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Above: Installation view of “Absorption +

Transmission,” with 2 examples from the “Black
Pulse” series, 2006. Right: Black Pulse 7 (Lambday),
2000-07. Lambda digital C-print, 56 x 65 in.

Christmas shopping individually so they
could pick out gifts for each other. They
both chose the same plastic construction
game (a first venture into sculpture?), and
after that they gave up on Christmas pre-
sents. They’re 49 years old now, but their
appearance and attitude are very much a
holdover from their Museum School days.
They come across as middle-aged teenagers.
| have never been able to tell them apart.
Anne Strauss can, perhaps because,
by coincidence, she herself is a twin. She
paints herself as an amateur twin, though:
she’s fraternal, while the Starns are iden-
tical. She says that she can tell them apart
more by their voices than by appearance.
The Starns don’t think of themselves as
photographers or sculptors or part of any
other art category. They say that they come
up with an idea first and only then does the
medium for carrying it out occur to them.

August 13th, 2009, 2009-10. Archival inkjet print
on gelatin-coated zerkall, dimensions variable.
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They don’t view the Met piece as sculpture. “It’s an organism,” they say. In 1986, they
started bending photographs, and they count that moment as their move into three-
dimensional art. They also became known for ripping photographs and putting them back
together with Scotch tape. The tape is the equivalent of the cord in Big Bambu.

Since the '80s, the Starns have soaked up art historical references. Big Bambu responds
to the bamboo art that turns up in the flower arrangements of Asia, where the artists
have traveled and exhibited. Decades before this piece, they used sepia tones in photo-
graphs to lend an antique air. And their Stretched Christ (1987), which appeared at the
Whitney Biennial that year (when the twins were just 25), was based on a single negative
of Philippe de Champaigne’s painting of Christ on the anointing stone. The Starns stretched
Christ through a series of paper inserts, like a car sliced in half and enlarged into a stretch
limo. Always attentive to the idea of photo as object, they built a bier-like box around
the work, so that it could sit on the floor instead of hanging on the wall. Before the
Starns’ then-dealers, Stefan and Linda Stux, bought the piece, fashion designer Norma
Kamali considered using it as a coffee table.

Usually, sculpture is meant to be viewed from the outside; it’s not something you enter.
Big Bambui is different, but so are house-like works by other contemporary artists, including
Patrick Dougherty and Andy Goldsworthy. Dougherty works with saplings and twigs, creating
temporary architecture —some of it looking like the results of a tornado, some of it with a
grand, lopsided sense of humor—that visitors are invited to explore. Goldsworthy has also
worked on the Met roof, fabricating his Stone Houses there in 2004. The houses looked like
hives, made of split wooden rails from New England and stones from Scotland. Like Big
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Structure of Thought 13, 2001-06. Archival inkjet
prints with wax, encaustic, and varnish, 13.5 x 72
in.

Bambdu, Goldsworthy’s piece responded to
the manicured cityscape of Central Park and
the towering West Side architecture beyond.

The Met piece is the latest chapterin a
saga that began with iron poles. In the late
1980s and early '90s, the Starns worked
with metal rods, ultimately rejecting them
as too expensive, clunky, and perhaps even
dangerous. A visitor to an iron pipe instal-
lation could conceivably get whacked on
the head. “The pipes were so dead and
heavy,” they now say. “There was nothing
organic about them. We thought that bam-
boo was a more natural choice”

So bamboo has become their primary
material, at least for now. They buy it from
a farmer in Georgia. “We’re his best cus-
tomer,” they say. Big Bambu isn’t their first
bamboo piece. At 100 feet long, it is cer-
tainly big, but its predecessor, which lives
in their gigantic studio in Beacon, New

See it Split, See it Change, 2008. Fused glass,
tesserae mosaic, epoxy, and stainless steel, 9-14
X 250 ft.

York, is three times that length. Some of the rock climbers working now at the Met also
worked on the Beacon piece, which is not open to the public. Strauss had an unusual
curatorial opportunity in Beacon: “I climbed up 40 feet with them,” she says. “It was
not the usual place to have a conversation about an art show.”

After the Starns came up with their rough willow model for the project, the negotiations
were intense, says Strauss. She talks about the bureaucratic nightmare of public art. Not
even the mighty Met could avoid getting permissions from several city agencies so that the
project could go ahead. “In Beacon, they could do whatever they wanted,” she says,
sounding grateful that they were willing to go through the process to see the work accom-
plished. On the other hand, she notes, quite correctly, that “having the Met behind them
was important” They are now in the first rank of artists in their generation, and they have
the credentials —if not the wardrobe, haircuts, or attitude —to show it.

Big Bambu marks the Starns’ second foray into huge works destined to be experienced
by a wide public. In 2008, they created See it Split, See it Change, a 250-foot site-specific
installation at Manhattan’s South Ferry Station. Among its images are photos of giant
tree branches and historic maps of Manhattan, re-created in marble mosaics. The tree
branches are layered, creating a sense of three-dimensionality that reminds me of the
scene in the original Superman movie where the bad guys are shipped to outer space
after being flattened onto a glass plate —another case of three dimensions into two.

Will Big Bambu have an afterlife? Yes. The Starns are diligently recording it in time-lapse
photography and in video, intended for gallery exhibitions. They did something similar with
the Beacon piece, and the resulting photography of the giant installation was shown in 2009
at the Wetterling Gallery in Stockholm. They are currently negotiating with several interna-
tional institutions for another bamboo piece, but whether they can re-use the poles from
the Met will depend on how they survive their months of exposure to the elements.
Meanwhile, Strauss notes of the Starns’ Met roof gig, “They say they haven’t been this
happy since childhood”

Christine Temin is a writer living in Boston.




