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STUDIO VISIT

Ugo Rondinone

Ugo Rondinone’s home and studio in
New York City, located in what was
once an abandoned church.

The Swiss-born, New York-based artist invites us into his Harlem
space as he prepares for a major exhibition opening at Miami’s
Bass Museum of Art in the spring of 2017.

INTERVIEW BY RACHEL SMALL
PHOTOS BY JACOB PRITCHARD

Your two-year-long “Seven Magic Mountains” project with the
Nevada Museum of Art and the Art Production Fund opened earlier
this year. How did it come about? And how did it then evolve into
“Miami Mountain,” the new acquisition by the Bass Museum, to
debut during Art Basel Miami Beach?

“Seven Magic Mountains” has its beginning in Manhattan, when I did
“Human Nature” [with the Public Art Fund] at Rockefeller Center in
2013. The material for that was rough stone, cut in a way so that the
stacked stones would resemble the form of the human body. It was
about the contrast between the city and something wild or rough.
My work is built in duality. This dynamic feeds and develops it. For
“Seven Magic Mountains,” I went into nature [in Nevada’s Ivanpah
Valley, outside of Las Vegas] with the same material, stone, but this
time made the stone look artificial. When you see the sculptures, you
cannot tell if they’re plastic, styrofoam, or stone.
It’s funny, because during the show at Rockefeller Center, there
weren’t as many people obsessed with photographing art as
there are now. Now, on Instagram, the hashtag of your name
brings up 16,000 results.

Yes. In a lot of the images, people are doing jokey things. One
person pretended one of the “Mountains” was a lollipop.
To find the right spot for this installation, we drove down Interstate
15. About 30 minutes outside of Las Vegas, it’s just a state of desert.
It’s silent. There’s just the presence of the sun. At some point, I saw,
as we were going back to Las Vegas, a long stretch of land. I thought,
Oh, that’s it! I could produce the sculptures there.
By coincidence, there was a silver, shimmering light at this site:
Jean Dry Lake. This lake was the site of Michael Heizer’s first of his
“Nine Nevada Depressions” [from 1968]. By chance, in front of the site,
there is a sign that says “The Last Spike,” from 1905. That’s where the
railroad came together from the east and west. It’s what made Las
Vegas possible. It was a nice coincidence.
Were the rocks in “Human Nature” and “Seven Magic Mountains”
from the same quarry?

No,the quarry we sourced from for “Seven Magic Mountains” is
limestone. The “Human Nature” rocks are a bluestone. The limestone
is softer—that’s why it’s in blocks. With “Human Nature,” they’re more
geometric, because more calculation was needed to break them. >

It’s mostly of “Seven Magic Mountains.”
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“Seven Magic Mountains” looks so spontaneous in the way it’s
assembled, but it obviously took a lot of planning to arrange which
rock would go where, and which colors each would be.

Once I labeled them, I could play with them later. I didn’t want to really
calculate, because I wanted it to still come as a surprise as to what kind
of forms they would have. I mean, I knew stacks would have a minimum
of three stones, and a maximum of six. The same with the colors, which
are the colors of the rainbow, plus silver, black, and white.
It looks like it’s more neon than your other works in which you’ve
used color, like “Hell, Yes!” [(2001) at the New Museum], for
instance. Was that on purpose?

Yes, because one of the forces in the desert is silence. Dimension is
the second one, exerting the inability to calculate how tall something
is unless you approach it. From far away it doesn’t make a difference
if it’s 40 or 80 feet tall. The third force is the sun—the colors glow and
radiate from the illumination of the sun. The sun is an active aid in the
way that those colors appear.
Interplay of sun and shadow also speaks to the history of land art.

Land artists respect nature in that they blend in their artwork with
nature. I’m doing the contrary. I’m using natural material like they did,
but making it artificial for a brutal contrast. >

(FROM TOP) Renderings of
Rondinone’s “Miami Mountain.”
Inside the space. (OPPOSITE)
Rondinone at home.
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A lot of the people going to “Seven Magic Mountains” now might
not have seen your Rockefeller Center work.

My public sculptures are very accessible, so you don’t need to know
the background of the artist to appreciate what you’re looking at.
What have the reactions to these projects been? What were people
saying about “Human Nature” versus “Seven Magic Mountains” as
each were revealed?

“Human Nature” was different because I broke ground for my
generation by working with stone. Now, three years later, stone’s
become a common material again. So the discussion was more about
using this magic material that has been around since clay, and about
bringing a primal material back into the art world.
In the city, you have—by its nature—more people passing by.
In Nevada, it’s on Interstate 15—the road between Los Angeles
and Las Vegas. In the end, I believe 95 percent of people who see
“Seven Magic Mountains” make a field trip to that site. The benefit, or
so I hear, is that for the many people who visit Las Vegas and have
the notion of gambling and fun and all the rest of it, “Seven Magic
Mountains” gives them the notion of the beauty of nature, which Las
Vegas is surrounded by. An artwork can open doors to appreciating
the landscape.

Yes, definitely. So what led to make a version for Miami?

Silvia Karman Cubiñá, the director of the Bass Museum, came to the
opening in the desert. She asked for that sculpture, and I thought it
was a great idea for Miami, a city that doesn’t have mountains. At
least they would have their first mountain! The surrounding colors in
the city are green and brown, so it really pops.
People joke about Art Basel Miami Beach being similar to Las Vegas.
I feel that for that week, it really becomes Las Vegas-like.

I’ve never been to Art Basel Miami Beach. This year will be my first
time. I’m going to figure it out.
Miami’s South Beach is an island in the ocean. It’s nature
surrounding a city, like the desert surrounding Las Vegas.

I believe that the artificiality of this mountain reflects very much what
we think about when we think about Miami’s artificiality, as well as the
artificiality of Las Vegas. It’s all man-made.

(FROM TOP) Pieces in the studio.
Stained glass windows above a dining
area. (OPPOSITE, FROM TOP) Small
“Mountain” sculptures and paint
samples. “Sigh, Sigh, Sherlock” (2014)
by Urs Fischer in Rondinone’s studio.
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Sensory Percussion

EXHIBIT

Electronic drums resound in most new songs on the radio, yet the
existing technology for recreating those sounds in live settings is
clunky, and not intuitive for traditionally trained drummers. But new
ideas happen wherever there is an unfilled need, and the music world
is no exception. Enter Sensory Percussion, an electronic drumset by
Sunhouse, a music technology company that was launched last year after
a successful Kickstarter campaign by the product’s inventor, Tlacael
Esparza, along with his brother and sister. Unsurprisingly, Esparza was
once a frustrated drummer himself. After years of playing on the jazz
and indie scenes of New York, “I realized how much of a gulf there was
between what drummers could do with electronics and what electronic
musicians could do with electronics,” he says. He enrolled in New York
University’s Music Technology program in 2012 to find a solution. The
result of his efforts became Sensory Percussion. Discreet hardware and
groundbreaking software make it rock-and-roll-friendly, while style and
nuance can emerge as drummers are able to take up their natural stance.
The set responds to how it’s hit, so it can distinguish a feather-light ghostnote towards the edge of the drum from an ear-splitting rim shot, and so
on. “It’s totally intuitive,” says Esparza. Best of all, even as it opens a new
realm of sonic possibilities, it honors an age-old technology: hitting stuff
with a stick. —Sebastian Modak

Germans Ermičs

Glass sheds all its normal subtext in the work of designer Germans
Ermičs. Since 2015, he has been focused on “Shaping Color,” a series in
which the material is manipulated into amorphous tables, shelves, and
mirrors, all striated with vibrant hues. “Glass was the perfect medium to
experiment and convey optical illusion,” says Ermičs. Avoiding industry
trends, his vast palette of blues, greens, oranges, and violets tends to
come from “gut feelings,” he says, or from the natural world, such as the
mingling of colors at dawn, dusk, and twilight. Born in the Latvian capital
of Riga, Ermičs made headway in multiple fields before he established
his eponymous studio two years ago. A self-taught graphic designer, he
was working in Copenhagen in 2006 when he cofounded the Latvian
culture and music magazine Veto as its art director. But he soon found
himself dissatisfied with the limits of two-dimensional work, and enrolled
in the Netherlands’s esteemed Design Academy Eindhoven in 2007. This
month, during Art Basel Miami Beach, he will debut work at the inaugural
RGA Rocket, a pop-up design platform presented by the renowned
Miami architect Rene Gonzalez. For his contribution, Ermičs mapped
the color scheme of a dining table and glass samples to match the grayblue hues of Miami’s sky and ocean. Next, he’ll take on another utilitarian
material: natural stone. If Ermičs’s modus operandi is making the familiar
unfamiliar again, his next project is sure to transform the mundane into
magic. —Colleen Kelsey
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PHOTOS: EXHIBIT, COURTESY THE ARTIST AND GRACE BLUMBERG (DONALD R. BLUMBERG, “UNTITLED” 1968-1969). UPDATE, COURTESY OKEANOS AQUASCAPING.

UP AND COMING

PHOTOS: TECH, COURTESY SUNHOUSE. UP AND COMING, LONNEKE VAN DER PALEN/COURTESY THE ARTIST AND RENE GONZALEZ ARCHITECT (GERMANS ERMIS, “MISTY MIRROR, RED DAWN” 2016).

TECH

IDEAS IN DESIGN

“Breaking News”

One persuasive argument made by both Democrats and Republicans
during election season was their relentless criticism of America’s media.
Indeed, the narrative has been long in the making. A new exhibition,
“Breaking News: Turning the Lens on Mass Media,” opening in December
at The Getty Center in Los Angeles (through April 30, 2017), highlights
artists who were fascinated by and critical of mass media as early as the
1960s. Organized by the assistant curator of photographs, Arpad Kovacs,
the show was built around a recent acquisition, Picture Generation artist
Sarah Charlesworth’s “Osservatore Romano, March 17-May 10, 1978”
(1978). The work consists of 27 prints that reproduce the front pages of
the Vatican’s newspaper, spanning the weeks that the then-Italian prime
minister Aldo Moro was being held by kidnappers who would end his
life, omitting the text surrounding photographs in the layout. “It got me
thinking about the idea of an artist looking at the news, like everyone else,
but trying to digest it and then make art out of it, whether it’s looking at an
international crisis or something very mundane,” Kovacs says. Robert
Heinecken’s obsession with newswomen, for example, manifests in his
work as photographs of them turned into both the high priestesses and
vestal virgins of our public consciousness. Meanwhile, Martha Rosler’s
Vietnam War pieces juxtapose violence in the jungle with idyllic homes
in Life magazine. “I’d love to think that this show is coming around at the
right time,” Kovacs says. “But I think I will be able to say that again next
year, and three years from now.” —Dan Duray

UPDATE

Elevate Terrarium

Life provides its share of dreary settings—cubicles, boiler closets,
windowless basements—and it can be a struggle to liven them
up. A new compact terrarium from specialty design firm Okeanos
Aquascaping is an easy fix. It’s a smaller-than-usual development
for Okeanos, an outfit based in New York that is known for creating
dramatic aquatic environments on an architectural scale (for
instance, it counts the city’s largest indoor koi pond among its
many achievements). “After working in the custom field for more
than a decade, we decided to expand to readymade aquariums and
terrariums that compliment the residential and commercial projects
we are accustomed to,” says co-lead designer Martin Schapira.
“People expressed a need for something that doesn’t look like it was
purchased at a local pet shop.” The terrarium is named Elevate for
the effect that its shape—a perfect cube—appears to have on its
contents, from flora to fauna and beyond. —Rachel Small
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BOOK

“Total Records”

RETAIL

Tabula Rasa x DWR

In 2013, knitwear designer Emily Diamandis sensed a growing interest
in beautiful spaces as backdrops to satisfying experiences, whether
created in domestic realms or sought while traveling. Diamandis had
worked in fashion, and, in a 2007 stint, she launched a sweater program
for Rag & Bone. When she established her label, Tabula Rasa, in 2013,
she viewed it as a blank slate to make room for genre-transcending
possibilities for knits: In her inaugural line, for instance, she featured
home accessories alongside sometimes-matching ready-to-wear
apparel. Since then, she’s continued to knit her way out of the craft’s
conventional applications, spinning yarns into animated patterns for a
variety of uses. It wasn’t long before her ingenuity caught the attention
of Design Within Reach. The American retailer soon brought on Tabula
Rasa, commissioning a capsule collection of hand-knit cushions. The
just-released pillows feature a graphic motif adapted from early Agnes
Martin paintings. “Yarns are like my pencils or pens,” says Diamandis.
“They’re the medium I create with.” —Shyam Patel
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Elbphilharmonie Hamburg

Nearly 10 years in the making, the Elbphilharmonie Hamburg will
open its doors early this January. If concert halls have a special
place in the city’s heart, this one really strikes a chord. Designed by
Herzog & de Meuron, it’s nestled in Hafen City, an area that was once
filled by infrastructure serving the Port of Hamburg. Since 2003, it’s
become the largest urban regeneration project in Europe. Now, in a
sea of 21st-century buildings, the Elbphilharmonie stands out on the
skyline for its ethereal glass form, balanced on the brick walls of an
old warehouse. At ground level, the entrance gives way to an escalator
that carries visitors up nine stories to the base of the glass structure.
Inside, a plaza offers a panoramic view of Hamburg and the adjacent
Elba River. This is also the access point for the hotel and residences
contained in the complex. At the center of everything is, of course,
the Grand Hall, where concerts can entertain an audience of 2,100
and reverberate within walls streamlined for acoustic perfection
by Yasuhisa Toyota (who counts Walt Disney Concert Hall among
his many high-profile projects). Who wouldn’t like the sound of that?
—David Basulto, founder and editor-in-chief of ArchDaily
PHOTOS: ARCHITECTURE, MAXIM SCHULZ (2).

PHOTOS: BOOK, JEAN-PAUL GOUDE/COURTESY APERTURE, 2016 (GRACE JONES, “ISLAND LIFE”, ISLAND RECORDS, 1985). RETAIL, COURTESY TABULA RASA.

It wasn’t long ago that music came packaged in a physical cover to
judge it by. Out now, Total Records: Photography and the Art of the
Album Cover (Aperture) recalls a time when album art could linger
like an apparition next to the memory of a song. Assembled in this
volume are more than 400 record covers. Together, they highlight the
crucial role photography played in projecting a musician’s look and
attitude to a widening audience, even in the days when record labels
were hardly seen as purveyors of mass media. From this platform
emerged collaborations between photographers and musicians
that sometimes proved a bigger hit than the music itself, from Grace
Jones captured by by Jean-Paul Goude for her records in the 1980s;
to Patti Smith shot by her friend Robert Mapplethorpe for Horses,
released in 1975; to the bevy of naked women who posed for David
Montgomery and subsequently fronted The Jimi Hendrix Experience
in 1968. Flipping through the images, which jump between decades
and genres, a few things become clear: Iconic songs are made by
personalities, not musicians, and, back when photographs were
finite, you only had one shot. —Radhika Rajkumar
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One significant lesson from those early days was in East London.
There, oiright is a contraction of, “Are you alright?” to which I always
replied with a defensive “I’m fine!” before fretting about how my inner
BY EIMEAR LYNCH
turmoil must be manifesting itself. In time I realized it’s just the way some
Brits say “Hi, how are you?” so I might have actually been masking my
ILLUSTRATION BY BEN WISEMAN
neuroses quite nicely. (The correct answer, for reference, is a casual,
“Yeah, fine.”)
Whey aye, man.
Obviously the U.S. has its drawls and intonations, too. But in New York,
Aareet.
most American accents I encountered fell into one of two categories,
Shy bairns get nowt.
defined by linguists as “General” (Jack Lemmon) and “New York City”
These phrases are English, I’ve been assured. They’re the words of a
(Walter Matthau). So while New Yorkers are usually left to appraise
friend in London who speaks in such a thick Newcastle brogue that I’m
new acquaintances based on what they’re actually saying—or, more
often forced to ask for translations to American English.
realistically, what they’re wearing—London’s different strains of
“Of course.”
speaking trump any other first impression.
“Hello.”
A trained ear in England can glean more about someone in 10 seconds
“If you don’t speak up, you won’t get anything.”
than you could in 10 minutes in the States. This includes everything from
Call me a stereotype, but as an American I’ve found his
where a person was born or grew up, to the annual cost of his high school
so-called Geordie accent quite charming. In addition to being near- education, to his all-important soccer allegiances. As George Bernard
incomprehensible to outsiders like me, it feels like a foil to cultural
Shaw put it in 1912: “It is impossible for an Englishman to open his mouth
homogenization. Whereas people from the far corners of United States
without making another Englishman hate or despise him.”
increasingly sound like the Kardashians (“I literally died, LOL”), my pal
Indeed, a quick survey of friends revealed one who consciously
retains some old-fashioned character and a firm tie to where he’s from.
changed her way of speaking after moving to London from Gloucester,
And yet those same thoughts turned to arguments at the hands
three hours west of town: “People would have thought I was a farmer,”
of some Brexit supporters last June, when 52 percent of the United
she said. Another friend with an accent I’d call very posh said she actually
Kingdom voted to leave the E.U. For one, the pro-Brexit politician Nigel
learned to speak in a Scottish brogue, but replaced it when she went to
Farage said he was propelled by “social cohesion,” and lamented visiting
high school south of London. “It was easier than speaking differently,”
parts of Britain that were so rife with non-English accents they felt “like
she said.
a foreign land.” He must have forgotten about Geordies when he posed
My own ear became more attuned when casting voiceover artists for
this question on Sky News: “Don’t we want to live in a country where we
online videos at my job. Having found it near-impossible to find a British
speak the same language?”
voice that wouldn’t alienate at least one interested party—every option
From the moment I moved to London from New York two years ago, I
being too posh, too specific, too indecipherable—I considered turning to
became obsessed with the way people say things. Thankfully not in an
actors from Ireland instead. Ironically, the formerly loaded Irish accent
“Ohmahgah, how do you say aluminum?” sort of way; I was born in Dublin, is now a comparatively blank slate.
so I got those jollies in years ago. Instead, I was fascinated—and a bit
And yet in the days after the Leave vote, the accents of each of the
intimidated—by the breadth of accents in this city, where each of 56
930,000 Europeans living in London—French, Italian, Polish, to name
regional twangs, and even more hyper-local dialects, converge.
a few—felt instantly fraught. In post-Brexit England, “Shy bairns get
In my first few weeks especially, it seemed that every encounter nowt” feels strangely resonant. The people have spoken, in their many
presented a different shade of speaking, from cockney (Adele) to
variegated accents, and now we wait to see what we get.
clipped Queen’s English (Norman Foster) to scouse (John Lennon), to
my personal favorite, the soft, song-like Welsh lilt (Anthony Hopkins).

CRITIC

Broken English
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