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Allan Wexler, “Vinyl Milford” (1994). An off-the-shelf garden shed is modified so that unused furniture can
slide into the walls.

Allan Wexler’s new book, “Absurd Thinking: Between Art and Design,” is
mistitled. Most of the projects described in this heavy tome — thickly packed
with photographs, texts and, above all, original ideas — are extremely sensible.
With the emphasis on the extreme.

Why, for example, if an umbrella sheds rain in one orientation, can’t it be used
to collect water when turned upside down? Need communal seating on a
steeply sloped floor? Don’t change the floor, change the seats and tables to
serve the need by trimming legs here, propping there — or live with tilted
tables but shim the dinnerware.
Wexler, 68, has been tweaking the art world with variations on what he
learned in architecture school (Rhode Island School of Design, Pratt Institute)
for more than 40 years. As a biography in “Absurd Thinking” describes his
primary project, he “investigates eating, bathing, sitting, and socializing, and
turns these everyday activities into ritual and theater.”
His retrospective exhibition “Custom Built” traveled extensively, ending its
tour at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in 2001. (I was director of a
museum that brought the show to Cincinnati, and later commissioned a
permanent Wexler installation there.)
Many of Wexler’s ideas — often developed, as the book’s title page
acknowledges, “with the close collaboration of Ellen Wexler,” his wife —
celebrate the idea of community. “Coffee Seeks its Own Level” (1990) connects
four coffee cups with long vinyl tubes. In order for anyone seated at the table
to raise a cup without causing the others to overflow, everyone must drink in
unison. “Co-Exist” chairs (2009) would topple if two people did not sit at the
same time. To employ the “Four-Handled Broom” (1991), you must pull while
we push. And “Four Shirt Collars Sewn into a Tablecloth” (1991) would surely
make for a lively party.
Efficiency is another common theme. For a 1988 project in Pittsburgh, “Bed /
Sitting Rooms for an Artist in Residence,” he designed furniture that rolls
between two rooms through openings in a wall. Parts of the same object can
serve as a sofa in one room, a bed in the other; a single reading lamp swings
through a hole to serve either room.

“Crate House” (1991) intricately packs all the elements of a kitchen, living
room, bathroom and bedroom, each in a separate crate. A small, empty
“house” has openings cut into its sides. Depending on the need of the moment,
the correct crate is rolled in and the whole house serves a single function.
“Hat / Roof” (1994) is both substantial weather protection and a wearable rain
barrel to collect runoff. In 1990, Wexler built “A Chair a Day” for 16 days, each
a permutation of the previous day’s design. In 2007 he drew “54 Studies for
Chair Transformations,” developing many of them into actual, threedimensional objects.
Many of the 200-plus works documented here have a self-referential aspect,
though few are as powerfully autobiographical as “I Want to Become
Architecture” (2002), for which he built a faceted wall niche, designed to
precisely embrace his form.
“I never set out to make work that is humorous,” the artist writes. “It is
surprising when humor appears, a byproduct of looking so closely.”
Charles Desmarais is The San Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@sfchronicle.com Twitter: @Artguy1
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The Designs of Allan
Wexler, a “Radical Deconstructor of
Habitation”

A new book celebrates the artist’s unique vision, featuring more than 200 projects he has
conceived since the 1980s.

Allan Wexler, “Interchange chair” (2008), from Absurd Thinking: Between Art and
Design (photo by Allan Wexler; image courtesy Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York)
How do the spaces we inhabit shape our daily rituals, and how does our behavior, in turn, help
to inform the architecture of these spaces? These are the questions with which artist Allan
Wexler has primarily grappled for the last few decades, endlessly creating projects that
examine and restructure functional objects as well as routines that we may accept without

question. Celebrating his individual vision is a new monograph recently put out by Lar Müllers
Publishers, the first that takes us deep inside his constantly searching mind.

Allan Wexler, “Crate House” (1991), from Absurd Thinking: Between Art and Design (photo by
Ben Burnhart)
Absurd Thinking: Between Art and Design, edited by Ashley Simone, features more than 200
projects Wexler has conceived since the ’80s, from sketches and drawings to fully realized
sculptures and installations. Although a trained architect, he has been less concerned with
designing entire buildings than with tinkering with their smaller components, namely their
fixtures and furnishings, like tables and chairs.
As writer Michele Calzavara, who describes Wexler as “a radical deconstructor of habitation,”
writes in an essay in the book, “Inhabiting, for Wexler, is explored via the interrogation of

daily practices and rituals, and via the invention of devices that investigate and exhibit the
body in space.”
Projects that exemplify this include his studies of chairs, such as “One Equals Two” (2007), for
which he built alternative iterations of IKEA Stefan chairs, turning a seat representative of the
simple and utilitarian into the foundation for something complex and experimental. His
creations also often highlight the framing of social interaction, from “Tables of Content”
(2000) — a series of picnic tables installed in a Santa Monica park, with benches reconfigured
to disrupt the centuries-old gathering — to “Two Too Large Tables,” his 2006 public art
commission at Hudson River Park, where passersby can stop and slide themselves into
awkward seated sections sliced into a large table and then converse from determined distances.
In “One Table Worn by Four People,” on the other hand, communication can only occur when
all four participants, each wearing a section of a table, come together and figure out how their
segments fit.

Allan Wexler, “Expansion” (2007) from Absurd Thinking: Between Art and Design (photo by
Allan Wexler)

Allan Wexler in collaboration with Ellen Wexler, “Tables of Content” (2000) in Douglas Park,
Santa Monica, CA (photo by William Short)
Wearables, another fixation of Wexler’s, are created as sculpture to improve the natural
abilities of the human body, which he treats as another form of architecture. He plays with our
control of smell with “Spice Box for the Havdalah Service” (2005), which attempts to turn the
Jewish ritual of smelling sweet spices into a customizable experience: a mask equipped with
tubes and valves allows its user to play with the flow of different fragrances according to
personal preference. A more recent sculpture, “Cone of Vision” (2016), rests on the user’s
shoulders and attempts to magnify and focus vision through the low-tech: two huge, absurdlooking cones made of wood. These are unwieldy, inconvenient contraptions; intensifying a
person’s presence, they also speak to Wexler’s interest in how bodies consume space.

His impressively designed “Crate House” (1991) is a larger exploration of this notion and a
carefully calculated response to Le Corbusier’s concept of a home as “a machine for living.”
As its name suggests, Wexler packaged the objects of a home’s various spaces — a kitchen,
bedroom, bathroom, and living room — into four different crates, slim and tall like those made
for paintings, which then slot neatly into one larger, eight-foot cube. Its dweller thus has to roll
out a crate to use the room, so the architecture of the house depends on need and function.
Envisioned as an always shifting structure, “Crate House” captures Wexler’s approach to his
art in general, which is intentionally never focused but always fluid, searching to unsettle our
accustomed environments.

Allan Wexler, “Spice Box for the Havdalah Service” (2005) from Absurd Thinking: Between Art
and Design (photo by Allan Wexler

)
Allan Wexler, “One Table Worn by Four People” (1991) (photo by Allan Wexler, courtesy San
Diego Museum of Contemporary Art)

Allan Wexler, “Cone of Vision” (2016) from Absurd Thinking: Between Art and Design (photo
by Allan Wexler)

Allan Wexler, “Hat/Roof” (1994) from Absurd Thinking: Between Art and Design (photo by
Allan Wexler)

Allan Wexler, “Bucket House” (1994) (photo by Allan Wexler)

Allan Wexler, “Crate House” (1991) (photo by Allan Wexler; courtesy Karl Ernst Osthaus
Museum, Hagen, Germany)

Allan Wexler in collaboration with Ellen Wexler, “Tables of Content” (2000) in Douglas Park,
Santa Monica, CA (photo by William Short)

Allan Wexler in collaboration with Ellen Wexler, “Two Too Large Table” (2006)
Absurd Thinking: Between Art and Design is available from Lar Müllers Publishers.
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Allan Wexler, Sheathing the Rift, 2014. Hand-worked inkjet prints on panel, 64 x 80 in.

Allan Wexler: Breaking Ground from Allan Wexler on Vimeo.
Questioning the reality of photography, Wexler digitally and physically manipulates his images. He then adds more depth and
texture to his printed compositions with graphite pencil, matte and wax finishes, so that they hover somewhere between
photography and drawing.
For over 40 years, Allan Wexler has combined the languages of fine and contemporary art, architecture, and drawing to create
highly inventive work that wryly pulls apart and reconstructs the edifices of our everyday life. Reducing the built environment
into archetypal structures that are simple in form, yet rigorous, conceptually and compositionally, Wexler excavates
uninhabitable spaces within a realm we thought was already defined, and invites our imaginations to wander.
Through May 3, 2014
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts
31 Mercer Street
New York, NY 10013
Phone (212) 226-3232
Hours: Tues.-Sat., 10-6pm, Mon. by appointment
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Allan Wexler, “Sheathing the Rift” (2014) (all images courtesy Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York)

In recent years, the connections between architecture, art, and design have, in many cases, become
inextricably bound to another in a kind of symbiotic relationship. For some observers, architecture appears
relevant to the twenty-first century only when it emulates an abstract sculptural presence. But for architecture
to unite with sculpture in this way, the balance between its respective function and non-functional components
requires the formative clarification of design. What is often lost or missing from the equation is the overriding
technical authority of engineering, which has gradually been given less attention than the overall, external
appearance of the building. Does this mean engineering still resides in the Industrial Age with no relation to the
present? I would disagree — primarily because engineering is what gives attention to detail, and detail is what
signifies the manner in which things are made to work coherently even when not visible on the surface.
Where architecture merges with art, and consequently, art with design, the structural joints and modular units
that contain aspects of the structural whole and thus hold things in place may become too far-sighted, which
means that attention to such functional details begins to move outside the central idea of architecture rather
than being integrated with it. This appeared evident to me upon visiting three architectural sites over the past
decade: Frank Gehry’s Disney Concert Hall in Los Angeles, Zaha Hadid’s Opera House in Guangzhou, and
Rem Koolhaas’ Casa da Música in Porto. In each case, a faltering attention to details included problems with
proportions in scale relations, unmatched seams between walls, acoustical distortions, and stress points near
window mullions that result in leakage. These and other related problems tended to interrupt my perception of
the whole. When such details are overlooked or are taken for granted or misunderstood in terms of the
necessity of balance, my sense of comfort within and around the space of the building is diminished. The
balance between function and non-function literally depends on engineering, which serves as a fundament for
all existing genres of architecture + art and design, even when highly imaginative, software-ridden forms are
present.

“Adams House in Paradise” (2014)

While tactile theorists may strive for a greater conceptualization in designing their buildings, they may
understate the lingering demands of specialization that will not diminish in importance. For example, the height
of a ceiling is not incidental to the acoustics in a room, the plumbing fixtures in the basement require clarity of
access, and the slope of a ramp for the handicapped cannot be too steep in relation to the entry. Conversely,
the kind of specializations that engineering provides become necessary once the concept has been clarified
through art and design, and once the continuity of the proposal is clearly established through the integration of
material software. In other words, clarity of concept precedes specialization, not the other way around. But
without specialization, it is unlikely the concept of a building will succeed on functional terms.

“Shelter” (2014)

In this respect, the concepts of artist/architect Allan Wexler intrigue me as they continue to flourish and evolve
in all their fundamental permutations as revealed in his current exhibition at Ronald Feldman Fine Arts in lower
SoHo. Titled Breaking Ground, Wexler’s exhibition makes clear the connections between architecture + art and
design, together with engineering. For my eye, it is all persistently clear, as in two major installations: one titled
“Adams House in Paradise” and the other “Shelter” (both 2014). Here as in his remarkable hand-worked inkjet
prints, which constitute the overwhelming majority of the exhibition, Wexler reverses the terms of his practice.
Although trained in both fine arts and architecture, he opts for the former that includes a bevy of knowledge,
insight, and wit that he perceives in the latter.

“Level” (2012)

Both “Adams House” and “Shelter” focus on tree branches in which he transforms the negative spaces
between the branches and twigs of a tree into an assortment of abstract planar modules. In “Shelter,” he uses
plywood, while in “Adams House” the inextricably poetic construction is assembled with durable cut-paper.
Both of these constructions relate to two sources: one, an early Tree painting by Mondrian from 1911 in which
the negative spaces between the branches are foregrounded; and two, a series of work by Wexler from 1975
involving small cut-branches that are thematically mounted together in two equidistant rows, each of which is
attached to a flat corrugated cardboard backing. Prime examples would include “Tree Transformation Cut” and
“Tree Transformation Becoming I-Beam” that describe the passage from nature to becoming a unit of
construction that eventually will emerge as architecture.

‘Breaking Ground’ inkjet print series (2014) (install view of South Gallery)

Wexler’s inkjet prints, Breaking Ground (2012–14), further suggest thematic and sequential relationships that
contemplate the origins of the built world. They appear as a retraction or return to the source of physical
structures in which one dwells, works, moves through, or simply occupies. These works carries a certain
oblique logic, not unlike the work of German sculptor, Franz Erhard Walther, whose current exhibition at the
WIELS Museum in Brussels focuses on the positions of the body that reveal a proto-architectural space.
Wexler’s work deals less with the positions of the body than with a lexicon derived from spatial thinking,
specifically in relation to decision-making processes that ultimately effect the manner in which architecture
begins to coincide with art + design. In order to achieve this, Wexler works with a clay model of an empty
landscape on a worktable in his studio.
As he manipulates the terrain of his model, various architectonic permutations begin to emerge. Often these
will occur sequentially, as for example in early works, such as “Level” and “Up Lift” (both 2012), where, in each
case, a square slice of earth is cutout from the center of the “landscape” and slightly raised. In another work,
“Footing” (also 2012), a windowless cube with an open door is positioned on a slight recline with arrangements
of stones to stabilize the foundation. Despite their primary technology, the engineering details in each model
are precise. Once the structure on the “landscape” is complete, it is photographed and then printed in sections
that are later reassembled on a panel. Eventually the artist will rework the surface of the printed image using
paint and protective binders.

“Footing” (2012)

Two of the most remarkable work from Breaking Ground are titled “Interior” (2013) and “Sheathing the Rift”
(2014). In each work, the emphasis is given to elongated cuts within the landscape. In the first, the surface of
the print is dark, suggesting desert nightfall. The incised elongated cut in the center has light emanating from
the interior with a ladder at one end.

“Interior” (2013)

In “Sheathing the Rift,” the cut is even longer. Flat rectangular plates line the side of the crevice that offers
stabilization to this linear interior form. In either case, the tactile connection to architecture is felt both on a
literal and figurative level. The wisdom of these works takes us back to basics where, in spite of the new
advances in architecture being made possible through state-of-the-art software, we are confronted with the
fundamental engineering that makes these structures functional and habitable.
With art and design rapidly entering into advanced forms of architecture, Allan Wexler reminds us of what
remains essential. What comes from nature and the physical properties of the universe cannot be neglected.
Rather our understanding of these principles will prove increasingly indispensable if the architecture in coming
years is going to function not simply as a virtual phenomenon, but on the level of practicality and comfort in
order to meet our fundamental tactile and psychological needs.
Allan Wexler: Breaking Ground continues at Ronald Feldman Fine Arts (31 Mercer Street, SoHo, Manhattan)
through May 3.

