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ESSAY BY RAPHAEL RUBINSTEIN

New Models, Strange Tools
By Raphael Rubinstein
As I sit down to begin this essay I am recalling details from my studio visits to the four artists
in this show. At a certain point in Lydia Dona’s studio—a clean, quiet space in an anonymous
commercial building in midtown Manhattan to which Dona recently moved after many decades
in a much grittier downtown studio—the artist dimmed the lights so that different aspects of
the paintings could emerge. It was startling to me that as the studio turned dark, certain lines
and areas of the canvases began to glow and pulsate, as if the paintings had suddenly become
not objects against a wall, but animate, mutating beings. During my visit to Fabian Marcaccio’s
studio, only a few blocks away from Dona’s but very different in style (more like the headquarters
of some quirky start-up) I noticed how, as we sat looking at his recent work, a 3-D printer across
the studio ran ceaselessly, producing an element that would probably find its way into one of the
artist’s materially unruly paintings. As Marcaccio explained to me the importance of weaving
and knotting the ropes that are the main supports of his paintings, his computer-driven machine
obediently pursued its task, suggesting another level of interweaving: the machinemade and the
handmade.
At Franklin Evans’ studio, in a funky building on the Lower East Side that has seen its share of
recent art history (John Currin and Sean Landers worked there early in their careers), I found
myself having to take off my shoes so that I could, with the artist’s permission, walk over the
canvases-in-progress lying on the floor. More paintings covered the walls from floor to ceiling,
each of them packed with dozens or maybe hundreds of individual images; my visual receptors
were momentarily overwhelmed, not knowing where to start, but then a single small detail, an
image I knew from Matisse but had never dreamt of encountering like this, solicited my attention
and gave me an entry point into Evans’ multifarious array. To arrive at Pedro Barbeito’s Brooklyn
studio involved a walk from the nearest subway through a bleak mixed-use neighborhood no
doubt soon to be snatched up by real estate developers. In the studio, a big aluminum structure,
which at first I took for some temporary architectural fixture, nearly blocked off access to one
end of the space; it was, I learned, part of the work that Barbeito was making for “Dynamic
Pictorial Models.” As the artist spoke to me about his work and process, about his interest in
particle physics and cosmology, about developing new methods of making paintings, he dropped
a reference to something called “strange tools,” a concept he’d found in the writings of American
philosopher Alva Noë. The phrase stayed with me and I think it might be helpful in approaching
not only Barbeito’s work but the exhibition as a whole.

Technology is one of Noë’s central concerns. Defining it very broadly (the book opens with an
account of how breast-feeding can be considered as a technology), Noë describes any “organized
activity” as a technology, including such basic functions as speaking, dancing, singing and
thinking. At a higher level, he argues, these activities are “put on display,” which then allows
them to “loop back” and “reorganize” the primary activity. Thus, choreography reorganizes
dancing, visual art reorganizes picture making, philosophy reorganizes thinking and so forth. It
is these practices, identified in the book as artistic practices, that Noë calls “strange tools.” As
he explains:
“Art is interested in removing tools (in my extended sense) from their settings and thus making
them strange and, in making them strange, bringing out the ways and textures of the embedding
that has been taken for granted. A work of art is a strange tool, an alien implement. We make
strange tools to investigate ourselves.”i
In Barbeito’s work, there is a great deal of removing things from their original contexts, especially
from the realm of science. The large circular element in Collision Chamber RT (2015-2016) was
inspired by the satellite dishes used in radio astronomy; it can also be seen, the artist explains,
as a cross section of a particle collider such as the Hadron collider at CERN in Switzerland. This
is also the source for the black sculptural element, created with a 3-D printer, visible through
the apertures in the white disk, which is, in fact, canvas stretched on a circular wood support.
Arrayed across the surface of this shaped painting are relief images from these and other Big
Science marvels, both ancient and modern. Many of the finely detailed motifs visible in Barbeito’s
work are created with an unusual “pen” invented by the artist (speaking of strange tools) that he
uses to extrude paint in precisely controlled lines.
It isn’t only science that inspires Barbeito: his work also grapples with the legacy of radical
postwar art, including Lucio Fontana’s revelation that the space between the surface of the
painting and the wall it hangs must also be the territory of painting, and Robert Smithson’s
vision of the artist as a sci-fi fantasist and cosmic cartographer. By inserting an openwork, and
subtly crystalline, aluminum structure between the canvas and the wall (it is inspired by the
kinds of scaffolding and support structures found in science labs, radio telescopes and airports),
Barbeito dramatically expands the interstitial zone pioneered by Fontana. As we engage with
Barbeito’s work, our attention has to constantly toggle between binary pairings: the micro and
the macro, subatomic particles and distant stars, painting and sculpture, the visible and the
invisible. Then, at a certain point, all these oppositions are subsumed into his, and our own,
larger project: the visual embodiment of knowledge.

Baroque, entropic, riddled with images of violence and eroticism, throbbing with high-key,
artificial color—at first glance the work of Fabian Marcaccio seems impossibly distant from
Barbeito’s architectonic, neatly executed, perfectly calibrated, white-on-white constructions.
What these two artists share, however, is significant. Like Barbeito, Marcaccio has over the
decades ceaselessly incorporated new technology into his work, inventing his own set of strange
tools and diverting existing devices to his equally strange ends. I would also argue that both
artists have a strong relationship to Fontana, evident, chez Marcaccio, in the constant breakingup of the support and the resulting activation of the real space behind it. On the subject of postwar
Italian art, Marcaccio is, it seems to me, one of the contemporary artists who has engaged
most directly and most radically with the legacy not only of Fontana but also of Alberto Burri.
In Marcaccio’s paintings—these tense, gnarly webs of ropes and bungee cords bristling with
glistening globs of paint and 3-D printed pseudo artifacts—it’s as if Burri’s burlap bags have
been subjected to a regime of steroids and human growth hormone. But, importantly, Marcaccio
does not stop at abstract materiality: his paintings are thoroughly (and literally) enmeshed in the
realm of images, especially images that the mainstream media finds hard to tolerate. Sometimes
explicitly foregrounded, sometimes slow to emerge, bodies and figures, nearly always charged
with socio-political content, are ever-present in his work. In Scientologists (2016), for instance,
we see the spectacle of actor and Scientology follower Tom Cruise receiving a medal from one
of his co-religionists (both figures rendered as disintegrating waxwork effigies). More than any
other contemporary painter, Marcaccio relies on paradox, a cascade of conceptual reversals and
physical contradictions. Simultaneously pre-digital and post-digital, Marcaccio’s “paintants”
imply that the medium has undergone a major genetic mutation, as indeed it has.
Confronted with one of Franklin Evans’ wall-floor-ceiling installations, or with a single painting
such as the recent artasmodel (2016), even casual viewers will notice how the artist has seeded
his work with references to other artists. For the last couple of years, Evans has been largely
focused on works by Matisse (especially The Romanian Blouse, 1939-1940), though additional
escapees from art history are beginning to infiltrate his work (he seems to be scrambling the
rhythmic grids of Mondrian’s New York City paintings). Defying those who believe that selfreferential, critique-driven art should remain at a safe remove from any kind of visual hedonism,
Evans offers explosive fields of color, line and shape at the same time as he engages in deep
conceptual conversations.

In recent works, which continue to employ proliferating grids that reside somewhere between
the vernacular tradition of quilting and a computer screen taken over by a virus that keeps
opening an infinity of new windows, Evans engages canonical texts by Barbara Rose, Thomas
Lawson, Yve-Alain Bois and others (including the present author) by painting into his own
work images of paintings referenced by those critics. An equal-opportunity appropriator,
Evans frequently cannibalizes his own work, reusing parts of previous installations (which
here includes painting onto recycled fragments of his 2013 installation at Ameringer McEnery
Yohe Gallery). Recontextualizing the hetero-erotic stance of Matisse with an array of boldly
homoerotic images, Evans, for all his evident love of art history, does not respect the authority
of the masterpiece. When, in 2013, New York’s Museum of Modern Art mounted an exhibition
titled “Inventing Abstraction: 1910-1925,” many observers accused the museum of arrogance
and ethnocentrism for its apparent disregard of widespread nonwestern traditions of abstract
art that flourished for many millennia before 1910. One of the strongest critiques came from
poet Charles Bernstein in an essay titled “Disfiguring Abstraction.” Rereading Bernstein’s text
the other day, I was struck by a passage that seems to perfectly crystallize the mood of liberty
and permission pervading Evans’ work: “No one owns art history: not the artist, not viewers, not
scholars, not critics, not museums. Not even art.” ii
A deep engagement with art history has long been central to the work of Lydia Dona, yet she
is also an artist who is keenly alert to the actual world around her, especially to the volatile
nexus of technology, biology and politics. Since the early 1990s, Dona has been crucial to the
development of a philosophically-grounded project (she was one of the first painters to draw
on the writings of Gilles Deleuze) to redefine painting as a medium of open discourse rather
than as, say, formalist exercise, nostalgic recuperation or conceptual illustration. But while her
paintings deploy tropes and techniques lifted from specific historical moments (the soaked/
stained ground of Color Field painting, the drip of Abstract Expressionism, the strict geometry of
Constructivism and Minimalism, the Bachelor Machines of Duchamp), she never falls into
stylistic eclecticism, or superficial quotation. Clearly, her painterly abilities help protect her
from indulging in artistic clichés, but of equal, or perhaps greater importance, is the fact that
her art seeks to confront the conflict-riven contemporary world that all of us inhabit. The linear
shapes that drift across her canvases are not simply signs of “the hand,” or exercises in
biomorphic drawing, but precise images torn from the technical schematics that determine so
much of our existence, often invisibly.

This is stuff from the real world of factories, laboratories, hospitals and urban infrastructures,
the world where the membrane between human and machine is becoming everyday more
porous. In the context of this show, Dona is the only of the four artists who has chosen to work
within the conventions of the stretched canvas, but her work is hardly retrospective. In a painting
such as Bodies of Multiple Dwellings (2016), the polyphonic spatial and retinal effects force the
viewer to conceive new ways of looking at abstraction. The artist’s distinctive combination of
paint types (oil, acrylic, sign paint and a variety of powdered pigments) contributes to the sense
of the unforeseen, as does the delicate violence with which she builds up her surfaces and
images. The results are paintings where systems seem to be simultaneously collapsing and
emerging, a condition that is true of all the work in this exhibition.
It was 30 years ago that Yve-Alain Bois published his influential essay “Painting as Model”
in which he points out that “abstract models” do not precede the artwork but that “the work
produces them by itself for anyone who takes the trouble to notice.”iii This is very much the
situation we find with Pedro Barbeito, Lydia Dona, Franklin Evans and Fabian Marcaccio, whose
art offers four distinct and deeply interrelated models for thinking, and also supplies us with
brilliantly fashioned tools to help turn the direction of that thinking, in all its pictorial dynamics,
toward ourselves—which is where it was always heading in the first place.
i

Alva Noë, Strange Tools: Art and Human Nature, Hill and Wang, New York, 2015, p. 30

ii Charles Bernstein, “Disfiguring Abstraction,” Critical Inquiry, Spring 2013, p. 497
iii Yve-Alain Bois, “Painting as Model,” October, Summer 1986, p. 126.

Bois credits art historian
Hubert Damisch for this insight, citing an essay where Damisch reproaches Jacques Lacan for
trying to impose his theories upon French artist François Rouan.
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PEDRO BARBEITO was born in La Coruña, Spain. He received his BA from Brandeis University
in 1992, attended the Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture in 1993 and received his MFA
from Yale School of Art in 1996. He currently serves as head of the Yale University School of
Art printmaking department. He has exhibited his works internationally for the past seventeen
years. Barbeito investigates how science and technology expand painting languages. Interested
in science’s ability to visualize phenomena otherwise invisible to human eyes, Barbeito considers
how these new visual forms of representation merge with painting’s ability to depict the world.
SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS
2013 The God Particle, 101/EXHIBIT, Los Angeles, CA
2012 Pop Violence, Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art, Ridgefield, CT
2010 Within An Arrows Range, Charest-Weinberg Gallery, Miami, FL
2007 Knockout, Galerie Jean-Luc et Takako Richard, Paris, France
2006 Us and Them, Galeria Pilar Parra & Romero, Madrid,Spain
2005 The Conversation, Lehmann Maupin, New York, NY
2002 Mario Diacono Gallery, Boston, MA
2000 Lehmann Maupin, New York, NY
1999 Basilico Fine Arts, New York, NY
SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS
2015 God Save the Queen, Museum of Contemporary Art, Castilla y Leon, Spain
2013 On Painting/Sobre Pintura, Centro Atlantico De Arte Moderno, Canary Islands
From madonna to Madonna, Domus Artium, Salamanca, Spain
2012 Painting as a Radical Form, Collezione Maramotti, Reggio Emilia, Italy
2011 The End of History and the Return of History Painting, Museum of Modern Art, Arnhem,
The Netherlands; Domus Artium (DA2), Salamanca, Spain
2010 Chapter 7: Wolf Tickets, Salon 94, New York, NY
Ars Itineris. El Viaje en el Arte Contemporaneo, Huesca Museum, Huesca, Spain
2009 Transitions. Painting at the (other) End of Art, Collezione Maramotti, Reggio Emilia, Italy
2002 New Economy Painting, Acme Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
2001 Operativo, Museo Rufino Tamayo, Mexico City, Mexico
2000 Glee: Painting Now, Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art, Ridgefield, Connecticut; Palm
Beach Institute of Contemporary Art, Florida
Exhibited works in Dynamic Pictorial Models:
Collision Chamber RT, 2015-16
Collision Chamber Atlas Study, 2015-16

Collision Chamber Atlas Study, 2015-16
Acrylic and 3D printout on canvas
21 x 21 inches

Collision Chamber RT, 2015-16
Acrylic, 3D printout on canvas over MDF frame attached to aluminium frame
96 x 120 x 44 inches

Collision Chamber 24.5 meters, 2015
Acrylic and 3D printout on canvas over panel
60 inches

Collision Chamber MW, 2014
Acrylic on canvas
64 x 165 inches

Collision Chamber MW, detail

LYDIA DONA is an American artist who was born in Bucharest, Romania. She lives and works
in New York City. She received her BFA from the Bezalel Academy of Art in Jerusalem and the
School of Visual Arts in New York in 1982 and her MFA from Hunter College in New York in 1984.
Her work is held in significant public and private collections including the Corcoran Gallery of Art,
Washington D.C., the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, the Winnipeg Art Gallery, Canada,
the S.M.A.K. Museum of Contemporary Art, Belgium, and the Museum Haus Konstruktiv, Zurich.
In addition, she has lectured extensively on contemporary painting. Her work focuses on the
exploration of the urban environment and the encroachment of technology on the human body.
Her approach to abstraction often emphasizes a collision of biological form and machinery parts.
SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS
2008 Michael Steinberg Fine Art, New York
2006 Galeria Joan Prats, Barcelona
2005 Karpio + Facchini Gallery, Miami
2004 Michael Steinberg Fine Art, New York
2001 Marella Arte Contemporanea, Milan
1998 Galerie Thomas von Lintel, Munich
1997 Galerie des Archives, Paris
1996 Galerie Nächst St. Stephan, Vienna
1995 L.A. Louver, Los Angeles
SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS
2016 Inaugura Su Muerstra, Jacob Karpio Galería, Barrio San Felipe, Bogotá
2015 A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Elga Wimmer PCC, New York.
2013 Entree Libre Mais Non Obligatoire, Villa Arson, Nice
2012 Conceptual Abstraction, Hunter College/ Times Square Gallery, New York. Curated by
Pepe Karmel & Joachim Pissarro
2009 Pintura, Galeria Joan Prats, Barcelona, Spain
2004 8WPEight Women Painters, Karpio+Facchini Gallery, Miami, FL
2003 Before And After Science, Marella Arte Contemporanea, Milano
2002 Officina America/American Atelier, Galleria d’Arte Moderna-istituzione del Comune di
Bologna
1998 Painting Language, L.A. Louver, Los Angeles, CA
45 Biennial Exhibition:The Corcoran Collects, The Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington,
D.C.
1995 Pittura Immedia, Neue Galerie, Graz
Exhibited works in Dynamic Pictorial Models:
The Electrical Sagas of Boroughs, 2015
Bodies of Multiple Dwellings, 2016

The Electrical Sagas of Boroughs, 2015
Oil, acrylic, sign paint, and pigment powder on canvas
84 x 64 inches

Bodies of Multiple Dwellings, 2016
Oil, acrylic, enamel, metallic paint, and laminated iron oxide powder
60 x 66 inches

Emergency Exits, 2014
Oil, acrylic, sign paint, and metallic paint on canvas
84 x 64 inches

Arena of Glow Arena of Smoke, 2009
Metallic silver paint, oil, acrylic, and enamel on canvas
60 x 66 inches

FRANKLIN EVANS was born in Reno, Nevada. He received his BA from Stanford University
in 1989 and his MFA from the University of Iowa in 1993. His works are in the collections
of El Museo del Barrio, New York, Weatherspoon Art Museum, Orlando Museum of Art,
among several other international institutions. Grants and awards include MacDowell
Fellow 2016; NYFA Fellow Painting 2015; Pollock-Krasner Foundation Grant 2010;
Yaddo Fellow 2009; among others. Evans explores the studio and its creative process as
subject. He uses parts of his past installations and incorporates them into new
exhibition-specific installations that also use art history as medium, dynamically pitting
erosion and entropy against the consumption of the saturated image culture of today.
SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS
2015 spreadsheetspace, Prosjektrom Normanns, Stavanger, Norway
headandhandinhand, Spazio 22 - FL Gallery, Milan, Italy
2014 paintingassupermodel, Ameringer McEnery Yohe, New York, NY
juddrules, Montserrat Gallery, Montserrat College of Art, Beverly, MA
juddpaintings, Steven Zevitas Gallery, Boston, MA
2013 timepaths, Nevada Museum of Art, Reno, NV
2012 houstontohouston, DiverseWorks, Houston, TX
flatbedfactum02, Federico Luger, Milan, Italy
eyesontheedge, Sue Scott Gallery, New York, NY
2009 2008/2009 < 2009/2010, Sue Scott Gallery, New York, NY
SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS
2015 ICASTICA 2015: Cultivating Culture, La Fondazione Ivan Bruschi, Arezzo, Italy
2014 Premio Lissone 2014, Museo d’arte contemporanea di Lissone, Lissone, Italy
Abstraction, Fondation pour l’art contemporain Salomon, Annecy, France
2013 Paint Things, deCordova Sculpture Park and Museum, Lincoln, MA
Decenter: An Exhibition on the Centenary of the 1913 Armory Show, Abrons Arts Center,
New York
2010 Greater New York 2010, MoMA PS1, Long Island City, NY
Collision, RISD Museum, Providence, RI
Futura, NY/Prague 6, Prague, Czech Republic
2007 El Museo’s 5th Bienal: The (S) Files 007, El Museo del Barrio, New York, NY
2005 LineAge: Selections Fall 2005, The Drawing Center, New York, NY
The Zine Unbound, Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco, CA
Exhibited works in Dynamic Pictorial Models:
shiftymodels, 2016
artasmodel, 2016

shiftymodels, 2016
Acrylic on canvas, acrylic and collage on canvas, digital prints on silk and paper, artist’s and duct tape
Dimensions variable

artasmodel, 2016
Acrylic on canvas
88 x 85 inches

artistasmodel, 2015
Acrylic on canvas
52 x 48 inches

spreadsheetspace, 2015
Mixed media installation at Prosjektrom Normanns, Stavanger, Norway

FABIAN MARCACCIO was born in Rosario, Argentina. He was educated at the University
of Philosophy, Rosario, Santa Fe. His works are held in the collections of the MOMA, New
York, the Whitney Museum of Art, NY, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, and many other
international institutions. Marcaccio’s work investigates whether the traditional medium
of painting can survive in the digital age. He has used printmaking transfer techniques
to make paintings and became well known in the 1990s for his manipulations of the
conventions of painting. His “Paintants” and “Draftants” have been exhibited worldwide.
SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS
2016 New Paintant Family-Group-Cluster-Swarm, Galeria Joan Prats, Barcelona,Spain
2011 Pinta London, Featured Artist, Galerie Thomas Schulte, London, England
2010 Megan: Variant Paintants, Galeria Joan Prats, Barcelona, Spain
2008 Draftants, Galerie Schmidt Maczollek, Koln, Germany
2006 Private Contractor and New Paintants, Kevin Bruk Gallery, Miami, FL
2005 Paintant Stories, DAROS Exhibitions, Zurich, Switzerland
Ezeiza-Paintant, MALBA Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires, Argentina
2004 From Altered Paintings to Paintants, Kunstmuseum Liechtenstein, Vaduz, Liechtenstein
1995 Paint-Zone L.A., LA Louver Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS
2011 MMK 1991-2011: 20 Years of Contemporary, MMK, Frankfurt, Germany
Radical Shift. Political and Social Upheaval in Argentinian Art since the 1960s, Museum
Morsbroich, Leverkusen, Germany
2009 Slow Paintings, Museum Morsbroich, Leverkusen, Germany
2008 You & Me, Sometimes, Lehmann Maupin, New York, USA
2006 Big Juicy Paintings, Miami Art Museum, Miami, FL, USA
2005 Yankee Love and Latin Doodle, Galerie Thomas Schulte, Berlin, Germany
2004 Surface Tension, Chelsea Art Museum, New York, NY
2002 Attack: Attraction, Photography – Painting, Marcel Sitcoske Gallery, San Francisco, CA
Multiple-Site-Paintant, Documenta 11, Kassel, Germany
2001 The Beauty of Intimacy, Gemeentemuseum, The Hague, The Netherlands
1995 The Corcoran Biennial Exhibition: …..Painting, The Corcoran Museum of Art, Washington,
D.C.
1993 New Museum Benefit, New Museum, New York, NY
Exhibited works in Dynamic Pictorial Models:
Scientologists, 2016

Scientologists, 2016
Hand woven manila rope, climbing rope, alkyd paint, silicone, wood, 3D printed plastic
94 x 82 inches

Table, 2007
Oil, silicone and solvent-based ink
on canvas, metal structure
64 x 42 x 38 inches

Table, 2007 (detail)

Miami Paintant, 2004 (opposite)
Pigment inks, oil, acrylic, silicone, and polymer on vinyl and wooden structure
13 x 100 feet
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