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Unltlng the Wild and the ngld

By BRICE BROWN
Af-: general rule, artistic move-
i ents are either born of a
need to react against a preceding
trend — such as'Neoclassicism’s
attack on Rococo — or are the re-
sult of exposure to new visual
ideas learned from previously un-
considered cultures — Picasso’s
sublimation of African sculpture
into Cubism, for example. The
Aesthetic Movement, which took
root in'England in the 1850s'and
was later introduced to America
in'1876, combined both this reac-
tionary impulse and this hybrid-

ization of exotic influences.

ABRASS MENAGERIE

Thg Bard Graduate Center

The movement’s resulting ob-
jects are mtrlcately worked, often .

amples — including tables, chairs, .
chandeliers, and andirons, as well
as alarge’selection of door hard-
ware — on displayin “A Brass Me-
nagerie” at the Bard Graduate
Center demonstrate why brass
was an ideal medium through :
which to express the Aesthetic .
Movement’s uruque stylistic - disallowing motifs tobecome cha-
amalgam. otic. Brass’s mellow coloration
Responding to the mcreasmgly " also helps unify. potentlally dis-
poor design of industrialized ' junctive mark-making, and si- .
goods, Aesthetic designers,and  multaneously lends a sense of.
manufacturers aimed to remtro- gilded splendor.
duce higher levels of artistry'into * *“The'tension caused by trying to
mass-produced wares, marking - reconcile nature’s wild unpredict-
the beginning of the now ubiqui- abxhty with rigid industrialized |
tous concept of affordable design. - form is palpably evident in a side
- Coinciding with this desire wasan' table (ca. 1880-85) produced by
intense interest in the refined:ar- ~ the American firm of Bradley and
tifacts being exported from Japan, -Hubbard Manufacturing Compa-
which flooded the west withnew  ny. Strong geometric lines at-
design ideas. Cues werealso taken ' tempt to corral floral motifs, ara-
from Gothic, Moorish, and Per-  besques, and an array. of minute
sian influences, adding to the = decoration, while the eye is taken
overall riot of patterns and forms  on an éndless toprto-bottom-to-
contained inieach piece. Brass’s ' top journey. Four L-shaped legs
inherent malleability, coupled  resembling a spaceship’s landing 1880- 90) by ‘an un
with advances in machine-mak-  gearprojectstronglyupward,only  displays obvious
ing technology, meant designs to/droop unexpectedly at the top ' influences, appe
could be easily and inexpensively intobeautiful, but generically ren- i
stamped on a surface or die-cut  dered, blossoming flowers. They
from sheets, allowing various appearhkefour tinyheads bowmg 47
parts to be interchangeable. This = 'in anticipation of — or perhaps in
not only facilitated the uniquely - reverence to —Ithe scallop-edged
flat, repetitive, tooled look of Aes-  top hoveringjustabovethem, Sur-
theticbrass, butitalso guaranteed  face decoration'is compartmen-
the objects were accessible to'a . talized, similar/in feeling to an
broader clientele. amassing of glyph-filled car-
At first glance,'the seemingire- = touches. Adding a shock of unex-
lentlessness of all-over decora- pected color are a blue ceramic
tion that virtually engulfs these . tile, inlaid in the top, and a blue
Aesthetic brass objects comes ' ceramic cylinder, mounted to the
across as a fussy lack of decision-.  base; both ‘manufactured by the:
making. Extended examination, * Longwy Faience Company,
however, shows sophisticated re- = France. ' '‘Central Park
straint and highly controlled rela- - - While the Bradley and Hubba.rd 3000).

‘tionships between pattérn’ and ' table is moi:e typlcal of he!
form. Symmetry i is paramount, ' on vxew there are




