TODD MURPHY
at the Mindy Oh Gallery, through
October 1

By Mark Swartz

At irst Todd Murphy's photo col-
hanmnghlbcnkenﬂormth:redod
paintings caught midway through
restoration. Several Plexiglas shields
baxging oves each picture look as if
they might be proteciing the restor-
er’s work and create the illusion that
some areas are brighter, some murk-
¥er. Since I consides restoratian as re-
gretiable a3 colarizing  hlack-and-
white movies and believe the phrase
“lovingly restored™ 10 be an oxymo-
rom, I was glad to find that the pic-
tures were actually manipulaied pho-
08,

Murphy, an Auanta-based artist
who's haviog his fizst sclo show in
Chicago ar the Mindy Ob Gallery,
uses a complex process 1o achieve his
luminous effects. I think that if he
were simply trying to simulatie Oid
Master canvwases, there would be more
direct ways 10 do so, He 1akes mural-
size photographs of human figures

tar. He does enhance the color and
contmast in the photegraphs, but I can
swallpw this technique more easily
than I can that of colorizing niovies;
this is his project and he can do what
be wants with these pictures. Finally,
he sets overlapping Plexiglas rectan-
gles over the pictures to bring out the
depth in their glossy black surfaces,
gencerating net merely the color black
but the look and feel of darkness.
Setanding before these large works,
ome feels swallowed up by airless par-
fors with their cunans drawn and
candies burring low. Notwitkstand-
ing the brigh: lights ttat shine on the
pictures to create strange reflections
on the wooden floor, the cumulative
effect of these pictures is to shroud
the main exhibition space of the gal-
lery until it seems a playroom in the
Addams tamily home.

Tae figures in these photos often
appear o be mannequins, and they
seesm: to have been stuck in these air-
less rocoms a long time. A child is
puised atop arocking horse in Romu-
dus the Vicor, cluiching a toy bird. A
mandead or resting in a recliner gath-
ers dust in Cocoon. [n an untitled
work, a ghostly figure sporis a hat
with candles all around the brim. In
many, the faces are completely ob-
scured; in all, they betray so litte per-
sonality as to resist any attempt at de-
ciphering their reasons for being
trapped. As in the plays of Samuel
Beckett, to whose work Murphy’s has
been compared, these “characters”
exist nol as human beings bwt as hu-
manoid forms over which to drape 2
vision of life as an intractabie ordeal.
And as with Becket, pushing a dark
¥ision 10 an extreme can be funnier
than you'd think.

But Beckett is the wrong place to
siart with these gorgeous and unfash-
ionably literary works (though the
surname Murphy makes it tempting).
A one-to-one comespondence be-

tween this patnier and that writer, be-
tween Picasso and Joyce, say, over-
simphfies matters and sets up mis-
judgments about both artsis and
about the interrelation of the arns. {
prefer o view Murphy as a single star
in the constellation of American art-
ists, wnters, and directo’s who might
be called post-Poe modernists. There
15 in Murphy’s pictures, as well as in
Steven Millhauser’s and ThomasLig-
otti’s stories and in David Blair's 1990
fitm Wax or the Discovery of Television
Among the Bees, something of Edgar
Allan Poe's merbid sense of beauty,
his absessinn with the past, his dark
sense of humor, and the ever-present
insinuation of madness. The Poe aes-
thelic has been generally well nour-
ished over the years, in literature by
Jorge Luis Borges and Beckett aad in
the visual aris by Jossph Comell,

Francis Bacon, and Ivan Albright (a
Chicago artist who died in 1983 and
the subject of an upcoming retrospec-
tive atthe Art Institute). At thispoint
an arust can draw from a wide range

of images, which explains why
though Murphy’s technigue is quire
origiral, his an feels somewhat famil-
Lar.

Past-Poe modernism is creaied by
solitary men in darkened rooms lined
with and smelling of old books. I ac-
tually do not think it possible for a
woman or & person of color to be a
part of ihis tradition because one ele-
ment of its endeanng absurdity is that
its. practitiopers are refendessly

Post-Poe Modernism

gloomy without ever having had to
endure any real social injustice.

Steven Millhauser writes elegant,
detailed narratives of isclation and
magic, often expioring the imagina-
tive worlds of children and the role of
the aniist in society. In “Eisenheim
the IHusionist,” from his i990 short-
story collecuon The Barnum Mu-
serwm, Millbauser chronicles the life
and death {or disappearance) of a late-
Y9th-century magictan wiose tricks
created nots across easterr: Europe. A
chief of police arders Eisenheim’s ar-
‘est on the grounds 1hat the magician
s erasing the disunctions between art
and hfe, dlusion and realiy—but just
15 he's captured, he disappears one
-ast ume. “The Masier had passed
safely out of the crumbling order of
history,” writes Aillhauser, “into the
ndestrucuble realm of mystery and
dream.” These words could serve as
the capton 1o al! the works in Mur-
phy’s exhibit, bu: particularly o the
iwo untilled works depicting dresses
hanging 1n space, with no bodies o
hold them up. In one, a beekeeper’s
nat floats where the head should be;
:n the other, a beckeeper's veil. Like
Essenhe:m, Murphy rudely mixes
reality and itlusion, making his audi-
ence unsure where the photograph
ends and the painticg begins. In this
instance, we know there is no pant-
g, but we suli believe that that's
what wete looking at: the best magi-
clan can fool you even when vou
know the trick,

“If things are not what they
scem-—and we are forever reminded
that this is the case—"wrnes Thomas
Ligotti in “The Mystics of Muelen-
berg,” astory from his 1991 collection
CGrimscribe, “then vt musi also be ob-
served that enough of us ignore this
truth to keep the world from collaps-
wng.” Ligorti, a Detroit-based writer
whose works brood mercilessly aver
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evil and death and are therefore clas-
sified as horror stories. describes a
mediewal town submerged in perpet-
ual ewilight, a phenomenon that re-
sults in the steady melting of the ma-
terial world: “Precisely sculprured
sione began to loosen and lump, an
abandoned cart melded with the
sucking mud of the street, and obsects
in desclate rooms tost themselves in
the surfaces they pressed upon.” Lig-
oni’s distrust of the matenal world
parallels Murphy's: in the “found ob-
jecis” that are pan of this exhibil {as
well asa few drawings), he finds po-
eltry in the disiriegration of beautiful
things. Hoof Chair, an ornate old
ptece of furniture, seems to have been
rescued from the junkyard at pre-
cisely the right aesthetic momen,
addingio the exhibit’s haunted air.

David Blair’s film Wi, a fascinai-
g and eene fictive documentary
about how a special strgin of Mesopo-
tamian bees can lead u 10 the realm
of the afterlife, occasionally lapses
o visuat effects reminiscent of early
video games, but it contains beautiful
sequences of bees. To me, bees have
tar more potennal as images in art and
literature than, say, bunterflies: they
can suag, but they also exhibit auon-
shingly complex social behavior and
create not only elaborate architecture
but honey. Blair’s movie reverses the
cinematc stereotype of the killer bee,
and Murphy toc recognizes the
beauty of bees: besides the beekeeper
veils and hats, bees and beehives are
recurrent images. Perbaps 'm too
much influenced by the creares
supernatural role in W, but I think
they function n this work as shuttles
between here and the hercafier,

As guides onthis i1:p, bees can alie-
viale some of our fear of the un.
known. If Murphy's cwilit 1ones
fnghtened me when I first encoun-
lered them, afier | got uwsed o themn |
felt I could do worse than seule in for
good.




