FEELING LUNAR

Stella Zhong, “BOnano1220€(0.25, -8.25, -11.5),” 2020

As we commonly know them, comets — small celestial
bodies of ice and dust — can be seen streaking across
the night sky. Their characteristic tails are created

by the release of gases as their orbit approaches the
sun’s warmth. In 2016, however, astronomers detected
the first ever tailless comet, an ice-poor anomaly
theretofore unknown to the science community. This
independent spirit, which undermined what astrono-
mers thought they knew about comets, inspired Stella
Zhong's recent exhibition at Chapter NY. The bulk of the
exhibition was tucked beneath a lunar-style landscape,
hidden from immediate view. Writer Blake Oetting
describes this hypogeal universe as an act of short-
circuiting the primacy of the viewer and their desire to
know, interpret, and relate to.

250 REVIEWS

Blake Oetting on Stella Zhong at Chapter NY, New York

A nighttime drive down the unfinished New
Jersey Turnpike ignited within Tony Smith a
latory awareness of “the end of art,” or at least an
end to its emphasis on visual stimulus. In place
of the frame, or art’s pictorialism, the bewilder:
effect of the open road’s interminable expanse

surpassed the resources of extant representa
strategies. Smith’s obsidian drift, his un-stutrering
flow down the highway was only available to eye-

witnesses, to those who sought out the real thing
The artist’s now-mythic account of his epipha:
cruise was taken up by Michael Fried as the apoc-
ryphal pronouncement of minimalist sculp



expansive aesthetic orbit, one that promiscuously
pulled the viewer and the real-time experience of
viewing into its relational field. Thus was born the
phenomenological crutch upon which consid-
erations of austere, roughly life-size sculpture
would subsequently depend. One such construc-
tion, the conical £(79, 45, +/-2.3), (3. -1, -264) (this
and all other works 2020), marked the entrance
to Stella Zhong's debut exhibition at Chapter NY;
however, rather than activate in the viewer this
knee-jerk self-centering, I —along with the in-
stallation at large — sat isolated in a world beyond,
untethered to its newfound examiners.

When faced head-on, its purple cutaway mo-
mentarily concealed, the pale gray I's minimalist
affinity was particularly salient. While the work
bore a similarity to Robert Morris's early ur-
forms, Zhong's sculpture had none of the latter’s
almost humanoid presence but was instead es-
tranged behind the boundary lines of its terrain:
a raised, seafoam green expanse that viewers were
allowed to mount only after removing their shoes
or putting on a pair of footies. The gulf between
the wood-floored foyer of the gallery and Zhong's
almost lunar landscape, stressed by this drama-
tized process of entrance and exit, announced
the installation’s remove from habitual space
and patterns of viewing. Zhong's extraterrestrial
plane seemed to promise an equally foreign phys-
ics incommensurate with the habits formed for
viewing artwork. In fact, apart from £, a patch of
sculptural fungi gracing the incline’s right-hand
periphery, and an oblong orb floating along the
gallery’s rear wall, there was, at first glance, little
to view at all.

It turned out that the bulk of “comet without
a tail” was merely stashed underground, invisible
from outside the perimeter of the installation

but discreetly revealed through a series of slits
haphazardly scattered throughout its virides-
cent surface. Their precise facture, as if laser-cut,
suggested the cold calculation of mathematical
modeling rather than the psychic release implied
by Lucio Fontana’s tagli. Furthermore, while the
latter split his canvases to create an illusion of
infinite space — the void — Zhong's portals were
more like peepholes into a complicated under-
ground ecology. Crouching down to investigate
further, viewers found a number of small sculp-
tures peeking out from their various burrows.
While certain works were more exposed than oth-
ers — with some being completely invisible — each
component of Zhong's subterranean menagerie
remained at least partially obscured. In turn,
establishing a relationship with any given work
was a process of self-delusion, guesswork, and
recourse to fantasy, one that largely forestalled
anthropomorphic projection. As the artist noted
in an interview I conducted with her shortly after
the exhibition opened, “I had this feeling that all
the objects I was going to make were going to be
very shy.”

The sculptures resting underneath Zhong's
installation might very well be called reclusive;
however, rather than consciously retreating from
us, they appear detached, embedded within a
hypogeal universe at a fundamental remove
from our own. Even though each of Zhong's
buried works —or maquettes, perhaps — shared
this fundamental distance from the viewer,
their individual forms were highly variable:
BOnanor220€(0.25, -8.25, -11.5) presented a rock-
like totem standing on a patch of orange terrain,
and (8, 2)(-2, -13.5. 8) consisted of a thin blue
disk propped up on one side, while (-3.5, +/-23.9,
4.25),(+/-0.75) was more rigidly geometric, shaped
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“Stella Zhong: comet without a tail,” Chapter NY, New York, 2020, installation view

as a shallow triangular wedge (of course, each

of these descriptions is based on the sculptures’
photographic reproductions on the gallery
checklist; their position in the installation only
allowed for partial views from oblique angles).
These sculptures’ heterogeneity, in addition to
their atomized placement in cordoned off areas of
the installation, suggested the inchoate accumula-
tion of otherwise alienated actors. Commenting
on this apparent lack of familial morphology,
Zhong noted that “every single sculpture here

has its own blurry system or logic [...] I don’t
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have a society constructed.” Indeed, rather than
proposing an installation in which an ideological
or even narrative arc might have been discerned.
“comet without a tail” was decidedly provisional,
its play with obfuscation and formal language
suggesting the flexible experimentation of a
SketchUp model or some other fungible virtual
environment.

Tinkering with scale was another important
strategy animating Zhong's installation and con-
tributing to its characterization as a workshop or
laboratory. Two of the elements in her exhibition




were duplicated, each pair exhibiting radically
different proportions. For one, the aforemen-
tioned fungi dotting the installation’s inclined
entrance were actually miniaturized replicas of X,
the installation’s largest object, complete with the
latter’s purple top. The second pair was located
in the gallery’s back office. Passing the rear wall
and turning to the right — Zhong’s green floor-
ing extended back here as well — we found the
exhibition’s only painting, Button 003. The almost
surrealist landscape Zhong depicted sported

a mountainous orange structure, flanked by a
small crop of diminutive clones and topped with
a silvery, tree-like growth. While easily missed,
Zhong'’s orange button was also realized three-
dimensionally, humbly stationed on the ground
just below the painting.

Button oo3 and its miniscule copy are particu-
larly illustrative of Zhong's interest in making
work that acts like a stopgap or interim solution.
If painting, for Zhong, is a space of unbounded
fantasy, a place for “sketching out [...] ideas
that can't be realized,” then the physical button
sitting in the gallery acts as a sort of productive
failure, bearing none of the sci-fi drama of its
painted twin. The affective distortion between
the painted and sculpted buttons similarly
points to Zhong's concern with facilitating her
objects’ autonomy and discretion. If Button 003
operates as a biographical tether — a prologue,
of sorts — for the humble or “shy” medallion we
find in Zhong's installation, it puts into relief the
uncertain origins of the other sculptures on view.
If the installation’s austere environment and its
constituent objects’ tendency toward invisibility
weren't enough, Zhong'’s suggestion that they
might have been culled — copy and pasted — from
fantasy worlds even farther afield breaks open

the installation's rhizomatic fiction, one that
continuously splinters into new terrain. Zhong's
delicate control over her works' ability to refer to
each other or — Button 0o3 being an exception - to
things beyond themselves ultimately appears

as an act of short-circuiting the primacy of the
viewer and their desire to know, relate to, or
interpret. In place of this analytic impulse, Zhong
created an installation that emphasized the pri-
vate lives of objects. Rather than approaching her
work as so many texts awaiting a trained reader,
the viewer experienced Zhong's installation as an
exercise in existing alongside artworks acting like
strangers, cold and cagey, subsumed in their own
psychodramas.

“Stella Zhong: comet without a tail,” Chapter NY, New York,

January 5—February 12, 2021.
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