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COLLAGE IS A THING WITH SEAMS

COLLAGE: NEW APPLICATIONS explores the
continuing vitality and wide serviceability of collage. It
has been nearly a century since the first appearance of
collage in cubist painting. The reason for its continued
survival is its ability to mutate. The true power of
collage is often overlooked: collages made by cutting or
tearing paper and pasting are almost a ritualized craft
these days. What this exhibition demonstrates is some-
thing simultaneously more consequential and more
widespread: the manifold potential of “the collage way
of thinking.”

This exhibition proceeds from the belief that collage
is nothing less than the spine of 20th century art, and
goes on to demonstrate how it is manifested in works
made within the last few years. As many people know,
the obituary page of the New York Times is a great
souree of lare. often providing the occasion for pro-
found meditation. When the great American fiction
writer Donald Barthelme died in 1989, the summing up
ol his life included his observation that collage would
stand out as the major art form of the 20th century.

As Barthelme obviously saw it. cultural historians in
the future would associate us not with Cubism, or
Surrealism. or Pop art or Minimalism. but with a way
of thinking and working that conjures up humble
actions like Picasso and Brague carcfully tearing up the
newspaper. or . Matisse wielding a pair of scissors. Of
course Barthelme was a writer, and for him collage
meant hooking together incongruous chunks or snippets
of prose for a text that careens, disconcerts. and finally
amuses.

But a writer singing the praises of collage is part of
the point. Collage is mnfinitely adaptable: just as it
crosses the boundaries between the various move-
ments in the visual arts. it is well rooted in all the
various arts. Although he didn’ employ the term “col-
lage™ TS, FEliot was alluding to its force when he
succinetly defined modernism as “the amalgamation
of disparate experience.”

A selective survey of “great moments in collage™
reveals the underpinnings of the work in the present
exhibition. Why collage should remain so potent is no
mystery when one considers the texture of the times in
which we have lived for many decades. World War |
tore up and rearranged the political map of Europe.
and Dadism reflected this, In Germany Kurt Schwitters
declared. “] am a painter and [ nail my  pictures
together”™ He meant all his work. from his room-size
constructions to his small paper collages, was rooted in
an outlook that reflected the rambunctious climate of
life.

As for Dada’s successor, Surrealism. the discontinu-
ous surface. a kev effect of the collage mentality. is the
passport to desired strangeness. One thinks of Max

Ernst amalgamating 19th-century drawings and biolog-
1cal drawings for his fantasies in collage. But for our
time what seems especially relevant is Andre Breton's
remark uttered in the 1930s. which has turned out to be
prophetic, that Surrealism would soon trickle down
from being an art movement to become the fabric of
everyday life. Who can deny that the last decade of the
20th centurv promises to be a very strange time?
Surface discontinuity. the natural outcome of work-
ing in the collage spirit, is the holdest emblem of the
deep rifts built into contemporary life, Speaking of
evervday life. it was a small dense collage on exactly
that theme by the English artist Richard Hamilton,
(*Just What Is It that Makes Today’s Homes So Differ-
ent. So Appealing?”) that gave birth to Popartin 1956.
On the other hand. one can't discount the potency
and the serenitv—of collage as a formal device in
abstract art. Perhaps the primary inspiration in this
area was Mondrian with his exclusive concentration on
the plane of color. The sophisticated “concrete™ reljefs
of Ben Nicholson approach being collages. When there
is discreet overlapping recalling collage in a geometric
framework. structure is endowed with great nobility:
Collage fits American art hand-in-glove, because
America-—especially New York Cityv—is itself a collage.
The notion of a melting pot has long been recognized as
nice but unworkable. Being an egalitarian culture,
without smooth division into homogencous neighbor-
hoods. our secams show. This creates energy that fuels
artists. The immediate American forebearers of large-
scale collage aesthetic are Robert Motherwell and
Robert Rauschenberg. Exemplifying the path not tak-
en for this exhibition, Motherwell's creations out of the
best and most exotic materials have reinforced collage’s

status as a classy medium. but Rauschenberg’s empha-
sis on the potential for feistiness in the collage way of
working is closest to our times and has informed the
sensibility of this exhibition. His combines and silk-
screens of the early 1960s, whose subject matter was
topical history, widened the scope of collage that
Rauschenberg saw as a vehicle for harmonizing the
disparate forces that characterize modern life.

But collage also has a history of commanding a
painting when applied in a limited way, Certainly
resonant with contemporary sexuality are those luridly
beckoning mouths that DeKooning lifted from cigarette
ads in magazines to endow several of his painterly
“Women™ with a life in our world.

This brief chronology is intended as a backdrop for
this exhibition, because the works in it are essentially
outgrowths of these earlier milestones. But immediately
apprehensible in the exhibition are several factors: the
scale is enlarged. the contrasts heightened. the pace
accelerated. in keeping with the tempo of life in the late
1980s into the 1990s.














