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Everyday existence, With Eyes Wide Open
Many stories to tell and a 
varied platform for individual 
expression.
 “ART AT THE CORE: The Inter-
section of Visual Art, Performance and 
Technology” at the Hudson Valley

Center for Con-
temporary Art in 
Peekskill feels more 
like an arbitrary col-
lection of artworks 
than a specially

curated show. Nonetheless, there is 
some attempt at binding the exhibi-
tion together with a common theme. 
According to a gallery release, the 
few dozen works by 23 artists “lend 
themselves to narrative interpretation” 
and look toward art to address “the 
very core of our everyday lives, our 
‘Weltanschauung,’ ” or worldview.

This is a vague and general order. 
Doesn’t art always reflect the worldview 
of the artist and try to cut through the 
distractions cluttering our daily lives to 
address our “core” existence? Still, a few 
works here seem to fit the bill. 

One is by Chen Zhen, an artist who 
was born in Shanghai in 1955 and 
was diagnosed with a rare condition, 
autoimmune hemolytic anemia, at age 
25. (He died in 2005.) The work here, 
“Traitment Musical/Vibratoire” (1997) 
is a big armature made with bed frames 
over which the artist stretched yak 
skins to create makeshift drums audi-
ences could play. Diagrams drawn on 
the skins identify parts of the body, but 
also link traditional Chinese medicine 
with other cultures’ traditions and 
religion with everyday life.

Another work that has an interesting 
story and uses enigmatic materials is 
Jeffrey Schrier’s “Unfinished Flight,” 
from the series “Wings of Wit-
ness,” which was begun in 1997. Mr. 
Schrier, who lives in nearby Croton-on-
Hudson, took more than 11 million 
drink-can tabs collected from around 
the world by junior high students in 
Illinois; the number of tabs is meant to 
commemorate the number of lives lost 
in the Holocaust. 

Mr. Schrier uses the tabs to create 
sculptures that look somewhat feathery. 
The one here refers to the poem “The 
Butter,” written by Pavel Friedmann 
while he was imprisoned in the There-
sienstadt concentration camp, near 
Prague. It also recalls the work of El 
Anatsui, the African artist who uses 
metal retrieved from recycling stations 
to create tapestry-like sculptures.

Several painters and photographers 
here make work that is highly narrative. 
David Drebin’s photograph “Girl in Or-
ange Dress” (2009) captures a woman 
gazing out a picture window at a 
metropolis below and is reminiscent of 
Gregory Crewdson’s film-noir inspired 
photographs (but also Andrew Wyeth’s 
famous 1948 painting “Christina’s 
World”). The master of this genre, Jeff 
Wall, is represented here by “Rear, 304 
E 25th Ave., May 20, 1997, 1:14 & 1:17 
p.m.” (1997). A montage of two silver 
gelatin prints — one giant and one 
much smaller — the work depicts a 
drug transaction taking place outside 
a dilapidated house, presumably in 

Vancouver where Mr. Wall was born 
and still lives.

There is more of a breakdown with 
the painting on view here: much of 
the better work seems to have nothing 
to do with the exhibition’s purported 
themes, while lesser works illustrate 
the idea of narrative and the everyday 
worldview quite nicely. In the former 
category are works by veteran abstrac-
tionists like Suzan Frecon, represented 
here by a dark red canvas titled “Sofo-
rouge” (2009), and Dan Christensen’s 
“Sagaponto” (1973), a moody, vaguely 
minimalist painting in which you can 
see different colors peeking out from 
under the acrylic white paint. A great 
work here is Charles Hinman’s “Castor 
and Pollux” (1968), which could just as 
easily be described as a sculpture; part 
of the shaped canvas tradition of the 
late ’60s and ’70s, Mr. Hinman’s work is 
more like a geometric wall relief than a 
two-dimensional painting.

 Paintings by Stephan Balleux, Jonas 
Burgert, Bryan El Castillo and Robert 

Fekete rely on a kind of post-post-Sur-
realist sense of drama and the uncanny 
— the same thing that much of the ’80s 
and ’90s photography like Mr. Crewd-
son’s and Mr. Wall’s was based on. Here 
it feels like a well-worn trope. 

Yigal Ozeri’s portrait of “Priscilla in 
Vines” (2009) at least comes with an 
interesting back story: While search-
ing on Craigslist for models for his 
paintings, Mr. Ozeri met a man who 

suggested his girlfriend as a suitable 
muse. And that is how he met the 
subject of the painting, who stares 
out from behind a mass of hanging 
branches; a woman who lived in the 
forest in Maine and got all her food 
from nature. (You can’t tell any of 
this from the painting.) Some other 
notable works here that don’t seem to 
fit into any cogent exhibition narrative 
are by Phyllida Barlow, Matt Keegan, 
Haroon Mirza, Adam Pendleton, Jon 
Pylypchuk, Florian Schmidt and Ben 
Schumacher.

If “Art at the Core” feels more like a 
gallery experience than a museum one, 
part of that has to do with the nature 
of the organization that is hosting the 
show.

Founded by the art collectors Marc 
and Livia Straus, the Hudson Valley 
Center for Contemporary Art is not 
too different from places — prevalent, 
for instance, in Miami — where private 
collections are open for public view. 
(Or, on a much larger scale, the Rubin 

Museum of Art or the Neue Galerie 
in Manhattan.) The center has always 
seemed to split the difference between 
being a small public museum and one 
devoted to collectors’ interests. The 
latter feels more pronounced here, 
however — and now more than ever 
since Mr. Straus has opened a gallery 
in Lower Manhattan (he had an exhibi-
tion of Mr. Hinman’s works in 2012). 
At the same time, the day I visited the 
center there was a table filled with art 
supplies, occupied by locals making 
scruffy sculptures. 

While “Art at the Core” didn’t 
impress me much as an exhibition, the 
sight of this creativity happening just 
yards away from a few accomplished 
artworks did.

“Art at the Core: The Intersection of 
Visual Art, Performance and Technology” 
is at the Hudson Valley Center for Con-
temporary Art, 1701 Main Street, Peekskill, 
through July 27.  
Information: (914) 788-7100 or hvcca.org.
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Chen Zhen’s “Traitment Musical/Vi-
bratoire” (1997), top; Jeffrey Schrier’s 
“Unfinished Flight” (1997) above right; 
Jon Pylypchuk’s “I Thought They Were My 
Children” (2000)
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