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Implement XXV Stout Handle, 1996
granite/steel, 307h x 48"w x 217°d

An indicator of an
exceptional artist—one who makes
a significant mark in and of their
time—is the balance between
unigque statement—uneguivocally
recognizable in a crowd—and
historical and aesthetic references.
Exploring this circle from past to
present to future provides one of the
great pleasures in experiencing a
Van Alstine work.

We recognize a surrealist
reference and a minimalist one; the
joy of the found object and free
association; a play with scale from
an apparent jeweler’s care like
Cellini to a monumental work of
mammoth size in the blink of an
eve. Sensitivity to matenral, both
complimentary and contradictory,
is among the sculpture’s gualities
as they fit meely into art historical
modernist-postmodernist
categories

For all this understanding,
it does condition us to the
seriousness of John Van Alstine’s
waork; 1t does not explain the lLife,
the energy, or the animation of these
objects. These sculptures are not
anthropoemorphic; they do not
reference our systems but they fave

a system and they have an identity that will accompany us if we please.
There will be much more to be said about John Van Alstine’s works after we live with his objects
during this exlibition. The Plattsburgh Art Museum at the State University of New York is honored

to present this material to the college community.

Edward R, Brohel

%You are cordially invited to a reception on Friday,

September 4, 1998 from 4 until 6 p.m. at the Burke Gallery
in the Myers Fine Arts Building.

cover: Ohdalisgue, 1989, granitefsteel, 817h x 98w x 60"d



Chalice IV, 1998, bronze/aluminum/ granite, 74"h x 30"w x 24"d



AcCkNowLEDGING THE FIGURE
Figurative References in the Work of
John Van Alstine

The scale of the human body is critical in how
we understand and relate to all things—Iland-
scape, architecture, furniture, domestic ohjects,
and certainly sculpture. Although very few, if
any, of my works are considered traditionally
figurative, there are many ways in which the
human figure is influential. This exhibition
acknowledges the role the figure plays in some
of these works and provides an opportunity to
examine them more closely.

I received my art training in what 1 would con-
sider a typical 70's university art department
where minimalism and cool abstraction were
the focus, Serra, Smithson, Morris, deSuverio,
and the later work by David Smith were some
of the people that shaped my early thinking
about sculpture. The figure was not part of this
path, and for many years | denied its existence
when it seemed to appear in my work. | have,
however, come to realize that good work oper-
ates on many levels and the more ways 1t can
be seen and interpreted, the richer it becomes.

My work is certainly not solely about the fig-
ure. In fact, for the most part, it is centered
around assemblage. Found objects with their
individual histories and associations are plucked
from one context and combined with others
creating new “things.,” These new entities
present us with fresh and innovative ways to
view, relate and think about familiar objects-
making the common powerfully uncommon,
Even the stone, which is traditionally employed
in sculpture through a subtractive process—
starting with a block and removing all that is
not wanted—in my work is used as a found as-
semblage element with little or no carving,

A few of my pieces rely on the formal aspects
of a recognizable figure as a general framework
or point of “entrance” for the piecce. Odalisque
1989, a large floor work, was one of the first
“mature” works where 1 recognized and em-
braced the figure. The title, combined with the
arrangement of its formal elements, suggests a
reclining female “chamber companion.”
{ Odalisque has appeared a number of times in
art history, perhaps most notably by the French
Romantic painter Ingres.) This sensuous no-
tion, contrasted with the raw and ragged char-
acter of the rough-hewn granite, heavy rusied
steel, and actual iron anvil, creates a compel-
ling sculptural statement generated by pairing

opposites.  Similarly, in a more recent large
outdoor work Affas (Highreller) 1995, the idea
of a figure shouldering a globe acts as a start-
ing point for understanding the piece. The two-
pronged title, referring to the mythic bearer of
the Earth and indeterminacy of gambling, sets
up the idea of possible planetary disaster. (The
globe here is represented by a casting of an ac-
tual explosive mine casing resembling a round
fused bomb.) Sentine! ( Tool for Alberto) 1995,
incorporates a small hand tool—an inoperable
set of calipers—the shape and positioning sug-
gesting a figure standing at attention and on
guard. Its relatively tall, thin character evokes
a connection and conveys homage to the lean
and sinewy figurative work of the influential
ltalian sculptor Alberto Giacomettn.

Portraits are most often associated with the fig-
ure. It is a common belief that all art is, in a
sense, a portrait of its maker—a mirror of all
the aspects that created it. A few of my works
consciously incorporate this notion. Reconsid-
ering Sisyplus 1992-94 was built as a self-por-
trait expressing my own creative struggle with
stome. The formal arrangement of the granite
and steel elements suggests a figure frozen in
the act of prying or pushing a stone. This
struggle parallels that of the mythological
Sisyphus who was cast to a life of perpetual
labor pushing a stone to the top of a mountain,
only to have it roll back down. [ am continu-
ally (and often literally) pushing stones to a cre-
ative peak, and once reached, compelled to start
again on a new work. The title arises from the
ideas put forth in Camus® Myih of Sisvplies
where he “reconsiders” Sisyphus’ labors. For
the artist, the creative experience is not a .gmﬂ_
One never reaches and stays at the “top.” but
rather spins in a continual regenerative cycle
where value and reward emerge from the pro-
cess,

In the Juggler Series, the multi-layered idea of
“portraivself-portrait” is also central. Often
during the process of creating work, 1 quite lit-
erally become a “jugeler,” balancing and keep-
ing afloat many heavy elements such as anvils,
large chunks of'stone, pieces of bronze, etc. The
finished sculptures in this series possess a whirl-
ing and teetering character which dramatically
showcase objects “frozen” in midair, It is es-
pecially impressive when the work reaches the
height of 10 to 12 feet as in Juggler I 1994,
This same drama and sense of precariousness
are also present in the pedestal scaled pieces
such as Juggler IT 1995 and Juggler IV 1998,
The notion of juggling evokes the likes of jest-
ers and circus clowns. This series, in addition
to being a reflection of the artist, also conveys



Slate Cudgel, 1998, slate /steel, 25"h x 18"w x 9"d
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our own stage, keeping all aspects of our lives—
Family, career, finances, friends, fun, etc.—up,
floating and vital. Perhaps like the circus jester
the secret of sane survival is maintaining joy-
fulness and a sense of humor through it all.

Movement within a sculpture can also be ex-
pressed using the human figure. One of my
sculptural objectives is to breath “life” and airi-
ness into the heavy, earth-bound elements | use.
In this sense [ am a choreographer. The idea of
choreographed movement is demonstrated in
the Pigue a Terve series. Here the title is taken
tfrom a specific position in classical ballet where
the pointed toe (pigue) touches lightly on the
ground (ferre), the other foot is firmly planted
while one arm makes a sweeping, connecting,
gestural arc. While the piece does not resemble
a figure in the traditional sense, once clued to
the title, it is easy to see the suggested human
movement. Pigue @ Terre VI 1997, clearly
exudes the sense of motion and levity even
though its elements are extremely dense and
heavy. Choreography of a different type is dem-
onstrated in Angler 1998, where the swishing
curves and implied flexibility of the upper ele-
ment of the sculpture allude to the graceful and
alluring movement of someone engaged in the
act of fly fishing.

Some works reference specific parts or portions
of the body. In Pompeadour 1997, the over-
sized upper stone playfully suggests the
“poofy,” exaggerated hairstyle swept high from
the forehead, named for the Marquise de Pom-
padour, mistress of Louis XV and sported in
our own century by the likes of Elvis and Elvis
wannabes. Strange Frait I and Strange Fruit
F1, both 1989, might be first interpreted as
strange “fruits of labor™ harvested from the stu-
dio. The central elements of both pieces si-
multaneously suggest vagina and phallus,
When these ideas are coupled they imply ripe-

O —
Longlumdle (Echo 13, 1995, bronze, 24°h x 41"w x 8°d
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,l'rrg;.;h'r IV, 1998, bronze/granite, 25"h x 22"w x 8"d

forming the fingers) the manipulated pitchfork
element is presented as an extension of the
artist’s hand. In this piece, as in all my works,
tools are presented as the artists” allies, helping
them reach their aspirations and symbols of
their labors and accomplishments. A further
twist on the phalany theme is evident in Fin-
gers 1997, where the shape of a bronze-cast
animal antler is suggestive of a hand,

Scale as determined by body size is vital in
sculpture. In the last group of works discussed,
our relationship with them vis-a-vis our body
size i1s what imbues them with their power, In
Chalice IV 1998, which is 74 inches high, a
section of an aeronautical fuselage is trans-
formed into an upward reaching, “cup of life.”
It is precisely the fact that it is larger than life,
wildly exaggerated in terms of any human fune-
tion that recasts it into a dynamic, aspiring, spiri-
tual vessel. Langhandle (Echo 1) 1993, Imple-
ment XXV (Stowt Handle) 1996, and Slate
Cugel 1998, are all presented as tools or imple-
ments. Much the way architecture and furni-
ture address the human scale, these works,
whether you see them as axes, adzes or weap-
ons with suggesied handles and blades, are un-



My sculpture operates on many levels and is open to a variety of interpretations. | believe its powel
is generated by the juxtaposition of impure found objects, layers of association, symbolism, anc
narrative. The figure is one more important element that, when added, enriches this complex mix.

—John Van Alstine, June | 994
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Pigue @ Terre VI, 1997, granite/steel, 58"h x 106™w x 50°d
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The Museum is comprised of over 4450 antique 10 contemporary works, which are displayed within our three
main galleries, a developing sculpture park, and exhibition areas throughout the campus. Expanding upon the
pluralistic ideal of Andre Malreaux’s concept of a Museum Withowr Walls, the Plattsburgh Art Museum has
become an open visual art resource for the college and the Champlain Valley/Adirondack Region,

The Museum is a result of the vision and generosity of many individuals and groups. The ans were given a
significant place in the initial concept of the State University and this ideal is maintained by the current admin-
istration. The Student Association, College Auxiliary Services, and the College Foundation support the exhibi-
tion program. The unique permanent collection has been given by artists and collectors.

It is located in the Myers Fine Arts Building between Rugar St. and Broad St. on the Plattsburgh State Univer-
sity Campus. DIRECTIONS—From Burlington: Commuter air from Burlington International Airport which
services all major cities. Ferry service from Burlington to Plattsburgh runs vear-round every 20 minutes; from
North Burlington, take Interstate 89 to Exit 17; 12 miles to Grand 1sle Ferry. Ferry docks at Cumberland Head,
NY; take Route ¥ 1o Plattsburgh. The Port Kent Ferry docks within walking distance from downtown Burlington;
approximately | hour ferry trip to Port Kent, NY; 3 miles to 9N or Interstate 87 to Exits 36 or 37 to Plattsburgh,
From Montréal: Montréal is 60 miles north of Plattsburgh, highway travel takes approximately | hour, South-
bound, take Canadian Highway 15 to the US/Canadian border (where it becomes Interstate 87) to Exits 36 or 37
to Plansburgh, Fraom New York City & Albany: Amtrak and motor coach; daily service. All highways north,
then via Interstate 8N, through Albany 1o Exit 37; approximately six hours by car from New York City.
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