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Berenice Abbott
Jeu de Paume
Paris 
Acclaimed for her striking black-and-
white photographs of Manhattan archi-
tecture, Berenice Abbott (1898–1991)
was also a skilled portraitist. The Ohio-
born artist, who first aspired to be a
sculptor, moved from New York City to
Paris in 1921, where she became Man
Ray’s assistant and disciple. There she
found herself at the center of an exciting
avant-garde scene. For a few years, Ab-
bott produced portraiture for Man Ray’s
studio, then opened her own. Her dis-
tinctive, Surrealist-inflected images of
wealthy expatriates, writers, and
artists—Jean Cocteau (provocatively
pointing a revolver), Marcel Duchamp,
James Joyce, and Eugène Atget, whose
work she later championed—opened this
magnificent exhibition, the most impor-
tant survey of Abbott’s photographs ever

held in France. Encompassing more than
120 vintage prints, many never before
seen, it gave a sweeping overview of her
rich career.  

When Abbott returned from Europe in
1929, she embarked on what was to be-
come her magnum opus, “Changing New
York,” a vast project documenting 1930s
Manhattan. Remarkable for their unusual
compositions, plunging perspectives, flat-
tened pictorial space, and precise detail,
her images of skyscrapers, railway sta-
tions, and storefronts featured promi-
nently here, unforgettably capturing the
dynamism of a city in transformation.
Lesser-known photos taken in the Ameri-
can South in 1935 and snapped along the
Eastern Seaboard’s Route 1, from Maine

to Florida, nearly 20 years later, were also
on view. Depicting modest farmhouses
and diners, gas stations and dance halls,
they offered a quirky vernacular counter-
point to her New York pictures.

The last, most surprising chapter of
this retrospective brought together stu-
dio images demonstrating scientific
principles like electromagnetism and
gravity, which Abbott made between
1939 and 1961. Full of pendulums, light
beams, prisms, bouncing balls, and soap
bubbles, these spellbinding photographs
convey the beauty and mystery under-
lying worldly phenomena.

—Laurie Hurwitz

‘Group Show’
Galerie Perrotin
Paris
Visitors to this exhibition were greeted
with a spectacular and unsettling sight:
a levitating elephant. Incredibly realistic

(down to the hairs protrud-
ing from its wrinkly skin),
it was life-size and upside
down. The animal was at-
tached neither to the ceiling
nor floor and touched the
wall in just one spot, with
the tip of its outstretched
trunk. Crafted from fiber-
glass and polymer by artist
Daniel Firman, who con-
sulted with taxidermists
during its making, this mag-
ical sculpture seemed to
mystify and enchant view-
ers, offering a provocative
challenge to the laws of
gravity.

Threaded throughout the rest of Per-
rotin’s labyrinthine
space were two car
tires engraved with
floral and geometric
motifs by Wim
Delvoye, strangely
vegetal stoneware
sculptures by Johan
Creten, Elmgreen &
Dragset’s rough-
hewn bust of Gus-
tav Mahler placed
atop an unvarnished
grand piano, and el-
egantly spare
mixed-media works
by Sophie Calle in-

spired by travels she took on the advice
of a fortune-teller.

Another highlight of this varied show:
two vibrant abstract acrylic-and-resin
paintings by Bernard Frize juxtaposed
with two exquisite glass sculptures by
Jean-Michel Othoniel. There was the
sublime Le Collier Blanc (2012), a strand
of huge white Murano glass pearls sus-
pended from the ceiling, and the stirring
crystal tears of Larmes de verre (2011).

—Laurie Hurwitz

Jeremy Deller
Hayward
London
Jeremy Deller is a master of one-off,
ephemeral events in the public square
that are designed to stimulate conversa-
tion, which the artist then conceives as
part of the work. For It Is What It Is
(2009), he attached a bombed-out car
from Baghdad to the back of a camper
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Berenice Abbott, Park Avenue and 39th Street, New York City, 
October 8, 1936, gelatin silver print, 71⁄2" x 95⁄8". Jeu de Paume. 

Daniel Firman, Nasutamanus, 2012, 
fiberglass and polymer, 71⁄4' x 173⁄8' x 35⁄8'. 

Galerie Perrotin.

Jeremy Deller, Valerie’s Snack Bar, 2009, 
mixed media, dimensions variable, installation view. Hayward.
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and took it across America
with an Iraqi émigré and a
veteran, engaging people in
chats about the war. That
crushed, rusted shell ap-
peared in this exhibition,
along with videos of the
frank, sometimes cringe-in-
ducing conversations.  

The wrecked car is an ar-
resting, crudely beautiful
object, but, like much of the
work in Deller’s midcareer
survey, titled “Joy in Peo-
ple,” the assemblage as a
whole tended to sink under
the weight of its own
earnestness. The problem is
not that Deller tries to im-
pose a particular point of
view—on the contrary, the Iraq project
is carefully fair-minded—but that he
fails to bring much mystery or subtlety
into his grand constructions in the way
that, for example, Francesc Torres or
Francis Alÿs achieve with comparable
approaches. He tends to overexplain
things and this gives his work an air of
the pedantic.

Born in 1966, the London artist often
focuses on northern England and its re-
cent history. His reenactment of a 1984
battle between the police and striking
coal miners, represented here in his film
The Battle of Orgreave (An Injury to One
is an Injury to All), 2001, looks like a
second round of the original conflagra-
tion. It involved hundreds of volunteers
replaying roles in a Yorkshire village
and engaged the public with gusto. In
Valerie’s Snack Bar (2009), a wall panel
invited viewers to sit in a mock-up of an
actual Manchester café “and we will
offer you a cup of tea” while a video
played a Deller-organized street proces-
sion of the city’s eccentrics. As with
much of this artist’s work, the idea has a
quirky charm but, in the execution,
came across as surprisingly banal.

—Roger Atwood

Alberto Burri
Estorick Collection of Modern Italian Art
London
Known for his use of sackcloth, tar, zinc
oxide, and various industrial materials,
the Italian painter Alberto Burri
(1915–95) has not always received his
due in the conventional art-history nar-

ratives of the decades after World War
II. That should start to change with this
welcome show of about 40 works
packed into three rooms, his first retro-
spective in Britain since the 1960s. Ti-
tled “Form and Matter,” it offered a
meaty review of his pioneering oeuvre
and hinted at his influence over Robert
Rauschenberg, Pierre Soulages, and the
arte povera movement, among many
others. 

Burri trained as a doctor and did not
start painting seriously until his late 20s,
in a wartime POW camp in Texas. His
breakthrough came in the early 1950s
when he began applying lengths of
burlap to his paintings. Stretched across
the canvas, the fabric gave his work the
tactility of human skin. Although some
critics saw it as a reference to rural labor
or the rough cassocks used by Franciscan
monks in Burri’s native Umbria, the artist
routinely denied any symbolism or
metaphorical intent, insisting instead
that he was interested only in his materi-
als’ formal properties, put in service of
pure abstraction.  

Over his long career Burri used plastic,
ash, wire netting, steel, and, in place of
canvas, an insulation material known as
Celotex to create works of extraordinary
complexity and grace. Often the subject
seems to be the material itself, such as
plastic scorched onto a surface or hang-
ing limply like a skin graft in Red Plastic
(1961). Despite his insistence on his ab-
stract aim, figuration seeps in from all
corners. It could be our own expectations
at work or the artist’s unconscious, or
some combination, but people might see

a crucifixion in the welded iron plates of
Black (1961) or a reclining nude in Sack-
ing and Red (1954), and yet both are ab-
stractions. The ambiguity gives Burri’s
work its mysterious beauty.

—Roger Atwood

Tatjana Valsang
Konrad Fischer Galerie
Berlin
Manipulating layer upon layer of liquid
acrylic paint with long brushes, Tatjana
Valsang conjures abstractions that seem
both considered and completely sponta-
neous. For this show, titled “Farbkarten”
(Color Charts), she presented eight ges-
tural works that were full of depth and
unexpected details.  

Transit (2011) features twisting or-
ganic forms born of deep oranges and
fiery reds. Installed in a corner next to
the entrance, it sat in magnetic contrast
to a neighboring canvas, (Fields, 2011),
whose calming, off-white waveforms re-
sembled wind-blown sheets or snow
drifts, creating an elegant backdrop for

pools of blue and indigo. When viewed
up close, tiny fissures could be seen in
the pools’ surfaces, forming a sort of
miniature topography.

On the other side of the gallery, Mark-
ings (2011) seemed to roil with move-
ment, suggesting a battle between
impulsiveness and inhibition. On a neu-
tral background, splatters of blue-tinged
whites and deep browns have been
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Alberto Burri, Sacking and Red, 1954, 
acrylic and hessian collage on canvas, 34" x 391⁄2". 

Estorick Collection of Modern Italian Art.

Tatjana Valsang, Felder, 2011, 
acrylic on canvas, 71⁄4’ x 5'. 

Konrad Fischer Galerie.
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