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Conclusion to the Big Ideas: An Interview with Alon
Levin

Modernity—in all its West-centric incarnations—has been debated, deliberated and
disputed since the last feudal lord packed it in. Baudelaire lambasted the arbitrary
parameters that dictate “advanced” civilization; Machiavelli’s antecedents celebrated
them. The very notion of a "modern” world results in a perpetual discourse on the
factors that prescribe it. Within the walls of Ambach & Rice’s new Los Angeles
gallery, the dialogue persists with Alon Levin’s staggering solo exhibition, Conclusion
to the Big Ideas, a collection of insightful works supplemented by the artist’s
publication, Modernity in Very General Terms, 2011. Through its meticulous scrutiny
of power structures, capricious rules, and sociological myth, Levin’s work accentuates
the irrational aspects of so-called rationality. And yes, he’s privy to a bit of satire.
DailyServing contributor Catlin Moore recently interviewed Alon Levin about his work.
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Installation view, courtesy of Ambach & Rice.



Catlin Moore: Let’s start with the book, Modernity in Very General Terms. This piece
spans the course of ten years’ worth of writing and research for you, and also serves as a
tutorial for your exhibition currently on view at Ambach & Rice in Los Angeles, Conclusion
to the Big Ideas. For those unfamiliar with your work, how are the concepts in the book
incarnated in the exhibition, or are they? Is this a relationship you have forged in previous
bodies of work?

Alon Levin: I wouldn't really call the book a tutorial, it is more of a collection of notes
to myself. I made the book before I made the work for the show, and I included the
book to serve similarly in the context of the exhibition: as a companion piece that is on
the one hand a work in and of itself, but that at the same time provides a kind of
background to the rest of the exhibition.

CM: Some sections of the book are more minimal than others. For example, “An
Introduction to Europolis” consists of incredible detail, empirical evidence and formulas,
while “"The Object As Never Seen Before” is more allusive. Why the variation in
presentation, and how does that manifest in the tangible artwork?

AL: All the texts and works within the book were originally made with different
intentions. Some segments were written to myself, some to friends, some for
publication, and still others as works [of art] in and of themselves. “An Introduction to
Europolis” was a work that was published in dot dot dot_in 2004, while “The Object As
Never Seen Before” was part of a reader that accompanied an installation in 2010. Since
the book was not written at once or in any linear way, it is as fragmented and seemingly
under construction as the rest of the work in the exhibition. Both the written and the
physical work range from the severely abstract to the absolutely concrete, while dealing
all the while with whatever issues are of interest to me. In that sense, they don't seem
so at odds with one another to me. They are two poles of a language that sometimes
clash and sometimes merge.

Book view, courtesy of the artist.



CM: The book explores the experience of finding patterns and relationships within
power structures and modern realities. Did you unearth data or information that
caused you to view your practice differently? What is alluring about parameters,
rules, taxonomy and thematic patterns in modern culture to you?

AL: Maybe it is my background—between countries, cultures, schooling systems,
and nationalities—that drew me toward the subject of power structures. I had
many run-ins with bureaucracy, and never did well with authority. I went to six
high schools in three different countries. At a young age I had already decided
that power was assumed through symbols and costume and was not to be
trusted. I suppose my strong distaste for hierarchy is the reason for my
obsession with it. I can’t locate any ideological shift as of yet, but the constant
confrontation with ‘modern reality’ in its many incarnations of administration has
undoubtedly informed my practice.

CM: Do you find yourself employing irony or humor as a means of illustrating these
points?

AL: I don't see my work as being nearly as serious as its subject supposes it is.
Maybe because power and its structures are so severe, I try to approach the
work with a kind of humor. I don’t mean to illustrate some joke or have a punch
line, but I do think it is important that people recognize the irony and can see the
subject with some distance. I think the subject (and my practice) can use a little
mockery.
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Installation view, courtesy of Ambach & Rice

CM: Some of the text is purposefully nonsensical in its evaluation of social
patterns and successes. Why is this an important attribute to highlight?

AL: I seem to make things just as nonsensical as the quest for a social pattern.

CM: Can you explain the notion of “objects attempting to understand
themselves?” Is this an intended parallel to the human condition?



AL: It's a little hard to give an explanation about that. I was meaning this more as an
intuitive thought rather than a scientific analysis. Obviously, things do not become
aware of themselves. So let me give you another somewhat cryptic anthropomorphic
thought: I am thinking of an elephant trying to hide behind a skinny tree, not being
aware of its own dimensions.

CM: “Quarter Report 1 / Men With Ties” is perhaps my favorite section of the
book. What was your goal here, and how did the concept manifest itself in the
exhibition?
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Book view, courtesy of the artist.

AL: “Quarter Report 1 / Men With Ties” is a series of collages from images published in
an entire quarter of the New York Times. It is a somewhat absurd reorganization of all
these images by theme or subject. I started collecting the images without a clear idea
of what I was going to do with them with the intention of somehow making sense of it
all in the end. When I started sorting everything, some groupings that emerged were
very concrete: such as “International protests” and “American protests.” Others, on
the other hand, were simply collections of recurrent gestures and tendencies.
Examples of these are “Men with one hand I and II,” “*Men with two hands I and II,”
“Three men,”" Men with ties I, II, III” or “Verticals.”

In some ways the current show is like a quarter report, though one that spans a longer
period of time and is not particularly methodical. Some things have been omitted,
while many new things have been added. The show is a kind of rearrangement and
reinterpretation of thoughts, ideas and actual physical works. This is particularly clear
in the work Untitled, 'The Everything of an Almost Future I — V,”2011. This tower-like
structure houses a collection of sketches I made for a series of painting cut-outs that
were based on Malevich’s work. These sketches were used in preparation for an
installation I made last year and now are restructured as an exaggerated archival
shelving unit.



CM: Focusing on the art itself, much of your earlier work included color, both as
an organizational illustration of your practice and an aesthetic choice. This show
is quite minimal and stark. How does that choice function for you?

AL: Though the show may give a first impression of being minimal, beyond perhaps
the aesthetic relation to minimalism, I think the work is anything but. The objects in
the show have an overload of layers, both in the physical sense and conceptually.
Rather than ideas being reduced, they are in fact expanded and all layers of the
process are kept transparent. Be it the stacks that hold the piles of frames so that they
can be painted, the earlier paint job still shown on the edge of an object, or simply the
expanded history of modernity in the two-volume, custom-made, print-on-demand
Wikipedia-book, Modernity in Very General Terms, 2011, that serves as a balancing
foot to the object in Prospects of Validation IV, 2011.
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Installation view, courtesy of Ambach & Rice

CM: Many of the works feel deconstructed. In your evaluation of constructed
societal practices, was this a tongue-in-cheek decision, or purely compositional?

AL: Definitely not purely compositional. The deconstructing starts in my initial
dealing with a subject matter; this is later translated into the process and thus is
still evident in the resulting physical structure. Deconstruction (and my general
demeanor, I'm afraid) is usually perceived as a rather serious matter, so I am
glad you asked. And yes, I mostly mean it to be tongue-in-cheek!

CM: Despite exploring the very notions of genre and boundary, your work defies
common art historical references. There is no nod to abstraction, realism or the
like, but it does remains conceptual. Was this an organic development in your
work?

AL: Well, just as I have a resistance to power, absolutes, and definitions in the
real world, I suppose I avoid it within the realm of art. Any one genre with its
doctrines or manifestos is fun to investigate, but mostly to then push off of, not



to adopt or join. I don’t want my work to belong to something that is already
defined, or to be read from any singular perspective.

CM: You've referred to your works as a stage. How does that hold true?

AL: I guess I say “stage,” because the work often functions as a model for
something else: something bigger, or something real. In the meantime, the work
itself is more of a prop, part of a somewhat theatrical version of societal
operations.

Levin’s current exhibition is on view at Ambach & Rice through October 8, 2011.




