Right)
Conjoined Maquette, 2006
Stainless steel




The precursor of these works was B/uff, a fifty-foot high stainless Eleanor Heartney is a contributing editor to Art in America, and

steel tree set in New York’s Central Park as part of the 2002 Artpress. Among other books, she is the author of Postmodern
Whitney Biennial. As many commentators mentioned, the Heretics: The Catholic Imagination in Contemporary Art and
deliberate artifice of the tree underscored the artificial nature of co-author of After the Revolution: Women Who Transformed

the park designed by Frederick Law Olmstead and Calvert Vaux Contemporary Art.
to transform a swampy swath of low income neighborhoods into

a credible replication of a natural landscape. Conjoined, Defunct,

and Erratic function in a similar way in Madison Square Park,

dramatizing the way that nature has again here been tamed and

regularized to conform to the urban grid. In this light, these metal

versions of trees and a boulder are actually not that different from

the carefully cultivated arrangements of flora within a system of

pathways and fences.

But for all the startling contradictions of his work, Paine eschews

the Romantic pessimism of artists like Alexis Rockman or Patricia

Piccinini, for whom the manipulation and mechanization of nature

portends a future wracked by doomsday scenarios. Instead, Paine’s

work seems to point toward an accommodation between nature

and industry. It comes out of a sense that both these entities

have common roots in the logic of structure. He is interested in

the relationship of underlying rules and surface variation, in the

manifestation and unraveling of the underlying order of human

and natural phenomena, and in the possibility that we can’t really (Bottom Left)

draw a strict line between the two. We partake of both nature Conjoined in the studio, 2006
and machine, these three unnatural versions of nature seem to

be telling us, and the parts of us that conform to each can never (Bottom Right)

be disentangled. Erratic in the studio, 2007




ROXY PAINE.

Roxy Paine was born in 1966 in New York and studied at both the College of Santa Fe in
New Mexico and the Pratt Institute in New York. Roxy Paine lives and works in Brooklyn
and Treadwell, New York.
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MAD. SQ. PK.

The Madison Square Park Conservancy, dedicated to keeping
Madison Square Park a bright, beautiful and active park,

is a public/private partnership with New York City Parks &
Recreation. The Conservancy raises the funds that support
lush and brilliant horticulture, park maintenance and security.
The Conservancy also offers a variety of cultural programs
for park users of all ages, including Mad. Sqg. Art.

Madison Square Park Conservancy
1 Madison Avenue, 6th floor

New York, New York 10010
www.madisonsquarepark.org
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