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Michael Rees is first and foremost a sculptor, and it is perhaps
this very priority that is his most significant contribution to the
world of digital art. The brief history of digital art shows us that it
is impossible, and in Rees’ case undesirable, to divorce digital
practice from the world of objects. The connection is a basic one:
The art is in the code – the descriptive breathe of the artist. But
separate that code from the object, the box of circuits and wires
that can read it, and it disappears. This disappearance no longer
poses a problem for artists; conceptual art has no qualms about
leaving nothing behind. But it’s a tricky business for the history of
art – which continues to be largely dependent on objects to tell
its story. By using digital media to create physical, and
particularly, monumental sculpture, Rees satisfies both camps.
You can have your conceptual art and make it too.
To create sculpture on a monumental scale is to say this is (or
even I am) here to stay. For thousands of years kings and
warriors have used sculpture to insert themselves into the
historical record; religions, to represent things beyond it. Putto
2x2x2x2L is indeed emblematic of a certain historical moment: a
world with the scientific capability, if not the will, to create
impossible bodies. With neither head nor sex, Rees’ figure
represents a poetic vision of pure biology – unencumbered by a
past (mind and memory) or a future (reproduction). At the same
time it embodies a darker vision of DNA gone haywire - biology
with no one leading the way. The not-quite-human allows for a
certain distance, but also a certain identification. Not deformity –
but an organic expression of possibility.
The smaller Putti, though based on the same basic form, have a
less solemn, more fetishistic quality. Their faceted metallic
surfaces are sharper, slicker, more sexually charged. There is an
energy contained in their wild arabesques is at once reptilian and
hyperactive - a Komodo dragon crossed with a Mexican jumping
bean. There is a playfulness and subtle humor in these smaller

headless forms – a tinker toy effect. A bit of blind-man’s-bluff
as well – who’s in charge depends on whose feet are on the
ground.
Rees’ animations, from which the sculptural forms originate, are
both finished works and an integral part of the creative process.
They act as the "biography" of the sculptures; just as Rodin
chose a moment in the life of Balzac, so Rees chooses a
moment in the life of his animation; a pose, a movement that
solidifies into personality.
Why make a digital biography for a physical sculpture? Rees’
use of new media grows out of a larger exploration of the
relationship between text, image, and object. At the most basic
level, using digital media to create art is a process of describing,
more and more precisely. It’s this description, in thoughts, in
words, and finally in code, that drives creation. It is no surprise
to learn that one of Rees’ early ambitions was to become a
writer. The attraction of digital media is that language, computer
language, literally becomes form.
Rees’ forms themselves are created using a 3-D modeling
program, and then rigged (imagine a puppet with invisible
strings) and animated using a combination of 3-D modeling and
key frame animation. This file is then exported to video (in the
case of the animations), or to a Rapid Prototyping machine (for
the smaller sculptures). Putto 2x2x2x2L was made with
Computer Numerical Control (CNC) milling, a subtractive
process in which a block of material is cut away as guided by
the computer. All are hand-finished.
The RP (Rapid Prototyping) machine in particular is an excellent
example of the moment where the conceptual and the physical
meet head on. A RP machine is essentially a 3-D printer: the
machine reads a computer file, dividing the virtual 3-D image
into horizontal layers. Each of these discreet cross-sections is

sprayed as a layer of fine powder, which builds up to create the
physical object. Though this is cutting-edge technology, there is
something deeply primordial, cosmic – or it you prefer, biblical - in
the metaphor of layers of dust coalescing into an object. Though
adapted from industrial techniques (machines of this kind are
often used to create prototypes of children’s toys or attachments
for vacuum cleaners), this type of method echoes our very first
notions of creativity – literally to form something out of nothing.
One of the paradoxes inherent in using cutting-edge technology
to make art is that the nanosecond after something is created, it
is in danger. The logic of technology is to supersede, not to
preserve. Already, in the space of 20 or 30 years, we have
developed a kind of "digital archaeology" – a lost city of 70’s
televisions, ancient gaming consoles, dead programming
languages, and disc drives designed to hold the equivalent of a
small record. At the center of this lost civilization are discs and
CDs – tiny Rosetta Stones, each holding an artwork prisoner in a
language we may no longer have the proper tools to interpret. By
choosing to take his art beyond the realm of the virtual, and
particularly into the realm of the monumental, Rees carves out a
niche in both the conceptual and the historical, using cuttingedge technology to consecrate the object, rather than trying to
outrun it.
Elizabeth Bard is an art historian and critic based in Paris and
New York.
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Michael Rees
Michael Rees is a new media sculptor. He has
exhibited his work in Europe and the United States
both in private and public venues. He is collected by
the Whitney Museum of American Art and by the
Edelman Foundation in Luzern, Switzerland. He was
included in the 1995 Whitney Biennial and in Michael
Rees: Digital Psyche at the Kemper Museum of
Contemporary Art. Articles have appeared about his
work in World Art, Artbyte, Popular Mechanics, Art in
America, The New York Times and other publications.
In October of 1999 he presented his work in the
French Senate in the George Clemenceau Hall at the
Palais Du Luxemborg, Paris, France. In 2001 his work
was included in the Whitney Museum exhibition
BitStreams curated by Lawrence Rinder. He also won a
Creative Capital grant for his collaborative project with
artist Chris Burnett called a Sculptural User Interface®.
In 2002, he was included in Media Art, Daejeon-New
York, Special Effects, Daejeon Municipal Museum of
Art, Dae Jeon, South Korea, curated by Lawrence
Rinder and in Fetish Human Fantastic, Boursein Gallery,
Istanbul Turkey, curated by Michelle Thursz.

photos by ray henders, special thanks to michael somoroff and dieter zeibig

published by Steven Sacks and
529 west 20th street ny, ny 10011 bitforms.com 212 366 6939 info@bitforms.com

Stills from Putto8 2.2.2.2 DVD

published by Steven Sacks and
529 west 20th street ny, ny 10011 bitforms.com 212 366 6939 info@bitforms.com

