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KATARINA BURIN
Ratio 3, San Francisco

Walking into Katarina Burin’s solo exhibition, 
‘Pre-arranged Comfort', was like entering 
a design showroom. Home furnishings 
surrounded by large geometric swaths of 
colour welcomed the visitor, but the environ
ment soon revealed itself to be constructed 
of two-dimensional objects and lightweight 
materials. An intricate model of a Slovakian 
mountain chalet near the entrance served 
as a reference point for sets, drawings and 
wall pieces around the gallery. Eastern 
European allusions, Modernist architecture 
and design, and the historical figure of Fran 
R Hosken came together in an installation 
that blended the personal and the generic, 
the original and the reproduction.

Burin was born in Slovakia and emigrated 
as a child to Canada, then eventually the 
US, an experience that has influenced her 
subject matter. Her 2012 exhibition at Ratio 
3 revolved around a fictitious Czech Modernist 
architect named Petra Andrejova-Molnar, 
drawing attention to the lack of women in the 
field during that period. While, for that show, 
Burin fabricated a specific narrative around 
Andrejova-Molnar, this new body of work was 
more ambiguous and open-ended.

Hosken, whose archive is at Harvard 
University, Massachusetts, where Burin 
is a lecturer, was born in Austria in 1920 and 
relocated to the US in 1938. One of the first 
women to receive a degree from the Harvard 
Graduate School of Design, she became a 
feminist, journalist, social activist and archi
tectural photographer, as well as a furniture 
and jewellery designer. In four small, black 
and white photos reprinted from negatives in 
Harvard’s archive (Hosken Documentation 
Photographs -  Jewelry, 2014), Hosken stands 
on the porch of a shingled house, fashionable 
and imposing in a draped ankle-length black 
coat and heels. Marketing images of Hosken’s 
design work served as the model for nesting 
tables constructed by Burin (Hosken -  4 Small 
StackingTables, 2014). Lacquered tables 
nearby shared a similar aesthetic but were, in 
fact, period originals. With this furniture, Burin 
questioned the distinction between collecti
bles and reproductions. Her 2014 tables are 
just as visually appealing as the 1950s furn i
ture, although Hosken’s official stamp 
imbues the earlier tables with a sense of 
history that is not insignificant.

Juxtaposed with materials relating 
to Hosken were references to Slovakia. In 
the front area of the gallery, a round

USA

carved-wooden emblem (Exterior Sign -  
Vysoke Tatry, 2014) hung next to a graphite 
drawing of a compact mid-century modern 
country home (Studio Efficiency for the Country 
Side, 2012). Cut-out shapes of a flower, snow
flakes and a mountain appeared alongside the 
words Vysoke Tatry (‘High Mountains’) to create 
an advertising logo for an idyllic resort town 
or tourist business. Further into the exhibition, 
a full-scale domestic scene by a fireplace 
suggested a mountain getaway (Slovakian 
Mountain Chalet, 2014) and, in the back room, 
a looming magnified image of fur and a sign 
reading Zijeme lent a tactility to the tableau 
(Zijeme Steel Exterior Sign, 2014). Zijeme, 
which translates loosely as ‘we live’, operated 
here as a trite sentiment meant to conjure 
warm feelings. These and other objects in the 
exhibition were reminiscent of items one might 
see in a trendy chain store such as Urban 
Outfitters, their meanings unsure, yet neverthe
less coveted. This amalgamation of falsely 
personal items acted as a critique of the 
motives behind Modernist design -  from its 
original utopian aspirations to its present-day 
commercial role.

Drawn from the Letraset lexicon and clip 
art, life-size objects in the gallery both evoked 
a specific moment in the history of architecture 
and design, and connected to the artist’s 
investigation of the generic. A black and white 
tree (Letraset Pine Tree for the Chalet, 2014) 
and the outlines of people leaning against 
the wall (Letraset Man to Scale and Letraset 
Woman to Scale, both 2014), were printed on 
MDF and were identical to much smaller 
Letraset icons in P.A-Molnar, Second project 
for studio efficiency for the G.C.A. In the country
side, 1938-39 (2012), an architectural rendering 
at the beginning of the exhibition. By bringing 
these from the page into the gallery, Burin 
drew attention to a movement toward stand
ardization in the design world begun in 1959, 
the year Letraset was founded.

Without resorting to didacticism, Burin 
has been advocating for the acknowledgement 
of women in the development of design for 
several years and, by weaving together elements 
of fact and fiction, this installation seems to 
suggest that her own rewriting of history is per
haps more accurate than the factual record 
itself. The danger of historical documentation, 
as Walter Benjamin warned, is the inherent 
subjectivity of a view of the past that is pro
moted by the ruling class but relies on the anon
ymous work of their contemporaries. By 
mining Hosken’s archive and mixing it with 
her own markers of the mid-century Modernist 
era, Burin generated a new and perhaps more 
genuine depiction of history.

JEANNE GERRITY

NEVET YITZHAK
The Screening Room, Miami

For her latest exhibition, Tel-Aviv-based 
Nevet Yitzhak presented WarCraft (2014), 
an installation comprising a pair of 
single-channel animated videos based on 
Afghan rugs, or ‘war rugs’, in which the 
standard iconography of flora and fauna are 
traded for that of tanks and warplanes. The 
genealogy of war rugs can be traced back 
to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 
when women of the Baluchi tribes began 
incorporating images of the war they saw 
on a daily basis into their weaving.

Whether or not the rugs were a form of 
activism is unclear, but they certainly began 
to accrue a commercial value. Women of the 
Turkmen tribes even wove English language 
phrases into the rugs. The terrorist attacks 
of 9/11 and the subsequent invasion of 
Afghanistan by the US-led NATO forces fur
ther spurred production of war rugs, which 
now make up approximately one percent of 
rugs sold worldwide. Whether the rugs are 
acts of defiance, examples of entrepreneur- 
ship or both, Afghan women display a great 
deal of moxie -  a trait that the West does 
not typically associate with them.

Curator Tami Katz-Freiman installed 
WarCraft in a darkened gallery: one animated 
war rug was projected onto the ground; 
directly behind it, another was projected 
against a wall. The exterior frame of the hori
zontal rug depicts multi-coloured tanks on 
a golden yellow background while the tanks 
and warplanes, as well as tiny automobiles 
and schematic representations of human 
subjects, are digitally woven into a rich indigo 
field. The frame of the rug that appears to 
float on the wall includes serially repeated 
bright-orange tanks stitched onto a brown- 
orange background: warplanes, helicopters 
and trucks populate the interior.

The rugs take on a political and 
aggressive edge that is heightened when the 
signifers of war begin to unmoor themselves. 
Planes from one rug seemingly fly to the 
other and drop bombs that burn holes in it, 
and tanks fire across screens creating bullet 
holes. At one point, a helicopter drops what 
appear to be innumerable leaflets, presum
ably warnings of impending bombings: Israel 
dropped such messages in Palestine last 
summer prior to its attacks, as did the US 
in Afghanistan.

To be clear, though, there is no overt 
reference here to any specific war. Indeed,
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the animated rugs privilege a generalized, 
highly stylized depiction of the instruments 
of war, taking on something of the quality 
of a videogame. The soundproofed gallery 
space sharpens the whoosh of bullets 
speeding through the air, the crackle of 
flames burning and the swish of helicopter 
blades -  all of which underscore the work’s 
contrivance rather than any sense of 
realism. The absurdity of war, as much as 
the sombre reality of its ceaselessness, 
comes to the fore when the work loops after 
eight minutes with no clear ‘winner’. By 
the end, both rugs have suffered various 
fires and plane crashes.

Yitzhak’s WarCraft questions the facile 
categorization of woven works as expres
sions of the local and as not being respon
sive to broader transnational and global 
flows.The work highlights the complex -  
and often underappreciated -  process of 
weaving by conflating digital technologies 
with the centuries-old practice of making 
rugs. While craft is becoming an area 
of scholarly interest for contemporary art 
historians, the focus has primarily been 
on North America and Western Europe; 
WarCraft indicates how much more there 
is to explore beyond these regions.

ALPESH KANTI LAL PATEL
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JOHN MILLER
M ary Boone Gallery & M etro  

Pictures, New York

Just what is the real world? For most 
adults, it's a challenging place, where there 
is no guarantee that anything will work out. 
Some of the most memorable art provides 
a momentary escape from the real world’s 
difficulties, and critically oriented art has the 
potential to get us couch potatoes to wake up 
to the ways in which the media’s industrial- 
grade fantasies influence our behaviour.

John Miller’s two-gallery exhibition at 
Mary Boone and Metro Pictures, titled ‘Here 
in the Real World’ (after a 1990 song by Alan 
Jackson), focused on different aspects of 
entertainment and experience. Metro Pictures 
has represented Miller since the 1980s, and 
this exhibition is the first of six that curator 
Piper Marshall will put together over then 
next three years for Mary Boone. Both shows 
featured images from television, particularly 
US reality and game shows. Even though 
the sources of these paintings (dating from 
1997-2014) were from home entertainment, 
Miller cropped and flattened them out in 
ways that made them look like documentary 
evidence. Other works in the exhibition -  
including sculptures made from store-bought 
objects, wallpaper printed on vinyl and, at 
Metro Pictures, cut-out paintings based on 
photos of pedestrians and a video -  comple
mented and expanded on his somewhat 
detached treatment of commercial media. 
Miller’s paintings emphasize the artist’s role 
as observer and the importance of seeing 
and being seen in contemporary life. They 
bring to mind the voyeuristic catchphrase 
‘I like to watch’ from the 1979 Peter Sellers 
film, Being There.

At Mary Boone were a number of digitally 
printed game show pieces, based on 
screen grabs of the TV shows’ garish sets,

emphasizing their abstract elements; 
several of the canvas stretchers are rounded 
in shapes imitating pre-HD TV aspect ratios. 
They are generally depopulated, with a few 
exceptions -  an arm in 40 Dollars (2014), 
a person with a microphone in 5, 700, 75 
(1997). Most of the paintings zero in on the 
jazzy yet vaguely alienated art direction and 
use of numbers -  contestants’ scores and 
money -  with an occasional prize, such as 
the car in Aspiration (2014). Miller made the 
earlier printed pieces with sprayed acrylic; 
the more recent ones are jet-sprayed on 
polyester fabric.

The paintings in the series 'Everything 
Is Said’ (2012) depict close-ups of people in 
emotional distress -  participants on well- 
known reality TV programmes. Thinly 
painted, in monochrome or fairly neutral 
colours, their hand-painted surfaces give 
them a personal touch, although their sense 
of emotional detachment and distance is 
similar to the game show paintings. A kiosk
like sculpture in the middle of the gallery, 
Public Display (2013), featured repeated, 
mirrored pictures of a crying woman; a 
model for a monument to televised personal 
anguish. The large vinyl wallpaper work 
(Untitled, 2014), based on Miller’s digitally 
altered photo of a street in New York’s 
Chinatown, was large enough for that part 
of the gallery to become another kind of 
stage set, with visitors sometimes taking 
selfies in front of it.

At Metro Pictures, the ‘Pedestrian Series' 
(2014), comprised a roomful of slightly 
smaller-than-life monochrome cutouts of 
people, painted on shaped panels. Unlike the 
cropped pictures of game show sets or 
close-ups of reality TV contestants, the sub
jects of the ‘Pedestrian Series’ appear with
out any background at all. They are based 
on photographs that Miller took himself, 
rather than being taken from screen grabs 
or Google image searches.The cutouts 
emphasize his subjects’ upright posture 
and their presentation of self, and are some
what reminiscent of John Ahearn and 
Rigoberto Torres’s casts of Bronx neighbour
hood residents or Michelangelo Pistoletto’s 
painted figures on mirrors.

Metro Pictures also featured paintings 
from the series ‘Everything Is Said’ and 
paintings from a similar series titled ‘Project’, 
alongside another vinyl wallpaper piece 
showing a loading dock and a readymade
like sculpture: an upside-down table on top 
of a Buckminster Fuller book, plopped 
down in the gallery like an inside joke. There 
was also an entertaining video projection 
by Robot, Miller’s collaboration with artist 
and curator Takuji Kogo, called / Like to 
Make People Laugh (2014). Based on a dat
ing profile that has been set to music, it 
shows another aspect of the interplay 
between public and private information in 
contemporary life.

Miller’s work is not allegorical or didactic. 
It manages to be both critical and fun, and 
Miller does not imply that he and the art 
world are superior to what he’s representing. 
Rather, he’s showing that while there may be 
a gulf between the fantasies of TV contest
ants and those of artists and collectors, 
there’s overlap and continuity as well.

DAVI D REISMAN
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