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imbarrassing

Truth

The elegant aesthetic of Matthew Brannon’s
pictures and sculptures belies a witty, acerbic
take on the human condition by Fennifer Higgie

‘Art is the triumph over chaos.'
John Cheever

You know how it is. You see a show you really like. You spend time
with it and as you're thinking and walki d and looking, you
jot down some words in your notebook. Then you go on your way,
and the images stay with vou and you recall them with accurate, com-
plex pleasure; but after a while life takes over, and those once crisp
lines begin to blur. And then the days and weeks and months pass,
and all you have left of those tangled, illuminating ideas that you so
enjoved when vou looked so hard at those pictures and objects are
the few words you hastily seribbled in your notebook, because you
said to yourself: I don't need to write the details of my thinking down,
because these thoughts are so good they will never be forgotten.

Oh, but they will. So much interpretation (read: art, life) is clouded
and driven by the fallacies of memory, about the slippage between
actuality and recollection. Trving to mine slivers of meaning from the
residue of an experience that has, inevitably, cracked and crumbled
with time ean complicate or cool your initial engagement with some-
thing or someone (not necessarily a bad thing). Case study: a couple
of months ago | spent a good while looking at Matthew Brannon's
pictures and sculptures, and [ liked them a lof, with a rare, dizzy shot
of recognition - as though they were things T wanted to know about
before [ realized they existed, if you know what I mean. Like Surreal-
ist tableaux dreamt up by advertising executives in the 1950s, they
were at once the freshest and most old-fashioned things [ had seen
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in a very long time. (I must also add that they prompted, although

no aleohol had passed my lips, a martini-soaked daydream, which
endeared them to me immediately.) | loved the work's brittle original-
ity (weird how that word has become so old-fashioned), its wit and
restraint and the way its good-looking friendliness belied its tricky
aspirations. 1 also enjoyed how the speetre of Andy Warhaol's vouth-
ful, advertorial self seemed to haunt the younger artist’s creations like
a genial great-uncle.

More recently, revisiting the results of Brannon's toil, I still liked
them a lot, but for reasons that were more difficult to articulate, Why
this was so was initially unclear to me. Perhaps it was because: a)
like they always do, things change, even the static ones; or b) [ was
now forced to write down my thoughts, an activity that tends to cast
an anxious pall over subjects once heartily enjoyed; or ¢} it had been
raining for longer than it ever had before in the history of rain; or d)
1 was older. But whatever, in a short space of time 1 had shifted from
thinking about Brannon's work in an ice-clinking-in-a-tumbler-on-
a-balmy-evening sort of way and had started associating it with the
words of a writer whose name I can’t remember, who said that living
in the modern world was like having fun at a pienie while keeping
your ear cocked for the distant rumble of thunder,

The thing is, Brannon's prolific output lends itself to easy read-
ings, despite its complexity, because it's simply so enjoyable - hence
my confusion. However, if vou choose to spend some time with its
charmingly superficial qualities, hidden depths gradually reveal
themselves (but depths, I hasten to add, that cling fondly to their
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immaculate wrappings). Often displayed in cabinets that recall mu-
seums cirea 1952, the work can swing, in the blink of any eye, from a
sort of Ernest Hemingwayish macho will-to-truth to a mood of
urbane malaise i lo Truman Capote, to a discreet Minimalism or a
wilful absurdism. Another sly level of confusion is, of course, the
work's twisted relationship to nostalgia, about which Brannon de-
clares: “The current art world participates in a conservative version
of radical. I am more interested in a radical version of conservative.
It's no coincidence that the artist has chosen both to pay homage to
and undermine the look of advertisements from the 19505 - the most
confident decade in the history of the USA and the one in which
everyvone seemed to smoke, when aleoholism was the norm and dis-
appointment was admitted to only in novels. It was, in other words,
the last decade before the cracks began to show on a grand scale.
Brannon's disorientating strategies are apparent in his approach
both to individual works and to his exhibition designs: he often sets
his type so tiny that you have to lean in close to read it, and combines
unexpected, almost invisible, objects and inaceessible sculptures
with more apparently conventional elements (for example, he has
placed minute poems in the spine of Artforum and told me about
wanting to bury a screenplay in a wall). At his recent exhibition at
the Friedrich Petzel Gallery in New York, it would have been easy
to overlook two handmade wooden light bulbs, a fake light switch Oak, brass, sheel, offset
and a pile of 25 black books and a wooden cup on a shelf so high up print on paper, plastic
it was impossible to read them (Rat, 2008). The books were mislead- 22x51%23 em
ingly described as ‘novels’ but are, according to the artist, ‘'more like
64-page prose poems' ? (he has also written Hyena and Mosquita,

2007, and Poodle, 2008). Their inaccessibility is intentional. Brannon Brannon bOt-h pays homage to and
told me that: ‘No one so far has read them aside from my wife and an undermjnes the 19505 - the most

editor although maybe the collectors who bought them have snuck

a peek. I've been pretty careful to make sure the dealers don't'.3 He confident decade in the history of

also placed a ‘sleep-sounds cancelling device” in the gallery with the
stated purpose of ereating a peaceful ambience, although I suspect the USA’ When everyone SmOked’

it was included because anything as predictable as not including a alcoholism was the norm and

‘sleep-sounds cancelling device’ would make Brannon fret about . . .

the possibility of closure. It's as if he likes to seduce evervone with dlsappomtment was adm-lttEd to

the sunny charm of his work and then, whammao, allow scenarios to Onl in novels

spiral into something that Patricia Highsmith (who liked to keep y

snails in her bra, by the way) might have dreamt up in the Ripley Blank Check, Blow Hard,

books. (It makes sense that a few years ago he re-worked posters for :ﬂ‘“

horror movies.) Letterpress on paper,
The dislocation Brannon mines so well mirrors the problems not wood

only of interpretation but also, obviously, of life itself (no one is flaw- 170R197466 e

less). This is apparent in the gulf between what the work looks like
(anachronistic, chic, insane) and what the, if not brutal, then at least
acerbic (and often hilarious) texts that often accompany the images
declare, (That Sigmund Freud's The Joke and Its Relationship to the
Unconscions, from 1905, is one of the artist's favourite books should
come as no surprise.) Brannon deseribes his rationale thus: 'T seek

a play with words that is both specific in meaning and conversely
teetering with inappropriate reception’.* It's a strategy that both
mirrors the schizophrenic relationship of advertising to reality and
functions as a form of resistance to a culture nurtured on quick-

fix sound-bites. Accordingly, words (the original ready-made) are
often the most free-associated and abstract element of the pictures.
They can he terse, deadpan and literal - as in ‘Finish vour drink,
we're leaving', written beneath an image of a smouldering cigarette
and a soda siphon - or deranged micro-stories or conerete poems,
Almost all of them, however, deal with, on some level, failure - of
words to communicate, of alcohol to animate, of eritics to criticize, of
relationships to offer solace or of representation to represent. Below
a picture of scattered coins, for instance, is written: ‘He's telling me
e didn’t like the show. It's nothing more than graphic design. The
writing is trite and full of gimmicks. The work is embarrassingly
self-conscious, boring, over-rated, and in the end, totally unneces-
sary. [ look away, set down my espresso and mutter whe asked you?
Brannon also mines non sequiturs within an inch of their baffling
lives: for example, the words ‘Steak Dinner’ underline an image of
hananas, while another picture of what appears to be a pot of fish is
captioned ‘Compliance & Resentment’. A silhouette of a blackbird,
some pencils, an iPod, paper clips and a coffee stain is accompanied
by the words ‘Pigs Like Us', beneath which, in tiny type, is written:
‘They had to pump her stomach. Amazing what they found. Among
the arugula, watercress, blue-fin tuna, age-dried steak. There it is.
Your heart. And Look ... a bunch of razor blades. Little light bulbs.
Cocaine, Little travel bottles. Anti-depressants. Your old untouched
job application.’
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BLANK CHECK

Bad Manners

2008

Letterpress print on paper
Shdl cm

Halfway across the intersection you
catch yoursell in mic-thought. The
unfinished plate, The second house,
A too tight wateh. A tap on the

shoulder. He wouldn't dare. He |
the nerve. This ks my sand casthe.

an't

Above:

Blank Check

2007

Letterpress print on paper
B1e4h cm

» That's not what I'm saying » You've
ot it all wrong « It has nothing to
do with ... I don't know the first
thing about ... I've never even heen
o ... Now pall yourself together «
You know | wouldn't ask if it wasn't
impaortant « It's nothing you haven't
dene before «

Top:

Huir af the Dog

20406

Silkscreen print on paper
Thix5h cm

Above:

Rough Trade

2008

L press print on paper
Shxql cm

Guess, No guess again. Think
back. No that's not even close.
Remember when 1 told you [
did something 1shouldn't have
donet In New York. That guy in
the piano bar? Yeah, Well [ did.
1 Fucked him., And he's here
tonight. And vou were right.
He i the

sthvor.

Steak hnner
Top:
Regrets Only
2008
Silkscreen print on paper
Gix46 cm

Mot another word

Above:

Steak Dinmer

2007

Letterpress print on paper
b em

* This

 tell her you love her
th a grab bag

all over again « V
of diamonds - With mouthfuls of

caviar « With your rent in clothes
« A credit card of hotel rooms «
Stockings « Champagne « Plane
tickets « And a soft slap on her
bare ass «
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setting absorbed in these textual mini-dramas can overwhelm
the sheer range of nuance and visual reference in Brannon's work. In
response to his show at Petzel [ noted down things and themes that
leapt out: ‘ennui, language as material, sincerity (?), a 19508 palette,
women's shoes and Warhol, self-deprecation, knives (double-edged),
laughter (high-pitched), drinking (as in alcohol), heels (all types),
typewriters, cigarettes and cities, vodka and wine, jazz (generally),
John Updike, getting tight, Richard Prince, suburbs, East Coast Pae
White, Revolutionary Road (as in the novel), Stan Getz? Bill Evans?
Vignettes, biter glances, the joy of surfaces (and superficiality?),
dislocation, flatness, light bulbs, linoleum, being literal, allusive and
vague (i.e., h ). the embarr t of art and sex and combina-
tions thereof, disillusion, poems, America and hyenas.' (There's a lot
more of the same, including ‘the future?’, ‘melancholy’ and ‘the smell
of tweed after rain’, but I think you've got the idea.) Re-reading this,
the only thing that stumped me, apart from the amount of question
marks, was hyenas. What did they have to do with anything?

I had no idea. So I lay down in a cool, dark room and tried to

remember every moment of my visit to Brannon's show and then stu-

dio, where I recalled he had greeted me in friendly fashion, in vivid
green loafers. He was articulate and self-deprecating and showed me
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Disappointed Critic

2004

Letterpress peint on paper
Grxgfi em

Diet pill paranoia & plastic
traphies

lots of things and talked about them well. He was at once very inter-
ested in the craft of his pictures (letterpress is a somewhat antiquated
printmaking technique that is undergoing a revival) and in the way
words can simultaneously reflect, misrepresent and complicate a
situation. (Non sequiturs are a case in point: eavesdrop on abus ora
dinner party, and they're all you hear - it's a form of communication
more common than you might assume.) Then | remembered some-
thing else: just when Brannon was showing me one of his exquisite
prints (most of which are made in an edition of one, like paintings),
without warning, he asked me if I wanted to listen to a recording he
had made in Berlin of a hyena. [ said yes, so we sat on his couch and
listened to a wild caged animal howl, but then, as far as [ remem-
her, we changed the subject. How could I have forgotten that this
happened? It was like buying tickets for a flute concerto and finding
vourself at a shooting range.

{While we're on the topic of wild animals, I'd like to make a slight
detour for a moment. Few people have observed - and punctured -
the complacencies of polite society with as much wit as the Edward-
ian writer Saki, who is like a prewar British literary equivalent
of Brannon. The two seem to share the belief that civilization is
protected by a veneer so thin it struggles to keep the beasts - the
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Wind in the Sails

a00d

Letterpress print on paper
G4 cm

It would be an understatement
to say I'm overreacting.

Market Price

2008

Letterpress print on paper
61x46 cm

You order your second before
you're done with the first.
Telling yoursell what vou want
1o hear. Listening only to what
works, No one here knows,
Everyone thinks you're right.
You wear it well. And the plan
is ... once you get to her place,
once the drugs take effect, after
the answering machine picks
up ... that you let her read the
letter. Let her know just how
much you lost. How there is no

1518
A

If They Only Knew

2008

Letterpress print on paper
61246 cm

Created under duress ever

the course of six weeks.
Diirectly following the most
exhausting production to date,
Immediately following a minor
but destabilizing medical
procedure, With the pereeptual
din of jackhammers outside. At
the cost of a marriage. With the
delusion that it mattered.

tomorrow.

Brannon is interested in the way
words can simultaneously reflect,
misrepresent and complicate a
situation.

metaphorical and literal ones - at bay. Take this exchange from Saki's
short story *The She-Wolf' (1914): ™I wish you would turn me into a
wolf, Mr. Bilsiter”, said his hostess at luncheon the day after his ar-
rival. “My dear Mary.” said Colonel Hampton, “I never knew you had
a craving in that direction.” “A she-wolf, of course,” continued Mrs.
Hampton; “it would be too confusing to change one's sex as well as
one's species at a moment's notice,™’) 5

Anyway, thinking about all of the above, [ read every interview
Brannon has given, and in one of them the hyena once again makes
a sudden entrance, ‘Did you know”, he asks his interrogator, who in
terms of animals has so far mentioned only ostriches, ‘that hyenas
are the only predators of lions outside of man? They are portrayed
as frightened scavengers, but in reality a hyena eats and hunts about
the same as the lion. When a hyena eats another animal, it eats
everything, cracking huge bones and swallowing it all. Its faeces are
often white from bone.'s Then Brannon's gritty conversational gambit
suddenly changes gear, “Truth', he says, ‘is also another loaded term.
I would like to remain on the cynical and sarcastic side and say truth
is an embarrassment. But it has been said that lying is moral, which
I can understand. So that leaves us with a question of responsibil-
ity to the audience, People frequently read much of my text as

autobiographical. Perhaps they are right, but it wasn't my intention.
I'm even suspicious of my own intentions.'7 In other words, Bran-
non's work may not be literally autobiographical, but the core of it

- its simultaneous distrust of, and flirtation with. absolutes - is. This
makes sense to me. Why, he seems to ask, would you trust a picture
in the first place? After all, even the smartest of them are simply
pictures, not sentient beings. He makes clear that our (and by ‘our’ [
mean people who live in big, Western cities) seemingly watertight
understanding of the world is, in fact, as leaky as hell - which,
though a pretty sad state of affairs, doesn’t, thankfully, mean we can't
have fun getting wet.

Fennifer Higgie is co-editor of frieze.
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