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Sculpture Sitings

CHRISTINE TEMIN

CULPTURE PARKS ARE HARDLY A NEW PHENOMENON: ONE MIGHT EVEN MAKE A CASE FOR THE PYRAMIDS
as a precursor. But lately these parks have been proliferating, and Massachusetts boasts some fine ones. There's the
DeCordova, in Lincoln. Out west, in the Berkshire town of Stockbridge, is Chesterwood, the former summer home and
studio of the turn-of-the-last-century sculptor Daniel Chester French. In Boston, one place you might not think of imme-

diately, is the Forest Hills Cemetery in Jamaica Plain. It is a classic Victorian garden cemetery, with a small but growing
contemporary collection.

Each of these established sculpture parks is placing a new emphasis on installing fresh contemporary works onto their grounds. It's
reason enough to take a journey outside to see them this autumn before the trees fall bare.

Last spring the DeCordova Museum and Sculpture Park changed its name to the DeCordova Sculpture Park + Museum. The shift
was the idea of director Dennis Kois, who had been on the job less than a year. “We want to be the preeminent American sculpture
park in a decade,” he says,

It's an ambitious goal. But it's already evident in the difference between the four new works added this summer, and the nearly
eighty that were already there. Some of the earlier pieces are tame, even decorative. Many are representational, at a ime when figura-
tive sculpture is, h:.f' and large, at a low point.
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Tane is not a term that could
be applied to the new additions.
Take Steven Siegel's installation,
built inside the remains of the
foundation of an old barn. Siegel
constructed a series of towers,
each built of hundreds of news-
papers, with ferns and other wild
plants growing out of their tops.
He's interested in time and place.
The newspapers will inevitably
decompose over the seasons,
returning to earth, which of
course is the origin of the trees
that make up newsprint. Perhaps
other trees will one day grow out
of them. The rocks of the decrepit
foundation speak of place—and
also of the protection they seem
to offer to the towers, which they
surround.

The first new work visitors
see as they enter the DeCordova
grounds is Douglas Kornfeld's
Ozymandias, an eighteen-foot-high
red sculpture inspired by Percy
Bysshe Shelley's poem of the same
name. Kornfeld's version is the universal sym-
bol of a man, the kind used to mark public rest-
rooms. Half-buried in a verdant landscape, it is
a contemporary take on Shelley’s traveler “in an
anfique land” who happens upon a‘broken stat-
ue. “Look on my works, ye Mighty, and
despair,” was inscribed on the pedestal of the
sulpture. The poet didn't have anything play-
ful or humorous in mind. Playftd could, howey-
er, describe Kornfeld's figure, which is almost
two-dimensional, like a giant gingerbread man
with a round lollipop of a head, listing side-
ways as it sinks into the ground. Perhaps it's
tipsy? The contrast between Shelley’s
“Deymandias” and Kornfeld's suggests the con-
frast between a romantic nineteenth-century
vision that looked to the past, and a eyber-fast
twenty-first-century culture, dependent on the
present because it knows no better,

No one has ever accused Sol LeWitt of being
tame. The works of the quintessential minimal-
ist, who died in 2007, start as written instruc-
tions that are carried out by his assistants and
the institutions that have bought the rights to
them. The work at the DeCordova is a sixteen-
foot-tall concrete block structure that looks like
a model for a stepped skyscraper. The piece is
the most austere in the sculpture park, and one
of the most successful in its uncompromising
authority.

Opposite 1op: Pat Brentano Braminck, Endangered Birds, 2009, alumirum, stainkess steel, cables,

hocks, 22 x 507, Above: Brian Auwarter, Emotional Atmosphere Statians, 2008, gakvanized hardware
scrgen, paint, wire, 3x3x3. Both phatos: Michalas Whitman, courtesy of Chestenwond, Histome: Site
of MNational Trust for Histare Preservation

The last of the new works, by Bartow -
Metzgar, was still being built when [ visited the
DeCordova in early August,

In revamping the park, Kois also stresses
research and education. At the moment there
are two cell phone tours of ten objects each,
including artist [im Dine talking about his huge
Two Big Black Hearts on the property. One tour is
for adults, the other for children. There is also a
good brochure and map.

While the weather in a sculpture park is
inevitably problematic during a storm, Kois sees
the DeCordova's park as a year-round attrac-
tion, with visitors on cross-country skis in the
winter. “We also offer snowshoes.” he says.

The upgrading of the park “is a signal to the
world that we are taking our most precious
assets seriously,” says senior curator Nick
Capasso. “We're never going to be the Museum
of Fine Arts or the Institute of Contemporary
Art, but we have thirty-five acres and they
don't.”

“We want to become more inbernational,”
Kois adds. The DeCordova has traditionally
been a mostly regional museum. “The most for-
ward-looking work right now is made in
England and China, not America.” He names
British artists Rachel Whitercad and Andy
Goldsworthy and China's Ai Weiwei, as the
kind of artists whose work he'd like on the
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DeCordova grounds. As well as
showing international art, Kois wants
to attract international audiences,
“We're in a few guidebooks,” he says,
“but not enough.”

WHILE THE DECORDOVA is after
high-profile international sculptors,
the twenty artists in this year's
Contemporary Sculpture at Chesteriood,
by contrast, are all from the east coast
of the US. They were selected from
roughly fifty applicants by Denise
Markonish, the curator at the
Massachusetts Museum of
Contemporary Art (MASS MoCA),
which also has significant outdoor
works, Having curated numerous
outdoor sculpture shows in her career,
Markonish created a theme for her
exhibition at Chesterwood, because
otherwise, such undertakings “can
end up as catchalls.” The theme,
“Space is the Place,” comes from a
1974 movie of the same name, by jazz
fusion musician Sun Ra. Markonish
acknowledges that almost anything
could fit under that title, but says, “It gave the
artists something to chew on.” She wanted the
works to be as site-specific as possible, and the
sites at Chesterwood range from a broad
swath of lawn to a dark, mysterious woodland
path to a dramatic overlook that offers a view
of distant hills.

“For me, [outdoor shows] have always been
about really opening your eyes to your sur-
roundings,” she says. “We tend not to pay
attention.”

Part of Markonish's job was to award two
maodest prizes to artists. The winner of the
$1200 Lillian Heller Curator’s Award was Pat
Brentano Bramnick, while the $500
Chesterwood Advisory Board Award went to
Brian Auwarter. Bramnick's work, Endangercd
Birds, is a series of roughly life-sized silhou-
ettes cut into aluminum panels. Each repre-
sents an endangered New England bird
species; they are especially poignant because
of their placement near that overlook, as if
they wanted to fly away to freedom.
Auwarter’s piece is less emotional and more
conceptual, It consists of four bright blue,
cube-like structures made of metal screening.
They started the Chesterwood season at the
outer reaches of the property. Over time, the
artist has moved the cubes together, as if they

were on a quest for companionship,
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