A myth’s modern update

Elliott Hundley's take on
‘The Bacchae' is
complex, multilayered
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Oursisan age of overstimulation,
of sensory overload. That makesLos
Angeles artist Elliott Hundley thor-
oughly au courant, evenwhenin-
terpreting a fifth-century B.C. tragedy.

His creations, whether freestand- -

ing assemblages or deeply colored,

s
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Freestanding pleces are part of Hundley's
«hibit, including these three works based

un ancient thyrsuses.
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layered collages mounted on awall,
are dense collisions of imagesand
materials. You could spend several
days sussing out all the imagery and
verbiagein The Lightning's Bride.

The Nasher Sculpture Center is
showing 12 of Hundley's interpreta-
tions, both wall-mounted and free-
standing, of Euripides' The Bacchae.
Created in 2010 and 2011, théworks
have been organized by the Wexner
Center for the Arts at Ohio State
University in Columbus.

Ifyour Euripidesis alittle rusty, a
bit of background isin order. !
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Dionysus, god of wine and revelry,
isthe extramarital son of Zeus and the
mortal Semele. Semele's relativesin
Thebes refuse tobelieveher preg-
nancyis divine, and Zeus'wife, Hera,
is furious at being betrayed.

Herademands that Zeus appear to
Semele as a thunderbolt, which kills
the poor woman, Hermes saves the
unborn child, whois sewn into Zeus'
thigh until ready for birth.

Spurned from Thebes,Dionysus
gathers a cult of ecstatic female wor-
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" shipers, the Bacchantes. Eventhe
. mother and aunts of the Theban

Jing Pentheus arelured, despitea

bl myalbanonDionysimworship.

Pentheus disguises himselfasa |

' 'woman and hidesin a tree to ob-
" servethe goings-on. The Bacchantes

spy him, and under Dionysus'spell
think he’s awild beast, pull him
down and tear his body apart. Only
after Pentheus' mother, Agave,
delivers hishead tohis father does
the spell wear off, and sherealizes
what she hasdone.

Inthe sixlinked panels of The
Lightning’s Bride, the dominant
recurrent image is of Semelein
various states of agony, with ahole
Blasted through her middle. Ex-
cerpts of the Euripides playare
rendered in swirls of cut-out letters
inwildly varied typefaces.

A dense assault of small, even
tiny, imagery fairly explodes from

Plan your life
Through April 22 at the Nasher
Sculpture Center, 2001 FloraSt.,
Dallas Hours:Tla.m. to5 p.m.
Tuesdays through Sundays. $10;
discounts for students, military,
seniors: free forchildreni2and
younger; free admission for all
first Saturday of each month.
214-242-5100.
nashersculpturecenter.org.

the surface: photos of Hundley’s
family members enacting scenes
from the play, tiny paperand plastic
flowers (a Hundleysignature)
pinned tothesurface, a Cézanne
stilllife, HenryMoore's Kingand
Queen. Abigblue magnifying glass,
hungonmetalrods, focusesona
coupledancing.

Treestanding assemblages are
moreabstract. Three ofthemare
stylized thyrsuses, maces madeof
long fennel stalks capped with pine
cones — for Agave and hersisters
TInoand Autonoé. Agaveused her
thyrsusto carry the dead Pentheus’
headbackto Cadmus.

Thyrsusfor Agaveis aphotogra-’
pher’stelescopingiight stand,
capped withaclutter of pottery
shards, slices of steel bearns, a crum-
pledhank of rusted sheet metaland
(another Hundleysignature) anim--
bus of slender plasticstraws pinned |
together, From this, lon g white
stringshang tothe ground. Doesthe:
nimbusrepresenthair, the string
blood dripping down? ]

In the Nasher'slobbyis Her House
Smouldering, precariouslyleaning -
fragmentsofwhatlookslike aruined
cinder-block wall. (Its actually plas-
tic)) Supported bybamboostalks,
thisis what’sleftof Pentheus’palace,”
after the spurned Dionysus destroys
itwith an earthquake and fire.

Hundley'sdenselylayeredand .
assembled creations, contrapuntally
allusive, don't give up theirsecrets,
easily. But thesheer quirkiness ofthie
compositionsisarresting, asarethe
rmixes of natural and manufactured
elements and the surfacesbusily -
Jayered with tiny details pinned on
like dead butterflies. Neverhas Eu-
ripidesseemed so ofour time.
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A t.!etall of Eyes That Run Like Leaping Fire, part of "Elliott Hundley:
The Bacchae” at the Nasher Sculpture Center



