Shoeshine Boy, after Lewis Hine-Rebus series, 2004
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Muniz uses thousands of plastic
Pictures ofMagl’(‘ toys to build the famous photo of
a child shining shoes on the Bo
wery in 1910.
RIGHT/Familiarity thwarts the
impulse to look closer.
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Pictures of Magic

When Vik Muniz took up photography as a young man to propel
himself from the grim milieu of poverty, violence, and corruption that
described Sao Paulo Brazil, where he worked in advertising during
the 1970s, it was an unforeseen model for the direction his art would
take. Traditional film is a flat plane slathered with chemical paste.
Light strikes this paste, causing its grains to vary in color. Processed,
the plane recreates the light interference that changed it, and we see
an image. Beyond that, it records an event — what in the tangible
world produced the interference. In photos we see the photographic
plane and the event that left its mark. That’s photography’s duality,
and the profound, yet feather-light lesson Vik Muniz delivers by often
naming his protean output “Pictures of...”: Pictures of Paper, ...of

Clouds, ...Chocolate, ...Earth, ...Garbage.

He came to New York in 1983 without a plan, unknown in
advertising outside Brazil. A free concert in Central Park, watching
fireworks accompany Gershwin against the night sky, caused new
root to take, and he’s made his primary home there since. Theatre
was then his focus where, he says, “you've an actor and character in
the same place trying to negotiate each other in front of an audience.”
For Vik Muniz a medium’s fertility is in containing both itself and “the
other”. The term conceptual is most often applied to his work. But the
artist notes that it’s as hard to say that without a scholarly frown as it
is to view his art with one. The artist’s prodigious drafting skill
makes his audacious rendering of da Vinci’s “Last Supper” in
chocolate syrup look more like a sepia-toned photograph than a
painting. And like a photograph it’s emulsion spread in varying
density to form gradient tones on a paper plane. The format is
unstable, so to give the work life he photographed it. We're left with a
photograph of something like one, depicting something else entirely —
a painting that few have actually seen first-hand. How we know what it
is, a separate narrative altogether. We arrive at experience mainly by
way of representations, through illusion and allusion. Fittingly, the
show in which his “Last Supper” first appeared was called Seeing is
Believing. When he rendered the Whitney Museum’s Minimalist art
collection in dust he collected from its walls and floors, he reminded
us that ambient dust is mostly composed of dead skin. Here was the
DNA of the Whitney’s visitors, reconstituted into images of the works
they witnessed, forming altogether new art to be viewed again
elsewhere. Out of darkness he produced light. Out of dormancy,
vitality, and a gauge of history forged practically from thin air.

While his art avoids politics, Mr. Muniz is deeply devoted to
positively affecting the lives of the disenfranchised. Since ‘06 he’s
been building a school, a “laboratory for visual literacy” to serve the
poor children of Rio’s favelas, providing them rare support to express
themselves. His work for high profile sponsors like Lancome, Louis
Vuitton, and others supports this and similar projects. “Art,” he likes
to say, “is the only place where luxury meets the third world...the new
luxury is a clean conscience.”

His art employs the discarded and overlooked, particles of things
that possess little or narrowly defined meaning, or none, like the
grains of emulsion on film. He piles, stacks, and arranges them - his
mind as the camera - to form images we recognize from elsewhere in
history, or our own memory. Vik Muniz embraces the title illusionist
because his work surpasses the threshold of “wow” to speak of how
the world is received. He calls it a “measure of one’s own belief, how
much one wants to be fooled.” That, he says, is the real reason people
go to magic shows. éﬁ

Vik Muniz
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Vik Muniz (b. 1961, Sao Paulo, Brazil) “Waste Land” a film about the artist
and his most recent and arguably breathtaking work, has won numerous
awards worldwide, learn more at: www.wastelandmovie.com
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Clockwise from bottom left: Muhammad Ali (Cassius), Gordian Puzzle, 2010 /
Sisyphus, after Titian, Pictures of Junk, 2005 / Double Mona Lisa (Peanut
Butter and Jelly) After Warhol, 1999/ The artist working on portrait of Sarah
Bernhardt - Rebus Series.




