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The Great Figure 
 
Among the rain 
and lights 
I saw the figure 5 
in gold 
on a red 
fire truck 
moving 
tense 
unheeded 
to gong clangs 
siren howls 
and wheels rumbling 
through the dark city. 
 
William Carlos Williams, 1921 
 
        
 

 
 
 

BAIBAKOV art projects’ third exhibition at the Red October Chocolate Factory explores the work of 
five internationally recognised American artists: Walead Beshty, Matthew Brannon, Wade Guyton, 
Sterling Ruby, and Kelley Walker. The exhibition considers the contemporary relevance of these 
artists, while establishing their work within the context of a specifically American artistic lineage, 
rooted in the moment of American Modernism. FIVE highlights the contributions of this current 
generation to the ongoing investigation of form driving the development of contemporary art in 
America.  
 
The exhibition title references William Carlos Williams’ 1921 poem The Great Figure, in which the 
poet records the jarring sensation of a passing fire truck, emblazoned with the number 5.  The 
poem captures the dynamism of American Modernism, throttling full speed through the newly 
industrialized urban landscape. The Great Figure would set off a chain of creative response, 
inspiring numerous artists to reinterpret the work and the figure 5 at its center.  
 
The first of these responses came in 1928, when American painter Charles Demuth paid homage 
to this poem with his Figure Five in Gold. Echoing Williams’ interest in aural resonance, Demuth 
used crisp metallic tones, graphic repetition, and a stylized visual vocabulary to convey the “gong 
clangs / siren howls / and wheels rumbling/ through the dark city.” These formal elements 
presaged many of the aesthetic issues that would later be at stake in the American Pop Art 
movement.  
 
In the 1960s, American Pop artist Robert Indiana revisited these works 
with a series of paintings entitled American Dream. In his reworking of 
Demuth’s Modernist painting, Indiana laid claim to a distinctly American 
lineage, self-consciously linking two critical moments of the so-called 
“American Century”: Modernism, which revered form above all, and 
Pop, which embraced the aesthetics of media and consumer culture. 
Refiguring the fire engine into the five-pointed star of the American 
flag, Indiana added stencilled words such as “AMERICAN DREAM” to 
reinforce the role of contemporary art in promoting the idea of 
American ingenuity. The use of stencils ostensibly removed the artist’s 
hand from the process, giving the works the aura of a mass-produced 
commodity. In the 1963 painting, Diamond Demuth Five, Indiana 
removed written language as well, conveying the “American Dream” 
through strictly graphic means, with the reduced palette and distilled 
form acting as a visual equivalent to the words of Williams’ poem. 
 

Figure Figure Figure Figure 1111 Charles Demuth, Figure Five in Gold, 
1928.    

Figure Figure Figure Figure 2222 Robert Indiana, 
Diamond Demuth Five, 1963. 



 

 

FIVE takes up this chain of references as a model for expanding upon the American artistic lineage. 
Conceptually arranged as a five-pointed structure, the exhibition presents a selection of recent 
works by Walead Beshty, Matthew Brannon, Wade Guyton, Sterling Ruby, and Kelley Walker. Citing 
aesthetic correspondence with the works of Indiana’s contemporaries - key American artists 
Donald Judd, Ed Ruscha, Richard Serra, and Andy Warhol, who are represented by one work each 
as the “Original Five” – FIVE reveals the relationships between these artists and their artistic 
predecessors as they work to resolve and critique the formal questions put forward by American 
Modernism.  
 
Chief amongst these concerns is the question of the artist in the age of mechanical – and now 
digital - reproduction. Taking cues from Indiana, Matthew Brannon appropriates not only the 
language but also the forms of contemporary popular culture. Rather than stage a critique of 
commodity culture or the print medium, emptying signifiers through a Warholian repetition of an 
image, the artist makes unique prints of stylized forms, relics of that culture (such as high heels or 
cocktail glasses); it is thus not so much that his signifiers have been emptied as that which they 
signify is itself already a void, outmoded or passé. These forms are immediately legible, but 
troubled by the addition of the artist’s text, seemingly vacuous phrases that work to undermine 
the assumptions of popular culture. Images of vinyl records, reproduced in the abstracted format 
of the gold record but displayed with dubious titles such as “Fried Clams” or “Unmade Bed”, or an 
Oscar statuette, beset by pigeons, reveal the increasing irrelevance of such markers of success in 
contemporary culture.  Brannon offsets this existentialist bent with the inclusion of animal imagery 
(or sounds, in the case of Hyena, 2006, which features a soundtrack of a hyena’s laugh, 
painstakingly recorded by the artist during trips to the Berlin zoo.) 
 

Kelley Walker’s clever manipulations of mass-reproduced 
imagery recall the earlier appropriations of Pop master Andy 
Warhol. With Andy Warhol and Sonny Liston fly on Braniff 
(When you got it – flaunt it), Walker uses an advertisement for 
Braniff airlines, which pictured Warhol himself enjoying the 
airplane’s luxurious accommodation alongside boxer Sonny 
Liston. Walker obscures Warhol’s face with a collection of silk-
screened stars, embellished with Lindt chocolate wrappers. The 
set of 24 images are arranged in a horizontal procession as a 
full color spectrum, emphasizing the mechanical aspects of the 
printed image. In another series of works, Walker sillkscreens 
images of bricks over actual newspapers, literally blocking out 
their content. These works reference the bricked up windows of 
tenement housing, a clash of high and low culture as they are 
laid across the pages of Hello! magazine or the New York Times.  

 
Sterling Ruby is also playing with ideas of presence and negation, touching on a dizzying array of 
media and styles in what might be called an “Unmonumental Monumentalism.” Equally adept with 
crude representational ceramics, dripping, greased or abraded monoliths, primitivist painting, 
collage, video and photography, his work is a trashy or heroic challenge to the tropes and props of 
Minimalism and high Modernism. His Alabaster series from 2008 mocks the Minimalist idea of the 
perfect monochrome surface, presenting found pastiche patterns as a surface for painterly 
contemplation. In his series of Anti-Prints, Ruby overtly crusades against Minimalism, with the 
black-lettered slogan “KILL MINIMALISM” or the assurance that “This Won’t Last” pseudo-
spray-painted over a caricature of Minimalist architecture. Complicating this assault is the 
curiously Minimalist marble block supports holding up the placards. A more directly sculptural 
equivalent to these sentiments might be found in Big Grid/ Solo Tear, (2008), a large bronze 
monolith that makes clear reference to the work of Donald Judd. The latter artist had proposed the 
term “specific object” to capture the essence of his work, which he considered to be somewhere 
in between painting and sculpture. Ruby’s objects reproduce this tension, but he pointedly breaks 
away from the immaculate surfaces of Minimalism. Rather than preserve Judd’s rarefied forms, 
Ruby makes his work accessible to the viewer through visible fingerprints and smudges, crudely-
etched inscriptions, and, of course, the single tear, which adds an irreverently anthropomorphic 
character to his Big Grid. 
 

Figure Figure Figure Figure 3333    Kelley Walker, Andy Warhol 
and Sonny Liston fly on Braniff (When 
you got it – flaunt it) 2007.  

 



 

 

With his “printer drawing” series, Wade Guyton experiments with other 
types of positive negation, deconstructing the role of the artist by 
enlisting mechanical means of production. In an early series, the artist 
“negated” found images with a bold “X”, made from a large-scale 
printer. While Guyton’s initial use of the “X” might initially have wielded 
certain associative meanings, it gradually becomes less literal as his 
work embraces a higher level of abstraction. The motif takes a life of its 
own, becoming a symptom and a victim of the hiccups of the technology 
used to produce the works. This is visible in the untitled 2007 series of 
Epson inkjets on linen, where the “X” is fragmented, partial, and 
disjointed. In other works, the printing process is carried to its extreme 
until it actually negates any image, or rather, creates another image 
altogether -- that of the monochrome (Untitled, 2008). These 
monochromes are interrupted by printer errors and irregularities, the 
appearance of moiré patterns, and the folds in the canvas, where the 
material had been doubled over in order to feed through the printer. This 
particular moment in Guyton’s practice can be related to Post-Minimal 
artist Richard Serra’s prints, dating from the mid-seventies. While Serra 
sought to return to the materiality of process and to the body as an agent of production, Guyton’s 
work draws from a collision of the visual image and the mechanical means of its production, 
enlisting empty scanners and inkjet printers. 
 
Walead Beshty’s work likewise focuses on the technical processes of the production of an image, 
but he removes the process even further, inviting environmental factors and audience to 
participate in the creation of his images. For the work Mirror Floor (2009), the artist covers the 
exhibition space with reflective glass panels, which crack under visitors’ feet. The accidental is 
more than a process, or a possibility- it has become an aesthetic device. As visitors travel through 
the space, they become the authors of the gestures that mark and make the work. The notion of 
travel as process is also central to Beshty’s photograms, a photographic process that dispenses of 
a camera. Transparency (Negative) [Kodak NC Color Film], 2008/9, is a series of photographic 
prints that the artist created by subjecting rolls of film to the security x-ray machines in airports, 
resulting in highly seductive chromatic variations. Beshty inserts himself as the author of these 
works through his careful selection of the affected negatives.  
 
Guyton / Walker, always one to question convention, interrupts the structure of FIVE through a 
separate installation in the Project Space, which literally invades the exhibition space with silk-
screened dry wall panels.  
 
FIVE has been organized by BAIBAKOV art project’s Maria Baibakova and Kate Sutton, in 
collaboration with guest curators Gregory Linn and Clayton Press (New York, NY and Princeton, 
NJ) 

Figure Figure Figure Figure 4444 Sterling Ruby, Big 
Grid/ Solo Tear, 2008 



 

 

Artist BiographiesArtist BiographiesArtist BiographiesArtist Biographies    
 
Walead BeshtyWalead BeshtyWalead BeshtyWalead Beshty was born in London in 1976, and is based in Los Angeles. He holds a BA from Bard 
College and an MFA from Yale University. Beshty exhibits internationally, recently in such venues 
as the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C. (2009), Laxart, Los Angeles 
(2009), SculptureCenter, New York (2009), The Tate Triennial, Tate Britain London (2009), The 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York (2008), the Miami Art Museum, Miami (2008), 
Kunsthalle Basel, Basel (2008), The Project, New York (2007), and the UCLA Hammer Museum, 
Los Angeles (2006). Beshty is represented by Wallspace Gallery in New York, China Art Objects 
Galleries in Los Angeles, and Galerie Rodolphe Janssen in Brussels.  
 
Matthew BrannonMatthew BrannonMatthew BrannonMatthew Brannon was born in Saint Maries, Idaho, in 1971, and is based in New York. He received 
an MFA from Columbia University in 1999. Brannon's work has been featured in major international 
exhibitions including The Whitney Biennial (2008), The Torino Triennale (2008), and Uncertain 
States of America: American Art in the 3rd Millennium (2005-2007). Brannon is represented by 
Friedrich Petzel Gallery in NY, the Approach in London, and Galleria Gio Marconi in Milan. 
 
Wade GuytonWade GuytonWade GuytonWade Guyton was born in Hammond, Indiana, in 1972, and is based in New York City. He holds a 
BA from the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, and an MFA from Hunter College. Guyton exhibits 
internationally, recently in such venues as MoMA, New York (2008-2009), the Museum Ludwig, 
Cologne (2009), the Hammer Museum, Los Angeles (2008), Museo d'Arte Moderna di Bologna 
(2008), and The Whitney Museum of American Art (2004). He is represented by Friedrich Petzel 
Gallery in New York, Galleria Gio Marconi in Milan, and Galerie Chantal Crousel in Paris. 
 
Sterling RubySterling RubySterling RubySterling Ruby was born in Bitburg, Germany, in 1972, and is based in Los Angeles. He holds a BFA 
from the Art Institute of Chicago and an MFA from the Art Center College of Design in Pasadena. 
Ruby exhibits internationally, recently in such venues as The Museum of Modern Art, New York 
(2009), the ICA, Philadelphia (2009), GAMeC, Bergamo (2008/09), Bergen Kunsthall, Norway 
(2008), the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles (2008), the Ullens Center for 
Contemporary Art, Beijing (2008), and the Drawing Center, New York (2008). He is represented 
by PaceWildenstein Gallery in New York, Galleria Emi Fontana in Milan, and Xavier Hufkens in 
Brussels.  
 
Kelley WalkerKelley WalkerKelley WalkerKelley Walker was born in Columbus, Georgia, in 1969, and is based in New York. He holds a BFA 
from the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. Walker exhibits internationally, recently in such venues 
as Capitain Petzel, Berlin (2009), The Museum of Modern Art, New York (2008-2009), the New 
Museum, New York (2008), Wiels, Brussels (2008), Le Magasin-Centre National d’Art 
Contemporain, Grenoble (2007), Modern Art Oxford (2007), Museum De Hallen Haarlem, The 
Netherlands (2007-08), Power House Memphis, Tennessee (2006), and La Salle de Bains, Lyon, 
France (2005). He is represented by Paula Cooper Gallery in New York and Cerealart in Philadelphia 
and Miami. 
 
Guyton / WalkerGuyton / WalkerGuyton / WalkerGuyton / Walker is a collective featuring Wade Guyton and Kelley Walker, both graduates from the 
University of Tennessee, Knoxville that started first exhibiting together in 2004. The group has 
exhibited at The Museum of Modern Art, New York, in (2008-2009), The Carpenter Center for the 
Visual Arts, Harvard University, Cambridge (2006), Rheinschau Cologne Art Projects, Cologne 
(2004), and Midway Contemporary Art Center, St. Paul (2004). Guyton / Walker will show a major 
installation in the Italian Pavilion at the 54th Venice Biennale starting in June 2009. Guyton/Walker 
is represented by Greene Naftali in New York. 
 



 

 

 
 
About BAIBAKOV art projectsAbout BAIBAKOV art projectsAbout BAIBAKOV art projectsAbout BAIBAKOV art projects    
 
Founded by curator Maria Baibakova in 2008, BAIBAKOV art projects provides a progressive 
platform for cultural production within Moscow. The program places a firm emphasis on dialogue, 
actively engaging both a local and international audience through a series of exhibitions, lectures, 
performances, and publications intended to both further the public’s interest and understanding of 
contemporary art as well as to challenge previous conceptions about how this art can function 
within contemporary society. To this end, BAIBAKOV art projects welcomes creative collaboration 
with international artists, curators, and cultural institutions. The program is a non-profit art venture 
and, in keeping with Baibakova’s vision,” committed to the support and sustained development of 
emerging art, pioneering a new model of patronage to promote experimental art practice in 
Moscow.” (Baibakova)  
 
Director and chief curator, Maria Baibakova was born in Moscow and later studied art history at 
Barnard College, Columbia University, New York, and at The Courtauld Institute, London, where 
she obtained a distinction in her MA. She has gained invaluable experience working within multiple 
facets of the contemporary art world, from museums and galleries, to auction houses and curating 
a private collection. This experience informs her own independent practice as a curator, bringing an 
international insight to her work in Moscow. 
 
As of December 2008, BAIBAKOV art projects has operated out of the historic Red October 
Chocolate Factory, where it occupies more than 2,800 square meters on the third floor of the 
iconic red brick building. From this location, it is poised to become a central part of the nearby 
cultural hub, which includes the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, the Moscow House of Photography, 
the New Tretyakov Gallery and Art Center ArtStrelka.  
 
FIVE is organized under the patronage of the US Embassy 
 
Exhibition made possible in part thanks to the generous support of Sotheby’sSotheby’sSotheby’sSotheby’s and Jet RepublicJet RepublicJet RepublicJet Republic 
 
BAIBAKOV art projects 
Red October Chocolate Factory 
3rd Floor, Bersenevskaya Naberezhnaya, 6 
119 072 Moscow, Russia  
info@baibakovartprojects.com 
+7 499 230 3930 
 
Opening times: 
11-7 pm Tuesday - Sunday 
Closed Monday 
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