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Definitely Not Sterile 
I received a rather cranky letter a few 
months ago in response to a review I 
wrote of Catherine Wagner 's show Art and 
Science: Investigating Matter . What the 
writer had to say was that my observations 
about Wagner 's photographs and , indeed, 
the pictures themselves, were just so much 
baloney. 

When you get some thing like that in 
the mail, the reaction is to murmur 
"Philistine " and to arc the letter into the 
wastebasket. But the letter writer was a 
retired chemist. He said what he saw in 
Wagner 's work was neither compe lling nor 
beautiful. Rather, he said, it was no more 
than dirty glassware. 

I pitched the letter. Who needs that 
kind of abuse? But when I thought about 
what he said, it struck me that I was , am 
and have been similarly contemptuous of 
scientists and scientific inquity. 

I think that many intellectuals of my 
generation have reacted to scientists' 
unwillingness to "get it" about modem art 
by doubting not the value of scientific 
research (we're not stupid; we understand 
that "science" produces "resu lts," and who 
can argue with penicillin?) but by resenting 
science for its ability to steal the intellectual 
spotlight and to dominate the attention of 
the universities that acconunodate and 
nurture the humanities. 

What we saw in those big shiny labora
tories was dirty glassware that cost billions 
of dollars, and we resented the fact that 
our endeavors were looked on by society 
as frills or ornaments or it-relevancies. 

The scient ists at Los Alamos - the 
defining laboratory of my generation -
were not the products of departments of 
English or att history. And the human 
tendency to see the world in black and 
white condemned them as monsters. 
Salvation, truth , integrity, beauty , survival 
in the midst of calamity and a way to bring 
order to a wo rld of chaos - those qualities 
frolicked and taunted us in the waves of 
paint administered to canvases by Jackson 
Pollock and insinuated themselves into our 
spirits in the serene, subtly skewed geom
etry of Agnes Martin's painting and erupted 
in the frank and honest architecture of 
Frank Gehry. We found in post-war 
European art - in the work and examp le 
of artists such as Joseph Beuys - a world 
that revolved in counterfashio n or opposi
tion to the orde rliness and abso luteness of 
what our side snee red at as science. 

But were the two so absolu tely 
different? 

Pop Art, art that spoke a language that 
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anyone cou ld read, erupted as the abstract 
express ionists became old masters. Beuys 
spawned radical notions, and in his wake 
came attists such as Gerhard Richter, 
whose ironies permanently affected the 
course of 20th century art. 

In this country (perhaps as a reaction to 
the excesses of Pop and in response to 
many intellectuals ' suspic ion that Pop 's 
commercia l components were in conflict 
with its vernacular artistic content), 
minimalism cleaned the slate the way the 
blackboard monitor cleaned those messy, 
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chalky, indistinct vertical tablets of learning 
that confro nted all of us in our classrooms , 
everywhere . In came the wet sponge or 
the wet rag in the afternoon , and for a 
moment anyway: a clean, wet, black void, 
as dark and tidy and serene as the dark est 
recesses of infinity. 

Minimalism, with its rigorous , relentless 
concentration, examined the wor ld, and 
ideas , and visual phenomena as a microbi
ologist might examine and analyze viruses 
or bacteria. To cany this metaphor further , 
what the minitnalists discovered has its 
parallel in science . As minimalism looked 
at art and reduced the objective world to 
a line or even (in the case of John Cage) 
to a void , so science has restlessly pursued 
the essence of life. 

The result - in a world that longs for 
meaning - is not particularly comforting. 
Biology is a complex configuration of 
organic chemist.Iy; organic chemistry is a 
subspecia lty of chem istry, and chemisuy 
is a comp lex application of physics. And 
everyth ing - every thing - boils down to 
physics. 

Except. 
Apparently - for all to see with 

unassisted eyes - there is a world that 
grows on the corpus of phys ics, a world 
of flowers and parasites , a world in a con
stant state of exp losion with comp licated 
and maddening irrationalities and rhythms 
and noises - and ditty glassware and 
cha lky blackboards. All this draws us in, 
promising pleasures and ecs tasies, 



expos ing us to exq uisite pain and to the 
narcotic of joy that exalts the sp irit and 
transports the mind into territories never 
exp lored before. 

Pan of this world is that unpr edictable , 
exasperating, enriching business we 
call art. And the an we have in mind at 
the mom ent is Catherine Wagner's, by 
which I have been both mesmerized and 
transfigured . 

I wish that I had had the courage to 
loo k up the retired chemist and take him 
to see Art and Science: In vestigating 
Matter. There is always the possibility that 
he would have been a complete yahoo , 
but equally possible was a conversat ion 
about the propenies of our seemingly 
separat e worlds of att and science. 

The retired chemist's letter, although 
certainly contemptuou s and dismissive, 
also be trayed a rather keen interest in the 
exh ibition, a curiosity about why attists 
would be mucking around in eq uipment 
that was patt of his intellectual system. 
I imagine that when he regarded the 
examp le of diny glassware or the interiors 
of freezers in pathol ogy labo ratories that 
Wagner observes, when he countered the 
juxtapos ition of physical evidence of van
ished lives in fossils with the biochemica l 
evidences of genetic material, I imagine 
that he would have been , ironically, fasci
nated as I was by this singu larly obv ious 
but nevenheless stunnin g revelation: that 
a1t and science are in often separa te , occa
sionally intersecting, sometimes inimical 
but usually parallel pursuit of that plastic, 
impossible-to-isolate-and-define , quick
silver business we call The Truth. This 
exh ibition brings fotth two bodies of work 
that illustrate Wagner 's pursuit of it. One 
group is from a series of images called 
The Amer ican Classroom. The other is 
from A rt and Science: In vestigating Matte,~ 

As all things relate to eve1ything else in 
science and in life and in an , the images 
drawn from the larger American 
Classroom series appear in retrospect to 
be a preparation for the Art and Science 
exhibition. 

For those of us who spent the ea rly 
years of our lives in An1erican classrooms, 
these photographs pack a breathtaking 
punch. The images are cool, clinical. 
They present what the a1tist saw before 
her. There is, of course, subject ivity in 
the selection of the places and in their 
framing and the flatness of the light that 
illuminates these spaces . Nevertheless, 
straightfo1wa rd is the initial description 
one is directed to deliver. 

But (again, if you grew up in American 
classrooms) only the most flaccid soul or 
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witless intellect could fail to respond to 
these images as more than documents of 
places in time. In: the writings on black
boards; the exh ibits of taxiderrnied ducks 
and geese; the sawn cross sections of tree 
trunks ; the brok en and unbrok en skins of 
apple s participating in, one guesses, an 
experiment on the genera l subject of 
decay ; the airless sterility of a military 
classroom , which silently echoes the 
dulling down of hum an emotions ; the 
deadpan poignancy of a bulletin board in 
a deaf school, where the alphab et is 
presented in letters and sign language; 
a bea utiful, tender abstract ion that is the 
came ra's communi cation of a trayful of 
dead frogs; in all of these photog raph s we 
see and begin to und erstand not only 
what filled our American classrooms but 
who we are as a result of our having been 
there with these objects . These images 
picture the ways the search for the truth , 

on the most elementary level, is cod ified 
and institutionalized, for good and for ill. 

The frogs, properly called Alfi"ed 
University Science Classroom, Alfred , New 
York, is, I believe , an excellent transition 
into the works of art that make up the 
more recent assembly of ph otographs that 
comp rise Art and Science. 

The frog photograph has an abstract 
intricacy and beauty so strong that it can 
be appr eciated primarily for its formal 
qua lities. One needn 't know, to app reciate 
it, that the amp hibians are destined for 
exam ination in the individual students ' 
trays in freshman biology class. However , 
knowing the context of the frogs, know
ing that they are not only shape ly and 
bea utiful but also are tools of inquiry and 
learn ing doubles or even redoubles the 
conseq uence of the picture. 

Similarly, any one ph otograp h in Art 
and Science, out of the context of the 



exh ibition , has strength, character, formal 
beauty or elegance or both , plus the 
resonance of gigantic gongs. For examp le, 
presented with a vesse l that combines 
both male and female characte ristics, filled 
with ambiguous material , certain associa
tions can be made without serious 
demands on the imagination. 

For the more literal minded - the 
retired chemist, for examp le - the photo
graph can be dismissed as di1ty glassware, 
somet hing that has done its job and needs 
empty ing and washing. 

But taken as part of the exh ibition -
which is, in fact, an artistic exper iment and 
an aesthetic and existential inquiry - the 
dirty flask takes on meanings as comp lex 
and volatile as the universe itself. 

The vessel, we learn, conta ins fruit fly 
carcasses - and from there the mind is 
drawn into the gyre of genet ics, an ever
growing scientific and political whirlwind 
that has the power not only to exp lain us 
to ourselves - how we look, how we 
behave , how we fundam enta lly came to 
be as we are over the incalculable ages -
but also, potentially , to change profoundly 
the human species and eve1ything that , in 
our ancestor's system of truth , every single 
thing that revolves around us. 

The photog raphs of The American 
Classroom and Art and Science opera te , 
therefore , on a number of levels. 

Taken individually , because they come 
from the hand of an exact ing artist who 
brings a remarkable intelligence to bear on 
her work, these photographs have their 
own individual beauty or identity and 
integrity. They stand upright unassisted. 

Togeth er, they speak of the nature of 
inquiiy and learn ing. 

And, because they are of such substance 
they stand toge ther with a power that 
quite exceeds the sum of their parts. 

Thus it is that Catherine Wagner brings 
together not on ly the physica l manifesta
tions of science and art. It is as if - if only 
for an experiential, alchemica l moment in 
the exhibition galleries - she brings Robert 
Oppenheimer and Enrico Fermi and 
Jackson Pollock and Agnes Ma1tin together. 
And as she brings them and their worlds 
togeth er, she revea ls that they and their 
intentions and , in fact, the eleme nts of 
what they produced , are not so different 
after all. 
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