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Bucher's upparel sculpture can
function as ohject-seulpture when
it's not heing worn,

A Museum Where the Signs All Say:

‘Please Touch’

B;/ Jon P. Kraushar

NEW YORK—Tucked away oh one
of the city’s most chic streets is a
little museum dedicated to the end
of the stuffy art exhibit.

It's called the Museum of Contem-
porary Crafts (29 W. 53d Street) and
its director, Paul J, Smith, admits
with a grin: “Some things we do
would give other museums night-
mares.”

What distinguishes Contemporary
Crafts from nearby estabhlishment
biggies like the Museum of Modern
Art is Smith’s philosophy that the
audience should participate in every
exhibit.

“We really believe the viewer wanls
o become involved in art,” he says.
“Too many museums have the pre-
cious atlitude that art is purely in-
lellectual observation.”

In a current show, “Cilysenses,”
the public is heing drawn toward an
appreciation of the city environ-

ment, Artists Marilyn Woad and Jim
Burns have created a list of activities

called “Scores” for viewers to per-
form ouiside the museum.

These include touching concrete
walls 1o experience their rough,
grainy texture; “seeing” cily objecls
like pipes, hydrants, and mailboxes
with one's fingers; skipping down the
street to “find open space to expand
in”; imitating people’s walks as a way
of getting involved with other passers-
by; and watching traffic signs as a
study of the city's visual stimuli,

Back inside the museum, the audi-
ence relays ils experience on tape
recorders, long strips of butcher's
paper set up for painting, writing
pads and in arenas devoted to talking,
dancing and acting out.

At the end of the day, the most in-
teresting public contributions are put
on display.

I’s all a sort of consciousness-rais
ing session, an effort lo heighten
awareness and expand the percep-
tions of city dwellers who—through
overfamiliarity or preoccupation—
have become oblivious of the diver-
sity that surrounds them daily. 1t is,
in short, an effort to lif{ the curtain
of habil, to encourage city dwellers
to really see, touch, hear, smell, ex-
plore and value their 20th century en-
vironment: glass, steel, and concrete;
objects, textures and spaces.
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Aeitv o experience: Following the
“Seare” of the museum’s eurrent
show, “Citysenses” a participant
undertakes *a tartile investigntion
of one place on a bloch.” |

A [reedom 10 feel: Dancer Marilvn IV ood, creator of
“Citvsenses,” [ollows a direction in one of her *Seores”
to “find an open space to expond in."”




Please Touch the Art
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“It’'g  really beautiful,”
Smith says. “People do get
involved. Maybe it's the
power of suggestion or the
stimulation of being in the
right situation., We never
force the public to do any-
thing. We leave room for
a person to activate him-
seil.

“The key point,” he says,
“is that the public will
creata the exhibition.”

“Citysenses” Is the second
part of a three-stage proj-
ect of the museum called
“Acts: A series of Par-
ticipatory Exhibition/Events
for Total Involvement.”

The first show featured
{nflatable apparel sculptures
designed by Swiss artists
Carl and Heldi Bucher and
worn by actors and dancers

“There’s an ethical aspect
to this,” Smith adds. “We
make it clear to industry
that we’re invoived in edu-
cation~—-not in  exposing
their products. We acknowl-
edge that the exhibits can
have side effects advanta-
geous to industry, but that’s
not our primary focus.”

When Smith first began
his audience participation
shows he admits that not
many major corporations
were interested in funding
the museum.

“But when they saw the
success of our shows they
changed their minds,” he
says.

The Plastic exhibition has

traveled across the country
for two Yyears, drawing
hundreds of thousands of
visitors. The Paper show has
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f Contemporary Crafts are now

popular furniture designs, such v the waterbed and bean bag chair,




