Cooper Jacoby
PRESS

Modern Painters, April, 2015
BARE CODE SCAN
by Francesca Sonara

62 of 50

SAN FRANCISCO

“Bare Code Scan”
Fused space // January 22–March 14
USING THE X-RAY as

its point of departure,
“Bare Code Scan” chronicles the evolution of the optical experience through
technological advancement and cultural
awareness. Dazzling and challenging, the
exhibition may best be understood as an
allegory of the old axiom: The eye sees
what the mind knows.
The show opens with Barbara Hammer’s film Sanctus, 1990, effectively
prompting viewers to consider the science
of looking. Animating radiographs originally shot by Dr. James Sibley Watson,
Sanctus follows a skeleton as it moves,
drinks, and shaves. Captivating and
eerie, the film exposes how technology
has both deepened our understanding
of the body and distanced us from it: We
know that we are bones beneath skin,
but we do not necessarily recognize
ourselves in that image.
Cooper Jacoby’s sleek Optimal Clot
and Toxic Variable, both 2015, insist on
close inspection. Protruding from vinyl
reproductions of X-rays sourced from
their inventor, Wilhelm Röntgen, steel
door handles are interrupted by clear
cubes of suspended canola oil or ferrofluid, a liquid that magnetizes in the
presence of a magnetic field. In conversation with X-rays, the fluid signifies the
limitations of optic awareness, establish-

ing a gateway between what we see and
what we cannot immediately discern.
Photographs by Lucie Stahl consider
the threshold of the zoo and its partitions
that enclose animals. A turtle presses
its soft underbelly against glass in Close
Encounters, while in East of Eden (both
works 2014), a gorilla sits in a corner
covering its face with its arms, expressing
the emotional trait of either modesty or
avoidance. Printed on aluminum, Stahl’s
photographs reflect the viewers, welcoming their presence into the work and
highlighting a voyeuristic gaze.
Sam Lewitt’s Flexible Control (No
Touch Through Me Lineament), 2013,
directs focus back onto technology’s
mediation of the retinal. Etched to resemble a microchip’s circuitry, the oversize
copper panel magnifies the minuscule
element responsible for operating devices
like smartphones and computers that
command our visual attention. In this
sense, Lewitt’s piece is a progression
from Hammer’s and Jacoby’s ponderings:
While the X-ray represents advances in
our understanding of the human body, the
computer chip illustrates society’s ascendant belief in technological innovation.
Challenging the mind to conceive that
which the eye cannot perceive, “Bare
Code Scan” ultimately reminds us that

even as technology breaks down impediments to visual cognizance, it erects new
hurdles. —Francesca Sonara

LOS ANGELES

Liz Magic Laser

Various Small Fires // January 10–February 21

authority sound like in an age of uncertainty?
Perhaps it’s the one of a hired consultant, a guru, or an outside
expert: a sage specialist of dubious jurisdiction who reveals to a
vexed elite solutions that were in front of them all along.
In “The Thought Leader,” Laser turns her deft focus on the media’s
articulations of contemporary anxieties to the TED-talk phenomenon. TED video lectures have developed a vocabulary of public
address especially attuned to the desires of socially conscious
capitalist entrepreneurs. The need for relief from the chafing that
occurs while striving for both success and magnanimity makes an
audience susceptible to charlatan voices proclaiming there is
no apparent contradiction between selfishness and selflessness.
F R O M TO P : L U C I E S TA H L ; L I Z M AG I C L A S E R

WHAT DOES THE VOICE of

“I am a sick man. I am a spiteful man. Are you a good person? Or
do you only want to seem like a good person so that people will
like you?” a 10-year-old boy in business-casual attire asks an audience
of rapt adults in the exhibition’s title video. The script, adapted
from Dostoyevsky’s Notes from the Underground, applies its critique
of socialist ideals to the market utopianism of TED. The business
world’s obsession with groundbreaking innovation, often couched in
the language of radicalism and sought through the guidance
of “creatives,” is at the core of TED’s appeal. In The Thought Leader,
2015, the wisdom of creatives is replaced by the teachings of
children. If creativity is seen as a natural feature of childhood, the
substitution isn’t a far reach. From a market perspective, one need
only reawaken creativity to reclaim it and ultimately put it to
productive use. But the children counsel against productivity: “The
reality is that it’s better to do nothing,” the child speaker intones,
rather than attempt to build “a perfect world, a crystal palace.” In
another video, My Mind Is My Own, 2015, a second child guides
adults in vocal exercises, repeating mantra-like affirmations of
confidence and self-defense that the adults seem not to possess.
Laser presents scenarios from a world created by adults, which
they find too troubling and complicated to navigate on their
own. They require the guidance of children—adaptable people
comfortable with vast and sweeping change. —David Matorin

FROM TOP:
Lucie Stahl
Close Encounters,
2014. Ink-jet print,
aluminum, and
epoxy resin,
60 x 43 in.

Liz Magic Laser
Still of Alex
Ammerman in The
Thought Leader,
2015. Video,
9 min. 22 sec.
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