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E Q U A L P A R T S B E A U T I F U L A N D M E N A C I N G , M o n i c a Bonvicini ' s drawings, installa

t ions, sculptures, and videos provoke an acute awareness o f the physical and psychological 

effects o f architecture. For over ten years her w o r k has doggedly dissented f r o m the ranks 

o f con temporarv art and architectural discourse that perpetuates the modernis t myths o f 

object ivi ty, social equality, and ins t i tu t iona l stability. She has been called a decons t tuc t ion-

ist, her w o r k l ikened i n spi r i t to the architectural in tervent ions of G o r d o n M a t t a - C l a r k . the 

ins t i tu t iona l crit iques o f Michae l Asher, and the provocative feminis t programs o f Lynda 

Benglis, V A L I E E X P O R T , and M a r t h a Rosier. Bonvicini ' s projects a i m to exaggerate the 

dispari ty between the sexy, Utopian, and avant-gardist claims o f cer ta in—largely ma le— 

"starchitects" and the realities o f the bui ld ings they create, p r o m p t i n g viewers o f her w o r k 

to a deeper engagement w i t h thei r surroundings and an unders tanding that there is no such 

t h i n g as a neutral space. W r y l y c o m b i n i n g indust r ia l materials that reference the modernis t 

c a n o n — i n c l u d i n g metal and glass—with the trappings o f sexual fetishism—leather, chains, 

and r u b b e r — B o n v i c i n i confronts the power structures and contradic t ions inherent i n b u i l t 

environments , par t icular ly those dedicated to v i e w i n g art. T h e first focus e x h i b i t i o n i n the 

A r t Ins t i tu te o f Chicago's M o d e r n W i n g , Light Me Blackhv'mgs together three discrete sculp 

tural elements that fo rmal ly and conceptual ly engage the Renzo Piano—designed b u i l d i n g , 

recognizing its dis t inct ive character and considerable aesthetic 

achievements, w h i l e also h i n t i n g at its potent ia l vulnerabi l i t ies . 

First exhibi ted at the 1998 V i e n n a Secession, Plastered 

(1998—present) is a now- icon ic ins ta l la t ion that the artist 

has since re-created 23 times. For the A r t Ins t i tu te version, 

B o n v i c i n i presents an entire gallery floor constructed ou t o f 

4 by 8 foot panels o f t h i n , unf inished plasterboard, placed 

atop sheets of polystyrene foam. T h e effect brings the pris t ine 

surface o f the M o d e r n Wing ' s signature w h i t e walls d o w n to 

floor level. A n apparently r andom pat tern o f holes placed i n t h 

support layer, however, initiates the weakening and eventual 

cracking o f the sheetrock under the weigh t o f people m o v i n g 

t h rough the space. T h u s , the once clean, unspoi led flooring 

is progressively compromised and fragmented over the coutse 

o f the exh ib i t i on , u n t i l on ly rubble remains. Li tera l ly b u i l t i n 

order to be destroyed, Plastered achieves its artistic end on ly i n 

its u l t imate r u i n and creates a scenario i n w h i c h the flaws and 

defects i n the "whi te cube" are pre-eminent . As i n m u c h o f 

Bonvicini ' s w o r k , the physical labor o f cons t ruc t ion—at times 
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overlooked i n discussions o f architecture and here represented by the raw, exposed, and 

u l t ima te ly vulnerable b u i l d i n g materials—is played against the fetishized finished product . 

Renzo Piano has referred to the M o d e r n W i n g as "a temple o f l igh t . . . . a b u i l d i n g about 

l igh t and lightness."' I n add i t i on to the abundance o f natural l i gh t enter ing t h rough 

w i n d o w s and skylights, there are over three thousand art if icial l i g h t i n g fixtures i n the 

M o d e r n W i n g . Roughly a t h i r d o f these are fluorescent bulbs used for the non-ar t spaces 

i n c l u d i n g cafés, corridors, the educat ion center, offices, restrooms, shops, and stairways. 

Inspired by data collected on the number o f c o m b i n e d lumens (2,102,400) produced by 

the 876 32-watt lamps and the cubic area o f Gal lery 182 (26,460 feet), B o n v i c i n i conceived 

Light Me Black (2009), an immense sculpture compr i s ing 148 cus tom-bu i l t fixtures fitted 

w i t h b r igh t wh i t e fluorescent tubes, commiss ioned specifically for this focus show. A t 

once en t ic ing and foreboding, the work's intense g low i l luminates the entire exh ib i t i on , 

thus prec luding the need for t rad i t iona l gallery l i g h t i n g . T h e artist has also pos i t ioned 

the impos ing piece off-center i n the space, t h w a r t i n g the near-perfect symmet ry o f the 

architecture. T h e internal structure to w h i c h the fixtures are attached remains v i r t ua l l y 

invisible, creating the impression o f a d rap ing veil o f l igh t . T h e sculpture reclaims Piano's 

n o t i o n o f " l i gh t and lightness" and pushes i t to an uncomfor table , d i sor ien t ing extreme, 

p roduc ing a temporary b l i n d i n g effect o n the viewer. Similarly, the tension between the 

i m m e n s i t y o f the work—suspended at eight points by black steel r igg ing chain attached 

to s t ructural beams inside the ce i l i ng—and its apparent weightlessness recall the architect's 

concept o f "zero-gravity," i n w h i c h the 264,000 square foot steel-framed M o d e r n W i n g 

appears to hover above the g round , as i f about to take flight." 

I n the t h i r d part o f the exh ib i t i on , a series o f un t i t l ed laminated safety glass panels 

are affixed direct ly to the gallery walls. T h e sheets depict altered versions o f several o f 

Bonvicini 's previous drawings and installations, t w o o f w h i c h are large-scale text-based 

sculptures. Built for Crime (2006) comprises 13 b lock letters fabricated f r o m shattered safety 

glass and incandescent l igh t bulbs suspended f r o m the cei l ing. Represented here, the w o r d 

BULLTappears i n black enamel, alone, backward, and w i t h the T fa l l ing over, as i f the 

object.has crashed to the floor and, ironically, been abandoned to disrepair. T h e artist also 

cites her 2006 instal la t ion Desire, i n w h i c h polished stainless steel letters are m o u n t e d on a 

b i l lboard l ike structure. Aga in , i n the A r t Ins t i tu te rendering, the text is reversed, creating 

the impression that we are l o o k i n g ou t o f a w i n d o w that we cannot actually see t h rough . 

Indeed, the M o d e r n Wing ' s immense glass cur ta in facade—which Piano replicated on a 

smaller scale on the east wa l l o f Gallery 182—is invoked , yet compl ica ted by Bonvicini ' s use 

o f the material . H e r seemingly opaque panes, flush-mounted to the wh i t e wa l l , repudiate 





the transparency o f the glass that is featured p r o m i n e n t l y i n the rest o f the b u i l d i n g . T h e 

artist envisions the gallery's glass face as a k i n d o f storefront open ing o n t o G r i f f i n C o u r t — 

the expansive, skyl i t thoroughfare j o i n i n g the M o d e r n W i n g to the pre-existing museum 

campus—exposing the gallery to s t reaming natural l igh t and advertising its contents to the 

outside. Vis i tors can observe the e x h i b i t i o n f r o m the cour t , o r they can make the t rans i t ion 

f r o m " w i n d o w shoppers" to active part icipants and choose to enter the gallery. ' 

A constant f luc tua t ion between p r i m a r i l y visual and categorically physical modes of 

experience is a central theme i n Bonvicini ' s practice. T h e artist has expressed an interest 

i n b o t h "g iv ing and tak ing pleasure, i n v o l v i n g viewers on a physical l eve l—t ry ing to get 

people to t h i n k about where they are, wha t they are d o i n g and w h y . " 4 Plastered immedia te ly 

encourages this shift, as the floor beneath our feet is no longer the f i r m , stable surface we 

expect. T h e visceral response continues as one's eyes and ears adjust to the b r igh t wh i t e l igh t 

and low-frequency h u m o f the 74 electronic ballasts power ing Light Me Black. O n l y then 

do the images o n the perimeter o f the gallery s lowly come in to register, i n v i t i n g a m o m e n t 

o f cerebral con t empla t i on and offsett ing the more corporeal demands imposed elsewhere. 

F u n c t i o n i n g for B o n v i c i n i i n m u c h the same way that an ove rwhe lming encounter w i t h 

beauty or an "experience o f to ta l i ty" can be b l i n d i n g , the i l l u m i n a t i o n turns fieetingly i n to 

darkness.' T h e e x h i b i t i o n t i t le , Light Me Black, a twis t o n the 1966 song Paint It Black by 

the R o l l i n g Stones, refers to this interplay between l igh t and dark. T h e "me" i n the t i t le also 

at tempts to b r i n g the experience o f the art ou t o f the realm o f the i n s t i t u t i on , t ransforming 

i t i n to a personal, physical encounter i n w h i c h the audience must take ac t ion . 6 There is an 

entropie qua l i ty to the A r t Ins t i tu te presentation, w i t h its ru t t ed floor and massive radiance 

that breaks ou t o f the confines o f the gallery and dares us to enter, compe l l i ng us to look 

o n l y to make us t u r n away. 

M o r e than any other artist w o r k i n g today, B o n v i c i n i is un ique ly situated to re-inaugurate 

the focus series i n the M o d e r n W i n g and to produce new w o r k that responds to the 

su r round ing architecture w i t h a s tudied bu t cr i t ical eye. H e r w o r k may take the f o r m o f 

b o l d , irreverent gestures, bu t i t considers the nuances o f spatial experience as m u c h as any 

serious architect's and exhibits the same feel for materials that one demands f r o m a master 

craftsperson. T h u s Bonvicini ' s project we l l exceeds one o f c r i t i c i sm for its o w n sake. Rather, 

o w i n g to her p r o f o u n d need to fu l ly engage the terms o f specific b u i l t environments , her art 

entails a process o f made-to-order un-building that bui lds anew, and differently. 

L I S A D O R I N 

A S S I S T A N T C U R A T O R 

D E P A R T M E N T O F C O N T E M P O R A R Y A R T 

Plastered, 1998/2005 

Photo: Rémi Vi l laggi 



N O T E S 

1. Charl ie Rose: A Conversat ion w i t h Archi tect Renzo Piano, Wednesday, M a y 20, 1009, h t tp : / /www.char l ie rose .com/view/ 

interview/10318. Bonv ie in i was struck by the fact that Piano neglected to m e n t i o n the art that his "temple o f l i gh t " is housing, the 

effect o f l ight on the art that is the building's reason for being. 

2. "An architect spends his life fighting against gravity and, believe me, gravirv is the most s tubborn law of nature. . . . vou have to 

leave the g round to give air and lightness to your w o r k . " Renzo Piano, quoted in James C u n o and M a r t h a T h o m e , Zero Gravity: 

The Art Institute of Chicago, Renzo Piano, and Building for a New Century (The A r t Ins t i tu te o f Chicago, 2005), p. 3. 

3. E-mai l correspondence w i t h the artist, October 11, 2009. Bonv ie in i draws a parallel between the M o d e r n W i n g and the Renzo 

Piano—designed master plan for the business, commercia l retail, cu l tura l , and enter ta inment d is t r ic t o f Potsdamer Platz, i n the 

artist's l ong t ime adopted home o f Ber l in . 

4. M o n i c a Bonv ie in i , "Nasty, or Unclean, Offensive, Indecent: M o n i c a B o n v i e i n i In terviewed by Andrea Bowers," i n Monica 

Bonvieini Scream & Shake, exh. cat. (Le Magasin, Centre Na t iona l d ' A r t C o n t e m p o r a i n , Grenoble , 2001). 

5. E-mai l correspondence w i t h the artist, October 11, 2009. 

6. "Some o f my works are no th ing w i t h o u t the input o f other people. . . . it goes back to [a] cr i t ique against the endless c h i l l i n g out ' 

installations o f the '90s. You can chi l l out at home. I n front o f art you should act." Bonvie in i (note 4), p. 35. 
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