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Sandy Skoglund's diluvian drama,
Revenge of the Goldfish, is much
more than kitsch over troubled wa-
ters. It is a striking reassertion
of the traditional role of the vi-
sual artist as the maker of ob-
jects and the creator of fantasy.

Skoglund aims for "gut-oriented"
art that is "immediately powerful
as a visual experience.'" This
piece has been referred to by
critic Shelley Rice as "Revenge
on the Minimalists.'" Indeed, a
number of distinguished younger
artists have recently reacted
against the widely admired and
influential sensibility of con-
ceptual art, particularly art of
minimal visual impact. This new
direction in the United States
and Furope involves, for many, a
return to the use of figurative
images and fictional narratives.

These artists are energetically
making works with their own hands
again, though some also use assis-
tants extensively when financially
feasible. Skoglund made each of
the 123 ceramic fish in this piece
herself. To accomplish this, she
had to learn what was for her an
entirely new skill, hand-building
with clay. It took her six months
to make the fish. First she made
ten different basic molds. Subse-
quently she fashioned each fish
with a different facial expression
and a distinct body movement, ac-
cented by individually expressive
fins and tails. Skoglund hand-
painted each as well. She would not
delegate the task of making the
fish to others, believing that the
artists own personality comes out
in such a subjective, hands-on ap-
proach. Having worked for many
years in a conceptual mode, Skog-
lund has "discovered once again
great satisfaction in learning and
mastering new technical skills."
With broad brush strokes every-
where, she acknowledges a return
to expressionism.

To explore the aesthetic via-
vility of "exaggerated, out-front
imagery' Skoglund has apparently
chosen a perfect vehicle: a fish
story. The brightly colored scene
is fanciful but also phantasmagor=-
ic. Whimsical, cartoon-like gold-
fish are, upon closer scrutiny,

atypically surly and aggres-—

sive. Though we cannot be exact-
ly sure of what has taken place,
Skoglund's tableau seems to un-
leash a range of primordial fears.
The photograph informs us that the
room was once inhabited by a
mother and son. Have the fish ta-
ken revenge on Oedipus and his
mother? Or is this The Massacre .
of the Innocents? Either way

there seems to be a cosmic un-
dercurrent to this story in

which civilization is fated to

end tragically and, as tradition
dictates, with The Flood. (The
viewer is encouraged to examine

a related work, Max Ernst's dis-
quieting painting, Europe After
The Rain, 1940-42, which hangs in
Avery Court.)

Skoglund shares a growing con-
cern that whenever we tamper with
the balance of nature we are un-
wittingly sowing the seeds of our
own destruction. Goldfish, she
points out, were first bred cen-
turies ago by the Chinese who,
in a search for brighter colors
and decorative fins, in-bred
mutant carp. Even today gold- .
fish must be selectively bred
to maintain the intensity of
their colors. There is a species
called Celestial, who have been
bred to have their eyes on top of
their heads. Unable to see ahead,
they swim around bumping into
things. The name of this piece a-
gain: Revenge of the Goldfish.

Skoglund's approach to photo-
graphy, in which her subject is a
meticulously created scene of her
own invention, is not, of course,
without precedent. In the nine-
teenth century Julia Margaret
Cameron carefully staged her
photographs, as did William
Mortensen in Hollywood's hey-day
of glamour and, more recently,
Duane Michals. In the past few
years, enough photographers have
been exploring a similar approach.
to prompt critic A.D. Coleman to
refer to this genre as 'direc-
torial" photography. Not simply
content to appropriate found
images, Skoglund seems interest-
ed in "making photographs' ra-
ther than "taking photographs."
The unabashed theatricality of




Skoglund's work is intentional and
not surprising when one considers
to what an extent techniques of
dramaturgy and stage design are in-—
tegral to her success.

Skoglund's work also reflects her
admiration for the technical (and
aesthetic) achievements of commer-
cial setup photography. She values
the "glossy, shiny, bright color"
she gets with Cibachrome. As in ad-
vertising photography, where elab-
orate effort commonly goes into
staging the one nearly-perfect
shot, Skoglund spends considerable
time and effort constructing an
installation for the purpose of
taking one single photograph, usu-
ally printed in an edition of 30.
Unconventional sources of inspir-
ation for Skoglund range from
late-night horror movies to
Walt Disney (Skoglund once worked
as a waitress selling hotdogs at
Disneyland's Space Bar. She also
was employed as a professional
cake decorator and, briefly, as a
go—go dancer).

Revenge of the Goldfish is Skog-
lund's sixth such room-size fan-
tasy. The others were titled:
Accessories, Ferns, Hangers,
Spoons, and Radioactive Cats,
all done in 1980. Each was fabri-
cated in the same tiny rented room
Skoglund has used as a studio un-
til recently. None of the others
was originally intended to be ex-
hibited publicly, and all but one
was dismantled once photographed
(Radioactive Cats was exhibited
independent of its photograph at
Real Art Ways in Hartford, 1980).

With this piece the artist has,
for the first time, publicly ex-
hibited the staged photograph
with the tableau itself. This jux-
taposition introduces many fascina-
ting layers to the viewer's experi-
ence. First of all, it establishes
a sense of time and a narrative se-
quence. We know from the photograph
that sometime in the past two peo-
ple were in this room and we know
that they are now vanished. Though
we do not know exactly why they
are gone, their absence is vaguely
ominous. Secondly, the juxtaposi-
tion invites an examination of the
nature of photography itself.
Skoglund is interested in "the

tension between what the real
thing looks like and what comes
through in a photograph.'" We are
inclined, when presented with
the original and a photograph,
to examine painstakingly the
difference between the two. Im-
mediately evident is the fact
that this is not exactly the
same room in the photograph. The
original room could not, of
course, travel. This one is a
casual replica, larger actually
than the original. Skoglund has
cunningly offered for comparison
what Andy Grundberg has called
"a fabrication of a fabrication.'
Along with such epistimological
considerations, the earlier men-
tioned mythological and sociologi-
cal overtones and Skoglund's re-
newed interest in craft, Revenge
of the Goldfish also offers a re-

vitalization of traditional (and
until recently out-of-fashion)
formal compositional concerns
such as manipulation of color
and shape. Given the many layers
of meaning in this piece, it is
intriguing that the artist her-
self traces its rudimentary ori-
gins to a persistent desire to
create something which combined
the colors red-orange and blue,
intentionally exploiting the
characteristic of complementary
colors to create active optical
effects. Cartoon goldfish swim-
ming in cartoon water turned out
to be a perfect device.

Sandy Skoglund was born in
Boston, Massachusetts in 1946
and lived for several years, as
a young teenager, in Windsor,
Connecticut. She graduated from
Smith College in 1968 and re-—
ceived an MFA from the University
of Towa in 1972. From 1973 to
1976 she was on the faculty at
the Hartford Art School, Univer-
sity of Hartford. She is cur-
rently Associate Professor of
Art at Rutgers University,
Newark campus. Skoglund lives
and works in New York City where
she is represented by Castelli
Graphics.
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Works in MATRIX:

Revenge of the Goldfish, 1981,
mixed media installation in-
cluding bed, dresser, two chairs
and 123 ceramic goldfish, 10'

x 16' x 16'. Lent by the ar-
£ist.

Revenge of the Goldfish, 1981,
Cibachrome color photograph,
30" x 40", edition of 30. Lent
by Ira M. Bellach, New York
City.

PLEASE NOTE: Sandy Skoglund
will deliver an informal MATRIX
Lecture on Sunday afternoon,
May 2, 1982 at 2 p.m. The pub-
lic is cordially invited.

Selected one-person exhibitions:
Joseloff Gallery, Hartford Art
School, University of Hartford
'73; University of Connecticut,
Torrington '74; Rutgers Univer-
sity, Newark, NJ '76; Real Art
Ways, Hartford '80; Castelli
Graphics, NYC '81; Addison
Gallery of American Art, Andover,
MA '81; The Fort Worth Art
Museum, TX '81; The Minneapolis
Institute of Arts, MN '82.

Selected group exhibitions:
Fine Arts Building, NYC '75;
Invitational, 55 Mercer, NYC
'77; Pictures; Photographs,
Castelli Graphies, NYC '79;
Interiors, Barbara Gladstone
Gallery, NYC '80; Likely
Stories, Castelli Graphics,
NYC '80; Texas Gallery,
Houston '80; Contemporary
Photographs, Fogg Art Museum,
Harvard University '80; 1981
Biennial Exhibition, Whitney
Museum of American Art, NYC
'81; Inside Spaces, Museum of
Modern Art (Art Lending Ser-
vice), NYC '81; SCHEMES,

Emily Lowe Gallery, Hofstra
University, Hempstead, NY
'81; Texas Gallery, Houston
'81; New American Color

Photography, Institute of
Contemporary Art, London '81.
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