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Gary Justis
Adjustable Sex Lock 1996, Aluminum,
steel, copper, brass, 151/4" x 20" x
12", Courtesy of Klein Art Works,
Ghicaga.

Luc Tuymans

Moves, ¢, 1982, Watercoleor ang collage
: on paper, 8" x 11 1/2". Courtesy of
Kunstmuseum Bern and University of
California, Berkeley Art Museum,

association with manual labor, a
prejudice going back to ancient
Greece,

During the Middle Ages,
sculptors belonged to guilds that
included stone tmasons and brick-
layers, while painters hefonged to
quilds for gilders and saddlers.
Eventualiy, craft guilds became
powerful political forces—powerful
enough tg ¢challenge the grip
monarchs had thus far heid over
such activities. It was no accident
that the advent of academies for
artists in the seventeenth cen-
tury, which drew artists away
from membership in guilds, was
heavily sponsored by monarchs
and royal courts, who saw an
opportunity to break the power
of the guilds. This separation-
between painters and sculptors
and the other craft workers-
definitively severed fine art from
craft, and it aiso avoived info a
separatian of inteliect and hand,
or bady, a break that was a result
of politics rather than aesthetics.

The duality between craft
{the hand/body) and art (the
mind) came to a head in philo-
sophical and aesthetic debates

' during the Enlightenment in the

eighteenth century. Its legacy-
the Cartesian split between the
mind and the material world
(where the act of thinking, rather
than feeling or sensing, assures

us of our existence)-still reaches
into our Postmodern cuiture, The
dominance of brainwork over
handwork is reflected today in art
and cultural theory that privi-
leges language over images and
objects. "I often talk about
Postmodernism as precisely the
fulfitiment of certain Enlighten-

. ment agendas,” University of

Chicago art historian Barbara
Maria Stafford has said. Never-
theless, she adds, there is a
human need to be “anchored in
something that isn't merely simu-
lated, degraded or cerebral. . ..
The bedy is our focus . . . for
experiencing the world. Sc we
have to at some fundamental
level revalue it again, and say
that it is aestheticaily spiritual
and that it is mental, just as the
mind is ¢corporealized and spiritu-
alized."" The privileging of the
human hand in art-making calls
into question Western dualism:
what culturaf theorist Homi
Bhaba calls "binary houndaries,”
the domination of either/or polar-
ities in defining the world around
us.'2 However, the search to
re-integrate the hand, the body,
and the physical senses in art does
not mean a retreat into an essen-
tialism or universalization. The
hand, as a sign of the individual,
is potentially the ultimate pur-
veyor of idiosyncrasy, personal
identity, and spiritual power.
Probabiy for that reason, prehis-
taric artists covered cave walls
with hundreds of hand images.
The synthesis of the hand
and the mind as a way of life has
a leng history in craft art. The
potter Marguerite Wildenhain, far
example, writes:
This intimate correlation of the
quick perception of the eye
with the inner concept of the
heart and mind, and the sensi-
tive training of the hand, this
immediate reaction of &all the
capacities of a human being,
wiil always be the aim of any
training cof a craftsman and
artist. It is only the potency of
these combined abilities that
will give the artist the power to

convey what he feels in fis own
personal way.'3
Contemporary craft thecry of the
hand also has deep roots in Asian
art. Japanese aesthetician and
writer Shoetsu Yanagi, whose
classic The Unknown Craftsman
influenced several generations
of Western craft artists, calls
the question of the survival of
handcrafts:
not simply technologicat or eco-
nomic, but, basically, a spiritual
question. ... It seems to me
that there is samething so
basic, so naturat in the hand
that the urge to utilize its
power will always make itseff
felt. ... The chief characteristic
of handcrafts is that they main-
tain by their very nature a
direct link with the human
heart, so that the work always
partakes of a human quality.}*
Yanagi helped popularize the
400-year-old Japanese tea cere-
mony in the West, an aesthetic
ocutgrowth of Zen Buddhism. The
Way of Tea counters Western
dualistic notions of beauty and
ugliness, asymmetry and symme-
try. According to the Japanese
custom, the best art shows aus-
terity, humility, depth, simplicity,
restraint, intuition, and even
imperfection—qualities that are
the very opposite of many Greek
ideals.

Trying to find the way out of
the problem of dualism (beauti-
fulfugly, mind/hand, art/life,
consciousness/world) has been
a siight but persistent thread
underlying twentieth-century
Western philosophy and aesthet-
ics. Twe writers—French philoso-
pher Maurice Merleau-Ponty and
crafts theorist David Pye—have
made perhaps the most striking
coniributions, by interpreting the
work of art-and its making—as a
seamless fusion of the sensual
and the intellectual. This radically
moves the artwork beyond pure
idea or mere intentionat act.

Merleau-Ponty, a phenome-
nolegist, countered a dualistic
philosophical tradition beginning
with Plato by suggesting that
human consciousness and percep-
tign is fundamentally connected
to the world; it is not an “inner
realm” that opposes, dominates,
and organizes an otherwise
impenetrable and meaningless
“outside” world of matter (inciud-
ing the body). This "theory of
empodiment” argues that human
perception, rather than being
cerebrai and transcendental, is
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But the waork is obstinately
somewhere, of 3 place. Laura
Hoptman calis this a “signifi-
cantly changed attitude among
new painters,” an integration of
ko the Conceptual with a serious,
passionate, and unironic love for
the physical act of painting. "This
g work is about preparing to stun
you with the painting,” she
says.2d Tuymans has called his
work 5o “concentrated” that he
compares it to "another type of
arousal,”23 While the images may
be pulled from standard media
sources, these artworks are
not merely “representations of
representations.” Rather, they
unabashedly seduce the viewer
into a visual engagement with the
material qualities of the art, and
as such hold a radical, and rooted,
position in the variable play of
meaning.

The combination of a fleeting,
transient Postmodern sensibility
with the flat-cut gorgeousness of
handworked material is apparent,
too, in the work. of some mid-
carger artists, such as Lari
Pittman's baroque, flamboyantly
decorated paintings, for example,
of Phillip Taaffe's islamic pattern-
ings, which involve numerous
hand processes that include
constructing templates, sanding,
painting, hand-inking, and coliag-
ing. Taaffe describes his art-mak-
ing as “a search for the ruthless
thing,” noting, “what | want to
make is something very physical
and very perceptually demand-
ing" at the same tima.26 The
Smart Museum's “Post-Pop,
Post-Pictures” featured work that
is “highly concepfual and also
a seductive object,” according
to curator Courtenay Smith.27
in the show, John Pomara's heav-
ily worked enamel, Varathane
varnish, and ink diptychs with
images that echo the glectronic
blurs on television; Micheile
Grabner’s painstakingly hand-
replicated househoid patterns
painted with enamel on plywood;
and David Szafranski's legal
pads minutely and densely
covered with tiny prints and hand
drawings aif expressed edgy
Postmadern themes while still
calling attention to how carefully
they were made. This intentional
positioning of the artwork in the
material world does not deny the
complexity—and diffusion of
standpoints—in constructing
meaning in Pastmaodern culture.
But its mediation through the
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humean hand and body can rehu-
manize art and pravide a power-
ful embodied reference point-a
“real" map-within a provisionaf
experience that has been "ana-
lyzed away 'n a mere play of rela-
tions" in much currently
fashionable theory.28

The Hand and the Convergence
of Space, Time, and the Senses
Early Concepfual art evoived
from what was called the “prior-
ity of the idea” in art-making;
that is, that the idea for the work
comes first, and therefore is the
most essential part of art. In the
early '70s, Mel Bochner's masking
tape and text artworks, for exam-
ple, were not just straightforward
vehicles for communicating ideas,
but were actualiy visual investiga-
tions into~ang critiques of-ideas
as institutions. Bochner, however,
had already begun to lose faith by
the mid-'70s, noting that there is
no primacy to any aspect of expe-
rience. What, for example, about
ideas that develop while making
art? Bochner’s transition to
intensely hand-worked, sensuous
abstract painting allowed him to
continue his investigations into
watching how the mind works.
“For me, painting, because it is in
and of the material world, offers
an ac¢cess to the processes of the
mind, to the indecisions and
uncertainties philosophy can't
cope with,” he notes.2? His dis-
taste for “literalist” or “declara-
tive” art-"painting is not merely
a statement; it is alsc a ques-
tion"-also allews Bochper to
emphasize process in art-making,
along with the complexity, ambi-
guity, and doubt that are part of
it. In his early work, Bochner
explored the intersecticn of space
and language (or ideas) through
visual riddles. Now, by recording &
"narrative of revisions” through
his brush strokes, Bochner's
paintings intersect space (or the
visual} with time. "In painting, !
want to encode time as it
evolves, 30

The compression of time
into an artwork through hand
processes turns up in contempo-
rary scuipture as weil. Tom
Friedman and Gary Justis both use
meticulous handwork Eo produce
their conceptually oriented
pieces. Friedman's obsessiveiy
hand-processed sveryday materi-
als—a self-portrait carved out of
an aspirin, & piece of bubble gum
stretched 20 feet from floor o
ceiiing, or 30,000 toothpicks

glued into a starburst form-
skewer Modernist conventions of
solemnity and scale. Justis's ele-
gant, handmade machines echo a
Duchamplan mixture of mechan-
ics and mythology. There is no
one-liner quality to these works;

the sculptures of both artists take

time: both to make and to experi-
ence. Justis hammers home the
message with his sculptures, so
to speak: they sometirmes contain
small gongs that chime in repeti-
tive cycles, lulling the viewer into
a meditative wait-with an empha-
sis on that interval of time-for
each successive ring.

The use of the hand in art-
making can convey extraordinary
psychic depth and physical den-
sity when time is part of the
process, Vija Ceimins's thickly
built-up drawings and paintings of
galaxies, oceans, and deserts
exude, for example, what she calls
a "fatness” or a “volume." They
are “phenomenclogical investiga-
tions,” translations of experience
into condensed matter beyond a
mere idea. Celmins's search for
this “rich and complete form” in
her work (such as putting 18 lay-
ers of paint on a canvas, and still
not being finished) links time and
physical matter: "[ like to think
that time stops in art,” Celmins
once told an interviewer. “When
you work on a piece for a long
period it seems to capture time....
When you pack a lot of time Inte
a work, something happens that

David Pye in his workshop, RS

sfows the image down, makes it
more physical."3 Celming’s hand-
made paintings, once again, bal-
ance the scale between idea and
embodiment, emerging as refent-
lessly consolidated fields of intel-
lectual and physical matter.

The Hand and Ethica!
Development

Finaily, for good or bad, the use
of the hand in art has often car-
ried overtly moral and ethicat
overtones in some art circles.
This attitude is often attributed
to the Arts and Crafts movement
at the turn of the century, and
especially to one of its British
teaders, William Morris. But
Marris, who wrote and lectured
frequently about the importance
of handcrafts and who founded
the Morris and Company craft
and design firm, in practice
“never made a shibboleth of
handwork” and didn't arque
against the use of all machinery,
especially when workers were not

© exploited and the quality of the

cutput was good.32 [nstead, hig
real aim was social change; hand-
craft for Morris, who was a social-
ist, meant work without the
division of fabor between worker
ang designer in the rigidly hierar-
chicat and exploitive industriai
workplace of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Morris linked social and
political remewal with aesthetics,
arguing that the promotion of
handwork not onty improved soci-
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