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Roses from the 2009 show “A
New Beginning” at the Marlboro
ugh Gallery in NY fill the artist's
office.
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“Dinner Party” (detail, above) was shown last year at Art Basel Miami. “The
Roses” line Park Avenue between 57th and 67th streets. The artist in his
Brooklyn studio. He starts with a face; the body is often an afterthought
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In and of the World

Comparisons between sculptor Will Ryman and architect Mies van
der Rohe seem plainly wrong. Mies’ spare buildings, devoid of
historical and cultural reference, offer only the story of their own
construction. Will Ryman’s maximalist art is arrayed with cultural
semaphores, its vitality in the tale it tells. But the two artists draw
briefly together in the experience of their art. Without ornament or
excess, Mies’ buildings don't distract from the essential elements of
the environment or how we live within it. John Cage, viewing an
approaching storm from a Mies high-rise remarked, "Isn't it splendid
of Mies to have invented lightning too?" Will Ryman’s art resembles
the natural world faithfully enough that we approach it using
everyday sense strategies, without retreating to a frame of mind

conditioned to aesthetic judgment.

Though arguably born to it, he never aimed at a career in art. His
father, Robert Ryman, is among the foremost painters of a generation
that includes Frank Stella, Sol Lewitt, and Jasper Johns. His mother is
painter Merrill Wagner. Brother Cordy, and stepbrother Ethan, also
artists. But he was inspired by philosophy, and dramatists like
Beckett and Ionesco who gave it voice. For twelve years he wrote
plays and built stylized sets. The plays became more reductive in
style, the writer more interested in his built environments, through
which the interior lives of his characters were revealed. He struggled
to deny the intrusion of script and director; to eliminate the stage and
fill the theatre with sets in which the audience would be immersed.
When a gallerist proposed showing the sets as art, he ceased writing
scripts altogether. That was 2003, and by 2005 he was invited to join
the Greater New York show at MoMA/PS. 1. Asked about art world
influences he cites not a single one, though he’s not oblivious to the
institutional world of fine arts (the Metropolitan Museum, his haunt
since childhood), and raised in a household of artists he can’t help
being naturally conversant in it. But until a scant few years ago he’d
not considered himself on a path to having sculptures exhibited
worldwide, nor building art for the streets of his city.

His 2007 breakthrough, “The Bed”, first shown at London’s Saatchi
Gallery, portrays a male figure stretched on a bed nearly 30 feet long,
surrounded by beer cans, cigarettes, and other effects of a life of
lassitude. The artist planned to make it massive, like a room itself, but
scaled it to roughly viewer height, imbuing the sculpture with
inescapable philosophical force. We now witness the scene as a child
does the adult world. Do we become our younger selves, bemused by
our potential for dissipation? Are we the subject on the bed’s dream of
that self? A drama enfolds us as playwright and player, barely
separable from what we are witnessing. Mr. Ryman’s most recent and
ambitious work forgoes human forms for roses, some as tall as 25
feet, thrown broadly across ten blocks on Park Avenue. They’re
unromantic depictions of perfection; some blossoms wilted and
fragile, festooned with bugs and surrounded by the normal discard of
city life. Beauty, love, and loss written large.

And they’re just steps from Mies van der Rohe’s Seagram Building.
So the architect who bristled at the excesses of architecture and the
playwright who sought to strip his theatre of walls and scripts stand
nearby each other in the form of their art, replete with the idea that
though we enforce places to stand in the world, our dreams and
visions remain uncontained. ‘ﬁ

Will Ryman
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Will Ryman (born 1969, New York City) 2001, first sculpture. 2004, first solo
exhibition. 2011, “The Roses”, January 25 — May 31, 2011
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