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“Material Traces,” the exhibition of
Marion Held’s work currently at the
Hunterdon Art Museum, is well worth
seeing for its own sake. It also provides
a journey into one of the stranger sculp-

tural psyches at work to-
day in New Jersey. 

The show spills out of the
downstairs gallery into the
lobby, where you will find
“Teeth” (2004), consisting
of a row of large ceramic

teeth installed inside a set of oversize
cast-rubber jaws. It is a bizarre work, at
once archaic and modern, immediately
accessible and yet deeply puzzling. It
puts one in mind of archeological dis-
plays of human remains — or a visit to
the dentist.

It also suggests both memory and
loss, themes that recur throughout the
dozen or so pieces on display. 

Ms. Held’s sculptures, and drawings
in both charcoal and pencil, are tender
but unsentimental. Her work is often
humorous, but compassionate. I would
even characterize it as elegiac, which
might explain why it stays with you
long after you have left the show. 

The featured work is from 1997 to the
present, assembled for the show by Car-
ol Rosen, a guest curator. 

The mystery in Ms. Held’s work de-
rives in large measure from the incon-
gruous juxtaposition of various objects.
In “Well” (2006), for instance, a painted
Senegalese “water bag,” traditionally
used for collecting water from wells,
rests on a table surrounded by spoons.
How these objects relate to one another

and what they mean is not entirely
clear.

Nor can I say that I understand the
meaning behind “Crib” (1997), the old-
est piece in the show, in which a metal
crib is filled with rough black stoneware
pods, haphazardly fashioned, some of
them wrapped in rubber straps or cot-
ton thread. The range of associations
evoked is broad — childhood, death, mi-
gration. This is teasing, thought-provok-
ing art akin to Theater of the Absurd. 

Surrealism comes to mind through-
out the show, as much a result of the art-

ist’s use of playful and unexpected jux-
taposition as for her use of biomorphic
forms — painted, drawn or sculptured
imagery suggestive of living organisms.
Her charcoal and pencil drawings in
particular are reminiscent at times of
paintings by the surrealist Joan Miró,
who was famous for his biomorphic im-
agery.

Ms. Held’s art is also surrealist in its
emphasis on the subconscious signifi-
cance of its objects and imagery, leaving
it up to viewers to find their own mean-
ing. It doesn’t help that the exhibition
lacks a catalog, or that the explanatory
wall text tells viewers that the artist’s
work is “never specific.” 

Even a statement by the artist on her
Web site, marionheld.com, offers pre-
cious little insight into her thinking:
“My sculpture has the intensity of old
bones; almost real, but actually without
any corollary in the material world.”
Ms. Held, who lives in Montclair, also
talks about her art “posing questions.”
Navigating this show is like feeling your
way in the dark.

If you come here looking for answers
or meaning, you’ll leave empty-handed.
But come with an openness to enter-
tainingly experimental art and you will
find much to mull over and admire, like
“Hiddenness” (2003), in which found
objects are partly submerged in cast
rubber on a table with a built-in light.
The sumptuous amber color of the illu-
minated rubber oozes a delightful phys-
icality. 

Some of the sculptures are funny,
such as “Splitting Hairs” (2007), in
which a tuft of hair seems to be growing
out of a chunk of cast rubber. But others
feel more despairing, such as “Bone
Buggies” (2001), consisting of a pair of
dilapidated baby carriages containing
what appear to be skeletal remains,
made of stone and cast rubber. This
piece seems to embody death, or a
memory of long-lost happiness. 

Gazing at a sculpture like “Bone Bug-
gies,” I can imagine that the exhibition
might horrify some viewers. Ms. Held’s
work seems to be an art born of suffer-
ing. But it is also an art of liberation, in
which the artist has apparently broken
with the emotions that inspired the
work. Is making art a kind of therapy
for the artist? I don’t know, but Ms.
Held is certainly a master at imbuing
random materials with psychological
richness. 
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CONTRAST In “Material Traces,” Marion Held mixes disparate materials. 

“Marion Held: Material Traces,” Hunt-
erdon Art Museum, 7 Lower Center
Street, Clinton, through Sept. 13; (908)
735-8415 or hunterdonartmuseum.org.

An exhibit that evokes
Miró’s biomorphic art

asks viewers to find their
own meaning. 
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Let’s talk about Arnolphe for a
minute. Right in the middle of the
Shakespeare Theater of New Jersey’s
exuberant new production of Molière’s

farce “The School for
Wives,” one character
mentions that Arnolphe
(Bruce Cromer), our deli-
ciously detestable protag-
onist, is 42 years old. 

If you know the play at
all, you’ll recall that Arnolphe has been
bringing up Agnès, his ward, whisking
her off to a convent and keeping her
completely sheltered and naïve so that
he can marry her when she comes of
age. “In short, I want an uncomplicated
wife,” he explains to a friend. Arnolphe
has an unnatural fear of being cuck-
olded and thinks the sweet young thing
will be too dim to even think about
cheating on him — or to know how. She
has developed a strange idea that hu-

man reproduction mainly involves the
ear.

These days, 42 seems like a perfectly
sensible age to marry. But in the 17th
century (“The School for Wives” was
first produced in 1662), wasn’t a man in
his 40s practically at death’s door? May-
be that’s why Arnolphe becomes so dis-
traught as his plans begin to fall apart;
he’s probably not going to get a second
chance.

We should hate the sexist Arnolphe.
But his desires are so endearingly sim-
ple and his frustrations so obvious that
the audience has to feel a little sympa-
thy for his plight. At least that’s the case
in Mr. Cromer’s formidable comic por-
trayal.

I wasn’t wild about Brian B. Crowe’s
all-out goofy direction at first, but the
absurdist fun is infectious. Pretty soon,
the servant Georgette (Kristie Dale
Sanders, in a saucy, disarming perform-
ance) is beating her master with what
looks like a big salami, one nonverbal
scene is being played with expert silent-
movie gestures, and Arnolphe’s yearn-
ing sigh is emerging as a nasty honk,
like Felix Unger’s recurring allergic re-
action in “The Odd Couple.” And it’s all

perfectly believable. Even when
Arnolphe inserts a finger in his open
mouth to indicate “I’m going to gag,”
the contemporary gesture seems well
chosen.

Agnès, the young intended bride, is
played with charming obliviousness by
Erin Partin, sort of like the young Gold-
ie Hawn on quaaludes. Whenever some-
one wags his finger and tells Agnès,
“You’ll grasp this,” she does. She seizes

and holds onto the finger. When she is
instructed to pay close attention to
something, she positions her face a cou-
ple of inches from the other character’s
mouth and then twists and tilts her head
to have a better view of the emerging
words.

Of course, Arnolphe is really the one
who doesn’t understand anything. What
upsets his long-laid plans is the arrival
of Horace (Jon Barker), the son of an

old friend. Horace is young, handsome
and in love. Unfortunately the girl he
loves is Agnès, whose master, he casu-
ally tells Arnolphe, is a dolt. Arnolphe
secretly sets out to thwart Horace in his
attempts to woo and run away with the
girl. At one point, that includes boarding
up the doors to her bedroom balcony
and barricading the patio. 

This is a very pretty production, with

a cheerful patio-and-balcony set by
John Hobbie and handsome costume
design by Emily Pepper. It’s a pleasant
change of pace to see most of the fash-
ion attention go to men’s wear. Agnès’s
dress is very attractive too, but the
overskirt did remind me of some old
Ralph Lauren sheets I used to have. 

Most of this elegance would be in
vain, however, if the English version of
Molière’s language were stilted or sim-
plistic. Happily, the Shakespeare Thea-
ter of New Jersey is using the highly ac-
claimed translation by the poet Richard
Wilbur, who obviously has a chummy
sense of humor as well as a master’s
way with words.

Goofy Fun,
With Dapper Men
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ROMANTIC RIVALS Bruce Cromer, left, plays Arnolphe, and Jon
Barker is Horace in the Molière farce “School for Wives.”

Nearing 350, Molière’s
‘School for Wives’ can

still be infectious.

“The School for Wives,” by Molière, is at
the F. M. Kirby Shakespeare Theater,
Drew University, 36 Madison Avenue,
Madison, through July 26. Information:
shakespearenj.org or (973) 408-5600.
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