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The first thing that struck me, upon entering the first floor of “Dark Matters,” an exhibition of
new works by Jean-Michel Othoniel open at Galerie Perrotin in New York through April 15,
2018, was that | wish | had encountered the works is a lush, quiet garden rather than in a
white-walled gallery.

The works themselves intimate this sort of experience. Two floor installations made of amber
and blue mirrored bricks hand-blown in Firozabad, India, and laid out as if to form a road,
mirror each other on either side of the gallery. Entitled Precious Stonewall (2014) and
Precious Stonewall (2017), the works reference the brick facades of the Stonewall Inn,
where the modern gay rights movement was birthed in the 1970s. The room is split by Grotta
Azzura (2017), a tiny room carved into the wall that contains a water fountain; the opening to
the room is just big enough for a small child. My own 18-month-old, who accompanied me to
the exhibition, was enraptured by it. Even though the environment was otherwise sterile, in
remembering the exhibition, | hear songbirds, | feel the warmth of the sun, | imagine sitting
beside the bricks and feeling like an aristocrat in some 19" century novel.
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“[Theworklisabouttheideaofgardens,”Jean-MichelOthonielhimselfconfirmedwhenl

metupwithhimafewminutesafterenteringthespace.”It'swhatyoufindindifferent
countries,inArabiccountriesandSpanishcountries.lt'sverycontemplative.”

Soft-spokenandgentle,itwasthethirdtimelhadinterviewedOthoniel. Thefirstwasin
2012upontheoccasionofhismid-careerretrospectiveattheBrooklynMuseum,whichl
coveredforArtinAmerica.ThesecondwastopreviewtheshowatPerrotin,which

inauguratesthegallery’smonumentalnewthirdfloorspace.Andthethirdwaswhenthe
showitselfwasopen.

Fromspeakingtohimbefore,lknowthatOthoniel'spracticeisrootedinthelate1980sand
early1990s,whenmanyofhispeersweredyingfromAIDS.Hisembraceofmaterialslike
beadsandmirrors,andbright,glossycolorstypicallyconsideredfeminine, areawayof
aestheticizing—andinthatway,puttingonapedestal—theflamboyanceassociatedwith
gaymales.Overtime,hisideashavetakenrootinnewdirections.NowOthoniel,is

concernedwithmathematics,withnaturaldisasters,withcreatingglisteningcitiesofblown
glass.
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