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Exclamation!
Longing,
longing.

Nautical metaphor.

Exclamation,
exclamation,
very sexy sexual innuendo.

Participating Artists:

Lisa Barense, MD, University of Michigan 
Lucy Baxandall, MFA, Columbia College, Center for Book and Paper Studies
Stephanie Brooks, MFA, University of Illinois at Chicago; courtesy of Rhona Hoffman Gallery
Brian Dettmer, BA, Columbia College; courtesy of Packer Schopf Gallery
Kathryn Kucera, MFA, School of the Art Institute
Material Exchange is a small Chicago-based collective comprised of artists and designers, alum-
ni of the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and the University of Chicago. Sara Black, John
Preus, David Wolf and Charles McGhee-Hasrick made this project. 
Mark Rospenda, MFA, University of Chicago
Rhonda Wheatley, MA,  DePaul University, Chicago; courtesy of FLATFILEgalleries

Brian Dettmer
Column 1
2007
Altered Book
12 x 7 x 5 1/2 inches

Love Poem, 2005, by Stephanie Brooks



There is nothing new about artists making works from books, pages or texts. Since the
early 20th century, text and text fragments have been insinuated or integrated into
paintings and collages.  Picasso’s collages, the Cubists generally, and the Dadaists come
immediately to mind.   Since then, however, there has been a remarkable expansion of
conceptual, abstract, and figurative approaches that artists use when the book or its
surrogate is at the heart of their investigations.  It may be the intellectual and symbolic
power of the book itself that drives this ongoing freshness, or it may be the power of
the artist to invent and reinvent.  In any case, the combinations are potent and varied.  
The works of the artists included in Another Story are deliberately quite different for-
mally and conceptually, yet they can all be together in the same exhibit.  The clashes are
informative and the harmonies are expansive. 

Lisa Barense, Kathryn Kucera, and Rhonda Wheatley use ideas and images found in
pages as the basis of their paintings, drawings, and collages. Barense takes inspiration
from Italian art and medieval woodcuts as she imagines contemporary reactions to the
deeds and values of Damian and Cosmas, the patron saints of physicians. She inserts
modern icons such as drugs and syringes, while still retaining the style and the elabo-
ration of the older art she emulates.

Kathryn Kucera records her personal, philosophical, and political views in collages made
from contemporary newspapers, magazines, and brochures.  Kucera distorts forms and
figures recalling photomontage strategies used by the German Dadaist, Hannah Hoch.
Her complex, layered views, as
well as the evocation of foreign
places, recall the work of Chicago
collage artist, James Garrett
Faulkner.  

An avid reader, Rhonda Wheatley
takes words and phrases from sci-
entific and philosophical texts
(Carl Jung, Zora Neale Hurston)
and from science fiction novels
(Philip K. Dick) and stencils or
draws them into her paintings. The swirled and incomplete presentation of text and the
fragmentary views all project Wheatley’s ideas about non-linear thinking, new revela-
tions, or “Glimpses” into a momentary dream reality.

Mark Rospenda’s installation hovers between a wall piece and sculpture.  He examines
the concepts of expansion and compression in computer-generated drawings that are
images from his mind. These images seem dense, yet incomplete, as though seeking an
artistic destination that may not be reached.  Yet Rospenda is not uncritical; some of
the dark marks look like censor’s obliterations.  How to read these individual stories, in
whatever size they are, is a question.  As information expands, we seek to make it
denser to accommodate more.  But at what point does compression become incompre-
hensibility?

All books, whether on shelves, stacked on coffee tables, or splayed on the floor beside
a reader’s bedside have a three dimensional, even architectural presence.  Turning
books into sculptural expressions, then, seems a natural, even organic, enterprise.  The
freestanding works of Lucy Baxandall, Stephanie Brooks, Brian Dettmer, and Material

Exchange are varied examples of these rich transformations. The installations by
Material Exchange, as well as Baxandall and Rospenda, were specifically created for this
space and this exhibition.

Lucy Baxandall’s delicate handmade paper
mushrooms appear to grow from the concrete.
Mulched by thousands of tiny squares, cut from
earlier drawings and magazine pages, these
fungi seem like brains at work in a dark, but
strangely fertile, corner.  Larger fungal shapes,
again, from handmade papers, add atmosphere
to this strange forest scene.  

Brian Dettmer’s dictionaries have been
reshaped as logs or timbers (sources of paper)
and from these forms he has precisely excavat-
ed or removed parts to reveal a core (apple as a
symbol of knowledge?) and a column (reflective
of classical civilizations?)  Nothing is added in
his process.

Stephanie Brooks’s series, Love Poems, explores the structure of language beneath the
actual words.  The Compact edition of the Oxford English Dictionary and the novels of
Jane Austen are meticulously accurate in size and are in the minimalist tradition.  Spare,
elegant, and calling to mind the sculptures of Donald Judd, these works contain no
words, no decoration.  Yet we read them as books -- and our minds even supply the
titles of Austen’s novels as we gaze at the unadorned rectilinear shape.   

Material Exchange take objects that cultural institutions discard and reinvigorate them
with new life in a number of ways, often to make commentary on value in shifting con-
texts and material obsolescence.  It seemed propitious, therefore, that the creativity of
the collective could be brought to bear on damaged or unneeded books discarded by
University of Chicago Library. The collective has spared these volumes the ignominy of
the recycling dumpster by reforming and reinventing the interplay between the form
and the idea of the book. Using expert carpentry techniques, this sculptural installation,
with shapes recalling colonnades and other grand forms of architecture, lets us ponder
the marginalization of words and ideas in a world awash in books and calls to mind
some of the works of Buzz Spector.  

Whether hanging on walls, rising from the floor, standing on pedestals, or converted to
other forms, the art gathered for this exhibition encourages viewers to ponder the many
ways that a story can be told and re-told.   

The University of Chicago is now, through its generosity and ongoing support, inextri-
cably linked with the Hyde Park Art Center. And both are permanently committed to
learning and to Chicago. This exhibition, then, is a small tribute to the large ideas and
life-enhancing impact that the University, its grand libraries, its faculty, librarians, and
staff have had on students, neighbors, artists, and me personally.

Pat Swanson
Curator of Another Story

Lisa Barense, No Room, 2005, Charcoal on paper, 13 3/4 X 32 inches

Rhonda Wheatley, Glimpse 07.2, 2007, acrylic and
collage on canvas, 24 x 30 inches

 


