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chain-link fence,
Lazzarini'slargest
work to date,
showninprogress
intheartist's
Brooklyn studio.
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From top: brass
knuckles (iii), 2010,
one of several pieces
by Robert Lazzarini
that take weapons
as their subject;
Lazzariniin his studio
inJuly, withawork
fromthe “brass
knuckles” series
and a prototype for
achainsculpture.

ROBERT LAZZARINI'S studio in
Greenpoint, Brooklyn, currently
resembles a crime scene lab or a product-
safety rescarch facility. In one corner
is a full-scale hotel room door in a
freestanding frame, ready to be violently
kicked in so the artist can take notes on
the damage for a forthcoming sculprure.
There’s also a large windowpane,
likewise due to be smashed and studied
for a piece that will be included in the
artist’s November exhibition at
Marlborough Chelsea in New York.

Material destruction, attention to the
most minute detail, and obsessive research
areall hallmarksof Lazzarini’s practice,
which resultsinintricately altered
sculptures of skulls, violins, pay phones,
brass knuckles, guns, and signage. The
artistdistorts the contours of the
original object with computer
modelingtoarriveatanew form,
then fabricates the sculpture
usingappropriate materials:
A sculpture ofahammer, for
example, will be made of wood
andsteel,andaskullcastfrom
actual bone powder.

A boyish-looking 47,
Lazzarinihasformorethana
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decade occupiedastudioina
largeindustrial building on the
banks of the notoriously
polluted Newtown Creek. There
heisaided by a team of assistants
whose individual expertise
ranges from 3-D modeling to
welding. In the mainstudio
spacethere’sa partially finished
sculpture of atilted, broken-
opensafe;a paper mock-up of a shot-up Dead End sign;and,
hangingonawall,anenormous printout of adrooping
Liquorsign. For the upcomingexhibition, Lazzarinisays
he’saiming for “akind of American landscape, a bit of
Badlandssensibility,” referring to the 1973 Terrence Malick
film. “It’s not justabout ‘the street’ or ‘the home,” he adds.
“It’sacollage of spacesand things.”

Lazzarinirecently took overan additional, lower space
inthe building in which to constructa monumental
sculptureofachain-link fence, composed of more than 2zo0
individually caststeel piecesand topped by a length of
fabricated, curled razor wire. Several dozen constituent
elementsare arrayed onshelves, waiting to be slotted intoa
custom-made wooden jigand welded together. This will
bethe largest piece he’s realized, surpassing the nine-foot-
tall pay phone sculpture shownin the 2002 Whitney Biennial
and subsequently purchased by the Hirshhorn Museum, in

Washington, D.C. Inthe past, Lazzarinihas
exhibited sculpturesthatshare a theme—for
example, the weaponry in “guns, knives,
brass knuckles,” a 2zoro show presented at
Honor Fraserin Los Angelesand the Flag Art
Foundationin New York—butthe new suite
of works has amore subtle cohesion thatstops
justshy of offeringanactualnarrative.
“Viewersareabsolutely going totry tocreate
somesort of story line berween the objects,”
Lazzarinipredicts, “and there justisn’tone.
Thisisadisjointed, fractured scene.”

Theartistgrew upinnorthern New Jersey
and wasintroduced toarthistoryearlyonvia
family trips tothe Metropolitan Museumin
New York. He earned an undergraduate
degreein sculpture from the School of Visual
Artsand later worked for five yearsat the
Met’s bookshop, using thatopportunity to
more deeply immerse himselfinthe artof the
past. “Iwould spend six months in Southeast Asia, nine
monthsin front of the Rodins,” he recalls.

Lazzariniwasalwaysanaviddraftsman,anditwashis
work on paperthatled himtocreate visually complex
sculpture: He experimented with projecting his drawings
andradically shifting their perspectives. (As many critics
have noted, thereare various two-dimensional precedents
for Lazzarini’s three-dimensional distortions, most
famously theanamorphic skullin Hans Holbein the
Younger’s Ambassadorsof 1533.)

Aftertoying witha processofaltering formina more
handmade fashion—*“free-form, biomorphicdistortionsand
manipulatingmolds”™—Lazzariniturned tothe computerasa
meanstosubjectobjectstostrictly mathematically determined
alterations. He began with violin, which occupied him from
1995 t0 1997 (a period thatalsoincluded employmentin Jeff
Koons’sstudio, withmold-making and finishingamong his »
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Above: payphone,
2002, made of
anodized aluminum,
stainless steel,
Plexiglas, and
silkscreened graph-
ics. Installed In a
room of its own at
the 2002 Whitney
Biennial, payphone
was a breakout
piece for the artist.
Right: A studio
assistant uses

a rotary cutting
tool to work on

the monumental
chain-link fence.

responsibilities). Lazzarini’s violinis
basedona 1693 Stradivarius instrument
inthe Met’scollection. “Thatwas
thefirstobjectin whichIeliminated
materialtranslation,” hesaysof the
straightforwardly titled work, whichis
made of flame maple wood, ebony,
and bone, all materials foundinthe
actualinstrument. “Itwasa 1:rscale,a
compound mathematical distortion,
and there wasa figure/ground relation-
ship,” Lazzarinisums up. “It wasthe
fulfillmentofalotof formaland con-
ceptualconcernsinthisonesculpture.”
Lazzariniwasalsointrigued by the
“lifespan” of the original objectand
how toreplicate the marks of ageand
timein hisownsculpture. Thisinterest
inmaterial decay is distinct from Koons’s preoccupation with
polish. The 1:1 ratioallowed Lazzarinitoavoid what he
considersa “facilesculptural device: Make things bigger!
Makethingssmaller!” While computer modeling wasintegral
tothe process, materials were no less important. “I wasalways
suspicious of computersand computerart,” hesays. “Istarted
using the computer only asneeded—it was the best way toskin
acat,andonlya partoftheequationin theinitial design phase.”

Followingthis creative breakthrough, Lazzarinihad
aseriesof pivotalexhibitions: at Pierogi Gallery, in
Brooklyn,in 2000, where heshowed distorted sculptures
ofachair,atelephone,and hammers; inthe 2000digital-
and tech-art “Bitstreams” exhibition at the Whitney,
where hedebuted sculptures of skulls; a 2003 exhibition
atthe Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, in Richmond; and
soloshowsatthe Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum,
in Ridgefield, Connecticut; Deitch Projects and Paul
Kasmin,in New York;and Honor Fraser,in Los
Angeles. In2o11 he joined the roster of Marlborough
Chelseaundertheleadership of Max Levai. “The
challenge with Robert’s marketiscreatingasupply to
meetthedemand,” says Levai. “Wegeta phonecalla
week atthe gallery askingaboutthe possibility of
purchasingone of Robert’sskull or gunsculptures.”

Inresponse, Lazzarini hasexpanded his studio
operations, trying to manage hisself-confessed OCD
tendencies and comfortably outsource more elements
of the process. “My output four yearsago was maybe
eightsculptures per year,” hesays. “We'll probably
produceover roothings this year,and one of those s
chain-link fence. That’sa bigshift.” Most of
Lazzarini’ssculptures are made ineditionsof three or
six; the fence will be his first one-off piece.

Therelationship with Marlborough provides new
financialsupport. “Thiscould bea paradigmshift,”
acknowledgesLazzarini, “allowing me to domuch more
ambitiousthings.” Inalmostevery case, thestudioneeds
toenlistoutside specialiststo finalize the sculprures. “It
doesn’tgetdone A to Zhere,” heexplains.
“Youdoa portion, itgetssent out, itcomes
back, itgetssent out—then everything’s
assembled and finished. It’s pretty much
equal partsdigital, industrial,and
handmade.” Every newsculpture presents
new hurdles. Plansforaseries of broken
liquor bottlesculpturesto becastinglass
weresetasideafter provingtoo difficultto
realize, even though thestudiosought
technicaladvice from both MIT experts
and Dale Chihuly’steam. Becauseeach
sculpturerequiresauniqueset of
materials, the studioneversettlesintoa
production-line routine.

For the November show, thestudiois
working with multiple foundries for
various works aswellasaneon fabricator
fora recession-era-worthy Cash for Gold
sign. Istherea partofLazzarinithatthrives onthisstream of
logisticalchallenges and material obstacles? “No,” hesays
firmly. “It’s hell. Itkeeps me up at night. I’'m obsessive-
compulsive, so these thingshauntme. Until they’re figured out
anddone, there’snosleep.”

Lazzarinishiesaway fromdetailing the technical minutiae
of how theworksare produced. He'd prefer nottotalk about
specificsoftrware, forinstance, and is more interested in »
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Oneof
Lazzarini's
latestworks,
window, in
progressona
worktable
inhisstudio.

discussing how hissculptures are perceived within the
exhibitionspace. “I’'mspecifically dealing with mathematical
distortions, whereinifyouaugmentone part, youaffectthe
whole,” heexplainedto Aldrich director Harry Philbrick ina
2009 interview. “Istartoff withanonverbalsense of whatit
should be,and thenIslowly shapeit,and itbecomes more
verbaland more numerical untilitbecomesthe final design,
whichismadeupofextremely specific numbers.”
Despiteitscomplex algorithmic basis, however,
Lazzarini’swork isimmediately accessible. “Interms of
subject matter, it’s representational, so people think it’sa
typeof Popart. Insome waysitis, butIthink it really hinges
more profoundly onthe aftermath of Minimalism.
Phenomenology isareally big part of my work. The object
expandingand contracting—it’snot dissimilarto Tony
Smith’s Amaryllis. Youwalk around thatand italmost
unfoldsasfourseparate and distinctsculprures.” For
Lazzarini,shapingthe viewer’s physical experience of each
pieceextends tothe gallery spaceitself, whichistypically
altered by the addition of canted or fragmented walls that
disrupttheright-angled white cube and give the overall
installation what theartist considersacollageeffect. The
idea harks back to Gordon Marta-Clark,anartist
Lazzariniadmires,althoughin thiscase the sense of spatial
disorientationisachieved througha fabricated environment.
Theresultisa kind of mobilization of perception, whether
itarises fromdistorted signage (which Lazzarini comparesto
Richard Tuttle’salphabeticexperiments) or from the
mathematically altered form of a recognizable object whose
appearanceshifts, stretches, and flattens asa viewer moves
around the piece. “One of the main problems of sculpture
formeisits static nature,” hesays. “Thiskind of animation,
forlack of a better word, |gives] the sensation that there’s

activity where therereally isn’t. It relates back to corporeally
navigating something to understand it.”

Eveninthethroesof preparing for the November show,
Lazzariniislookingaheadtohisnextproject. Heis
brainstormingabouta body of work that willexpand theideas
he’s working through now with the busted safe, broken door,
andshot-upsigns,anditwillarise from the conceitof the
junkyard. “Waste and usage will be some of the springboards
forthatwork, along with the notion of rustas the blood of
the object,” hesays. Nodoubtthis work will presenta fresh set
of tabrication challenges—not to mention the opportunity
forresearchtripstothe junkvards of New Jersey.

Lazzariniisalsoreturningto one of hisearliest
inspirations: a pair of ancient Greek funerary lionsin the
Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, Connecticut, which he
firstsaw ina publication at the Metropolitan Museum shop
nearly two decades ago. The life-size marble statues became
anenduring obsession. Theartistinitially tried to sculpt
them, goingso farastoadopta boxer from a dog pound
because the lions, says Lazzarini, “looked like large dogs
with tucked wais

s.” In 2005 he presented drawings of
the statuesinanexhibitionat Davidson College in North

Carolina. (Drawing hassince largely disappeared from

Lazzarini’s practice, though he says thathis use of signage
partly fillsthe role once played by drawing.) Now he’s ready
to take onthe leoninesubject with the full Lazzarinian
process,employing three-dimensional scans of the original
statuestocreate distorted cousins viadigital modeling. His
sculptural creatures will be on view at the Wadsworth
Atheneumin fall 2013, displayed in the same building as the
originalsbutideally, hesays, located as far away as possible
from their forebears. “I'm excited to revisit them,” Lazzarini
admits. “It’s bitrersweet, though—delayed gratification.” &
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