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The Se t -Up  
o r  The Recogn i t i on  o f  Our Common Lostness 

Somewhere between t h e  concep t ion  and execu t ion  o f  t h e  e x h i b i t i o n  

Spectacle, t h e  o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t  o f  t h e  t i t l e  has l o n g  waf ted  away. A t  t h e  p o i n t  

o f  t h e  p r o j e c t ' s  i n c e p t i o n ,  we were n e a r i n g  t h e  end o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  and 

m i l l e n n i u m ,  so perhaps e v e r y t h i n g  i n  our  c u l t u r e  f e l t  l i k e  a  

spec tac le ,  t h e  impending rap tu rous  end o f  t h e  w o r l d .  Maybe i t  

was a  f i n a l  s t a b  a t  20th c e n t u r y  i r o n y ,  knowing f rom t h e  

beg inn ing  t h a t  t h e  e x h i b i t i o n  would be conc ise  r a t h e r  than  

v i s u a l l y  overwrought .  Maybe I was t h i n k i n g  about  how David 

Kramer always makes a  shameless s p e c t a c l e  o f  h i m s e l f  and how 

Pete r  Bowyer never does. The t y p i c a l  American s p e c t a c l e  meets 

t h e  t y p i c a l  Canadian i n t r o s p e c t a c l e .  

I n  Pe te r  Bowyer's i n s t a l l a t i o n  Sparkles, a bank o f  ga lvan ized  

s t e e l  s tad ium s e a t i n g  faces  a  matching t e l e v i s i o n  console.  

A l l u d i n g  t o  an "arena exper ience , "  Bowyer's b leachers  focus  a  

l i n e  o f  s i g h t  toward t h e  most unders ta ted  o f  spec tac les .  Upon 

t h e  accompanying v ideo  m o n i t o r ,  a  d e l i c a t e  scene p l a y s  i t s e l f  

o u t :  f o u r  t i n y  drawn cubes c r a w l  v e r t i c a l l y  up t h e  screen and tumble down aga in  

i n  a  r e p e a t e d l y  looped mot ion .  The ambient rumble o f  i d l i n g  r e f r i g e r a t o r  t r u c k s  

p r o v i d e s  a  muted soundtrack and t h e  remainder o f  t h e  screen appears under-  

exposed, g r a i n y  and g rey .  The g e n t l e  r o l l i n g  o f  t h e  images i s  a l l u r i n g  and 

h y p n o t i c ,  drawing t h e  audience deeper i n t o  a  moment o f  a n t i c i p a t i o n  t h e  l o n g e r  

i t  t o l e r a t e s  t h e  process o f  v iew ing .  

L i k e  Bowyer's o t h e r  s c u l p t u r e s ,  and t h e  drawings i n c l u d e d  i n  Spectacle, Sparkles 

h y b r i d i z e s  t h e  s t y l e  and sensa t ion  o f  t h e  c o r p o r a t i z e d  landscape t h a t  has been 

burgeoning f o r  t h e  p a s t  coup le  decades. As w i t h  a l l  h i s  work, Bowyer t rans fo rms 



a  " f u t u r e  i s  now" a n x i e t y  i n t o  a  s e r i e s  o f  conc ise  v i s u a l  

ges tu res .  H i s  swatch o f  b leachers  c o l l a p s e  t h e  arena 

exper ience i n t o  a  more i n t i m a t e  equa t ion .  I t  becomes a  

q u e s t i o n  o f  one 's  persona l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  spec tac le  

viewed. I t  speaks t o  one 's  d e s i r e  t o  v iew,  r a t h e r  than  t h e  

brash s p e c i f i c s  o f  t h e  s p e c t a c l e  b e i n g  viewed. 

Bowyer's s e a t i n g  i s  spacious and f u n c t i o n a l  b u t  i s  a l s o  

c o n t r i v e d  t o  f r u s t r a t e  comfor t .  Cold s tad ium s e a t i n g  i s  a  

common c u l t u r a l  exper ience ,  a  d i s c o m f o r t  t h a t  i s  t y p i c a l l y  

exchanged f o r  a  g l u t  o f  e n t e r t a i n m e n t .  For many decades, h i g h  

schools  across N o r t h  America have shared t h e  common community 

o f  t h e  "b leacher  crowd." B leachers  ad jacen t  t o  schoo ls  a r e  

symbol ic  s i t e s  o f  n o n - a c t i o n .  They a r e  where t h e  s l a c k e r s ,  t h e  

bored and t h e  u n i n s p i r e d  g r a v i t a t e  t o  bum c i g a r e t t e s  and r e v e l  
I 

i n  each o t h e r ' s  d e s i r e  f o r  l i f e  t o  beg in  f o r  r e a l .  As we 

watch Bowyer's rud imenta ry  c a r t o o n  f o r  S p a r k l e s ,  we become 

aware t h a t  we a re  spending an i n o r d i n a t e  amount o f  t ime  

w a i t i n g  f o r  something more t o  occur .  The i s s u e  i n  Bowyer's 

I n s t a l l a t i o n  i s  t h e  a n t i c i p a t i o n  o f  s p e c t a c l e ,  l i k e  a  

c o n t i n u a l l y - u n d e r s t a t e d  p r e l u d e  t o  something t h a t  may never 

happen. 

I n  David Kramer 's  Cloud 9, a  s o f a  i s  shaped l i k e  t h e  number 

n ine .  I t  has l a r g e  f l u f f y  w h i t e  cushions,  p i e r c e d  by two 

ra inbow-co lo red  c y l i n d r i c a l  p l a t f o r m s .  The l a r g e  round form a t  

t h e  c e n t e r  i s  a  l i g h t  source and a  b a c k r e s t .  The t o p  i s  a  

P l e x i g l a s  t a b l e  covered w i t h  l i q u o r  b o t t l e s ,  beer b o t t l e s  and 

remnants o f  j unk  food c o n t a i n e r s .  The c y l i n d e r  a t  t h e  bot tom 

o f  t h e  9 suppor ts  a  t e l e v i s i o n  on which p l a y s  a  l o o p  o f  

e d i t e d  workout v ideos  taken  f r o m  t e l e v i s i o n  a l t e r n a t  

sequences o f  t h e  a r t i s t  a t  work and p l a y .  
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U n l i k e  o t h e r  r e c e n t  s o f a  works Kramer has produced, Cloud 9 i s  u n c e r t a  

i t s  f u n c t i o n a l i t y .  Not r e a l l y  l a r g e  enough t o  f a l l  as leep  upon, n o t  qu 

spacious enough f o r  a  makeout couch, i t  c u t s  a g a i n s t  t h e  i d y l l i c  a l l u s  

i n  about 

i t e  

i o n  

t y p i c a l l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  w a f t i n g  upon c l o u d  n i n e .  I t  o f f e r s  an ease t h a t  i t  

s imu l taneous ly  confounds. I t  appears t o  c o n t a i n  a l l  t h e  f u e l  t o  f u l f i l l  a  c e r t a i n  

q u o t i e n t  o f  male f a n t a s i e s :  food,  d r i n k ,  v i s u a l  

s t i m u l a t i o n .  I t s  t i t l e  i m p l i e s  a  space o f  serene 

r e f l e c t i o n .  I t  l o o k s  p romis ing ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  no 

way t o  t r u l y  r e l a x ,  no room t o  genu ine ly  

r e c l i n e .  

Kramer's accompanying v ideo  i s  a  b i z a r r e  melange 

o f  ha rd  

workout 

a r t i s t  i 

Wearing 

he e x p l a  

b e a u t i f u l  bod ies  sampled f rom t v  

shows i n t e r c u t  w i t h  sequences o f  t h e  

n  h i s  s t u d i o ,  l e t t i n g  i t  a l l  hang o u t .  

o n l y  r u n n i n g  shoes and Bermuda s h o r t s ,  

i n s  t h a t  he i s  b u i l d i n g  a  s tage t o  be 

i l l u m i n a t e d  f rom below. He does so and soon 

enough i s  dancing unabashedly across h i s  

persona l  d i s c o  dance f l o o r .  M ichae l  Jackson soon 

j o i n s  Kramer and, e v e n t u a l l y ,  Krdmer e n t e r s  MJ's 

s u r r e a l  v i d e o  w o r l d ,  an image b o t h  deep ly  s e l f -  

d e p r e c a t i n g  and f i l l e d  w i t h  shameless j o y .  

C u t t i n g  back o c c a s i o n a l l y  t o  t h e  sampled workout 

v ideos ,  we a r e  o f f e r e d  o t h e r  images o f  t h e  

a r t i s t ,  as when he preens h i s  b e s t  strongman 

pose i n  f r o n t  o f  a  bathroom m i r r o r .  I t  i s  a  

moment o f  " t o r s o  reassurance" t h a t  every  man 

over  3 5  knows w e l l  and ends a f t e r  a w h i l e  w i t h  a h e a r t b u r n  burp .  A f t e r  more 

hardbodies,  one o f  t h e  l a s t  images i s  t h a t  o f  Kramer i n  sedate repose. On a  lawn 

c h a i r  i n  f r o n t  o f  a  beach backdrop. A  so f tbody  i n  a  faux  e x o t i c  s e t t i n g ,  a  

reminder t h a t  C loud  9 i s  a  s t a t e  o f  mind. Parad ise  can be y o u r s !  











Withou t  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  c r i t i q u i n g  med ia -sa tu ra ted  c u l t u r e ,  Bowyer and 

Kramer nonetheless c r e a t e  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  remark upon our  broader  

c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t  o f  l o o k i n g  and b e i n g  looked  a t .  The media-wrought 

w o r l d  i s  n o t  t h e  s p e c i f i c  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  works, b u t  i t  i s  t h e  

scenar io  a g a i n s t  which our  v a r i o u s  emot iona l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  

responses a r e  gauged and b rough t  i n t o  r e l i e f .  Bowyer's b leachers  

remind us o f  a  communal ly-shared exper ience mediated v i a  t h e  t v  

screen w h i l e  Kramer's mis en scene r e i t e r a t e s  a  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  

environment o f  pass ive  f u l f i l l m e n t .  

The scenar ios  o f  Bowyer and Kramer a r e  somewhat ill a t  ease, l e s s  

arenas o f  s p e c t a c l e  than  o f  pathos.  They draw us i n t o  r e c o g n i z i n g  

t h e  i n h e r e n t  a b s u r d i t y  t o  t h e  s p e c t a c l e  o f  l i f e  we a r e  l i v i n g  and 

watching.  They d e s c r i b e  moments o f  empathy w i t h  t h e  v iewer ,  an 

a r t i c u l a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a m i l i a r  and sometimes l u d i c r o u s  bond t h a t  

connects us a l l .  

There i s  a  reminder h e r e  t h a t  we a r e  n o t  l i v i n g  happy endings and 

funny punch l ines .  We a r e  more l i k e l y  l i v i n g  t h e  j o k e  t h a t  leads  up 

t o  t h e  punch l i n e ,  t h e  s e t - u p  w i t h o u t  t h e  d e s i r e d  denouement. I n  

h i s  f i r s t  column f o r  t h e  The V i l l a g e  Voice i n  1981,  c r i t i c  Pe te r  

S c h j e l d a h l  c a l l e d  i t  " t h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  our  common l o s t n e s s . "  I t  i s  

a  phrase t h a t  r e i t e r a t e s  t h a t  our  exper iences o f  a r t  and l i f e  a r e  n o t  

se l f -absorbed  dramas o f  e x i s t e n t i a l  angs t .  Rather ,  i t  i s  commonal i ty 

o f  exper ience and s e n s a t i o n  t h a t  draws us t o g e t h e r .  On a  b leacher ,  a  

so fa ,  i n  f r o n t  o f  a  t e l e v i s i o n .  

John Massier 

V i s u a l  A r t s  Cura to r  





Born i n  Toron to ,  Pe te r  Bowyer s t u d i e d  s c u l p t u r e  a t  S t .  
M a r t i n s  School o f  A r t  i n  London, England f rom 1976-1979. 
H i s  mixed media works b l e n d i n g  urban and p a s t o r a l  themes 
a re  known th rough  numerous s o l o  e x h i b i t i o n s  i n  Toron to  
over  t h e  l a s t  twenty years .  Noted f o r  l a r g e  anonymous 
s c u l p t u r a l  o b j e c t s  and i n s t a l l a t i o n s  t h a t  combine drawings 
and i n s t i t u t i o n a l  f u r n i t u r e ,  h i s  work has exp lo red  areas 
o f  t h e  e v o l v i n g  urban day-dream and c o r p o r a t e  landscape. 
H i s  work has a l s o  been i n c l u d e d  i n  group e x h i b i t i o n s  i n  
Los Angeles, London and Madr id .  A  s o l o  e x h i b i t i o n  
f e a t u r i n g  h i s  i n s t a l l a t i o n  Further Arrangement was 
presented a t  The Power P l a n t  i n  Toron to  i n  1995. 

David Kramer was born i n  NYC i n  1963, where he c u r r e n t l y  
l i v e s  w i t h  h i s  w i f e ,  Susan M i t c h e l l  and t h e i r  son M a r t i n .  
Kramer has a  BA i n  F ine  A r t s  f rom The George Washington 
U n i v e r s i t y  (1985) and an MFA i n  Scu lp tu re  f rom P r a t t  
I n s t i t u t e  (1997). Recent s o l o  e x h i b i t i o n s  o f  h i s  work 
i n c l u d e  t h e  Rober t  B i r c h  G a l l e r y  i n  Toron to ,  Roeb l ing  H a l l  
G a l l e r y  i n  Brook lyn ,  and The Southern A l b e r t a  A r t  G a l l e r y ,  
i n  L e t h b r i d g e ,  ALber ta.  H i s  r e s e n t  performances i n c l u d e  t h e  
A t l a n t i c  Thea te r ,  t h e  Whitney Museum-Ph i l l i p -Mor r i s  G a l l e r y  
i n  NYC, and S t r u t t s  G a l l e r y  i n  New Brunswick,  Canada. 

Pe te r  Bowyer g r a t e f u l l y  acknowledges t h e  suppor t  o f  t h e  
Toron to  A r t s  C o u n c i l  and t h e  t e c h n i c a l  a s s i s t a n c e  o f  
B e r e n i c c i  Hershorn. 
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