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Evidence of a Life Lived
Hy DOROTHY EPEARR

Art on Paoper dwlks fo three arkists who wse

paper - and thedr s bodies - fo exgprore
fifes tmpernmamence

15 1986, artist Jim Hodges eniesad the Mew
Musenimn's ald Mercer Street storefront aid
sal dawis ta have lils palem resd. “10 was all
very public,” he recalls, referring ta the
thrang of people waiting behind him among
the museum’s Opening-night crowd. The
palm reading, part of a seven-year, Onee-a-
mionth performance by artist Linda
Montane, offersd a servics dubbed as "art-
life counseling,” which Hodges, then &
recent graduate of Fratt Institue and
separclilng for a sense of artste purpese, desperately felt e peeded. “Don't B afeald,” intosed
the ari-life soctheayer, o be copventional,”

“That was my fear,” Hodges savs, relling s eves a1 the recollection, “to be convemtional,” At the
time, b was making work that bosked and felt ephemeral, “T wasn't interested in halding onto
the svidence of things. In fact, | created progects that were about not holding on 1o the evidence
if thimgs." After the palm reading, he continued o moke this pe of wark, but realoed that one
caukl make representational seulpture ar drawings witheut being comventional or sentimental.
He began to embrace the way evervday materials- paper, pens, paper-could hear great
emoticnal weight, while still retaining their vulnerable and (in the case of paper} seemingly
ephiemeral gualities. [n the context of labe 19808 appropriation and wgos Conceptual art, which
often favared bromy, this was an act of defianoe, He risked being dismissed ag sentimental, or,
perhaps even worse: earnest. But today, looking back over his work an the cecasion of his
sypvey exhibition at the Centre Galego de Arte Contemiporanes in Savikago, Spaln, it is thia
paradox — of using “throwsway™ matersals to retain the evidence of a lde lived — that glves his
work its besuty and resonamoe,

Cheer thie past ffteen years, Hodges has emiployved his boady az o central metaphar in nddressing
tough issues-the fragility of lite, political despair, and AIDS-with a sense of amder- slatement.
In A Lirtle Extra Something {1gg0-g1). for example, he covered the surface of a sheet of paper
with theatrical make-up. The paper resembles skin; the makeup reveals o certain thoroughness,
a delight in its application. and altudes, acconding to Hodges, to his own homasexaality. To make
his maliva-transfer drawings in 1gu2, Hodges drew ink doodles of spider webs, clovers, chains,
lnes, epirale, and a matris of dets, Then, blusring these doodles with lie eliva, he pressed the
wet image against anather sheet of paper, creating a print- & impression. “The use of salna,”
he recalls, "was a sensasas act. It's as if 1 were collaborating with my=elf, revealing my
relationship to the material, My hand would make the drowing. Then my mouth would transmit
it. The question is, "How do vou empower yourself, or hold anto elements of reality, soch as
hawdily fluids, when they are so often heing referned to in hornfying ways2"

Twrning the uiterdy crdinary inta the maodestly besutiful remained at e Beart of Hodges" work
wheen he sddressed the seeeningly saccharine convention of floral art, Glling an entiee gallery
with paper napking, each bearing an individual ink drawing of a flower or several Howers, He
has described A Diary of Flowers {1904}, which was made over theee vears, 33 [ record of his
daily trips 1o the deli. “These mements matter” he onee commented. “and the record (s
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Several years later, for “Flowering” (19949), he cut shapes cat of white paper, and ussd the
cutouls to make petals and stems, which he attached to the paper’s surface. Given the work's
monochrome aspect, be refied on Gght to generate a sense of depth. Made during an airplane
flight, when gloe was unavailable, he used the pum be was chewing - Wrigley's Winterfresh = to
affix the paper petals and stems ta the back- groamd. His inclision of the chewing-gum brand
el flavor in his liat of materkals (g potessorthy, sinee U gum containg iz saliva-amnd thesefons,
a part of himself-and because its name (“Winterfresh®™) echoes with the white-on-white imagery,

Hodges 18 pot alone among the artlsts who came of sge i the 1eaos in mvoking paper's fragibe,
vilnerable natore as & metaphor for buman life, For Mona Hatoum, the metaphorical
connections between the use of paper and the body are infoermed by bir feminkst critigoe of
Minimal art. In gy, during a residency at a Shaker community in Sabbath day Lake, Maine,
shie laid Japanese wax paper over several traditional Shaker Eivchen tools (colander, chese
grater, strainer] and mad: a “rubbing” of their surfaces. The resulting works appear scamed by
the abjects” pratrusions and grid patterns. "There wers these beautiful Ebchen abensils,” recalls
Hatoum, “with all the holes panched by hand. T wanted to keep an impression or memory of
them. When [ was making the wax rubbings. the hales started to resemhble constellations of
stars, the way the wax was hreaking. There was also this minimal aspect of making the paper
come alive with this impression on it,” Hatoum imbues the copvention of seuvenir collecting
with the memory of te Shakers’ remarkable craftemanship. S, these works are surprisingly
unsentimental, With their impressions amd perforations, the images de mob mest on the paper’s
anpfnie, they emerge from it

A white paper |3 a quiet space.” saye Hatoum. “This ks hos T see it 1 like to animate this paper
withaut putting in a lot of noise.” For her "Hair Drowings” and the work made during the quiet
space af a0 2000 residency in Oaxaca, Mexico, she mibosd her own skin, nails, and hair into the

paper pulp.

"There was this element of chanee” she says, "in what emerged through the paper’s surface.”
Referring to Untitled [grey hair grid with knats 3] {2oo2], from an earlier bat related body of
work, ale adds, “The gray hair i= my own. 1 pheke i off the floor wien it comes off my head,”
For anoiler 200z series, “Clouds" Hatoum nsad discarded papser food trave from a loeal Tarkish
take-out pestaurant--d her favorite beown pen-to map food stains left behind after ber meals
“Thiese staing,” sava Hatoum, “hecome a recard of vour lite, evidence of your pressnce” Paper
was particalarly well sukied for these projeds because i 5 aheorbent and mpeesskonable.

Towm Friedman agrees that o kind of record, or diary, is expressed by his physical and emaotional
interactians with materals. "What drives my work-what really leads me,” ke ohzerves, "is the
investigation hefween the external workl and my workl, whether that's mental, ematicnal, OF
phy=ical. There's a general curiasity, an openness o passibility, an awareness, as P'mowalking
ilown the street, of paper ohjects mutdlated by cars, how they tear apart or fade away, Or toa
piece of advertising that yon just plek up” Like Hodges and Hatoom, Friedman uses his body sz
a suhbject in his waork. For his recent show at Feature Gallery in Manhattan, he made an antithesd
wirk consisting of pillow stuffing affixed to a wall. The pillow stuffing formed the shape of a
human hody-his awn- made while be was lying on the ground. Anather untitled work from 2ooo
features o paper representation of him- self “vialently torn apart and lying acrass the floor,”
Evidence more of self-parcdy than actual violence, the work has been fabrcated from brightly
colored ponstnection paper carefully cut and spliced tagether, with jagged red cotouts serving as
i drolly inflated metaphor for spilled Bood,
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T 118 efpenness to external experiencs, Friedman's work- while pot withoul jneny--expresses
dedighit and worder in the simple fact of Being allve. To make an untitled work from 2ooo, for
example, i cut ot te paper surrounding the squiggly lines of an ink deswing, leving oaly the
limes, ard then hong the piece from the ceiling with monofilament, A feat of diseipline amd
virtaosity, the work is also surprisingly delicate. For another work fram 1gg, he carefully
affixed the spindly legs of spiders to paper. And for ancther from 2o be cut hundreds of finely
cut circles of colersd constredtion paper to fashion a reclining figare. Friedman shares Hodges'
aned Hatoum's fascination with possihilities of, the ondinary. "My first use of paper,” he recalls,
“wns based on an 8 1/2-hy-11 inch standard shest, o very familiar thing that everyone nees.”
Friedman paked the paper many times with a pin, then Bung it with the same pin. The reveals
the histery of his interaction with it bat it illastrates that beaaty, for Friedman, i aften arefved
at threngh o combination of craft ared a sedes of repetitive gestures, There's a plavial
inventiveness about te final outcome, a childiike sense of “look what 1 can do™ Referving te his
painstaking prooess, he sdmits, “1t begins as vy enjovable, then it turms more owand tedium,
Then, finally, it turns back e s Kisd of plessure in sedng the process and the outcome,”

Hodges" process s not immune to a similar sort of tedinm. *Making art takes diseipline,” he
lamghs, For a recent bill- board praject, Don't Be Afraxd, he invited a bundred United Maticns
ambassadors to write an o template the phrase "Don't be afaid” i their native langaage. "They
all had the same size paper,” ke recalls, “so the soabe would he proportional.” The responses
were compilsd in twa installments, over a couple of months, “Their handwriting.” Hodges says,
“wis a metaphor for their vokes.” The hillboard, which originated at the Wooster Museum in
Massachusetis, hefore appearing in bMiamid, in Lordon, and most recently, at the Hirshhorn
Blazenin in Washington, measures 35 by 7o feet, The arist’s hope was to create a global chorus,

Twa decades agoe, Montano's storefront palin resding encoursged Hodges to be valperable, and
tor expose Uit vil- nerability to the world, Now 8 teacher, able 1o offer his own advice to
vounger artkats, e tells his students: "You dont heve to b= autrageous.” Looking heck on his
iminial anti-object approach to art, he remarks, “There (3 g0 mach that is beyerd wy judgment, 1
ran only retain or bold onto the evidence. In so many coses, [ feel as if I'm holding onto
somwething o longer thers"
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