
HERE
NEAR,

Ohio Arts Council’s Riffe GalleRy 

January 25–april 15, 2007

Curated by MiChael Jones  & Karen shirley, shirley | Jones Gallery

FAR,

S e l e c t i o n S  f r o m  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n
o f  t h e  c o l u m b u S  m u S e u m  o f  A r t



underkammer in the 
original German was 
translated to “room of 
wonders.” In French, it 
was une chamber des 

merveilles. For the English, it was “a cabinet 
of curiosities.” The beginnings of the modern 
museum trace back to those rooms in which 
aristocrats housed unusual, often strange 
things from the natural and human worlds—
items of fascination to amateur biologists 
and archaeologists with time to dabble and 
to muse. These collections, assembled in the 
age of global exploration, grew haphazardly. 
They took direction or shape in response to 
convergences between chance opportunity 
and the owner’s interest and curiosity. Items 
from far and near were gathered in a special 
room, usually the owners study. They were 
brought to the immediate “here” to become 
the subject of examination and analysis in 
order to be understood, internalized, known 
and familiar. This tradition continues today 
with the activities of the contemporary col-
lector. A modern museum, by contrast, is 
more systematic and organized, and yet it is 
important to remember that its collections 
also are the result of chance opportunity and 
the alertness of staff. Museums often have 

deep holdings in certain areas because of the 
gift of important collections that were them-
selves the product of chance, alertness and 
travels. Museum collections grow in uneven 
bursts as opportunity presents itself.
 A visit to the storage vault in a museum 
is rather like a return to the wunderkam-
mer. It is for the curator or scholar to extract 
from this broad collection specific objects 
for an exhibition, lecture or other discussion. 
But, when one moves through the stored 
inventory in the order in which it is shelved, 
surprising juxtapositions emerge that are 
themselves highly stimulating—sometimes 
all the more so because of the questions 
they pose about possible new relation-
ships. Indeed, it is this experience that was 
vibrantly embraced by 20th-century artists 
who collected artifacts from other cultures as 
a means of chance stimulation and expan-
sion of their formal vocabulary. For an artist 
or collector, the anomalous object enjoys the 
spotlight as it is studied and assimilated. In 
a museum, however, if a collection does not 
hold a sufficient body of related artifacts to 
fill a gallery, then certain objects may stay in 
storage for decades. Fine objects not in cur-
rent favor or not part of the contemporary 
interest may lie in storage for years. 

"The challenge we were given was to assemble from the 
collection of the Columbus Museum of Art an exhibition of 
artwork that had not been displayed for at least five years."



 The challenge we were given was to as-
semble from the collection of the Columbus 
Museum of Art an exhibition of artwork that 
had not been displayed for at least five years. 
As artists, travelers, teachers and collectors 
ourselves, we found the process of examin-
ing items piece by piece fascinating. We de-
cided early on to let the exhibition comprise 
things that caught our eye and piqued our 
own curiosity. We further decided to choose 
artifacts from non-Western cultures and to 
place them along side contemporary art to 
suggest ways in which artists today may be 
mining diverse sources and, as a result, even 
revising their own artistic philosophies.
 The final exhibition, the result of neces-
sary but difficult editing (which returned 
noteworthy objects back of storage, out of 
view) includes 64 works from diverse cul-
tures. They are arranged in response to the 
physical layout of the Riffe Gallery space in 
a set of basic themes that relate generally to 
notions of far, near and here.
 Upon entering the gallery, one encounters 
primarily contemporary work that employs 
various modes of signing or signaling aspects 
of our contemporary culture. These pres-
ent images and language that are relatively 
familiar to us, from a context already inter-
nalized through modern society. 

 The next area offers an abrupt shift. 
There is an engagement with the archaic. 
Photographic documents of desert 
environments are paced to the slowed down 
tempo of geologic time. Artifacts from 
foreign cultures containing discontinuous 
imagery or simple geometric decoration 
allude to a sort of indeterminacy of time and 
space in the natural world.
 Following, one sees the introduction of 
written text as decoration (geometry be-
comes script), which affords a more complex 
way to interpret the lived experience and 
its potential layers of meaning. It also offers 
the arena of calligraphic mark-making not 
only for writing, but also as an element of 
abstraction embraced by many contemporary 
artists. Written text, compression of time, 
philosophical thought and visual imagery 
achieve an intricately refined synthesis in the 
examples of Chinese and Japanese painting.
 East Asian art is the segue to the final 
area containing examples of contemporary 
abstraction in American painting that is 
influenced in large measure by artistic and 
meditative traditions of Japan and China. 
This work takes cues from the texture of 
natural materials and discontinuous evoca-
tions of space in the form of abstractions 
that suggest aspects of the transcendent. 
The notion of transcendence is part of a 
thread that leads back to the very beginning 
of the exhibition offering further insight into 
work by Tiffany, Ruscha and the glass bowl 
by Do Ho Suh. 
 En route, is a collection of small bowls 
coming from various cultures (continued     )

Lowell Tolstedt, Flag Sequence Series III, 1973–74, graphite on 
paper, 39-5/8" x 50-1/2", Columbus Museum of Art, Colum-
bus, Ohio, museum purchase, Howald Fund

Robert Swain, Untitled, 1975, acrylic on paper, 84" x 84",  
Columbus Museum of Art, Columbus, Ohio, museum 
purchase, Howald Fund 

      Selection of Japanese traveling shrines containing (from 
left), a Buddha statue, a seated figure, a Buddha statue, a 
Kannon statue, a seated Buddha statue on lotus petal base, 
metal and lacquer, various sizes, Columbus Museum of Art, 
Columbus, Ohio, bequest of John F. Oglevee
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that emerge as a sort of universal expression. 
They are all round, approximate half-spheres, 
which contain roughly the volume of a pair 
of cupped hands. Inverted, they are also the 
dome of the sky or a small cap.
 In proximity to images of the Grand 
Canyon, one finds a collection of remark-
able miniature traveling shrines that pay 
homage to the notion of quest and pilgrim-
age— the journeys of explorers, collectors 
and spiritual seekers. They also remind 
us that when we are engaging the un-
known we most often bring with us our 
own belief system, which provides us with 

necessary structure while simultaneously 
coloring our perceptions of new stimuli. 
 Finally, the print by Robert Rauschenberg 
offers the suggestion that, in this period of 
globalization and instant communication, the 
world itself can be considered a very large 
Wunderkammer. The musings that once took 
place in a special room, now occur in our 
daily lives as we work to appreciate the large 
ambiguities of the contemporary world.

Michael Jones and Karen Shirley, 
Shirley | Jones Gallery, Yellow Springs

Riffe GalleRy events

All events are free and open to the public.

Opening night
thursday, January 25
5–6 p.m. Exhibition tour with Curators 
Michael Jones and Karen Shirley
6–8 p.m. Reception with hors d’oeuvres 
and cash bar

exhibition tour
friday, January 26, noon–1 p.m.
Join Curators Michael Jones and Karen Shirley 
for a free guided tour of the exhibition. 

family Workshop: Make your 
Own Keepsake Box
saturday, february 17, 10 a.m.–noon 
Collections can be anything you treasure, from 
stamps, coins or marbles to mementos from 
family trips or special occasions. Some collec-
tors, like museums, have whole rooms dedi-
cated to their collections, while others have a 
special place or box. During this family work-
shop, Riffe Gallery and Columbus Museum of 
Art staff will help children create and decorate 
a special box to hold their treasures—whatever 
they may be. This workshop is recommended 
for children ages 6 to 16. All children must 
be accompanied by an adult. Supplies are 
included. Registration is required as space is 
limited. Register by phone 614/728-2239 or 
e-mail riffegallery@oac.state.oh.us (please 
include names and ages of all attendees and 
a daytime phone number).


