[note: this essay was published in the catalogue for Gregory Barsamian's
exhibition MEMENTO MORI 4/26--6/17 /2013 Wood St Galleries, Pittsburg,
PA]

The Grampy of the Mystical

Reality, as Greg Barsamian will tell you, is a fragmentary accident, an illusion
cobbled together from crude, feral samplings of sense data. Barsamian has made
a lifelong study of the philosophy and mechanics of consciousness, with a
particular interest in the self-delusions of the bicameral mind. It is no accident
that his works of art, after seducing, delighting, and amazing us, kick the legs out
from under our perceptual and psychic assumptions.

Barsamian’s goal is no less than to induce an awareness of mental porosity. Lost
in contemplation of Barsamian’s cycling three-dimensional phantasms, we might
come to question the way our brains flipbook a patter of grainy snapshots into a
story we tell our credulous selves. For our eyes can’t quite grasp the flickering
spectacle. We look intently, but the thief keeps picking our pocket, the magician
keeps taking a coin out of our ear. Our dizzy minds can’t unfold the warp of the
delirious mechanism, confused as to how the end keeps bringing us back to the
beginning. We never see it coming, this narrative seam — how the snake eats its
tail. And so we stare and stare at the solid whirl of our befuddlement, and it is us.

We will return to phenomenology. What about the extraordinary imagery of
Barsamian’s morphing sequences? Hearts falling from blood-soaked paper bags
and turning into birds; figures in paintings moving in their frames; paper folding
and crumpling of its own volition — all are distillations of dream logic.
(Barsamian keeps dream logs and consults them both for specific ideas and
general guidelines.) We associate the calculated exploitation of dream imagery
with Surrealist and Symbolist precedents. But sometimes Barsamian’s sequences,
however somnambulant, are also politically irascible and ribald — a jetliner
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turning into a penis, its landing gear descending into testicles; a ball of newspaper
leaving behind a turd, presumably of disinformation — in a way that seems
rooted in a tradition of counter-cultural satire, a la Peter Saul or Zap Comix.

Neither can the sculptural novelty of his work be pinned down. It suggests, on the
one hand, an avant-gardism of kinetics, in the tradition of Duchamp’s arch Bicycle
Wheel and his pseudo-scientific Rotoreliefs; but also touching on Tatlin’s and
Maholy-Nagy’s utopianism, and later passing through the scrappy, anarchistic
glee of Homage To New York, Jean Tinguely’s self-destroying Dada machine of
1960. On the other hand, Barsamian’s strobing illusions are disciplined
descendants of the Zoetrope, the Thaumatrope, the Phenakistoscope, the
Choreutoscope, the Zoopraxiscope, and so on — those optical toys built of
Industrial Age curiosity, but which, being tantamount to cinema, already imply
mass spectacle and the conversion of scientific innovation to an entertainment
economy. And here we loop back on ourselves like one of Barsamian’s narratives,
for cinema, even at its most craven and frivolous, is a medium of free-floating
mental projection like none previous; it is, for better and worse, our “dream
factory.”

Barsamian’s mixed ancestry must also be seen to include a certain madcap, self-
taught competency, of the kind responsible for the county-fair whirligig or
customized funny car, and it is no small matter that, for all his sophistication,
Barsamian never went to art school. (He did, with intentions of employability, do
graduate study in prosthetic limbs — a pragmatic enough education as it turned
out.) Contemporary art programs since the 1970s have been hostile to optimism
almost by mission statement, whereas Barsamian's garage-genius sculptural
animations embody an unsinkable self-reliance, an abiding confidence in human
ingenuity. Thus untrained, he remains a square peg in the round hole — some
might say the black hole — of post-modern practice. Even when we look more
closely at Barsamian’s ominous metaphors of love and loss, or at his scatological
critiques of militarism and consumerism, his works distinguish themselves from
run-of-the-mill irony, obfuscation, and shock by an openness to delight — tending
to induce, by their masterful sleight of hand, their punning indulgences, and their
uncanny mimicry (including lifelike limbs!), eager smiles in contrast to pomo
smirks, even from jaded art insiders. In the exhibition before us there is, for
instance, that pulsating gag of a jetliner morphing into a phallus and back. The
effect is satirical, yet also cryptic and perverse; but first of all it is hilarious — like
a zinger in a Popeye cartoon scripted by R. Crumb and Hans Bellmer.



For that matter, the Fleischer Studios, of Popeye fame, produced pop-surrealism
of a high order, all on their own. A 1933 Betty Boop short, Snow White, famously
includes a set of demonic transformations in which Koko the Clown turns into a
polymorphous specter of Cab Calloway singing “The St. James Infirmary Blues.”
When the Calloway ghost sings of a twenty dollar gold piece on his watch chain,
his rubbery legs twist into the chain while his eyes become the “2” and “0” on the
coin’s face. Such transformational dream logic can be found everywhere in early
American cartoons (though rarely with the Fleischers’ punchy exactitude), and
this metamorphic tradition is as much a part of Barsamian’s complex lineage as is
Surrealism proper. It might have taken a school-trained artist that much longer to
see that Dali's melting pocket watches in his iconic 1931 painting The Persistence
of Memory had nothing on the cartoon studios' persistence of vision. Animators
had been melting time since 1914, when Winsor McCay made Gertie the Dinosaur
roll over on command.

Barsamian has not in fact made a particular study of cartoons, instead devising his
mechanics, visual idiom, and animation technique on the fly. But that just makes
him closer kin to the early animators, who likewise made it up as they went along.
Cab Calloway’s distinctive dancing in Snow White, for example, was captured by
means of the Rotoscope, a device patented by Max Fleischer for tracing natural
movement from live action film. An even more innovative Fleischer gizmo, the
Tabletop 3-D Setback, allowed flat cel animation sequences to be registered in the
lens against a sculpted and painted circular backdrop — which was itself
animated by being lazy-susanned, a degree at a time, as the frames were
squeezed off. A cel cycle of Popeye wheeling Swee’ Pea's pram to the zoo could
thus seem to walk through a vivid perspectival background, itself literally cycling,
of gardens and sidewalks, buildings and animal cages — an impossible melding of
two and three dimensions that prefigures something of the effect and
methodology of Barsamian’s sculptural animation, though more as convergent
evolution than direct ancestry.

Let’s stay with cartoons a moment longer, because it is worth noting that many
sympathetic characters in the early shorts are themselves inventors, improvisers,
and scavengers in the Chaplin-Keaton tradition: think of Steamboat Willie or Betty
Boop’s Grampy as they rig Rube Goldberg alarm clocks or devise automated music
from pots and pans, electric fans and howling cats. The decade of the 1930s,
depression and all, was still squarely in the machine age. Clever tinkering with
gears and axles was the birthright of the yeoman American mechanic. The



elaborate contraptions portrayed in cartoons were just fond lampoons of what
had turned the occasional persistent jerry-rigger into a millionaire — or at least
saved on many a repair bill. Tinkering with cars, in particular, was an American
family value that persisted through the 1960’s suburban Midwest of Barsamian’s
youth. And, as Barsamian explains, if you can fix a car you can do anything, from
glass-blowing, to electronics, to metallurgy.

A charmed version of this jack-of-all-trades skill set serves Grampy in cartoon
after cartoon. For the grand finale to Grampy’s Indoor Outing (1936) he salvages
a rainy day by levering a fire escape into a roller coaster. As we fade out, Grampy,
Betty, and her little nephew are giddily rising and falling along the undulating,
wraparound rails of a fully plastic Deco apartment house spinning in place,
sheltered by a giant, rotating umbrella sprouting from the roof. It is a splendid
showcase for Max Fleischer's Tabletop 3-D Setback, which here becomes almost a
character in itself. The resemblance of this whirling, animating, semi-solid tableau
to Barsamian's artworks may be purely coincidental, but its pedigree of American
ingenuity — both as image and exemplar, subject and object — is definitely in the
bloodline.

Indeed, in Barsamian’s Brooklyn studio, bursting at the seams with scavenged
industrial shop tools from lathes and milling machines to fork lifts, and with the
rafters hoarding slightly used raw materials like the hold of a ship, one feels
enmeshed in the same motorhead obsession that drove American can-do icons
like Thomas Edison and the Wright brothers. Edison’s streak of marketable
inventions included, appositely, some important developments of early cinema.
But his Kinetoscope and subsequent refinements owe much of their innovation to
Eadward Muybridge, the ultimate American artist-inventor, and an even closer
match with Barsamian’s DNA. The driven, self-invented Muybridge, whose
extraordinary career was unimpeded by having murdered his wife’s lover (it was
found to be “justifiable homicide”), fully embodies what used to be called the
American spirit — all the more for being an immigrant, like the Fleischers, their
key animators, and Barsamian’s forebears.

Rebecca Solnit, in her superb book River of Shadows, fills in the picture of
Muybridge as an established landscape photographer of eccentric prerogative
when he began the motion studies. Among other things, he was known for
documenting the native peoples of the (supposedly vacant) California
“wilderness,” just at the cusp of their destruction by the mechanizing forces
implicit in photography itself; forces that were naked in the enterprises of



Muybridge’s patron, railroad tycoon Leland Stanford — the very man who had
driven the Golden Spike, symbolically unifying the continent into a vast, unpitying
clockwork. Muybridge would be remembered as a pioneering photographer had
he never begun the studies of horses’ gaits for Stanford; but it was his fusion of an
obsessive artistic persona with relentless technological innovation that ended up
changing the world, transforming our relationship to time and memory. Solnit
writes: “The great Russian film director Andrei Tarkovsky thought that time itself,
‘time lost or spent or not yet had,” was what people desired and fed upon in the
films that became a collective dreamworld inhabited by multitudes. It all began
with a photograph of a horse in California.”

In the age of the Matrix and Toy Story trilogies, Barsamian’s unique sculptural
animations bring us back to the technological contingency of our relationship to
time, and thus to memory, and to dreams. His work has been collected by both
art museums and science museums and, at least in terms of his bifurcated
audience, can be seen to straddle the same art/science divide as his crucial
predecessor Muybridge. (Barsamian's unclassifiable work can also fit into
visionary and folk art contexts, helping insulate his self-sufficient practice from
the booms and busts of fashion and recession in a way that most contemporary
artists can only dream of.) But more subtly, Barsamian also straddles, like
Muybridge, a historical cusp — the one at the far end of the mechanical-age
confidence epitomized by the camera, the telegraph, and the railroad.
Barsamian’s hands-on repurposing of old machinery, and his nostalgic revival of
pre-digital optical effects, even as we pixelize ourselves to oblivion, feels like the
knowing last gasp of a lost faith in technology. The low-tech basis of his powerful
effects shares a gleeful mechanical fanaticism with contemporaries such as Tim
Hawkinson, Jon Kessler, Chris Burden, and Roxy Paine. The cusp these dystopian
optimists straddle is the one that divides the American Century of Muybridge,
Stanford, and Edison from its crumbling upshot, the End of Empire.

Let’s look again at Barsamian’s native car culture, where old parts are
cannibalized and reanimated into new bodies. Here, we can already detect the
hint of a Rust Belt survivalist misgiving about the future. This seed of doubt took
deep root in post-industrial North Brooklyn, where Barsamian moved in the early
1980s. When Barsamian found an abandoned shell to rebuild there a graffitied
locomotive still rusted on disused tracks at the East River. Huge machines from
shuttered factories and sweatshops were tossed to the curb daily amid mounds of
crack vials. Just across the river, on a bridge that was in itself a corroded erector-



set monument to bygone industrial brute strength, the East Village scene was
burning out. Inevitably, by the early-1990s Williamsburg’s available raw
materials, cheap DIY lofts, and eerie calm had transformed the neighborhood into
a leading edge of artist habitat, with Barsamian’s well-stocked machine shop
something of a hub for an emerging scene of trash-picked, darkly humorous, and
often downright threatening bio-industrial sculpture and installation. (A real
estate feeding frenzy now engulfs the area, but what | am describing happened
long before such a thing was remotely imaginable. Blame hardworking,
economically marginal artists for gentrification if you like, but they tend to be the
first victims of the swarms of idle affluence that follow — or, like Barsamian, to be
rare stabilizing elements against a tide of profiteering.)

Of the several thousand artists who dug into the neighborhood, a considerable
number of whom have since achieved international recognition, most were just
doing their own thing. But to the extent there was a discernible Williamsburg
vibe, you could say it crystallized in a 1991 exhibition homing in on interactivity
called "Tweaking the Human." At two artist-run collectives in rat-infested
storefronts (now prime rentals on the Oyster Bar Strip) motors whirred and fire
hazards lurked. Roxy Paine, one of the curators, began his notable career by
installing a machine that repeatedly dunked a live light bulb into a lab flask full of
water, somehow without exploding or short-circuiting. Perry Hoberman made a
bleating, blaring orchestra from office machines and household appliances. Ken
Butler performed expertly on cubist guitars bricollaged out of axes, hockey sticks,
and firearms, while Mary Ziegler (later Barsamian's partner) used a hardware-
store paint shaker to jiggle a wire aggressively and suggestively into stretched
latex. Thirty years after Tinguely’s mad, ingenious Homage, New York (Brooklyn
division) was returning the compliment.

Barsamian’s piece for Tweaking was a box that snapped open to a view of what
he calls a “visual non sequitur” and instantly closed again — too fast to process
with higher brain pathways. This keenness to probe the limits of gestalt
perception is also at the source of Barsamian’s strobing, animating sculptures,
which he began to devise around that time. Hovering over the intimidating
kinetics of the era, too, were the gathering clouds of what was being proclaimed,
incredibly, a “new world order” — rhetoric scripted by Orwell. Accordingly, the
earliest works on view at Wood Street Galleries combine motorized perceptual
experiments with rage against the rush of the first Gulf War. In Dryer (1990),
actual human bones tumble with sand in a drum, making a grinding clatter that,



twenty years on, still angrily protests reports of American tanks bulldozing dead
Iraqi soldiers into mass graves (just the tip of an iceberg of dreadful barbarities to
come, as the piece prophesies).

As for the earliest animating sculptures in the current exhibition, Shuttlecock's
critique of phallocentric technology is abundantly clear; this is the overhead
hanging cycle that plays upon the fortuitous resemblance between male sex
organs and aircraft — civilian in this case, but painted military gray. Ideally
installed, as here, the shadow-play of the sixteen jittery metamorphic stages,
ominously projected from a central strobe, weaponizes the jest: high on the walls,
the flickering illusions of war transform the descending testicles into bombs about
to deploy — "smart" bombs, no doubt. (So called, these feel-good, testosteronal
slaughterers had recently debuted on CNN in 1991, when the piece was made.) A
further joke is implicit in the way the rigidity of the structure is maintained solely
by centrifugal tensioning. Without power it would go limp.

The outrage of Coprophagia (also 1991) is more baroque, if no less pointed.
Crumpled newspaper enters a forced-perspective dollhouse room and leaves
behind, as was noted earlier, a glistening turd of disinformation. On the walls,
flat, photo-based animation cycles are cleverly insinuated into the interior: on the
right, as if through a trimmed window, a woman raises her hands to her mouth
and shouts in warning; while on the left, oblivious to the woman's shouts, a man
in a gilded frame methodically consumes a diet of text on paper likely laden with
the same cargo deposited again and again in the bizarre spectacle below. Of
some twenty stages of the circling animation, only the four cardinal tableaus are
lit (at least in the present installation) so as to be contemplated in theatrical
isolation. In the darkened gallery, the viewer is drawn all the more
claustrophobically into the perverse metabolism: the addictive empty calories,
the willful ignorance, the manufactured consent, the shameful stench.

Crumpled paper makes periodic appearances in Barsamian's oeuvre, as with two
later works in this exhibition. Whatever meanings inhere in the motif, the
randomizing, un-fussy crumple contributes a vital textural accent against the
painstaking incrementalism of the rest of the artist's imagery, rather like those
chaotic cartoon fight clouds with protruding arms and legs. In an untitled work
from 2000, a man at the proverbial drawing board crumples up whatever he's
been working on and throws it directly at us. (Max Fleischer’s drawing board,
similarly, was the starting locale of his Out of the Inkwell cartoons; by means of
the Rotoscope he could pretend to draw and then interact with his own



characters.) The man and the paper, like the figures in Coprophagia, exist as a
framed, 2-D photo animation. But magically, the paper passes through a
dimensional barrier, hurtling abruptly into physical space, whereupon it bounces
and seems to splat on the opposite wall and fall to the floor. There it joins a
chorus of cryptic paper effigies (other bad ideas?), one circling aimlessly, another
burning against the baseboard, and a third writhing on the floor like a roped-up
kidnap victim. On the far wall, a calendar photograph of an ocean wave breaks
and reforms, while the date, ironically — perhaps cruelly — remains fixed.

If the crumpled paper totems in that piece seem to stand for frustration and
psychic blockage, the theme is fully elaborated in Five Stages (2008). This large
spherical animation is roughed out with a jumble of twisted heavy-gauge wire,
making for a mega-version of the chaotic "fight cloud" texture. The wire
armature provides strategic attachment points for a looping phalanx of (modeled)
paper sheets, each page undergoing, in its turn, a sequence of smooth
transformations: first it crumples in a ball, then it is scrawled upon and ripped.
Next it is restored, only to smolder into a charred scrap as it floats downward.
Finally it is reborn as a folded paper airplane, which helixes its way upward and
back to the cycle's beginning. The snake-eats-tail format of Barsamian's pieces is
often devious, and here it is almost impossible to follow the convoluted manifold
of forward progress. Yet of all the works on view, Five Stages makes the most of
the idea of karmic or moral cycling — of the wheel of death and rebirth, sowing
and reaping; or psychological cycling, as indicated by the title. The five stages of
grief theorized by the Kibler-Ross model are denial, anger, bargaining,
depression, and acceptance. The Barsamian model adds this shrewd revision:
after acceptance, we cycle back to denial.

Runner (2008) also neatly exploits the formal principle of the cycle for its worth as
a parable, although a rather different one. Through the hole of a hatbox-shaped
enclosure set on its side one peers at a circular saw blade spinning slowly
clockwise. Around the perimeter, a tiny bronze homunculus runs counter-
clockwise, skipping from kerf to kerf in perfect, if precarious, harmony with his
environment. In some ways, this work comes closest, with its lithe mechanics, its
Greek-urn clarity, to the circulating artifice of the Zoetrope. And the horizontal
axis of the upturned format allows the viewer's peeping eye to enter a Zoetrope-
like panorama — the complete run cycle exactly fitted to the circumference of
the saw, with all phases equivalent. Thus we see not so much a runner, but
rather a perfect circle of runners ably meeting their existential task. Like a



woodworker's thumb, the figures risk being cut to bits by a moment's inattention.
But by the same token, they tame the saw blade's usual blur of violence — the
rotation of the blade merely creeping forward, like the spokes of a Model T in an
old film, under their deftly strobing feet. If this life cycle is a rat race, it is a
winnable one.

As we can see by the variety of approaches taken solely in this exhibition,
Barsamian is constantly reinventing his wheel. Each of the seven works on view
that animate do so using different materials, strategies, and formats. One hangs,
one isolates its scenes, one invents a pretzel logic. One is a tabletop, one a
sphere, one a vertical disc, and so on. Each and every work from Barsamian's rich
catalogue has tried something new, from Night of the Audile, whose engine is (at
least fictively) a recycled LP turntable, to No Never Alone, in which circles of
gesticulating hands surround a central blue-cloaked saint or sibyl, who, in a
different dimension, spins under the strobe without animating. Ideas do pass
from piece to piece, and one of two premiers at this exhibition, Drum 52 (2013),
expands on Runner's peekaboo format. Here an unstoppered chemical drum
allows us a view to a strange manufacturing economy within. At the bottom we
see a small, greasy black angel, maybe a votive of oil, which spins without
animating (like the cloaked figure of No Never). It wobbles slightly at the center
of an emerging spiral of green balls arising from a substrate of petrochemical goo
— new stars birthed by a green galaxy. The balls grow, detach, and rise toward us
with beautifully modeled dynamics of squash and stretch, and then are caught
like Spaldeens by a circle of waiting hands near the top. But when the hands turn
upward, it seems that the prestidigitation of capitalism — the invisible hand
made visible — has turned the goo-balls into monetary coin.

The coins, of necessity, disappear as fast as they are minted, the hands turning
again to catch the next ball. In this hermetic ecology, the end of the cycle does
not connect to the origin, and wealth does not accrue. It is a strange vision,
enchanting and repulsive by turns. The exterior of the drum is dirty and ordinary,
reminding us that hidden alchemies inhabit all such vessels, those exchangeables
of synthetic life.

The second work premiering at Wood Street Galleries is the largest sculpture on
view, allowing for the most extensive narrative — and the most enigmatic. Blue
Shirt (2013), like Drum 52, does not connect the beginning to the end of its cycles;
or rather, the connection is artfully concealed, like a hem. Whereas the green
balls of Drum 52 emerge from an axial spiral presided over by the oil angel, a



yellow bird in Blue Shirt disappears, in inverse fashion, by spiraling into the
armature’s central shaft, leaving us as a distant speck. (This scaling of the bird to
create fictional distance — a camera trick, as it were — is a new technique for
Barsamian.) At the front end of the cycle, the empty blue shirt of the title initiates
the action with a bend of its elbow, as if coming alive like the sweater in the old
Woolite ads. Meanwhile, a tentative vine grows and retreats from the collar, and
a lump traverses the chest. This lump then falls from the open waist in the form
of paper lunch bag. As the bag descends, it becomes soggy, and something gross
and red breaks through, plopping to the ground. No sooner do we recognize it for
a blood-soaked human heart than it begins to transform: into the bird, who flies
away when the last feathers of its tail turn from red to yellow.

Of the stages of grief implied by the peregrinations of the sheets of paper in Five
Stages, acceptance maps to the upward flight of the folded airplanes; an even
more rueful wisdom is imparted by the flight of Blue Shirt’s bird as it departs from
a very broken heart. The sculpture’s spinning axis, which the vanishing bird can
never reach, is the horizon of forgetting.

The traveling lump emerges as the heart in the bag, but in this world of constant
metamorphosis all bets are off about what was going on under the fabric. The
shirt is a woman’s, and the original deformation suggests not so much a heart as a
breast, or more darkly, a lump in the breast. And whence the ivy? Why a paper
bag like the kind you get at the deli? Is this about an overgrown, take-out love
affair? A moldering sickness of heart? Or is it pure subconscious weirdness, a
surrealist cul-de-sac?

There has been a notable shift in international art toward spectacle, elaborate
gadgetry, and cinema — toward, you might say, Barsamian’s sensibility. And the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, no setter of trends but more along the lines
of "the museum of record," has in recent years put animation specifically into
heavy rotation — not only with exhibitions of blue-chipper William Kentridge and,
somewhat more adventurously, the Quay Brothers; MoMA has also recently lent
the gravitas of its gallery space to essentially commercial practitioners such as Tim
Burton and Pixar Studios (this last retrospective including — for the record — a



strobe-lit, rotating, solidly-animating installation nakedly inspired, though without
attribution, by Barsamian’s Feral Fount, which is on permanent display at the
American Museum of the Moving Image, and where a certain Pixar director was
seen, in advance of the MoMA show, to study it closely. The incident could hardly
be more reminiscent of how Edison "invented" his early cinematic devices with
Muybridge's motion studies close to hand.) So while art worlds high and low
converge, and Hollywood digital effects meld into New Media, Barsamian, like
one of his whirling, flickering panoramas, spins in perfect calibration
simultaneously at the center and on the periphery.

Which is not to say that Barsamian’s eccentric mastery might be mistaken for the
slick, expertise of studio animation. Absolutely anything is possible at Pixar
(provided it is inoffensively entertaining), while the strength of Barsamian’s
mechanical illusionism lies in its very limitations, its necessary compressions and
omissions. A Barsamian metamorphosis is emphatically handmade and hard-
won. It can be rude, and inscrutably personal. The mechanisms could easily catch
and injure you, and long exposure to their flicker tends to nauseate (to say
nothing of medical issues for some viewers). One can’t passively consume, but
must work out the continuity of objects, their identity through time, in order to
reverse-engineer a narrative. Nor is the narrative, per se, what is truly the point
of the phenomenon endlessly unfolding and refolding before one’s spellbound
eyes.

The lineage of persistence of vision illusions goes back to the origin of art as
mystery cult. A mile deep, Paleolithic cave painters working entirely by firelight
took account of the flickering shadows cast by protuberances and scallops in the
rock; their aurochs were designed to dance. The Dionysians and the Freemasons
likely amazed their initiates with uncanny optical effects such as the camera
obscura, projections, and rapidly flipping superpositions of alternating images.
Brion Gysin’s Dream Machine is a whirling, stroboscopic home-hallucination aid of
more recent vintage. And for that matter, alteration of the viewer’s
consciousness underlies the rationale of modernist abstraction at its most
transcendental (Mondrian, Rothko), and at its most matter of fact (Serialism,
California Light and Space). Barsamian, however, gives us the meshing gearbox
and the spinning axle of creation without all the priestly mumbo jumbo that is the
usual price of admission. He is the Grampy of the mystical.

A typical Barsamian piece, as I've tried to emphasize, happens everywhere at
once, each stoppage along the cycle enacting the same dance, offset its fraction



of circumference and time. So really, the religious imagery that Barsamian’s
sculptures most resemble are the divine demons of Hindu and Buddhist tradition,
those multi-armed and -headed whirlwinds of cosmic energy. Contemplation of
these elegantly compounding, virtually animatable effigies offers, perhaps, a
glimpse of how the thickness of time looks to a god. Barsamian’s works may have
a similar effect, but only after first making us feel that our consciousness has been
sliced into Wonderbread; then that we are imprisoned in an endless Escher
staircase, always climbing and never getting anywhere — a necessary
apprenticeship. For as we look harder at what Barsamian is showing us,
something unexpected happens: our eyes tune in, turn on, and become nimble.
And like the little running man, we may find ourselves jogging around the ripping
saw blade of time.



