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CATEGORIES,
COLLECTIONS, AND A
CABINET OF WONDER

There are no limits to what people
will collect. We systematica“y accrue
odd cross-sections of everytlling from
matchbooks and gimme caps to carnival
sideshow memorabilia and relig‘ious
reliquaries. Even the earliest museums,
the Wunderkammern of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, clisplayecl
their hoards of (1isparate objects as col-
lecting fever run amok. In these private
and princely wonder cabinets, an
avalanche of treasures from the New
World — exotic animals, strange seashells,
od_(“y sllaped stones, rare flora and
fauna — both assaulted and cleligl'ltecl the
parocl'lial European sensil)ility. Behind
the seeming chaos of the wonder room,
1lowe\rer, was a consistent ethos. Almost
all of the natural ol)jects were there
because ’tl’ley fit one criterion: tl'ley
showed nature wandering, jesting,

stretching the limits of her domain.

But with the rise in the early
eighteenth century of the new science
and its rational approacl’l to the study
of nature, much of the wonder went
out of the pl’lysical world. For all intents
and purposes, the “wonders” became
commonplaces and a familiar part of
human experience as cach crisis over
the proper niche of importations and
local discoveries was resolved. Whereas
the constant shift between imagination
and reality often resulted in bafﬂing
juxtapositions, the era’s love for diversi-
ty, al)unclance, the odd and uncommon
also gave rise to the notion of connois-
seursllip and taste. Academies devoted
to specialized branches of lenowledge
graclually separated collections of
naturalia from those of arti][fcia/ia in
a relentless effort to collect, Classi{:y and

organize information into hierarchical

systems. Ever since, we've wanted every-
thing to be spellec[ out, safely pacleag‘ecl
for easy consumption. As places where
logic and order reign as t}ley never will
in the streets outsi(le, museums have
playe(l to our desire for rational explana—
tions, numl)ing us to the unfamiliar and
the mysterious. We're told where to look
and what to learn, until all curiosity is
suspended. Nevertheless, the Wunder
sensil)ility has managed to persist
tlll‘Ongl’l the centuries since its seeming
overthrow l)y its more positivist rival.
And in a world dominated l)y disinfor-
mation, such 1al)yrinths of confusion
offer far more reflections of contempo-
rary experience — a curious mixture of
science and aestlwtics, truth and illu-
sion, fact and fiction. A few co“ections,
such as the hizarre anatomical and
patllological curiosa of Pllilac{elphia’s
Mutter Museum, 1’1ave soug‘llt to reinte-
grate wonder in the world. The Museum
of Jurassic Tecl’mology in Los Angeles is
also a wortlly heir to-the wonder cabinets
with arcane exhibitions that conflate
science and art, tllere])y making both
categories seem suspect. By l)realzing
down categories that structure our
“hormal” perception, such collections
assume a mysterious power that the art

world has larg‘ely abdicated.

Yet it may be that every extreme gets
the polar opposite it deserves. Accord-
ingly, Marjorie Moore questions the
systems of order we impose on the
world. By {in(]ing situations where tl'ley
break clown, she reveals how {ragile
reality is and how much it's based on
shared assumptions and definitions.
Her provocative reslluf-ﬂing of systems
of information mirror the ﬁagmented
and human self. By uncovering hidden
1ayers of meaning, by pointing out
inconsistencies in our worlcl, Moore
breaks down social and intellectual

hierarchies and reintroduces the play

of intuition and lyrical 1netap110rs. In
this respect, Moore’s “Categories,
Collections, and Cabinets of Wonder”
is a cleeply romantic installation. Tt
aims to turn our world upsi(le down
with arrays of toys, dolls and bric-a-
brac — the stuff with which the artist
has surrounded herself since childhood.
Her paintings, clrawings and walk-in
cabinet question the categories from
which her collections emerge. Linnaeus,
who desig‘nec{ the Binomial System

of Nomenclature, ordered our world.
Moore, 1’10\\'ever, attempts a reorclering.
By eroding the boundaries of science,
popular culture, and art, new wonders
appear that question our relation to the
natural world. This kind of romanti-
cism, of course, may be the one tlling
our culture can’t tolerate. What makes
Moore’s world SO mag‘ical is that llere,
among toys, children’s literature, natural
histories and cultural cletritus, nothing
is nailed down. Ratller, meaning is mer-
curial, tllerel)y co“i(ling‘ our complex
negotiation between nature’s construc-
tion of us and our construction of it.
Focusing on the tension between chaos
and orcler, perception and iHusion,

the etllerea[ am[ mun(lane, Moore 'fol(ls
systems of unclerstancling back on
themselves to confound seemingly

distinct categories.

Significantly, Moore regar(ls the work
as autobiog‘raplﬁical — a site for child-
hood preclilections and interests that
have continued into adulthood. She
cites numerous and varied influences
for this work, ranging from the skeletal
studies of horses by George Stubbs as
well as texts of Pliny the Elder and
engravings l)y the eighteentll century
French naturalist, BuHon, to her vast
collections of metal wind—up toys, plas—
tic horses, tiny dolls, and old sock
monleeys. Like Alexis Rocleman, whose

paintings also reflect on the systems



of tl'loug‘l'lt and representation that
order our un(lerstandings — and misun-
(Ierstandings —of science, Moore
attempts a loosening of aesthetic and
pllilosoplﬁcal shackles. Moore, too, is a
child of her era — raised near large
urban centers, on media as well as
printe(l word, with equal access to ani-
mation and old master paintings. She
recalls {'requent visits to the Smithson-
ian’s medical museum and a morbid
fascination with its l'mge jars of ele-
pllant 1eg‘s, fetuses and assorted freaks
of nature. A childhood passion for the
patterns of science influenced her deci-
sion six years ago to stucly the social
structure of the Red Howler mon Rey 1n
the jungles of Venezuela. Unlike the
per£ectly preserve(l creatures (lisplaye(l
in natural 11istoty museums, Moore
found rotting carcasses in various
stages of clecay. She drew them from
nature, then gradua“y blended the
images of her toys, personal narrative
and historical illustration into complex
amalgams. Tl’lroug‘llout, Moore l)rings
to the world an aesthetics of imme(liacy,
unembarrassed introspection, wl’limsy,

and exploration.

Entering Moore’s “cabinet of wonder”
15 to freely in({ulg‘e the senses in memory,
nostalgia and sentiment. Viewers are
encourag‘e(l to pu]l out the drawers
filled with old postcards, clipping‘s,
toys and l)ooles, as well as handle and
rearrange the material. In cloing‘ SO,
Moore offers an emotionally inspired
art that aims to stimulate a (lialogue
between herself and her audience. Her
wiuingness to let toys and images tell
stories is (lelig‘lltful — we lose ourselves
all the more quiclzly and liappily in her
“plots” because t11ey remain unspun.
We're free to take any narrative cue in
any direction we like. Overa“, the cabi-
net invites time travel — the static time
of nostalgia, unearned emotion which

idealizes and savors the past at the

“Round and Round with Ve/asquez, " 1999, Grapllite, co“age on paper, 158" x 158"

expense of the present. [t mobilizes

the past as a repetitive clream, a zone
of sentimental reverie that can conjure
remote experience into fictions of extra-
or(linary clarity — the sweet whiff of a
plastic sherbet-lued “l\’ly Pretty Pony, i
the eerie g‘limpse of “Frogg‘ie” — mascot
of Z—\nc{y Devine, the MC of a 1950’s
Satur(lay morning television program,
the coarse texture of Bambi's matted
fur. Per]mps Moore illustrates time l)y
registering its passage in terms of clecay.
Such gl'lostly visitations have a terrible

COHtI’Ol over our consciousness.

A collector’s involvement with an
ol)ject is (leeply personal. Clearly, a toy
1s l)y close association a semi-human
ol)ject. Human is what the child wants
his or her toy to ])e, the substitute
friend or brotller, but exempt {rom all
the ({reary rules attached to childhood

and growing up, the eternal confidant

=n

or companion, steadfast and uncllange-
able. That toys and their human owners
should be able to enter adventures
togetller is a dream that most children
have. Still, the theme of the 11elpless—
ness of toys, and the constant wear that
life gives tllem, is always present. Hold-
ing an old copy of Black Beauty is to
remember a book almost unbearable to
read. Animals — as people — are loved
and rejectecl, exploite({, grow old and
lose their l)eauty; no one who reads the
book can fail to think about human
nature. Moore’s vast Bambi collection
summons forth psycllic wounds that
remain tenc{er to the touch. For l\’loore,
1lowever, all of her toys seemingly have
lives of their own, aside from simple
nostalg‘ia. For the memories are palpa-
ljle, tang‘il)le, even burdensome — so
many stories and interpretations are

cong’ealec{ ina single object.



Moore's paintings are caretully crafted
pictorial melang‘es of abstract passages —
both linear and painterly — text, and
trompe ['oeil detail. Layering and inter-
spersing her components slzilltully on
terra cotta and gol(l groun(ls, she shifts
modes so Seamlessly as to create a kind
of compulsive and convulsive l)eauty.
Moore's layers of image and text cliallenge
our complacency, urging us toward a
more discursive, unprogramme(l and
individual way of tliinleing‘. Signiticantly,
the compelling emotional resonance of
Moore's art is conveye(l in large part
tllrougll an evidence of hand that
inflects its images and inscriptions with
an equivalent grace and tact. By her
own a(lmission, Moore spent much of
her childhood playing alone with toys.
Tliey transporte(l her to another realm
and served as quiet retug‘e from a schiz-
opln'enic brother. What is forceful
about that realm in these paintings is
not merely what populates it, but how
it is arrange(l. Moore casts a wide net,
and is lileely to find a use for the most
atcane and seemingly irrelevant zoologi-
cal (letails, as well as art historical and
hotanical facts and plwuomena. Works
such as “Life. Still Life” combine
transfers made from Xeroxes of paint-
1ngs l)y Goya and Velazquez with trotlly
rendered frames and clustered arrange-
ments of toys, creating scenes as pure

as storyl)oole tairy tales.

Not really of nature, but arrested
from nature, the unal)aslle(lly romantic
paintings leave the impression that
Moore is consumed with a passion for
the past — not necessarily as it was, but
as it was painte(l. “Long Shadows of
Divergent Species” weaves togetlier
Moore’s essential repertory — the mix-
ing of images of pain and pleasure, the
merging of the confrontational and the
voyeuristic, and the scamless poetic
joining of word and image. Here,

Moore clevelops incredible spatial

tensions, tlattening imagery down to
areas that are seemingly a millimeter
(leep but paclze(l with information.
Whereas a painte(l chart of turtle eggs
holds the central area of the canvas,
gliostly images of turtles float over and
underneath precise ren(lering‘s of toys
strewn about the surface — a Pee Wee
Herman (loll, a Kewpie (loll, an old
te(lcly bear tloppe(l on its stomach. All
are accompanie(l lJy Moore’s poignant
accounts reg’ar(ling their curious histories
and circumstances of purcliase. Beneath
the entirety are collag‘e(l tragments of a
1940s l)iology textbook on taxonomy.

Another painting (lisplays three tiers
of monleeys, Sock monlzeys are sand-
wiched between their stuffed cute-as-
a-button versions and the expressive
historical illustrations l)y Bulfon. A
tl'iougllt cloud with “Darwin?” emanates
from one sock monlzey, thus (question-
ing theoties of evolution, in addition
to ti(ly categories. Here, Moore returns
to l'xig‘tlly cl’large(l motifs of formal and
iconic richness wlierel)y meanings
prolilerate and mundane tlling‘s become
multivalent. She knows that l)eauty is
the instrument that empowers us to
expan(l our consciousness l)y proposing
difficult sul’)jects in exquisite formats.
This is intuitive painting with full
lzno\vle(lge of the possil)ilities inherent
in paint. Accor(lingly, Moore provi(les
substantial pigment under rich g‘laze,
as well as varied brushwork executed in
paint thinned down to the consistency
of ink or loosely applierl i staccato-
like strokes of umber, sepia and cream.
The complicate(l rich hues and (lynamic
surface create a mood as eleg‘iac as it
is elegant, a sorrow for what has gone

and enjovment of what has not.

Moore, clearly unafraid of evolzing’
either illustration or illumination,
incorporates a g‘ri(l structure into some
compositions as well. In “Linnacus?”

slle a(llleres the orig‘inal Linnaeum

gri(l to a multitude of creatures, both
scientific and manufactured. Positioned
sliglltly off center is Bamlﬁ)i, who poses
the naturalist’s name as a question.
Wliirling in and out of the chalk-like
g‘ri(l are scientific illustrations of all
sorts of creatures — mollusles, insects,
snakes and fish. These are intertwined
with colorful renditions of Moore’s
toys: tin boxer clogs, wooden “pull"
(lucles, elepllants, ral)lvits, sock monlzeys,
her favorite l'lorses, “Flower” the sleunle,
Pee Wee Herman, and “Pluck your
magic twanger” Froggie. The g‘ri(l
functions like a screen, centering us
amid the chaos. Altlloug'l'l Moore may
(uestion our unnecessary reliance on
categories, she also implies that the
alternative is all out confusion. In any
case, Moore's sliarply detailed Images,
which evoke the sheen and volume

of the ot)jects tliemselves, catch and
hold the eye, distracting it from the
chaotic flow.

By l)lencling academic influences with
images trom popular culture, Moore
combines what is uuiversally respecte(l
with art world outcasts. She expertly
induces the pusli—pull yearning to be
charmed l)y such nostalgic scenes anct,
at the same time, lzeeps us guessing
about our own reactions, eveutually
questioning what appeals and wliy, All
in all, Moore trusts in the tliings and
ol)jects she cares about, in the strange
material that the sea of claily life washes
up, no matter how epl'iemeral or elusive.
The artist rewards the careful viewer
l)y ottering up a protoun(l sense of
contemplation and wonderment. Are
acquire(l ot>jects and exotic souvenirs
more marvelous than tllings observed
in nature? Moore sl1ows us that one

s as goocl as the other.

Susie Kcz/i/, Critica/ S[ualfcs,

Core Program, Glassell School 0/[ Art,
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, TX,
Scp/.‘emtx'); 1000.



This Panel: “Line Up with Goya " 1998, Gesso, oil on Iinen, 20" x 20",
Cover Panel: “Collect a Cute Dog " 1999, Gesso, oil, co“ag‘e on linen, 20" x 20",
Back Panel: “Darwin?”, 1999. Qil on canvas, 40" x 32"

MARJORIE MOORE
Resides in Austin, TX.

l\’loore llaS a BFA {:1'011'1 Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY

and was awarded several grants and &Howships. She received
a Creative Arts Program Award in paintings from the Cultural
Council of Houston in 1996. Moore received an NEA Region-
al Ferwsl'lip in Drawings ancl Artists Books in 1992 and a
New Forms Fellowship from the New England Foundation for
the Arts in 1991. She was a McDowell Colony Artist Fellow

in 1989. Moore has exhibited in g‘alleries and museums

in Texas, Maine and Boston. Her work is in the collections
of the Art Museum of South Texas, Corpus Cln'isti, X,
Bowdoin Colleg‘e Museum of Art, Brunswicle, ME;

Portland Museum of Art, ME; Rose Art Museum, Brandeis

University, Waltl'lam, MA; and several other museums.



W o M

E N &

T v K1 R

W o &R K

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Suzanne Rose, President

Stephanie Barko Francés Jones
Diana I'uentes Jane Lilly

Eva Lindsey Bobbi Graves

Cat Reynolds Hypatia Kelly-Butte
Elizabeth Salaiz

STAFF

Chris Cowden, Executive Director
Kathryn Davidson, Associate Director
Kayla Chioco, Operations Manager
Zoe Charlton, Preparator

This publication has been made possible through

the generouns support of the National Endowment for

the Arts. Special thanks lo BAH! Design.

Now celebrating its 21st anniversary,
Women & Their Work presents over 50
evenls a year in visual art, dance. theater,
music, literature, and film. The gallery
features on-going exhibitions of Texas
women artists and brings artists of national
stature to Texas audiences. Since iLs found-
ing, Women & Their Work has presented
1587 artists in 190 visual art exhibitions.
95 music, dance, and theater events, 19
literary readings. 12 film festivals, and 139
workshops, in programming that reflects
the ethnic and cultural diversity of this
region. Nationally recognized, Women &
Their Work has been featured in Art in
America. ArtForum and National Public
Radio and was the first organization in

Texas to receive a grant in visual art from
the National Endowment for the Arts. Women
& Their Work reaches over 5.000 school
children and teachers each year through
gallery tours. gallery talks with exhibiting
artists, participatory workshops, in-school
performances, dance master classes. and
teacher workshops.
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