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DETAIL OF Biography

STEVEN SIEGEL / Biography

OF OUR TIME

Suzaan Boettger

In his magisterial relief, Steven Siegel conveys a dynamic
equilibrium between the days of our lives and the propulsive flux
of time. The title, Biography, could imply that the life it refers to is
his. Arcs of wrapped wire, a splay of popsicle sticks, clumps of
bright wire nuts, and amber waves of twine sweep across its 75-foot
span, evoking an epic trove of a hoarder’s treasures. Plucked and
preserved for their distinctive shapes or textures as if by a manic
collector with a particular zeal for techno-gizmos, the doohickeys
and thingamajigs seem to have actually come in handy one day,

to be further transformed during the two-and-a-half years Siegel
worked on this piece into a fantasy of the life of THINGS. We
recognize the artist’s signature procedure of tight packing, akin

to the industrious assemblages in his sprawling sculptures, the
compressed cubes of crushed plastic bottles and the massive cones
of stacked newspapers built outdoors to eventually collapse — all
that hard work inevitably becoming monuments to transience.

But note Biography’s absence of the prefix ‘auto.” As much as

we might presume it to be made of more than a few of Siegel’s
favorite things, it is not just about him. Stylistically, the process of
assembling found and purchased items into aesthetically mediated
collages continues the heritage of worn planks and weathered

steel in early twentieth-century reliefs such as constructed by Kurt
Schwitters. The extensive scale of Siegel’s piece and its textural
density recalls the Abstract Expressionism of Jackson Pollock’s
continuous flurries of painterly arabesques. Siegel’s incorporation
of delightfully kaleidoscopic bright plastic cording, bottle tops

and zip ties bears a distant relation to Nancy Rubins’ explosive
heaps of salvaged industrial goods, likewise enacting the Pop Art
integration of “low” consumer commodities with fine art’s reflexive
seriousness. And his awesome extent of intricate labor is akin to
that of the interior environments painstakingly put together by Liza
Lou and Ann Hamilton. Scrutinizing Biography’s surface intimately,
we can appreciate the artist’s facility for traditional artistic alchemy —
the perceptual and material transfiguration of one thing, e.g,, yarn,
into another, a field that flips between resemblances to grass, pelts,
and a shag rug,



Surveying the panorama of this spectacular river of stuff, we see that the composition is not a jumbled
miscellany but subtle segues as, for example, from an expanse of flatly coiled newsprint into bumpy
dispersals which eventually align as orderly grids. Everything appears to continuously morph, almost

as if animated. From a distance, the overall structure’s connotations come into focus as a meditation

on mutation, or really, about metaphysical flow. Biggraphy’s relentlessly evolving trajectory calls up the
vicissitudes of life at the present moment, of living life intensely, under the sign of accumulation, not
even so much of possessions as of stimulations. Its torrent of objects conjures fragmented attention
when multitasking within a constant avalanche of information which itself only reinforces the sense of
economic, political, and climatological contingency, if not instability. Quiet, and peace of mind, are elusive.

So in addition to the visual pleasure offered by Siegel’s Biggraphy is its illuminating fulfillment of Henri
Daumier’s nineteenth-century modernist credo, ONE MUST BE OF ONE’s TIME. Through his Biggraphy, Siegel
channels the cultural consciousness of our early twenty-first century. It is made visible in the implication
running through its intricate design that all is connected, yet in flux. Biography’s multitudinous constituents
are clearly of a manufactured sort, but the lateral movement of the relief and the metamorphosing
composition connote landscape’s shifting plate tectonics or more broadly the processes of evolution and
the accretions associated with natural processes. In other words, it encapsulates our era’s recognition (made
all too evident by the climate crisis of global warming) that the distinction between “culture” and “nature”
is untenable. Anthropogenic global warming has produced an environment in disequilibrium affecting
everything — our biggest demonstration that there is nothing in the world untouched by the impact of
“civilization” and outside the great continuum of living and made things.

By visualizing the complexities and fluidities of interconnection around the issue of “biography,” Siegel
models retrospective reflection and continuous re-invention of self and society. That this work does so in
a spirit of amplitude displays our era’s appreciation for abundance and rapid innovation. Yet it is Siegel’s
marvelous materialization of these ideas — the artist’s idiosyncratic handling of composition, texture and
color and his particular strategies of accumulation — that rewards our sustained contemplation of Biggraphy
and the implications it so richly embodies.

SUZAAN BOETTGER, PH.D., IS THE AUTHOR OF EARTHWORKS: ART AND THE LANDSCAPE OF THE SIXTIES
(UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS) AND NEDKO SOLAKOV: 99 FEARS (PHAIDON).
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Biography (shown pp. 4-9), 2008-2010, mixed media, length: approximately 75 ft.







STEVEN SIEGEL

The artist lives and works in Red Hook, New York.
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