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Materiam superabat opus
— Owvid, Metamorphoses’

On August 12, 2008, a little more than a month before the largest bankruptcy
in US history — the signal event that helped usher in the global financial
crisis, the economic consequences of which are certain to be felt for years,
if not decades, to come — the British-born art historian Michael Baxandall
passed away at age seventy-four. Baxandall is perhaps best remembered
today for his groundbreaking studies of Renaissance art. His best-selling

1972 classic, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, begins with the
timeless observation that "money is very important in the history of art.”
Baxandall expands:

It acts on painting not only in the matter of a client being willing
to spend money on a work, but in the details of how he hands it
over. A client like Borso d'Este, the Duke of Ferrara, who makes
a point of paying for his paintings by the square foot — for the
frescoes in the Palazzo Schifanoia Borso's rate was ten
Bolognese lire for the square pede — will tend to get a different
sort of painting from a commercially more refined man like the
Florentine merchant Giovanni de’ Bardi who pays the painter

for his materials and his time. Fifteenth-century modes of costing
manufactures, and fifteenth-century differential payments of
masters and journeymen, are both deeply involved in the style of
the paintings as we see them now: paintings are among other
things fossils of economic life.?

(Earlier in the book, the author had already defined paintings as “deposits
of a social relationship.”) One of the most demonstrative ways that this fairly
crude economic logic expressed itself in the era'’s art production concerned
the use of colors, and Baxandall points out that blue in particular was the
recurrent subject of financial anxieties on the part of patron and client

(i.e. painter) alike: “After gold and silver, ultramarine was the

1L This guote from Metamorphoses, Ovid's
masierpiece of Roman narmative poetry,
composed in the early years of the
Common Era, is usually translated as:
“The workmanship surpassed the material”

2. Michaed Basandall, Painting and
Experience in Fifteenth-Ceanfury Rtaly
(New Edithon), {Oxford, England: Oxiord
University Press, 1888), -2

An obituary by Christopher Wood, published
in Artforum in January 2008, four months
after the onset of sald global financial crisis,
first drenw my attention to the rolevance of
Baxandall's insights into the economic
underpinnings of Renaissance art for our
current cullural predicament

most expensive and difficult color the painter used. . ..
Ultramarine was made from powdered lapis lazuli expensively
imported from the Levant; the powder was soaked several times
to draw off the color and the first yield — a rich violet blue —

was the best and most expensive.”® The meaning of money in
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the art of the cinguecento is strongly dependent, in other words,
on the actual worth of the materials used.

The early economic history of art is therefore a “natural”
history of sorts, its economy a matter, first and foremost,
of (organic) materials found, quarried, traded — and magically
transformed. The peculiarly "magical” quality of this transforma-
tion — the mysterious crux of which constitutes the creation,
seemingly ex nihilo, of that most elusive of artistic qualities,
value — has been a consistent, defining presence throughout the
history of art ever since. As the role played by the market value of
the various materials involved in the production of the work of art
has diminished over time (a historical process that is undoubtedly
an integral part of art's very own “*modernization,” and tied
to the long, quintessentially modernist process of deskilling as
well), this magic, this mystery, has only deepened. Indeed, to
paraphrase Baxandall, the mystique of metamorphosis —includ-
ing that of art into money, to return to the global financial

crisis —is very important in the history of art; it is the history of art.

“All art has been contemporary,” the Italian artist Maurizio
Mannucci once noted. On a deeper philosophical level, one
could hazard that all art, as that which we look at and experi-
ence in the here and now, is always contemporary. Some art
is more contemporary than other art, however —it is not merely
contemporary, it is current — and this seems to be true, for
a variety of reasons, of Simon Starling's work in particular.®
Its currency is related to the poetic acumen with which it
addresses the fundamental, and fundamentally immutable, fact
that economy (and not just money, i.e. currency) is very important
in the history of art — something that surely becomes more
pronounced in times of economy-wide (i.e. not just financial) dis-
tress. Starling's work engages economy by way of two distinct,
though occasionally intersecting, thematic trajectories: the first
approaches the economic sphere head-on, through Starling’s
interest in the materials and tools of his trade (limestone, marble,
platinum, silver, steel, uranium, different kinds of wood - the stuff
of which so much art is made, even that which appears to
have been thoroughly “dematerialized”); in the second, the eco-
nomic realm is conjured primarily in the recurrent trope of the
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3. Baxandall, Painting and Experience, 11
The other primary expense in this sconoma
relationship is time, which brings this
unesipectadly relevant anecdole o mind:

In 1878, the painfer James Abbott McNeill
Whistar took John Ruskin to court for Bbel
Ruskin had writlen a rathar positne review
of sn exhibition at tha Grosvenor Gallery -
a privately owned space exhibiting works
that had been rejected by the Royal
Acaderny. Ruskin singled out Whistler's
MNociurne in Black and Gold: The Faling
Rocket, accusing the artist of charging oo
high a price for what Ruskin thought was a
hastily made painting: “For Mr, Whistier's
o Bake, no less than for the protection of
the purchaser, Sir Coutts Lindsay ought
not to heve admatied works inlo the gallery
In which the lll-educated conceit of the
artist so nearly approached the aspect ol
willlful mposture. | have ssen, and heand,
much of Cockney impudance batore now;
bt never expecied to haar a coxcomb ask
Pwo hundred guineas for finging a pot of
paint in e pubbc’s face.” Whisther was
outraged and sued Ruskin for a thousand
pounds and the costs of the trial The

trial became a pubbc spactacie, the first of
its kind. It Alsc-becama b public seminar on
arl. Whistler's case was based on his
arguméant that a painting is about nothing
but itsell; Ruskin's case wis based on his
befaf that art should have moral value

The court heard angumants about the duties
of art critics and the role of kbor in art
Ruskin was {00 il 1o attend the trial and was
represanind by wyers whio askad Whisiler
how lomyg it haad taken hém to maks the
painting. Whistler rephad that il was com-
plated ina day or bwo “Lawyer: Tha kabor of
Iwo darys, is that for which you asked twa
hundred guineas?T Whistler: No, | ask it for
the knowiedge | have gained in the work ol
a ifetime.”

Quoted in Anton Vidokle, “Art Withouwt
Market, Art Without Education: A Political
Economy of Arl,” e-flux journal 43 (March
2013, e-Thus.comyjournalfart-without-
miarkot-arl-without-educabon-political-
eoonomy-of-art

4, “Currant arl” is a phrasa borrowed (rom
British artist Liam Gillick, who coined it

"as a way of dropping the association with

they contemporany of design and architec-
ture and simply find [sic] a term that could
contain the near future and recent past

of engaged art production rather than an
evocative post-modarnistic inclusion of
singuiar practices.” Gillick, "Contemporary
Art Does Not Account for That Which Takes
Place,” e-flux journal 21 (December 2010),
e-thuccomfournal/contemporary-an-does-not -
account-for-that-which-le-taking-place.

The resultant assocktion of art with

“currency” adds an inleresting dimension

1o our ongong axplomation of the intarsec-
tion of art and econoomy.



5. His profific activity in the adjoining
discipines of film and photography notwith-
standing, Starfing’s avowed attachment
to the sculptural tradition is clearly tied 1o
g interast in mattar and mH!NH‘!M‘;‘. n
ohecthood and thingness. The fact that the
bwia artists most often relarencad in his
work am the arch-modernist sculplor
duo of Constantin Brancusi and Henry
Muopore, both paragons of the masteny ol
arganic form (stone, wood), only helps (o
underscora this point. This enthusiasm for
ithex brute Facis of matter — how hard il is,
hone miach it weighs, how resistant it
remans — undoutrtedly heips o remind anist
and viewer alike of the imeducible matenality
ol the world; even the Intesrmet, in the end,
i lithe more than an archipelago of sllcon
heid togather by a workdwide maze of
optical fiber — siuf, 11 is precisely this hesght-
end awalendss of our depondence on
“siufl™ — by no means a sell-evident truth in a
culture entrancad by the mirage of ts own
so-called dematenialzation — thal also lends
an ecological charge o some aspects of
Starling's practice, as maleriality effectively
equals finitude. To continue our recycling
of Baxandall's bon mat, in these instances
of Starfing's work, ecology has proven to be
st a8 important in the hestory of art

8. Appropriatety, | have chosen o recycle
some of my own thinking and writing on
Starling’s work, as the following discussion
borrows heavily from my essay “Simon
Starfing: The Metamorphologist,” first
publishad in the monograph Simon Siaring
(London: Phaidon, 2012}, with thanks to

tha publishar, One of the works discussed
In that essay, which is not included in

tha MCA exhibition and whose consides-
afion therelore falks outside the scope of
the present baxl, s Starkng's iconic
Shedboatshed trom 2005 (fig. 3], the plece
that secured the artist that year's Tumer
Prize and probably best encapsulates
Starfing's preocoupation with the creular art
of tranaformation. For this work, Starfing
dismantied a shad encountensd along

tha banks of the Rhine in Basel, and turned
it inlo & boat that took him to the city's
contemporany arl museum, whens il was
remado into the orginal hut and exhibited
as what looked fike a readymade but
obviously wasn'L The work's paradigmatic
cquality is derived in part from the fact that
Its production incorporated an element

of physacal travel imetamorphosis a% move-
ment, trarstormation &s transportaton),
which kends added weilght to the profoundly
processual nature of Starfing’s practice.

T. “The process of Creative Destruction is
the essential fact about capitalism. it is
whial capitalism consists in and what évery
capitnlist concem has gol o lve " Josaph
Schumpeter, Cagitalism, Socialsm and
Democracy (London: Routledge, 1994), 83
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cycle and the motif of circulation (cycles of production and re-
production, the circulation of energy, recycling, loops and
rotations, trade).5 The governing principle of metamorphosis —
sometimes enacted with literal, disarming immediacy, sometimes
deployed much more obliquely — anchors both trajectories
in a singular conception of art as metamorphology.
Metamorphosis, considered within the broad framework of
the economic logic outlined above, is at the heart of some of
Starling's best-known projects, such as Autoxylopyrocycloboros
(2006), Bird in Space, 2004 (2004), and Flaga 1972-2000
(2002), all of which occupy a pivotal position in Metamorphology,
the exhibition this catalogue accompanies; metamorphosis is
also, to a certain extent, the subject of Project for a Masquerade
(Hiroshima) (2010/11), another key work in the exhibition.® A slide
piece made up of thirty-eight images, Autoxylopyrocycloboros
(pls. 1-5) documents a boat trip on Scotland's scenic, perennially
mist-covered Loch Long in a small smack whose steam engine
was powered by a stove fed by the boat’s very own wood
(the work is shown using an archaic Gétschmann slide projector,
whose analog rhythm resembles that of the boat's chugging
steam engine). The sequence concludes with the boat's
complete dismemberment and the artist's inevitable submersion
in the cold waters of Loch Long. A patient dissection of the
work’s unwieldy title lays out a number of key tropes in Starling's
practice: auto means self, xylos means wood (symbolic,
here, of Starling's larger materialist instincts), pyr means fire,
cyclos means circle (or cycle), and boros, itself meaningless, is a
suffix alluding to Ouroboros, the mythical serpent known for
eating its own tail and a powerful symbol of early alchemy (a no-
tion to which | shall return shortly). That the work records an act
of “creative destruction” through which surplus value (i.e. art)
is created brings to mind, among many other things, Joseph
Schumpeter’s classic description of the economic logic of mod-
ern capitalism as a matter of ceaseless “creative destruction."”
The presentation of Autoxylopyrocycloboros as a slide carousel
piece, finally, further emphasizes Starling's formative fascination
with cycles, circuits, circulatory systems, and their inherent
logic of eternal recurrences.®
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Autoxylopyrocycloboros's concluding slides are pure
slapstick. In Bird in Space, 2004, the equilibrium between the
lightness — frivolity, even — of the work's execution and the
weight of its narrative grounding is reversed. The piece’s visual
quality as a literal balancing act is already hinted at in the
list of its key ingredients: a two-ton slab of imported Romanian
steel on the one hand, and a trio of helium-inflated air cushions
on the other hand. Bird in Space, 2004 is based on a well-
known art-historical anecdote dating back to the early days of
the avant-garde’s gradual migration from Paris to New York. In
1926, Marcel Duchamp arranged for Constantin Brancusi's
original Bird in Space (1926; fig. 1), one of the sculptural icons of
modern art, to be shipped to New York, where it was to be
exhibited at the Brummer Gallery and subsequently sold to
renowned photographer Edward Steichen. (The sculpture was
also shown at The Arts Club of Chicago, in the first major
US survey of Brancusi's work.) The shipment was held up in New
York Harbor, however, because US customs officials refused to
accept the elegant, elongated bronze sculpture’s status as a
work of art (which would have enabled it to enter the country
free of charge), instead claiming that, as a banal, manufactured
metal object, it was subject to a 40 percent customs tariff. A
widely reported court battle ensued, eventually concluding with
a ruling in Brancusi and Duchamp's favor, which declared the
former’s Bird in Space to be a work of art after all.

For his 2004 solo show at Casey Kaplan Gallery in New York,

Starling sought to recover something of the confusion that had
seized the city’s customs officials eight decades earlier. Visitors
to his exhibition were greeted by a huge slab of rusty steel

that leaned against the gallery wall (pls. 6-8), held afloat by
three air cushions filled with helium. The question here was obwvi-
ously no longer whether this was a work of art or not; the core of
the project rather related to the steel's provenance: a steel plant
in Romania. A nod to Brancusi's country of birth, the work
simultaneously responded to then-President George W. Bush's
introduction of a significant tax hike on foreign steel imports to
increase domestic steel production. Starling managed to circum-
vent this tax by labeling a seemingly banal slab of European
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Figure 1 Constantin Brancusl, Bird in Space,
1826

Figure 2 Simon Starfing, Archasopiany
Lithographica (detall), 2008

B. The nsariion of the Greek word for fira in
thy Uitk of this emiblematic work inks

its discussion to the bong history of spirited
hermeneutic debats that has followad in the
shadow of one of the Groek philosopher
Herackius's batter-known fragments, namsshy
that "all things are exchanged for fire and
fire for all things, as wares ane axchanged for
godd and gold for wares.” Heraclithus's oom-
parinon of money with fire unsurprisingly
drew the attention of Ferdinand Lassalks and
Karl Marx, the ninstesnth century’s most
vocal critics of the emerging capitakst

world order. The pre-Socratic philosopher,
known lor his gnomic pronouncemeants,
sffectively presagod Schumpeters chaana-
tion concaming the destructive core of
capitaism’s own metamorphokogy. The
triangulation of ari, fire, and money has
some history in Scottigh lore, incidentally:

It s on the Scottish tstand of Jura, 120 milas
from Loch Long, that the British artist
collactive K Foundation “burned a milion
quid” in August 1904



Figure 3 Simon Starfing, Shedboaished
(Mabile Architeciure No 2), 2005, Installation
viaw, Museum flr Gegameartskunst, Basal
2005
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steel a work of art (predictably, no court case ensued),

which he transformed back into a “bird in space” in the gallery

by placing it atop a couple of helium-inflated plastic bags,

thereby also returning the discussion of the work to the more

traditional sculptural parameters of weight, gravity, and balance.
As is so often the case with Starling's deceptively simple

objects, a complicated political subtext tethers the work —

its immediate raison d'étre culled from an innocuous twentieth-century
art-historical footnote —to a broader framework of global geo-economic quan-
daries. Bush presumably introduced this steel tax with former British Prime
Minister Tony Blair's express support, since this happened at a moment when
the Afghan and Iraq wars had strengthened their transatlantic bond.

Blair plays a not-so-minor part in Bird in Space, 2004’s vertiginous back story:
the steel used to “make” the New York sculpture was sourced from a

formerly state-owned Romanian company that had recently been bought up
by the Indian-born steel magnate Lakshmi Mittal, after Blair personally
intervened in the acquisition on Mittal's behalf, just a month before the tycoon

8. Joe Murphy, “Blair Pushed Through

Deal for Indian Bilionaire Who Gave
Labour GBP 125,000," The Dady Telegraph,
February 10, 2002

10. It is impossibla 10 exhaustively map

out the relationship between Stariing and
Beuys —or betwaen art and alchamy,

for that matter - within the confines of this
essay. Suffice it to say thal for Beuys,

art pretty much egualed alchermy (famously
revohing around his fetishistic usa of
unoomventional materiaks such as fat, felt
and honey), and that Starling'’s working
method has quite often been compared to
that of &n alchemest A 2004 New York
Times riview described him as “a tinkeroer
with objects of design and bits of history,
an alchemis! of arcana and late modermism’;
an artst-colleagus characterined “Starling’s
robe [as] that of the stereotypical B-movie
medieval alchemest™ in an early ssus

of friese; most significantly, Starling Mmsai
has asserted thal “to me alchemy 5
particularly interesting when undarstood

in leemnd of process and nolt product

Its not really aboul attaining gold from base
mrtals bul rather the mantal space

theat theal process allows = that utopa, If you
k" Saa ariandressanch.orguk/vinl/
starfinghtml. iIndead, aven though it mday not
really be aboul attaining gold from base
metals, it is neverthelass very much about
the transformation o one thing into
arother with both the notions of valoe

and maleriakty functioning as that transfor-
mative process’s key componeants —

thay elemonts that trigger the mataphorcal
chain reaction a1 the heart of the
alchemist’s endeaeor

donated a whopping £125,000 to the reformed "New" Labour
Party. As Joe Murphy noted in the Daily Telegraph, "Mr. Blair
later told MPs [in his defense] that Mr. Mittal's company
was British. In fact, LNM Holdings is based in a Caribbean tax
haven. It operates almost entirely overseas and competes
against British steelmakers that have shed 6,000 jobs in
the past year."®

With these insights acting as Bird in Space, 2004's key nar-
rative ingredients, we are far removed from the relatively
harmiess, virginal vision of art as a type of lofty alchemy es-
poused by the likes of Joseph Beuys et al.'® in Starling's project,
the transformation of muck (in this case, Romanian steel) into
gold (in this case, a Romanian-modernist-master-inspired work
of contemporary art) is not merely channeled through the elusive,
ethereal circuitry of genius; neither does its (hardly birdlike)
monaolithic slab of rust-covered steel merely denote the minimal-
ist heroism of a Judd, a Serra, or a Smith, all of whom are in
some way or other indebted to Brancusi's formalist legacy. The
founding myth of art's magical powers of transformation is
transferred here to the altogether more sobering context of our
global economy, with its characteristic rhythm of crises,
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recessions, and resurgences — the defining backdrop against
which so many of Starling's exercises and experiments in meta-
morphology can be read.

The vagaries of metal and the steel-processing industries
likewise color our perception of Flaga 1972-2000 (pls. 8-10),
which involved a Fiat 126 produced in Turin (where the work
debuted in 2002), the traditional center of Italian automobile
production and a city blessed with an especially rich history of
artistic experimentation, engineering ingenuity, and industrial in- Figure 4 Henry Moore, Nuclear Enargy,
novation. The car was customized using parts manufactured and Hel-on
fitted in Poland following a roughly 800-mile journey from Turin
to Cieszyn, a town near Bielsko-Biala (where production of one of Italy’s most
iconic cars moved in the 1970s, when so many traditional industries across
the world suffered the first in a series of cataclysmic crises). Upon returning
from Poland, Starling'’s Fiat 126, or Maluch (meaning “little one” in Polish),
its doors and hood a shiny, speckless white in the car’s carmine body, was at-
tached to the gallery wall, where it now resembled the fiag (“flaga” in Italian)
of the country of its transplanted origin. As a three-dimensional painting of
sorts, Flaga 1972-2000 also functions as a still life or memento mori, conjuring
the ghost of the car industry —once the mighty citadel of labor activism—in a
city now more closely associated with art (i.e. post-Fordist post-production)
than heavy industry (i.e. Fordist production).

Starling's most ambitious work to date, Project for a Masquerade
{Hiroshima) (pls. 11-13), revolves around the same kind of seemingly minor
art-historical anecdote that garounds his Bird in Space — this one with another
Promethean modernist at its midst: Starling's compatriot Henry Moore.

This work is more solidly rooted in Chicago history than the
t i 1 7 I 7 i 1. When Starking first visited Chicago in
Brancusi InsPJrEd B[rd " Space. 2004 Its pﬂlnt Of de_parture Il_s a the wanter of 2013, a |:u!r,|r1m.1-_]e- lo Moone's
famous public sculpture, Nuclear Energy (1964-66; fig. 4), which Nuclear Energy was predictably at the
stands at the site on the grounds of the University of Chicagoin |7 1" fo-d0 18 i nuciesr e reac:
x =L k - : on, one could venture, marks tha apesx
Hyde Park where, in 1942, a team led by the émigré Italian physi- of the “creative” powers of the metamorpho
; ; g : - . : logical moded - it effectively stands as
cm:t Enrico Ferl_n! built the first nuclear reactor, Chicago Pile 1. el it Borriotel empeformaihakprT:
This was a decisive step in the so-called Manhattan Project that cess), It ks nol without significance, within
. Y the contaxt of the current discuss 3
led to the production of the first atom bomb, and the subsequent ive e s Gt
annihilation of the Japanese port cities Hiroshima and Nagasaki. zero for another pivotal development in
Moore, a frequent apologist for pacifist causes, presumably e E;'f__:;*d:; o
felt some discomfort when he was invited to propose an artwork Friodman, it was the birthplace of the neo-
commemorating this fateful day (oddly, the University of st s
in our ifetime. (Starlng was twehe when
one of Friedman’s most zealous disciples
Margaret Thatcher, bagan her sleven-
yoar reign as the UK's prima minkster.)
Starling's work, Bird In Space, 2004, can be
read as comments Y, hnsrener l.'?ll:-|ll'l||-'.‘.
on the ovararching framework of neolibaral
economic globalization that was parthy

theorized in offices and seminar rooms
19 lireng Hyde Park’s tree-shadad streals
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Chicago's plague accompanying the sculpture fails to mention
what the first human-controlled, self-sustaining nuclear reaction
led to). Throughout the process, Moore, a one-time sponsor of
the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, found a number of out-
lets for his conflicted feelings about this particular commission —
there are clear echoes in the final sculpture of a famous antiwar
poster designed by F. H. K. Henrion, for instance, and the work’s
initial title, Atom Piece, is said to have been changed to Nuclear
Energy only after the university asked Moore not to include any
references to the word peace in the title.

Starling’s Project for a Masquerade (Hiroshima) was origi-

Figure 5 Simon Starling, Infestation Plece I'IaH)I’ commissioned bY the Hiroshima City Museum of

(Mussalled Moore), 200608

Contemporary Art, whose holdings include a scale model of
Moore's sculpture acquired before its title was changed from

Atom Piece to the potentially triumphalist Nuclear Energy — presumably not a
title that a museum in Hiroshima would be interested in promoting. Starling’s
Project encompasses a film showing a solitary Japanese mask-maker pains-
takingly producing a set of six traditional Noh masks, as well as an installation
consisting of these same masks (plus two cast bronze masks and a hat)
mounted on welded steel frames. Each mask represents one protagonist in
both the Byzantine saga of Moore's Nuclear Energy and in Eboshi-ori, a
little-known sixteenth-century Noh play whose narrative structure provides the
stage on which the key characters in both tales play their part: Moore is the
hatmaker, Fermi the messenger, Moore's iconic sculpture Warrior with Shield
(1954) a brigand, Atom Piece/Nuclear Energy the tragic hero Ushiwaka.

A couple of surprise appearances help remind us of the story’s broader,
Cold War-era geopolitical backdrop: James Bond plays a gold merchant;
Anthony Blunt plays the hatmaker's wife; and other cast members include
Joseph Hirshhorn, Colonel Sanders, and a choir named the Back of the Yard
Boys. Blunt, appointed Surveyor of the King's Pictures in 1945 and an influential
defender of Moore's work, was unmasked as a Soviet spy in 1979; Hirshhorn,
whose legacy lives on in Washington, DC'’s Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture
Garden, made millions exploiting uranium mines in northern Ontario.
(Hirshhorn's uranium played no role in the development of the Manhattan
Project, but his obvious talent for transforming this particular mineral into the
symbolic capital that fills his eponymous museum serves as yet another
reminder of our metamorphological subplot.) Colonel Sanders is the name of
the benign figure whose effigy, smiling Buddha-like, graces millions of
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Kentucky Fried Chicken packages worldwide, an early symbol of the postwar
Americanization of Japanese society; the Back of the Yard Boys were the
Polish American teenage gang whom Fermi hired to help build Chicago Pile 1.

In 2010, Starling’s two-part project debuted at Glasgow's Modern
Institute, where only the masks were exhibited, installed in front of a giant
mirror suspended from the ceiling; there, the work was titled Project for
a Masquerade (Hiroshima): The Mirror Room, a reference to the mirror-clad
rooms in Japanese Noh theaters where the actors put on their masks and
become ritually possessed by the characters they perform on stage —
effectively laboratories for experiments in personal transformation. (Eboshi-
ori, the Noh play on which Starling based the piece, is structured around
the well-established narrative trope of trading places and shifting identities.)
One can easily imagine the mirror room as a metaphor for both Starling's
prodigiously associative imagination and this particular work's doubling of
identities, in which the sight of the-artist-filming-a-mask-maker-sculpting-
a-mask-resembling-a-model-of-an-artwork-renamed-Nuclear-Energy-by-the-
Janus-faced-Moore perfectly captures one crucial aspect of Starling'’s
practice: the studio or exhibition space remade as a shape-shifting hall of
mirrors, triggering a veritable cascade of mise-en-abimes, rather than just
one measly mirror room.

The spectral presence of uranium in Project for a Masguerade (Hiroshima),
even if only by way — characteristically circuitous — of a mask depicting
Hirshhorn's features, again hints at the importance of matter in Starling’s
crypto-alchemistic conception of art. This specifically geclogical or mineralogi-
cal interest is fleshed out in two related works, The Long Ton (2009; pl. 14)
and One Ton Il (2005; pls. 15-16). The Long Ton, an installation consisting of
two massive blocks of rough-cut white marble suspended in perilous equilibri-
um inside the gallery space, reminds us of the balancing act performed by
the two-ton steel plate in Bird in Space, 2004, and here, too, a straight-faced
economic logic underpins the relationship between the piece'’s constitutive ele-
ments: one block is Carrara marble (Michelangelo's favored sculpting material —
in a sense, he is this work's Brancusi), while the other is a much heavier chunk
of cheaper Chinese marble. Weighing in at a little more than a metric ton,
this latter lump is exactly four times heavier than its nobler Italian counterpart,
which has been precision-cut to resemble the bigger Chinese stone to the
utmost detail. When viewers get close to the work, they realize its components
are different sizes, but the blocks appear equal at first glance, and indeed,
one ton of Chinese marble is roughly worth a quarter-ton of Carrara marble in
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Figure & Simon Starling, Work, Made-ready,
Kunsthalle Bern (A Charles Eames
Alminisrn Groug” chair remade using the
mafal from a ‘Marin Sausalilo’ bicyche. A
Marin Sausalite’ bicycks remade using

the melai from & Charles Eamas Aiuminium
Group' chadr), 1997, Instaflation vies,
Kunsthalle Bermn, 1997,
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purely financial terms: held in place by a rudimentary pulley sys-
tem, The Long Ton operates as a terse meditation on the
impenetrable vagaries of value. That the bigger, cheaper chunk
of marble should have been guarried in China seems only logical,
given both China's role in the current world economy as a mass
producer of cheap consumer goods, and continuing Western
anxieties surrounding the supposed inferiority and/or falsity of
much that is “made in China."®

The looping story of One Ton Il is told in large part by the
work's lengthy subtitle: “five handmade platinum/palladium prints

of the Anglo American Platinum Corporation mine at Potgietersrus, South
Africa, produced using as many platinum group metal salts as can be produced
from one ton of ore.”** Here, in these images of a mine whose contents

12 The massive impact of Chings growth
on the global economy s nol only 8 matier
of cheap consumer goods, ncreased

preenhouse-gas emissions, and the acceler-

atmg depletion of nalural resources arownd
thit world — il has also transformed the

contemporany art world beyond recognition,

reod lzast in the Bedd of art producton
Starling’s profect The Narfing Particies
(2008]) (see Mark Godirey's essay in this
wodume, fig. 11) partly takes this circum
siancad as its pont of departune: it consists,
among other things, of two giant stainkess
steed sculplures depicling silver parbcles
extracted from a late ninateanth-

century group porrait of Chinese migran!
workers employved by a Morth Adams,
Massachusetts, shoe factony. The sculp-
tures were manufactured in the ancient
Chinese city of Nanng, whena arlists like
Anish Kapoor customardy Qo o hava their
public art leviathans produced

13, Yel more minersiogcal musngs, yal
more geological gesticulations — an entire
essay could b devoted o the parvasive
presance of these exact metaphors in
Starfing's practice alone. Images and
depictions of mining fold nto the alagorical
language ol excavating and exploiting

a8 in “the artis mining the history of min-
ingg™), 1 seams only logical that Starding’s
wolrk was included in an oo eacdhdbion
organized by the author at the MCA

The Way of the Shovel Art as Archaeology,
i which both the subjec! and mataphor
of minirg and/for digging symbolized the
Immestigative, research-orented dimansion
of a certain type of art practice with which
Starfing’s work has long been associated
One of Starling’s works included in thal
axhibition, the series of lithographs
Archaeopteryx Lithographsca (g, 2), e-
wisé had the serendipifous. history

ol geological (and paleontological) explora-
tioin as ita subpect

actually enabled —it truly is a kind of magic — the production of
the images in question, we find ourselves back in the company
of our old friend Ouroboros, the tail-biting serpent that has long
acted as a symbol for the alchemist's secret knowledge of

the unity of oppositions. But we also find ourselves returned, in a
sense, to the microcosm described by Baxandall with which

we began our discovery of Starling's world: that of paintings paid
for by the square foot, and of “ultramarines . . . made from
powdered lapis lazuli expensively imported from the Levant.”
And somewhere in this spin cycle of extraction, production, and
reproduction, value suddenly arises; that is to say, from “mere”
work art emerges. Or: opus superabat ars.

An Afterthought
Not surprisingly, for an artist so passionately interested in trade,
traffic, transformation, and transportation, and in cycles, circles,
and circularities, Starling's talent for recycling has led to a
number of forays into the world of cycling — of bicycles. (I should
add here that Starling, a native of Surrey and veteran of the
justly famed 1990s Glasgow art scene, now lives and works in
the exceedingly bike-friendly Danish capital, Copenhagen.)
Most famously, perhaps, he “made” a Marin Sausalito
bicycle using the metal from an Eames Aluminum Group chair
(Wark, Made-ready, Kunsthalle Bern, 1997; figs. 6-7).
For Carbon (Urban) (2004), he turned an ordinary bicycle into
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Metamorphology

a moped using a chainsaw — a formula he repeated in 2011
for Carbon (Hiroshima). Starling crossed a parched desert plain
in the Spanish province of Almeria on a bicycle powered by

a hybrid fuel cell of his own making (Tabernas Desert Run, 2004),

And in 2003, he made Five-Man Pedersen (Prototype No. 1)
(fig. 8), a bike for five riders celebrating the maverick design
genius of Danish inventor Mikael Pedersen, whose prototypes
revolutionized early twentieth-century bicycle production.
During a test run for Five-Man Pedersen, one of the bike's
secondhand wheels buckled under the pressure; Starling
photographed the torqued bicycle wheel, naming the resulting
palladium print Bicycle Wheel (Failed) (2003/04; pl. 17) -
an obvious allusion to Duchamp's revolutionary Bicycle Whee/
from 1913, the “assisted” readymade that altered our conception
of art forever (though not entirely for the better). The crux of
Starling’s humorous reference to the Duchampian legacy is not
necessarily located, however, in the latter's contribution to the
well-worn story of modern art's gradual deskilling (and the con-
comitant debunking of the myth of the artist as infallible genius,
as the sole source of the enigma of value). Perhaps we should

Figure T Simon Starfing, Work, Mace-read)y,
Kunsthale Barm (A Charles Emmas
‘Aluminium Group” chair remada using the
medal from a ‘Marin Sausalfto” bicycle. A
‘Marin Sausalifo’ bicycle remade wsing the
metal from a Charles Eames Aluminium
Group’ chair), 1997,

Figure 8 Simon Starfing, Five-Man Pedersen
(Prototype Na. 1), 2003

consider Duchamp’s well-documented interest in alchemy instead — he wasn't
called "the alchemist of the avant-garde” without reason — or his love of

meaningless, masturbatory machines — the Ouroboros as onanist.™

Though, for me, this particular photographic work’s essence is to be found in
the title’s bracketed afterthought: “failed.” This wheel, the result of an amateur
experiment in improvised locomotion, won't get us anywhere; it will transport
us in thought, and thought alone. “Failed,” that is to say, through failure — recall
the closing sequence of Autoxylopyrocycloboros, showing the artist going
under —it has become a work of art: the most magical transformation of all.
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14. Cf. John F. Moffitt, Alchemist of the
Avant-Garde: The Case of Marcal Duchamp
SUNY Series in Wesiern Esolenc Traditons
{Albamy: Stale University of New York
Pross, 2003). Sew also Sean Kally, ed,
Marce! Duchamp/Man Ray: 50 Years of
Alchemy (Mew York: Sean Kelly Gallery,
2005). Lika thal of his latter-day antagonist
Beuys (sea note 10), Duchamp's name is
perhaps not the first to come to mind
whan gathering Starfing's imaginary interkoc-
utors around: unlike Brancusd and Moore,
Duchamp enjoyed advertising his apparent
disdam for work, and this set him apart
from thie labor-inlensive artisto paradigm
with which Starling is customariby
associalad. One thing that unites both an-
ists, however, is a decided taste for the
aesthetic marvels of "hard™ science, as well
as the willingness (nol universally Tound
among their peers) 1o smbrace scnce's
fialest findings and methods
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