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This photograph was inspired by Sylvia Sleigh's 1961 painting entitled "Situation Group Portrait," which resides in the National Portrait Gallery, London.
From left: Contemporary Art Chair and Chief Curator Stacey Engman, Performance Artist Ben Kerrick from FLUXCONCERT, Rosa Ruey in her “What to Wear..." perfor-
mance attire and Andrey Bartenev in costume as Zero Man. National Arts Club President O. Aldon James seated.
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Andrey Bartene in “Luna Park Object,” 2008

ART WITHOUT BORDERS

As part of an ongoing collaboration with emerging photographers,
Stacey Engman is curating a series of photographs called CRASH:
Portraiture Series in which contemporary performance and
experimental art aesthetics meet traditional society portraiture at
The National Arts Club. With a playful nod to historical images,
the portraits pay homage to iconic compositions of the past.
According to Engman, the project “references art history as well
as the history of The National Arts Club as a kind of society place
filled with infamous eccentrics, artists, intellectuals and fabulous
members.” For the premier images in the series, photographer Ben
Baker composed portraits with NAC subjects like President O.
Aldon James, and Contemporary Arts Committee Chair Engman,
and of his explosively creative fellow artists. After all, who better to
stage a composition that would capture the essence of the place and
people than the former assistant to Annie Leibovitz?

Baker is absolutely a people person, and the native Australian
has traveled the world shooting portraits of the likes of Barack
Obama, Madeleine Albright and Pakistani President Pervez
Musharraf. Forging an intersection between politics, celebrity and
high art, Baker’s portraits capture the personal essence of his subjects,
“people making a mark on the world however big or small.” More
than 40 international magazine covers make up the editorial side
of his portfolio, while personal projects such as “American Beauty”
afford him the creative exploration of intrinsic human qualities.

Citing “the texture and breadth at his command, from the
highly stylized to the glamorous, to the political power shots,”
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Engman saw Baker as a prime choice to shoot the pioneering images
of the project. “Ben captured this certain poise grandiosity without
overshadowing the quirks, theatricality of place and elements of
authenticity that truly make the arts club magical,” says Engman.
“The contrast of experimental performance-art aesthetics against
the backdrop of the club produced stunning images, and is a
fantastic launch into this ongoing series.”

Where Baker captures the intrinsic truth of his subjects,
experimental artist Rosa Ruey pioneers new realms of reality
altogether. Likening herself to a “mad, naive inventor,” Ruey’s works
span the mediums of drawing, sculpture, video, art installation,
environment and performance. Ruey blends and re-imagines the
utterly ordinary into the extraordinary: her drawings are fantastical
dreamscapes; her sculptures and performances infuse plastic
hangers, pieces of cake and rubber gloves with a sense of whimsy
and otherworldly context. “The organic intuitive environments
depicted teeter between fantasy and the material, the real combined
with the imagined,” explains Engman.

Ruey’s creative concept, “Fantastic Functionalism,” manifests
works that explore themes of social and personal interaction, trust
and playful systems of movement, transportation and machinery. In
her artistic statement she explains creating “objects, environments
and situations with extreme idealism and hope... looking at
everyday problems on an emotional, physical, and social level and
imagining new solutions for them.” Ruey splits her time between
New York and London, where she graduated from the Slade School
of Fine Art, and her works are exhibited throughout the world.
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Everyday objects are newly examined and contextualized by
installation artist and sculptor E.V. Day, though with less whimsy
and with a much harder edge. If Ruey’s works are colorful and
childlike, Day’s veer towards more dark and ominous tones.
According to Engman, “There’s a sense of foreboding attraction
in Day’s work... that brilliantly straddles the inviting and familiar
with menacing and threatening undertones.” Such was the case
with Day’s sculpture, “Saarinen’s Mother,” a pair of refined and
adorned crotchless panties suspended overhead, that was part
of the NAC exhibition “Hard/Soft,” the first of Engman’s Pop
Icon Series. This, and indeed all of Day’s work, explores themes
of sexuality and feminism, though often with components such
as modern suspension techniques and fighter-jet formations that
could be construed as masculine and almost brutal.

The juxtaposition of femininity with brutality pervades most of
her work, and especially her sculptural series “Bride Fight” for which
Day “exploded” two wedding dresses into a suspended composition
of jagged white fragments slicing through space. A hint of petticoat, a
scrap of a glove, even a haunting French braid can be discerned in the
emotional and violent, yet profoundly deliberate, combustion. Even
the titles of her works, like “Bombshell” and “G-Force,” embody the
volatile intersection of female sexuality and raw strength. Since her
graduation from Yale with a Masters in Sculpture, Day has exhibited
at Art Basel Miami, in New York at the MoMA, the Whitney, and
Deitch Projects, and throughout the world.

Contemporary Russian artist, Andrey Bartenev, also uses
juxtaposition in his work, in many cases to create or achieve
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transformation. In his progressively lighted text sculptures, he

slowly and almost imperceptibly morphs one word into another,
such as “Disco Connection” into “Disconnection.” As seen in
Baker’s “Crash Portrait,” Bartenev also achieves self-transformation
through his arresting and flamboyant costumes and performances.
Through combination Bartenev achieves evolution: his sculptures,
graphics, and performances blend utterly modern technology and
technique with very essence and simplicity of humanity, such as
words, and even Bartenev’s own body.

The National Arts Club hosted Bartenev’s “Shaking Angels
Performance” in the fall of 2008. According to Engman, in this
“highly orchestrated mega-production,” the very title of the
work was revealed through metamorphosis and optical illusion.
The word “Angles” became “Angels,” and in the same “seemingly
effortless way he was likewise transformed into an array of arresting
characters and creatures through his many original costumes” she
recounts. Bartenev’s magnificent and highly theatrical sculptural
costumes, his technology-based work, and his series of witty neo-
retro graphics have been shown the world over, from the Venice
Biennale to the Moscow Museum of Modern Art.

From Russia with love to the Land of Oz and back, the world
of contemporary art is shrinking in distance, and exploding in
scale, breadth and importance of work. Headquartered in New
York, the veritable avante garde capital of the world, The National
Arts Club and its Contemporary Arts Committee continue to
prove that incredible and influential art of the day is found both
around the corner and around the globe. ERIKA MEHIEL
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