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As the title ‘maps, mud y mundo(s)’ implied, 
Melanie Smith’s exhibition moved between 
di!erent levels of information and material, 
from the universal to the speci"c. It acted  
as an ellipsis connecting several of Smith’s 
recent projects and the concerns that link 
them: Mundo(s) – world(s) – the situations 
and environments that Smith explores through 
her works; mud, the material, both natural 
and practical, which comprises these worlds; 
and maps, a means of documenting and 
understanding them. 

As is customary for Smith, the exhibition 
centred on a "lm, maps, mud y mundo(s) 
(2015), which features imagery from a range  
of sources – including material from her  
previous projects, found footage and ani-
mated elements. All is rendered in black  
and white, which generates a sense of both 
equivalence and estrangement. The "lm is 
alive with images of living things, some recog-
nizable – ants running in and out of a hole,  
several people’s lips – and some too strange  
or indistinct to name. Everything is shot  
in close-up so that even human body parts 
become hard to recognize. The edits  
are swift and frequently synchronized with  
a soundtrack of rhythmic tribal-sounding 
music. Images appear, often from the left or 
right of the frame, for fractions of a second. 

Throughout, Smith intercuts ageing  
footage from educational "lms about  
archaeology. The footage is degraded, grainy 
and often disturbed by waves of static. The 
artist selected particularly strange passages: 
carved human "gures #oating in front  
of a landscape: animated graphics of objects 
disappearing backwards toward the  
doorway of a thatched hut. These images, 
although created for the purposes of edu-
cation, appear as mysterious as close-ups 
of twitching caterpillars. 

Much of the "lm’s material originated in 
Smith’s other projects. The archaeology "lms, 
for instance, are from the archive of the 
Museo Amparo, where she made Irreversible/ 
Illegible /Unstable in 2012. Additional footage 
was gathered while shooting Fordlandia 
(2014), a "lm depicting a journey to a failed 
rubber enterprise built by Henry Ford deep in 
the Amazon in the 1920s. In that work, Smith 
studiously avoids the tropes of travelogue 

and nature documentary by concentrating  
on details. The new "lm took this process  
to extremes by further decontextualizing its 
constituent images; projecting them onto  
a screen leaning on the #oor made them 
appear even more object-like.

Smith underscored this sense of 
materiality by reproducing the images in 
another form: framed collages made from 
small "lm stills, sometimes layered with  
acetate cut through with circular holes 
(Collages for maps, mud y mundo(s), 2015). 
The least recognizable images are rendered 
in colour, while a bird’s head, for instance, 
remains black and white. The compositions 
propose di!erent relationships between the 
images though these remain mysterious. 

Small painted wooden panels were  
positioned leaning, like the projection screen, 
on simple double-sided shelving units. These 
paintings acted as a library of forms: ‘mud’, 
featuring indistinct blurs of texture and  
colour; ‘maps’, which were geometric forms;  
‘mundo(s)’, star "elds and a #oating planet; 
and ‘cuerpos’, body parts. They were clustered 
into groups of two, three and four, often 
according to common features such as dia-
monds or dots. But this categorizing only 
reinforced the images’ stubbornness. Smith’s 
painting technique involves the application  
of thin layers of acrylic enamel colour that 
are sanded or rubbed to create #at, blurred 
surfaces that trouble the paintings’ represen-
tational quality. In some, forms emerge  
even more distinctly than in the "lm, while in  
others they recede into murkiness.

Early in the "lm, the camera settles on  
a tight shot of hands digging in mud. The 
mud is thick like clay and the digging viscer-
ally satisfying, primal. Later, the mud is liquid, 
pouring from a hose like vomit. Finally it is 
shown as solid and dry, with a surface like  
a street plan. Frequently, Smith’s subjects  
are the failed projects of modernism – be 
they urban environments or methods of 
knowledge-production. Mud, however, is a 
basic and malleable material; it is the ulti-
mate shape-shifter, but also the simplest 
building material. Through her three-step 
action – of mobilizing images into a "lm, of 
"xing them into collages and of blurring  
them into paintings – Smith places her sub-
jects onto a muddy continuum, where  
categories form and dissolve, and everything 
is revealed to be basic matter.

L AUREN A. WRIGHT

JAMES CORDAS 
Et al., San Francisco

James Cordas’s sprawling mural of the ‘Safe 
Surrender Site’ icon – used in the US to 
designate sanctioned places where you can 
give up a newborn child without legal 
repercussions – dominated the con"ned, 
windowless basement space of Et Al. The 
icon’s house-shaped outline (created with 
standard domestic paint) was distorted where 
it stretched over both #oor and walls, echoing 
the irregularly angled shape of the gallery 
space. Within these lines, the silhouette of  
a monumental hand pro!ers up the body  
of an infant with its arms and legs pointed 
skyward. Beginning with this deceptively 
straightforward symbol, Cordas explored the 
civic rhetoric of defending and safeguarding 
those without power. 

The exhibition – titled ‘a, dog I’m holding 
undermy [sic] arm with its head pointed 
behind me’ – used a combination of #ickering 
lights (8 Poems, all works 2015), which 
plunged the gallery into darkness at unpre-
dictable and abrupt intervals, and a whirring, 
droning sound piece (Vampire), which manipu-
lated the noise of a cruise-ship engine to  
create an unnerving sensory experience. Both 
were controlled via software that translated 
the audio and light signals from unheard 
recordings of voices reading poetry through 
analogue circuits: when one of the impercepti-
ble voices made a sound, lights came on in  
the gallery. The overwhelming experience was 
of being unable to interpret or predict any  
of the forces that controlled conditions in the 
space; it made it hard for viewers to under-
stand what was happening right in front of 
them – like the backward-facing dog of the 
show’s title.

 Compounding and challenging this  
sense of powerlessness, the presence of 
neatly arranged, crowd-control gear in front  
of a large mirror – Contemplative Cop (8 ft. 
Cop) – suggested that viewers might try to 
imagine what it would be like to take on the 
role of upholding what the authorities call  
the ‘protection’ and ‘safety’ of the public.  
On the evening of the exhibition opening, this  
riot gear was worn by a performer who sat  
on a painted stump and stared into the mirror 
without breaking his own gaze. This closed 

circuit of inspection and introspection evoked 
the di%culties in imagining how those involved 
in crowd control must see themselves. The 
mild sense of threat from the riot gear was 
tempered by some absurdist humour. (The cop 
held the position of Rodin’s 1880 sculpture, 
The Thinker.)

This thematic concern with the 
complicated ways in which we aesthetically 
experience the state’s duty to protect us was 
also a touchstone for the three mixed-media 
wall pieces in the show. Sharp Park, Full 
Spectrum Suburban House Fire and Gender 
Neutral Noise Musician were created by  
overlaying stock images of various kinds with 
perforated vinyl: the material used to make 
window decal designs in storefronts and that 
allows for one-way visibility. Full Spectrum 
Suburban House Fire depicts a two-storey 
home going up in #ames using bright rainbow 
hues that are both cheerful and soothing, 
inhibiting our ability to read the image as 
depicting a tragic scene. Sharp Park superim-
poses silhouettes of medical tools over a 
Windows desktop stock image of rolling green 
hills and blue sky, again muting any feelings  
of dread as to the purpose of the implements.

Finally, a laser image of a twirling 
aeroplane projected onto Sharp Park re#ects  
o! its mirrored surface onto the opposite wall. 
The aircraft’s abnormal spiraling movement 
creates a faint sense of alarm given the  
association of plane crashes with terrorist 
attacks. Once again, the image, with its silly 
pink and green coloured lights, is at odds with 
its implied content. But Cordas seems to  
be less interested in the war on terror – or 
questions about paternalism and the nanny 
state – than he is in the formal aesthetics  
of disorientation, dependence and informa-
tional stonewalling that is experienced in 
contemporary American life. 

MONICA WESTIN

digital reproduction and large device memory? 
Anton and Spigland’s Foundation for 
Destroyed Art, a web home that preserves 
destroyed art created in tandem with the 
show, seems to think not, though several 
contributions to ‘Destroy, she said’ contra-
dicted this. Dexter Sinister’s Destruction  
of Solstice –an over-exposure to light of their 
35mm slide work Solstice (2013) – demon-
strates that all technology is vulnerable to 
obsolescence and defect. Ward Shelley’s 
Destruction of ‘I Am a Hunger Artist’ (2015),  
a declaration to forget his mother’s artwork, 
undermines the importance of technology 
altogether by claiming that art endures not  
in device but in human memory, while 
Jeanine Oleson’s Destruction of Here, Hear 
(2014) showed the extent of memory’s  
failings. She recorded the cast of Here,  
Hear (debuted in 2014 at the New Museum, 
New York) fumbling through cues and lines  
as they attempted to re-perform her 23-part  
experimental opera from memory. 

Human error also played a role in Nina 
Katchadourian’s Monument to the Unelected, 
a 2008-commissioned work comprising  
historical reproductions of 56 electoral lawn 
signs rallying for US presidential candi-
dates, and later found to contain errors.  
As Katchadourian’s engrossing installation 
chronicles, she recruited the help of sta! 
from the museums that displayed the work – 
and who were often the "rst to spot its #aws 
– to break or deface the o!ending signs. 

Like Westphalen’s tale of an abandoned 
art project, Katchadourian’s installation 
exposes the fact that any large-scale com-
mission involves multiple actors, all of whom 
shape its outcome. For Maps of Hope (2015), 
Bob and Roberta Smith put two illustrated 
paper maps on the ground and let them turn 
to tatters under visitors’ feet – a participatory 
gesture that saved the work from feeling 
too simple. 

Art wreckage, as the curators acknowledge, 
was a key idea of many movements during 
the 1960s and ’70s. With rare exception,  
the works in ‘Destroy, she said’ revived that 
tradition to o!er a contemporary vision of 
destruction relevant to today’s tech-permeated 
world. As demonstrated here, art production 
is not a linear process but, rather, a constant 
cycle of creation, destruction and reinterpre-
tation that cannot be thwarted by a paint 
chip or ceramic crack.

HANNAH STAMLER

DESTROY, SHE SAID
The Boiler, New York

From a commercial perspective, a work of  
art is destroyed when damage renders it 
unsellable. In this state, it is no longer art,  
but what art insurers term ‘salvage art’. 
Usually condemned to storage, examples of 
these damaged works made a rare public 
appearance in 2012 for Elka Krajewska’s ‘No 
Longer Art: Salvage Art Institute’ at Columbia 
University, New York. Opening just weeks  
after Hurricane Sandy devastated galleries in 
Manhattan’s Chelsea neighbourhood, the 
exhibition showed that art which is "nancially 
dead is still of enduring worth to scholars 
and curators. But what of damage’s worth to 
contemporary artists? 

Curators Saul Anton and Ethan Spigland 
addressed this question in ‘Destroy, she said’ 
at The Boiler, which proved that the deliberate 
destruction of art by artists can be a highly 
generative act. The exhibition’s premise 
– inviting 13 New York-based and interna-
tional artists to destroy one of their own 
works and to display the results – was decep-
tively simple. Walking into the gallery, I half 
expected a bleak art graveyard of scorched 
canvases and shattered glass, but found 
instead a range of thoughtful approaches that, 
for the most part, did not initally look like  
acts of destruction. 

In many cases, the prompt led to entirely 
new work. Olav Westphalen’s series of 
‘Drawings, 1996-2007’ (2015) outlines how 
seven of his pieces were ruined or aban-
doned: drawings stuck in limbo after a falling 
out with their co-author, for instance, or  
a sculpture project that lost its institutional 
backing. In the video Destruction of Screen 
Shadow #10 (stain), 2010 (2014), Miranda 
Lichtenstein digitally inserted her photograph 
Screen Shadow #10 (stain) into a low-budget 
advertisement for a shredding service. Beth 
Campbell’s vertically scrolling Destruction of 
My Potential Future … Sketch (6/8/11) (2014) 
layered video clips documenting her attempts 
to destroy an old sketch through various means 
ranging from a blender to a boy bouncing on  
it on top of a bed.

The looping videos – in particular 
Campbell’s cyclical work, repeat acts of 
destruction ad in"nitum – raising the question, 
is the destruction of art possible in an era of 
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