Perspectives 158:




This publication has been prepared in conjunction with Perspectivas 158:
Kelly Nipper, organized by Toby Kamps, senior curator, for the Contemporary
Arts Museum Houston, September 21-Dacember 9, 2007,

The Perspectives series is made possible by a malor grant from Fayez Sarofim;
by The Studio, the young group of the y Arts
Museum Houston; and by donors to the Museum's Parspocnvns Funﬂ

Suzette and Darrell Betis Solange Knowles
COADE Enginesring Softwara Balinda Phalps and Randy Howard
Sanford and Susie Criner William F: Stem

Leslie and Mark Hull

Perspectives catalogues are made possible by a grant from

The Brown Foundation, Inc Design: Don Quaintence. Public Address Design
Desig/Production Assistant: Elizabath Frizzell

The Museum’s operaticns and programs are made possible through the Printing: University of Texss Printing Services

generosity of the Museum’s truslees, patrons, members, and donors.

The Contemporary Arts Museum Houston receives partial operating support Photography: courtesy francesca keufmann, Milan

from the Houston Endowrnent Inc., the City of Houston through the Houston
Museum District Association, the National Endowrnent for the Arts, and the

Texas Commission on the Arts, ISBN 878-183361-09:5

© 2007 Contemporary Arts Musaum Houston

Cantemporary Arts Museum Houston
5216 Montrose Boulevard

Houston, Texas 77006-6547

Tel.: 713284.8250

Fax: 713.284.8275

www.camh org

The audioguide is supported in part by Will Golden.

Continental ﬁ é Official airline of the A for Architact and a Darky Timer
Airlines _) Contemporary Arts Museum Housten {cover: video still  frontisplace: dotail), 2005



W NIPPER

CONTEMPORARY ARTS MUSEUM HOUSTON






KELLY NIPPER

In the many, oftentimes freeform, telephone conversations leading
up 10 this essay, Los Angeles-based artist Kelly Nipper discussed
her wide-ranging and eclectic interests: Merce Cunningham's dance
compositions, Rudolf Laban's system for analyzing and recording
human movement, the process of hurricane formation, artist Allan
Kaprow's Happenings, anthropologist Edward T. Hall's theory of per-
sonal space called “proxemics.” Modernist typography, British mys-
tic Aleister Crowley's theories of the occult, theories of time, and
the dynamics of human relationships. In one of the digressions or
sub-digressions that characterized these calls, she also mentioned
she owns the DVD The Best of The Electric Company,

a fact that—she realized—provided an important clue to how these
diverse influences come together in her spare, painstakingly com-

Toby Kamps

image-bites. It is not surprising that this visually inventive series
should appeal to Nipper. The video and photographic works in this
@xhibition share many formal characteristics with the television
show: bright, even lighting, powerful colors, spare sets, and a kind
of submerged didacticism. The Elactric Company also sparks mem-
ories of her childhood in Minneapolis, one of America’s mare utopian
cities. She remembers gym-class exarcises reminiscent of the
group activities on the show—drills like inflating and ducking under
surplus parachutes—that provided an important, “socially interac-
tive" counterpeint to the gray, flat, empty landscapes of Minnesota's
long winters. However, for Nipper, it is the structure of the televi-
sion show that is most inspirational: “For me, The Electric Company
‘was an educational experiment for a mass audience using shape,

posed pt , video works, and
Airing on PBS from 1971 to 1977, the educational television

program The Electric Company taught grade-schoolers reading and
vocabulary skills through live-action skits and songs as well as ani-
mations and cartaons. A cast of singing and dancing children, along
with accomplished actors and comadians, including Mal Brooks, Bill
Casby, Morgan Freeman, and Rita Moreno, inculcated the rudiments.
of linguistic theory in children through catchy, rapid-fire sound-and

pages 2. 4, and 5: Evergreen, 2004 (A, B, and EI

color, two- al space, and I 1o craatively illustrate
and explore the basic principles of communication and forming rela-
tionships, which is not so different from the work of Cunningham
and Kaprow:”

The exhibition Perspectives 158: Kelly Nipper presents a video
installation An Arrangement for the Architect and a Darkroom Timer
(2005), a single color photograph, The Future (2006), and three
groups of photographs, Weather Center (2006), Love with the









Sound Tachnician (2004), and Evergreen (2008). An Arrangement
for the Architect ... consists of a largo-scale video projection of an
encounter batween a man and a woman. In a studio illuminated
with red light, Nipper placed two performers who had never met,
Silke Tapragge and Jassa Gillian, facing each othor less than a foot
apart and recorded the profiles of their upper bodies from tha side
using a fixed camera. The resulting documant is 8 fascinating record
of what happens when two strangers are forced uncomfortably
close 1o each other. At first, there is amusemant and parhaps flirta-
tion. Later, there is anger and annoyance. We sea the much taller
Gillian attempt to dominate the situation by leaning in, and

'we see Taprogge hold her ground and stare him down. This shifting
dynamic unfolds for 60 minutes, a unit of time also

Lave with tha Sound Technician, 2004 (A)

weorkad for many years as an archivist for and maintained an on-
going dialogue with Kaprow. If the title is a clue to the content, it
I8 possible that the work is a take on the sexual tension between
Howard Roark and Dominique-Francon in Ayn Rand's navel of archi-
tectural i The i Certainly, the work is an
allegory of the age-oid tensions batween man and woman that
began with Adam and Eve—a symbolic possibility heightened by
the inclusion of apple imagery. However, the Paviovian element

of the timer's buzzar and the lush red illumination undercut any
straightforward interpretation by staging the work in the context of
2 photo laboratory. Nipper, who confesses to being fascinated with
the experimental nature of photography, insists this work is above

demarcated by a darkicom timer placed in the video gallary, which
sounds an alarm whenever the time has elapsed. Adjacent to the
timer and couple dyad, another lcoped video plays: a stop-action
close up of an apple falling into longitudinal sections.

Like many artists, Nipper would rathor discuss the consteila-
tion of inspirations sparking hor ideas than any specific interpreta-
tions of An Arrangement for the Architect ..., preferring 1o keop the
<chain of associations open-anded. The title, she admits, is a coded
reference o a past relationship, and she cites the concept of “inti-
mata space” developed by Edward T. Hal 1o describe the emationally
charged zone—usually less than 1'2 feet in North America—in which
people embrace, touch, and whisper, usually with peoglo known to
them. She also mentions a 1975 film by Allan Kaprow entitied
Warm Ups, in which performers exchange body heat. Nipper

alla lic image, 9 from
the flow of life for the purpose of analysis. Watching a relationship
gradually develop like a photographic print {think of the darkroom
scenes in Michelangelo Antonioni's 1966 film Blowug) highlights the
myslerious ways science and human nature can intarsect.

The other photographic works in the exhibition are less easily
parsed. The four color photographs in the series Evergreen show
the same head-on view of a straw-green theatrical curtain. The first
image depicts only the curtain; the second a technician setting up &
microphone stand in front of the curtain; the third the curtain and
the microphone stand; the fourth two microphone stands in front
of the curtain. Nipper, who shot the work in an actual Los Angeles
recording $tucko, $ays she asked the sound technician in tha second
image 10 st the stage for Barbra Streisand and Kris Kristofferson to
sing their duet “Evergreen” ("Love, soft as an easy chair/Love,









9 Weather Conter, 2008

fresh as the morning air .. *} from the 1976 film A Star Is Born. This
Conceptual clue colors the chronclogical narrative implied by the
rudimantary stop-action animation of the series. A Zen-like count-
down to curtain time, Evergreen capturas those charged preliminary
moments when artists and summon their cor

The work also is a reminder that all of Nipper's works are carefully
constructed manifestations of predetarmined ideas and sometimes.
inchoate systems.

The five color photographs making up Love with the Sound
Technician function &s a complement to Evergreen. The nearly idan-
tical images depict two boom microphones and a slewly melting
Calder-style mobile made of wire and ice in the scruffy, black-painted
corner of a recording studio. Mipper says Love with the Sound
Technician illustrates the activity unfolding behind the curtain's
serene pleats. The mobile, whose delicate equilibrium of balance
will certainly be upset as its frozen pendants continue to melt, she
suggests, is a stand-in for the sound technician, whom she in tumn
views as an everyman subject to the vicissitudes of time and
change. Like An Arangement for the Architect ..., these two series
can be viewed as emblems of yin and yang—of warm emotion and
coal rationality, of harmony and chzos, of parfect potential and the
mperfect present. But, to extend the Zen interpretation, there is
an aspect of the koan, or enlightening riddls, in this and most of
Nipper's work: the viewer must struggle through a degree of opacity
{what’s the sound of one hand clapping, or a sculpture melting?)
to achieve a glimpse of desper meaning

Another version of the same frozen mabile in Love with the




Sound Tachnician appears against a blue background in the series of
the three color photographs Weather Center, but these images are
digital screen grabs from one channel of a multi-part video installa-
tion entitied Banding Water inta a Heart Shape (2003), which includ-
ed a dancer attempting to mimic the movements of a figure-skating
Lutz jump in extreme slow motion. A high-tech inversion
of Hippocrates’ aphorism "ars longa, vita bravis/art is long, life is
short,” the work distends the explosive instantaneity of the Lutz
into a protractad exercise in endurance and concentration and pres-
ents a mobile, a sculptural form usually intended to eternally ride
the wind, as an evanescent object whose final movements will
come from its own demise. Of course, isolated from the installation,
these screen grabs cannot convey this context, and Nipper s
of them abstractly in relation to “clock time” and the science of
meteorology. She is fascinated by chaos theory and the idea that
huge hurricanes are formed by the gradual accumulation of millions
of tiny atmospheric events that influence and reinforce each other,
implying that tiny losses of meltwater will eventually cause her
mobile to collapse. A diptych of two photographs also entitled
Weather Center, a small image of an electronic thermometer with
input sockets marked “arm.” “leg;” “chest” and a large, black-and-
white negative image of a woman's torso. The thermometer, set up
to measure body surface temperature, perhaps as part of 3 biofeed-
back experiment, Nipper says, represents the external and the know-
able, and the negative represents the internal end the immeasurable.
Cartainly, Nipper's internal sphers is inextricable from her
work. To listen to heris to realize here is a kind of butterfly effect at

work in her mind, in which one idea sparks another, and one story
connects to another, as in her recent delight in the non-sequitur dis-
covery that Rudolf Laban subscribed to some of Aleister Crowley's
mystical theories. She continually constructs elaborate narratives to
explain the links between disparate images and ideas, and this
process spills over into the installation process, determining where
works must be seen in relation to ach other. When she discusses
her imagery, it sometimes seems as if she invokes her manifold
interests as a kind of magic circle to shield her work from interpre-
tation. Nipper would rather talk around than about her wiork. At
the same time it is clear that she continually sifts through aesthetic
and philosophical concepts to find immutable truths and that her
work is a sin attempt to express them. Nipper talks about
peeling back the layers of everyday life and about how "everything
comes back to the cube, the cone, and the sphere” the basic build-
ing blocks of first-year art school stillifes and the physical world
Through a complex, highly personal process involving both amalga-
mation and distillation, she creates images and experiences that
reveal telling pattems usually hidden in plain sight. Whether or not
you choose to follow her down the rabbit hole of signification she
offers, it is clear from her lucid, startlingly original images that
Nipper has accomplished samething difficult: to make art that is at
once simpler and more complicated than real life. The crystalline
mements depicted in this exhibition's photographs and video are
inspired attempts to test hypotheses about the mysterious and
baautiful structures underlying everyday life.




Catalogue of the Exhibition

An Arrangement for the Architect
and a Darkroom Timer, 2005

2-channal vidao installation

color, sound, 60 minutes, dimensions variable
Courtesy francesca kaufmann, Milan

The Future, 2006

Framed chramogenic print

222 x 343%a inches

Courtesy francesca kaufmann, Milan

Weather Center, 2006

Framed chromogenic print

2212 x 30V inches

Courtesy francesca kaufmann, Milan

Weather Center, 2006

Framed chromogenic print

222 x 30Vs inches

Courtesy francesca kaufmann, Milan

Weather Center, 2006

Framed chromogenic print

22Vz x 30Vs inches

Courtesy francesca kaufmann, Milan

Weather Center, 2006
Diptych, 2 framed chromogenic prints
41 x 643/ inches, 163/a x 243 inches.
Courtasy francesca kaufmann, Mitan

Love with the Sound Technician, 2004 (A)
Framed chromagenic print

18% x 23% inches

Courtesy francesca kaufmann, Milan

Love with the Sound Technician, 2004 (8]
Framed chromogenic print

183 x 233 inches

Courtesy francesca kaufmann, Milan

Love with the Sound Technician, 2004 (C)
Framed chromoganic print

1838 x 23%s inchas

Private collection

Love with the Sound Technician, 2004 (D}
Framed chromogenic print

183 x 23%8 inches

Collection Amada Cruz and Rick Harman

Love with the Sound Technician, 2004 (E}
Framed chromogenic print

1838 x 2393 inches

Courtesy francesca kaufmann, Milen

Evergraen, 2004 (A

Framed chromogenic print

485K x 65 inches

Collection Gloria Sutton and Henry Rath

Evergreen, 2004 (8)

Framed chromogenic print

485016 x 85 inches

Courtesy francesca kaufmann, Milan

Evergraen, 2004 (D)

Framed chromogenic print

4856 x 65 Inches

Collection Heather and Jay Strommen

Evergreen, 2004 (E)

Framed chromogenic print

48501 x 65 inches

Collection Gloria Sutton and Henry Rath
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