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The impulse is as old as the myth of Pyg-
malion: to make a sculprure that comes to
life. This ambirion is as challenging today
as it was in the past, even though conrem-
porary artists have tools their predecessors
lacked, including photography and related
techniques like . . . claymation. Granted, it’s
not likely that Chicken Run or the Wal-
lace and Grommit series are what Prax-
iteles or Lysippus had in mind, but, oddly
enough, these works exactly fulfill the an-
cient commission: Take a sculpted figure
and make it seem to move, breathe, and
speak. Hirsch Perlman’s newest pieces spring
up at the weird intersection between clas-
sical motives and modern capabilities, re-
sulting in a strange bastardization that is
urterly compelling.

The figures that come to life in the
forty-cight photos he has culled from a
larger untitled project are not made of clay,
much less marble or bronze, and the fin-
ished work is not an animarted film. But the
characters are still fully sculpted forms and
the work is completely cinematic in nature.
Between 1998 and 2001, Perlman collected
such packaging materials as corrugated
cardboard, Styrofoam peanuts, and bubble
wrap. Bunching them up, bending them
around, and taping them into a variety of
anthropomorphic forms, he then pho-
tographed them with a pinhole camera to
produce images that are rough, spooky,
sometimes in focus, sometimes not, The fig-
ures casually slouch against the wall, fall
drunkenly out of their chairs, morph into a
single monstrosiry that occupies the whole
space, then disintegrate back into a heap of
rubbish. You follow this progression be-
cause the photos are all labeled by day and
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exposure number, and, even though they
are not arranged chronologically, a sequence
is evident nonetheless. The succession of
shifting scenarios is not linked narratively
(there is no narrative), but morphologically.
Each set of forms grows out of a former set
and leads to a subsequent one—like stills
from a movie that doesn’t exist. As a whole,
these works focus on the conditions of ob-
jects that have just come to life and are tak-
ing their first faltering steps, not on the
adventures thar transpire after an animator
has taught them to run.

Just as the figures literally emerge from
the junk in'the room, the junk in the room
and then the room irself become characters.
Alrhough the space where this all takes place
is actually a spare bedroom in the artist’s
house, the photographs transform it into
something more archetypal. Generic, with
wall-to-wall carpeting, no casements, trim,
drapery, or even a view, it’s the kind of space
we pass through but don’t stay, where every-
thing remains noncommittal. The stories
thar get told there are all middle, with no
beginning or end. Contemporary experi-
ence makes it casy to give this place any
number of possible names: sex motel, wait-
ing room, college dorm, lobby, lounge. Such
settings signify many chings, but in Perl-
man’s hands they feel like troubled holding-
zones, places where you tread water with-
out accomplishing anything. His images
possess an air of suspense that oscillates be-
tween deep parhos and the merely pathetic.

This is where the elevated ambitions
of classical precedents come into play. They
make pathos possible by providing a state
of grace from which the depicted charac-
ters have fallen. In one of Two Affect Stud-

ies (2000-2001), this state of grace is sup-
plied by Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings,
a masterpiece of plaintive yearning that Perl-
man uses as the soundtrack for a long video-
tape of cigarette smoke rising from an ash-
tray. Ir’s hard to say whether the action
makes the music seem ridiculous or the mu-
sic makes the action look sublime, but both
options play on one’s emotions while short-
circuiting expectations. The second video
achieves similar effects by setting stop-ac-
tion images of a rubber band flying through
the air to a lively jazz track by Thelonius
Monk. Like the cardboard figures, neither
video is flawlessly produced, but then, they
don’t have to be, Perlman is out to inter-
rogate the mechanisms by which various
kinds of discourse work. And in terms of
the dramatic spark that animates a work of
art, even Praxiteles and Lysippos knew that
all an artist has to do is produce an arrest-
ing form, not a perfect one. It’s viewers who
bring it to life.
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the University of Southern California and Los Angeles
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