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Slavs and Tatars
Bazm u Razm (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
NYU Abu Dhabi Art Gallery

Kei Imazu
Echo (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Yamamoto Gendai Gallery, 
Tokyo – Photography by Keizo 
Kioku

Andy Boot
Untitled (detail) (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Minerva, Sydney

Slavs and Tatars
NYU Abu Dhabi Art Gallery

Kei Imazu
Yamamoto Gendai / Tokyo

Iconoclasm destroys religious symbols. 
Avant-garde art iconoclasts target 
conventional art styles. So what is Kei 
Imazu attempting when she includes 
religious or art-historical figures that 
suffered iconoclasm, war or vandalism 
in Japan and abroad, in the motifs for 
this exhibition titled “Broken Image”?

The eight works on exhibit, all in oil on 
canvas, give the impression that Imazu takes 
an odd interest in deliberately blemishing 
the imagery she has chosen. Chorus (2015) 
is striking: bold, glossy brushstrokes in 
such colors as yellow, brown and blue 
blot out a composition of what seem to 
be parts of old statues or figure paintings. 
Nude Colors (2014) renders several nude 
bodies, apparently quoted from historical 
paintings, amid a tornado of irregular, 
dashing brushstrokes in discordant colors. 
A message is sensed that these nudes have 
been abused and abandoned in the jungle 
of art history. The largest work, Standing 
Images (2014), reveals an obvious image of 
Michelangelo’s Pietà. Otherwise, the figures 
are obscure, with their faces half or entirely 
hidden by raging strokes. Berlin 1943–1945 
and Nagasaki 1945 (both 2014) take 
up statues damaged during the war in 
Germany and Japan. The statues show us 
only the left and right eye, respectively. In 
her last solo show at Yamamoto Gendai 
in 2013, Imazu presented large paintings 
appropriating the motifs and compositions 
of a Delacroix and a Manet, with the figures 
replaced — nihilistically — by rubbish.

The moral of Imazu’s paintings would 
be that, even disfigured, the figures retain 
their essential symbolism; and manipulation 
of artwork doesn’t break up its original 
merit. However, besides her restraint in 
representing the figures’ faces completely, 
Imazu’s heavy inclination to appropriation 
and to computer-aided composition hints 
at, more than nihilism, a kind of disbelief 
in the practice of firsthand expression. 
This may be the chief source of the 
disquietude characterizing her canvases, 
and may even lead to iconoclasm of 
painting as an autonomous art form.

by Satoru Nagoya

“Every joke is a tiny revolution,” wrote 
George Orwell, implying that funny means 
somehow upsetting the established 
order. Artist collective Slavs and Tatars 
have long taken the Orwellian maxim to 
heart (and tongue): their hallmark mash-
up of erudition and zaniness has, in the 
past, prodded the insidious workings of 
language politics, merrily spotlighting the 
ugly business of state strong-arming.

In “Mirrors for Princes: Both Sides 
of the Tongue,” the Abu Dhabi iteration 
of a roving five-city show initiated at the 
Kunsthalle Zurich, Slavs and Tatars delve 
into an 11th-century Turkic tome, Kutadgu 
Bilig (“Wisdom of Royal Glory”), a pillar of 
the medieval literary genre of “grooming 
guides” for rulers, bequeathed to both 
Christian and Muslim sovereigns-to-be. This 
profound precursor of today’s ubiquitous 
“self-help” book was an unlikely springboard 
for a rollicking show: the artists’ signature 
strategies of irreverent juxtapositions hone 
in on a moment when the secular art of 
statecraft seemed to hoist itself to the level 
of theology, evoking the uneasy mingling 
of faith and state that still smolders in 
places like the US and the Middle East. 

Lektor (2014-ongoing) is a rare foray 
into sound for the artists. Pointers from 
Kutadgu Bilig, recorded in the original 
Uighur language, emanate from mirrored 
rahlés (V-shaped book stands). The sound 
track is simultaneously voiced over in other 
languages (including Arabic) on different 
rahlés, by recitation professionals — a 
peculiar exercise in both respecting and 
disrespecting these texts intended to 
sensitize future princes to the importance 
of language. Language leads to ritual 
in the gallery on grooming, which holds 
its share of intellectual chuckles, like 
Bandari String Fingerling (2014), prayer 
beads poised to perform hair removal by 
“threading.” The show culminates in a cozy 
teahouse/library, an oddly social endpoint 
for this wry romp through the grooming 
of the self — from self-governance for 
budding princes to self-image preening.

by Kevin Jones

Andy Boot 
Minerva / Sydney

What color is the universe? “Cosmic latte” 
according to a group of scientists surveying 
the light emitted by 221,414 galaxies — a 
flat, milky beige that one observer dubbed 
“primordial clam chowder.” The color 
features heavily in “Midday Hour,” the latest 
exhibition by Vienna-based Australian 
artist Andy Boot at Minerva. Boot’s interest 
in the composition of images takes him 
into the digital realm, where he seeks 
to navigate the old formal categories of 
background, foreground and subject.

His investigation plays out through 
image-spam and the mechanism by which 
it reaches our inboxes. Messages are 
layered with “digital confetti” that bypasses 
scanners primed to look only for text. 
Mimicking this process in his paintings 
(yellowbird, consumed, merlo n polyz oariu 
m bless ednes s befou led, all 2015) Boot 
drops noodles dipped in watercolor onto 
his canvases. The squiggles that result 
barely surface from their beige surrounds, 
but squirm when they do. This playful 
reference to the underbelly of spam is part 
of Boot’s practice of making the invisible 
visible, an exercise in ontology rather than 
craftsmanship. Untitled (2015) continues 
this theme; a turquoise screen is pierced 
with abstract shapes, or more precisely 
the drop shadows of image-spam, again 
revealing the dizzying dimensions of junk in 
circulation, whilst also erasing it from view.

Boot’s use of traditional materials 
gives viewers something to grip onto. 
In Untitled (2015), five steel pipes are 
marked with contour lines referencing 
the local topography of the gallery. But 
their loose arrangement on the gallery 
floor negates their use as a map and we 
are made aware of another duplicitous 
process. It is the by-product of this industry 
(the confetti, noodles and pipes) that 
reminds us our world isn’t a flat plate atop 
a turtle’s back. How do we come to terms 
with the new dimensions in our visual 
landscape? “Midday Hour” leaves it up to 
us decide, with a bit of a kick from Boot.

by Francesca Johanson


