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THE FRAGMENTED IMAGE
by Joelle Bentley

Contemporary artists are cnamored with fragmentation. Whether sectioned in such
a way as to suggest an orderly grid, or more randomly disjoined, their images are
vulnerable in one way or another to being split apart.

The precedent for dissecting and transforming the natural world, in art at least, was
established by cubism. But the sensibility to do so, and the intellectual foundation on
which that sensibility rests, is at the heart of Western civilization. The first to dissect
nature were the ancient Greeks. They devised the notion of the atom, that matter is
reducible to indivisible units. How these units come together to form a whole is a
concern not only for the scientist but for the artist as well.

Perhaps the conceptual framework devised by scientists to understand nature can
offer a means to probe the intent of the contemporary artist. In the nineteenth century,
the sciences were arranged in a hierarchical order based on elegance. At the pinnacle was
mathematics, the discipline most purely guided by the dictates of clegance.
Mathematicians will pursuc a concern because it is beautiful; only later may the concern
find practical relevance. Next in rank were the physicists, whose pristine numbers must
be plunged into the muck of the physical world to obtain feedback on how nature
actually behaves. As science engages the increasingly complicated, in chemistry then in
biology and the life sciences, elegant deductions are harder to find.

The artists selected by the National Academy of Sciences for The Fragmented
Image exhibition move somewhat along this continuum.

Robert Kirschbaum takes his inspiration from mathematics, an abstract language
that does not exist in nature but which allows us to model nature. His art concerns the
generation of forms. In investigating the simple shapes delineated by Euclid—the circle,
triangle, square, pentagon, and hexagon—he has rediscovered the geometries that
underlie Gothic and Islamic architecture. In the Portal series, Kirschbaum works within a
tense, narrow rectangle whose proportions are 8:3. Sometimes he dissects the space to
give a diagonal thrust to the composition, tracing the path of a hypocycloidal or
epicycloidal arch, but in the end verticals and horizontals prevail in his work.

For Kirschbaum, however, mathematics is not only an analytical tool, but one that
historically has been pressed into service to probe the divine. He savors ancient mystical
texts that speak of divine revelation. The numerological references in these writings,
offered up by the world’s major religions, form a starting point for his geometric
abstractions. In Kidron Valley #3, for example, low-relicf black squares are aftixed to the
surface of the painting. They are atonal grace notes whose size, number and placement
may correspond to numerological values in the Jewish Kabbalah, but here suggest
mathematical scaftolding upon which to reinterpret old texts and construct new
relationships.






