
 



 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

psychological anguish, and physical injury. In 
direct contrast to much of the history of figurative 
sculpture, where bodies have been depicted as 
whole and celebrated as temples of virtue, suffering 
in the deepest recesses of the soul are unabashedly 
exposed in these contemporary works. 

Claudette Schreuder’s carved figure Crying 
in Public (2002, cat. 19), diminutive yet heart-
wrenching, is perhaps a self-portrait of the artist 
rendered at half the scale. The protagonist commits 
a social taboo by simply standing there, crying in 
public. In Pawel Althamer’s The Power of Now (2016, 
cat. 1), a filthy figure dressed in proletarian garb, 
an unappreciated cog in the gears of a faceless, 
industrialized society, finds refuge on a common 
bench. His exhaustion is frozen in his posture. A 
soundtrack streams through him: the philosopher 
Eckhart Tolle musing how happiness can only 
be found in total acceptance of all that is. The 
juxtaposition is riveting for a man of scholarly 
rhetoric may never fully experience the laborious 
drudgery of the working class.

Berlinde de Bruyckere’s Le Femme sans Tête (2003, 
cat. 3) is a truncated form, yet we recognize its 
humanness from the flesh-like materials of wax and 
epoxy. Headless and armless, crouched naked on a 
cold metal pedestal, this is a golem so vulnerable 
and fragile. Fragility is also a prevalent theme in 
the works of Dutch artist, Mark Manders. In his 
Figure with Iron Ruler (2004, cat. 13), an armless 
figure slouches precariously on a chair, one leg slung 
up from a single thread that is attached to an iron 
stand. The arrangement suggests an esoteric poetry 
of metaphors. 

Mythologizing family members is yet another 
recurring theme in art. Entang Wiharso’s Inheritance 
(2014, cat. 26), is a life-size tableau of the artist 
and his family around a dinner table, cast in ashy 
graphite. In stark contrast is a colossal metal fish 
on the table. The oversized fish could be a symbol of 
abundance, both a celebration of a current moment 
of happiness and a hope for continued prosperity 
for his young sons in an uncertain world. Wiharso, 
an Indonesian married to an American, explores 

humor, Damien Hirst’s Death Is Irrelevant (2000, 
cat. 9) presents a cruciformed medical anatomical 
skeleton mounted on two interlocking panes of 
glass. The final punchline? Two slapstick ping-
pong balls air-lifted above the skeleton’s hollow 
eye sockets. Like Duchamp drawing a mustache on 
Mona Lisa, it convincingly declares in one comedic 
swipe that no individual is elevated above the rest, 
and that the division between death and life is itself 
questionable.  

Drawing from the current political and war 
landscape, the contemporary artist has at his/her 
disposal a wellspring of ideas to explore. The best 
ones are able to synthesize localized anxieties and 
express them in grand, universal themes.

Folkert de Jong is widely recognized for 
figurative sculptures that explore the persistence 
of misfortune and trauma, typically using dark 
humor to satirize power dynamics, war, and related 
vices. In this exhibition, de Jong’s Dust (2004, cat. 
4) is commentary on the Iraq War, begun a year 
earlier when an American led coalition invaded 
Iraq. A shell-shocked figure, carved from de 
Jong’s signature material, styrofoam, is seated, 
surrounded by instruments of war: machine guns, 
ammo boxes and Molotov cocktails. Head titled back 
and mouth agape, has he submitted to the strain 
of the battles, or is he taking a moment to reload 
before the next kill? The dichotomy may be familiar 
in today’s media-frenzied world where images have 
near endless interpretations.

Originating from Monte Cassino in Italy, a village 
nearly bombed out of existence by Americans in 
World War II, Italo Scanga’s twelve-foot Monte 
Cassino: The Broken Statues (1984, cat. 18) is a 
harrowing testament to the destructive forces of 
war. The chilling figure, reminiscent of Giacometti, 
seems to be aimlessly wandering through ruins, 
clutching a fragment from the local church. Decades 
after WWII, sculptures like this still have the power 
to activate memories.

Perhaps because of their closeness to the human 
form, figurative sculptures are uncanny agencies to 
illustrate poignant moments of personal struggle, 

exigencies of immigration and his family’s cross-
cultural identity living between Indonesia and the 
United States. 

Kiki Smith’s Mother (1991, cat. 21) is a life-
size papier-mâché torso of perhaps the artist’s 
own mother. Her mother, Jane Lawrence Smith, 
a Broadway actress and opera singer before she 
married Tony Smith (the preeminent postwar 
American sculptor) and took a career hiatus as 
she raised three daughters, returned to her stage 
career later in life and died not long after. The 
mortal features of Mother lack precision due to 
the roughness of papier-mâché. The voluminous 
disheveled spaghetti of paper hair that trails onto 
the floor further obscures possible recognition. 
There is an incredible sense of impermanence 

here, like a dissipating thought on the precipice of 
unraveling, a memory barely retained. 

Coming back full circle to my earlier mention 
of zoomorphic archaic sculptures, Rona Pondick’s 
Cougar (1998-99, cat. 17) is a hybrid of the artist’s 
own cast head and arm attached to a cougar’s 
feline body. Size and proportions out of sync, 
awkward, the creature is unnatural, mythic and 
surreal. Like the anthropomorphized animals in 
fairy tales, animalistic features allow for a more 
accessible connection. This is an unnatural sight—it 
is unclear if the creature always existed in this state 
or if it is frozen in the moment of metamorphosis, 
a transmutation from the living being here to that 
of another realm, from mortality to dissonance. 
Ultimately it does not matter, the creature itself and 
the material form remain calm and stable, oblivious 
to the world.

In one of the works from his The Theater of 
Disappearance (2017, cat. 22) roof-top installation 
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Adrián Villar 
Rojas mines the world’s historical artifacts to 
assemble a fantastical group of cultural icons that 
transcend time and place. A young boy dressed 
in 18th century Napoleonic period costume is 
entangled with pre-Columbian 15th-16th century 
idols. We are left to complete what our shared 
notes of world history mean in our increasingly 
homogenous world. Perhaps by understanding the 
past we can maintain humanity’s careful balance a 
little longer, before things fall apart. 

In light of centuries of sculpted depictions 
of the body, Death Is Irrelevant demonstrates 
that there is still ample room for invention. The 
works in the exhibition are reincarnations and 
expansions of historical ideas, speaking directly to 
us, thus preserving and propelling the human story. 
Assembled over several decades with dedication and 
open minds by Livia and Marc Straus, for whom art 
has been a central component of their lives since 
they were both only twenty years old, these works 
are uncompromising, elucidating and challenging. 
There is an empathetic understanding of what it 
means to be human, to be alive.
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Cat. 21  Kiki Smith  Mother, 1991



 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 

 


