by David Galloway.

The Civilization of Llhuros.

“...like such visions, Daly’s is an implied commentary on his

own world.”

The current visitor to Akron’s Art
Institute is greeted by a pair of massive
bronze doors that soar like twin towers
to a height of twelve feet, dominating
the Institute’s central court and setting
the first note for “The Civilization of
Llhuros.” Metallographic study of the
doors places them in the third and final
(“Decline”) period of Llhuroscian civili-
zation, and when they were excavated
at Atraxos in 1962 anthropologists
concluded that they had stood at the
entrance to the private gambling casino
in the underground winter villa of the
tyrant Kai Preiden. The absence of
mold marks or any sign of the use of
chaplets suggests the highly sophis-
ticated technology of Llhuros, just as
the positioning of the doors before a
characteristic den of iniquity is a sym-
bolic reminder of its decline and fall.

Only one small, incongruous detail
seems to contradict the elegant sim-
plicity of these monumental bronzes—
the single word HONDA stamped in
bas relief across them. The Atraxian
doors—like all the paintings, sculptures,
artifacts, music, maps, and menstrual
charts in this exhibition—are the witty
inventions of Norman Daly, Professor
of Painting and Sculpture at Cornell
University since 1942, The bronze doors
are Honda packing cases; a pair of
fornicating gods (“‘Early Archaic”), the
lid holder from an old gas range; and
the bronze “Lacunarium” (a decorative
shield from a funeral couch), an in-
verted, artfully chipped and “antiqued”
ashtray of the species Woolworth mod-
ern. As in most exhibitions of art and
artifacts from antiquity, there is a
fragile and remote serenity about these
objects, stilled beneath the patinas of
time. But Daly has not simply attempted
to “fake” a civilization, although he
clearly has the requisite talent; he has,
instead, chosen to spoof with conscious
artistry the reconstructions of anthropol-
ogy, the gullible reverence of museum-
goers, and the foibles of a No Deposit-
No Return culture.

Many of the Llhuroscian objects on
display at Akron have an unimpeachable
trompe-1’oeil effect, but most of them
(and these, I think, the best and most
provocative) intentionally betray their
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true origins. Thus, the funeral shield
or “Lacunarium,” from the middle
period of Llhuros, is described in the
catalogue as “‘Bronze; hammered shield,
repoussé salamanders made separately;
light-green patina, corrosion and breaks
on both sides . . . ,”” and it might indeed
have graced the funeral couch of a
temple priest. But the strategic “‘breaks
on both sides™ reveal the garish under-
side of brightly glazed electric orange
that betrays its ashtray ancestry. A
stunning photograph of the rare Pruii
bird, whose call is like the ringing of a
telephone, is included because of its
resemblance to the sacred “sooty-footed
hummingbirds of Llhuros.” Close ex-
amination of the photograph reveals, at
its center, an astronaut enwombed in
his space capsule.

On one level, then, “The Civilization
of Llhuros” belongs to the found-
object tradition of Marcel Duchamp, in
which a common object, wrenched from
its conventional context, assumes new
and unexpected dimensions. Duchamp

might have been particularly amused
by the “Trallib” or holy oil container
excavated at Vanibo—in reality a
squeeze-plastic detergent container; or
by the “phallic type” priests’ trallib
that is a simple juice squeezer. Daly
departs from the tradition of Duchamp,
however, in his artful manipulations of
such objects and in the formal order he
imposes on them. Industrial artifacts
are rearranged, sprayed with acrylics,
bronzed, intentionally cracked and
chipped to give the illusion of age, and
generally transformed in ways which
have little to do with Duchamp’s anti-
art aesthetic. Only one Llhuroscian
artifact has the purity of Duchamp’s
objet trouvé—a steam iron set on end
with its base removed to reveal its
inner parts; it is described in the cata-
logue as “A temple votive containing
an ‘imprisoned’ image of a minor
deity who incurred the strong wrath of
disbelievers.” The piece is a striking
corollary to Norman Mailer’s thesis
that there are demons who inhabit



the machines of modern technology,
and to whom homage must be paid.

“The Civilization of Llhuros” thus
provides an amusing footnote to what
art critics have identified as ‘““the cult
of the common object” in American
art, and a significant part of its fascina-
tion is the way it provokes the viewer’s
participation in “identifying” individual
pieces. His role therefore resembles
that of the archaeologist who is in-
volved, both literally and figuratively,
in reconstructing ancient civilizations.
All such “‘reconstructions” of reality—
whether we call them anthropology,
history, or art—are faulty, however
authoritative the tone they assume; all
demand that we become co-conspirators
in the establishment of their validity.
Norman Daly takes toys, household
appliances, plastic, styrofoam, paint and
glue and rearranges our known world
in a parody of an antique world as an
antique world might be rearranged and
reconstructed from its debris by the
anthropologist.

It has become a cliché to remark that
much modern art is about the making
of art: we have films about films,
novels about novels, and paintings
about painting. “The Civilization of
Llhuros™ is thus a cliché of clichés,
and many of its vernacular objects—
a cheese grater, a paper punch—are
themselves industrial clichés. What
raises this particular exhibition above
the level of museum in-joke or aesthetic
inspeak is the sheer size and grandeur
of its conception. Daly has not only
created the votive figures and paintings
and domestic objects of his imaginary
civilization; he has invented its history,
composed and recorded its music (via
Moog synthesizer), drawn its map,
photographed the digs that unearthed
it, written its poetry, reconstructed its
religious ceremonies, and created a body
of controversial scholarship about its
origins and its fall. The Akron exhibi-
tion is accompanied by three tapes—
one of a Llhuroscian religious festival,
another of Llhuroscian music, and a
third in which a blandly correct B.B.C.
interviewer (portrayed by Daly) inter-
views the Swedish archaeologist and
the British archaeologist (both, of
course, “impersonated” by Daly) who
are supervising the dig at Llhuros.
Even the exhibition catalogue, with its
monotonous half-tone illustrations, its
hairsplitting footnotes and unneces-
sarily detailed descriptions is part of the
grandeur of the spoof.

Men have chronically dreamed of
enchanted isles, brave new worlds, lost
civilizations of Atlantis or Xanadu, and
like all such visions, Daly’s is an implied
commentary on his own world. Some
of his transmogrified objects, like plastic
toys and mass-produced figures of
sports stars, have an air of overt
nostalgia; others spoof the vulgarity of

mass-manufactured articles; all remind
us of the indifference with which a con-
sumer society treats most of its artifacts.
The very materials which the artist uses
set up a continuous dialogue: a massive
fragment of a fresco, looking like
weathered stone that has miraculously
survived the batterings of time, is
highly perishable styrofoam; Cecil B.
DeMille would have felt at home here.
Llhuros is Utopia—nowhere, some-
where, anywhere, and Hollywood, a
mythical world more fully and richly
fleshed than any of the famous imag-
inary societies of the past.

The conception cannot be faulted
(and this is a conceptual art uniquely
realized), even if individual parts leave
something to be desired. Some of the
artfulness is too arch, and some of it
is reminiscent of ‘“how-to” columns
which instruct imaginary housewives
and unimaginable children on tech-
niques for converting old phonograph
records into flower pots and popsicle
sticks into lamp shades. Furthermore,
Daly’s abilities as a sculptor clearly
outstrip his talent as a painter (or was
painting simply the lesser art in
Llhuros?).

Like most ancient civilizations, that
of Llhuros has been divided by its
historians into three periods—identified
by Brent Colburn Towle, curator of the
Department of Llhuroscian Antiquities
of the British Museum, as Early Archaic,
Late Archaic, and Middle Period. Its
ultimate decline is commonly attributed
to licentiousness and to the accuracy of
its menstrual charts. As the Llhuroscian
artifacts indicate, however, these ancient
people’s worship of the phallus and
their increasingly sophisticated tech-
niques for augmenting its size must
finally have made menstrual charts
irrelevant.

The Akron Art Institute is housed in
one of those smug, ersatz Greek temples
which once sprouted like dragons’
teeth from the soil of a culture-hungry
America. Its interior has been stun-
ningly, stylishly renovated in the smart
modern way, and for the month of
September it houses the remains of an
ancient civilization that never existed
save in the detritus of a modern in-
dustrial civilization. With ironic ap-
propriateness, since the art of Llhuros
was ultimately the ornament of its
licentiousness, the Akron Art Institute
stands shoulder to shoulder with the
city’s busiest house of prostitution. And
since life does so obviously follow art
following life following art, one wonders
what the ladies of the night are doing
with their Honda packing cases.

Dr. Galloway teaches English at Case
Western Reserve and is the author of
Pioneering in Art Collecting as well as a
number of books dealing with American
literature and culture.
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