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wendell castle
Gathering 
Momentum,  
2012. Stained ash  
with oil finish,  
37 x 87¾ x 68 in.
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strauss 
Bourque-
LaFrance
Staging the 
Efforts of a 
Revolving 
Cause, 2012.
concrete, vinyl 
vase, black 
rose, paint, and 
digital print  
on canvas,
74 x 48 x 5 in.

new York

Strauss Bourque-LaFrance 
Kansas //  January 4–February 9

boUrqUe-LaFranCe’s first solo exhibition at the gallery delivers 
perceptual sleights of hand with a sentimental Pop twist. the  
show’s title, “In the the spring,” hints at this operational logic. It 
makes reference to the textbook perceptual illusion “Paris in the  
the springtime.” Most readers’ semantic processing leads them to  
overlook the superfluous the. bourque-LaFrance’s constructions, by 

comparison, stress the parsing of the awkward double, the hidden  
life of things, and by extension, closeted desire and memory.

Materials masquerade and signifiers recirculate to induce 
misreadings. design objects mix with minimal forms; silk roses 
adorn cast sculpture. the artist willfully scrambles high and low 
forms, swathing the space in white pile carpet. this suburban 
aspirational touch provides a perfect backdrop for works such as  
All Ways Us Living Love, 2012, a Haim steinbach–like shelf holding  
a cast turd, a found corkboard, an abstract clay finger painting,  
and a ceramic bust of an embracing couple on which the artist 
painted scores of scarlet lips and button eyes. What at first appears 
to be a joke about bad taste, however, is redeemed through its  
role as part of a visual rhyme. the found corkboard provides 
inspiration for the adjacent painting, The Getting Ready Room, 
2012, whose upper two-thirds are treated with an even enamel 
application resembling a popcorn ceiling. In bourque-LaFrance’s 
universe, domestic kitsch lies far from the easy butt of the joke.

then again, the artist does not shy away from classic one-liners. 
Happiness, 2012, gathers a marble wishbone, a brass magic wand, 
a book, and a tiny piece of fool’s gold. Glory, 2012, a cheerful yellow 
scrap of vinyl with two oblong holes presumably for anonymous  
sex acts, faces Retrospective, 2012, a pictorial field of tiny glory holes. 
In the center of each circle, bourque-LaFrance has pasted suggestive 
scraps of photos from pornography and other media sources that 
refer to genitalia. Happy: Alone, 2013, strikes a more somber note, as 
a plaster-cast decomposing banana (one of many penis surrogates 
throughout the show) lies discarded in an open minimal cube. all  
these pay homage to the visceral legacy of Pop imagery observed  
in Jasper Johns’s plaster casts of sex organs, Claes oldenburg’s  
sculptures’ lumpy sensuality, and andy Warhol’s erotically charged films.

a rauschenbergian work titled / …,, 2012, provides the  
grammatological key to the exhibition: a slash, an ellipsis, and a comma 
painted on a lightly soiled navy blue–striped bed sheet. evoking  
a musical staff and a clef, the punctuation marks encourage plurality 
and open-ended interpretations of jazzy improvisation. although 
bourque-LaFrance’s efforts may not have yet hit their high notes, his 
associative sincerity sounds an encouraging tone.  —Wendy Vogel

ONe OF The MOsT influential American 
industrial designers, Castle has for more 
than 50 years been making innovative 
furniture, which could easily be mistaken 
as biomorphic sculpture. in “a New 
Environment,” his first solo show at the 
Chelsea gallery, Castle focuses his talent 
and energy on one major piece and three 
supporting gems. rooted more in aesthet-
ics than the “form follows function” rules  
of modernist furniture design, Castle’s 
imaginative works start as sketches for 
practical objects but end up looking more 
like surreal, space-age forms.

The simplest piece in the exhibition is 
Night Picture, 2012, a stylish wooden  
sofa in the shape of a split banana or an 
open pod. saying that it’s simple is a bit 
misleading: The construction is quite 
complex. it is made from hundreds of 
pieces of lumber—all american ash—
glued, stacked, clamped together, carved 
with chain saws and special tools, and then 
sanded and stained black to accentuate the 

grain. The piece is  
supported by several 
ellipsoidal seedpods that 
distribute the weight so the seating 
area beautifully cantilevers above the 
base—an architectural concept that is used 
for all the pieces in the show.

a 2012 stained ash desk and chair, 
titled Gathering Momentum, pushes the 
cantilever concept to the extreme—with 
the desktop seeming to float on air, as  
if completely unsupported by the attached, 
curvilinear chair, which rests on a group  
of Castle’s heavily scored seedpod shapes. 
The desk owner’s guest has the best  
seat in the office, but it’s also one that can 
be occupied for relaxed reading and 
contemplation. Meanwhile, The Light of 
Darkness, 2012, offers a seating arrange-
ment for a more domestic setting—even 
though its chair, side table, and reflective 
lamp look almost cactuslike.

Finally, the show’s pièce de résistance, 
also from 2012, A New Environment, is a  

 
total work 
of art. Part 
seating area with a 
lamp and part tree 
house for escaping 
the real world, it 
refers to Castle’s famed  
Environment for  
Contemplation, a wooden 
womblike structure from 1969. Forty-three 
years later, he truly outdid the original—
proving once again that great industrial 
design can simultaneously be art. Master-
fully conceived and engineered, Castle’s 
new environment—made of wood and 
fiberglass—offers grand chairs for gather-
ing with friends before climbing a spiral 
staircase to a padded pod, where ideas as 
wild as Castle’s own can potentially grow.   
       —Paul Laster
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Wendell Castle
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