Art as Identity: 21¢c Museum Hotels

by Kate Bonansinga

Two doormen fanking the huge
glass entrance to a 10-story,
circa-1912 building renovated
in 2011=12 as the 21c Museum
Hotel Cincinnati literally open
the door to art. This hota] is one
of sevaral 21c Museum Hotels,
an entity founded by Kentuck-
ians Laura Loe Brown and Stove
Wilson in 2006, Each location
aims to change the downtown
dynamic of a regional city by
making progressive, contemypo-
rary art available free of charge,
24/7. But this is not the only
reason that 21c Museum Hotals

is worth attention. Most muse-

uims decontextualize historical
ohjects by presenting them out-
side of the milieu in and for
which they were created, 21c
Museum Hotels focuses on col-
lecting contemporary works
and is often their first home,
50 the hotel site contaxtualizes
rather than decontextualizes,
shaping the purpose and mean
ing of the art,

This is a departure from tradi-
tiomal museclogy, but then this
iz nol a treditional museum. For
example, at 210 Museum Hotel
Cincinnati, behind the hostess

station of the restaurant hangs

whal at first looks like o 1950s
roadside mote] sign. But instead
of lettering or a logo, this sign
features a pair of bright red lips
the pulsing lights are teath.
Cheshire (Object) (2008). by
Sanford Biggers, was exhibited
in a 2012 solo exhibition at the
Brooklyn Museum of Art, where
it hung in the same room as
Blossom (2007). a piano pierced
by & fruit tree that simultansons-
Iv references Buddha's enlight-
enment under the Bodhi and
a 2006 incident in Jena, Louis
iana, when a racist group dan-

gled nooses from a tree,

Fagade of 21c Museum Hotel Benton-
ville designed by Deborah Berke.

In Brooklyn, Blassam was
crucial to the understanding of
Cheshire. Bigpors savs that "in
Germany, in London, [Cheshine
is] just a smiley face, or an
Alice in Wonderland reference.
In the [1.5,, it's blackface min-
strelsy...depending on where it
is, it con fip."* Without Blos
sount, Cheshine loses its position
on racism, vet it remains visual-
Iy arresting, even when hanging
in a restaurant bar. It is one of
more than 2,000 works in the
21c collection, which succoss-
fully performs and communi-

cates in 8 multi-functional envi-

Soulpture 35 0



ronment meant for activities

other than the presentation and
interpretation of art, proving
the ability of art to speak over
and above daily commotion.
Brown and Wilson, the

founders and owners of 21c
Musoum Hotels, are contempo-
rary art collectors, Brown is an
artist in her early 708 who pho-
tographs and painis and whose
ancestor founded the multi-bil
lion-dollar liguor conglomorate
Brown-Forman, which began
chistilling bourbon in 1870 amd

now owns Jack Daniels, South-

Sculplurs

orn Comiort, Finlandia vodka,

and Felzer wines, among olher
brands. Wilson, whe married
Brown in 1996, was an art stu-
dent and then becams the pub-
licist for three former Kentucky
governors. Their original moti-
vation was to reignite interest
in the historic downtown area
of Louisville through the estab-
lishmont of a contemporary art
institution, and so thoy reno
vated five historic buildings
{several of them former bourbon
barrel and tobacco warchouses)

to be 21c Museum Hotel Louis-

Above: Installation view of *Wild Card: The Art of Michael Combs, A Fifteen-Year
Survey,” 21c Museum Hotel Cincinnatl, 2014. Left: Sanford Blggers, Cheshire

[Object), 2008. Plexiglas, aluminum, and LEDs, 67 x 33 x 10 in.
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Since then, they have l_lI_ll-_"[H‘d
threr others: Cincinnati [2012],
Bentonville, Arkansas (2013),
and Durham, Marth Caroling
12015). Brown and Wilson are
members of 8 10-member exec-
utive team that leads the hotel
franchise. 21e Museum dirsclor,
curator Alice Gray Stites, is
another, tastament to the com-
pany’s commitment to ant as
an important asset and a driving
business concept, Stites over-
SE65 A IMusenm manager and
other staff al each 21 location.
There are other sxamples of
art hotels in regional American
citivs, and of hotels collaborat-
ing with art dealers to populate
their walls with contemporary
arf available for purchase. Le
Miéridien Chambers ":.1i|1|||.~<'!p|r||_t'.
displays pieces from the collec-
tion of owner Ralph Burnaot,
which focuses on the YBAs

[Young British Arlists); the
nearby Walker Arl Center offers
hotel guests free admission.
In a major difference from 21c,
which is actively building a col-
lection rather than attempting
to crsats a secondary market for
it, the works on display al Lo
Méridien are for sale

Acs Hotel, another compars-
hle institulion, |'|.|.'. ||:|..|riu||'. in
both major and reglonal eities:
Los Angeles, New York, London,
Seattle, Portland, and Palm
Springs. It has purchased work
by contemporary artists such
as KAWS and Shepherd Fairey
Unlike 21c. however, it has no
|r-sE|i|-||1 curator: Ace |'|:||'I|||'|'-.
with organizations such as
Rhizome, 991, the Museum of
Art and Design, Tomorrow Lab,
and Printed Matter for curatori-
al expertise,

The Surrey in New York owns

and displays blue chip works
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Left: Alice Pixley Young, Wil You Miss Me When [ Burn, 2014 Ash, charooal, kiln

cast glass, video, and wood, 96 x 24 x 15 in, Above: Do Ho Sub, Floor Module
Tabie, ¢, 2004. PYC figures and glass, view of installation in the lobby qf 21c

Musewm Hotel Cincinnati.

by the likes of lenny Holzer
Chuck Close, and William Kent-
ridee. And manv other hotels

r cities do this as well.

LE TNhdp
including Ritz Carleton Millenia
"'>i."_f_'.||:-:_|'|' and Dolder Grand i
Zurtch, but 21c is agan doing
something a bit different. It has
mutltiple locations, and esch one
is situated in the downlown
area of a regional city where It
creates the opportunity for local
audiences to experience contam-
porary art in their hometown
Though the !II:'CII.I:.. i 211

Museum Hotel Cincinnati -
forms ||l|||:-|l'-||||'. s L!_'.Ii!l'l_'-
e lemporary axhibitions, two
wnrkq ARE On |1|".:||.|I||-.'|1 vipw
O i a thres-foot-high, vellow
plastic penguin (8 nimbened
edition by Cracking Ar) thal has
becomee the hotel's trademark
The other is the e |Fl!‘il-ll diesk
Heneath its glass surface stands
a crowd of tiny, multicolored
plastic men, hands raised over

toward the

their heads, pushing
sky. In 2014, the Indianapaolis
Museum of Arl exhibited a sim
ilar version of Do Ho Suh's
Floor alone in its ovwn gallery
creating a differont experiencs

of the wark, Butl Suh’s mossaga

comaes through in both venues
Jleative s impactful
collective action 1s impactial,
¥ i
and personal space 18 scarce

21 also hosts solo exhibitions,

such as a 2014 show for sculp-

tor Michael Combs In Cincin-

nati, bul mora often it prosants

theme-based group ghows, with

varving ley als of success, “Blue;
Matter, Mood and Melanchaoly,”
for instance, fell flat becanse the
concepl was ovarly '\.i||"!||i‘-||l..
Stites used 8 more compaelling
idea to anchar "Hybridity: The
Wew Frontier,” a group exhibi-
tion [on view in Cincinoati dur-
ing 2014 and then in Louisville
in 2015]) axploring how our
understanding of nature has
changed with te ||I:|l:'ll;;_l. Far
. |'|'.hr|-:|||'. * Blites chose works
fromm the 210 Museum Hotels®
collection and bormowed works
froom artists residing in Cin
cinnati, including Alice Pixley
Young and Future Betrieva
W
Parker).

how their experience working

[Guy Michael Davis and Katie

| asked these artists

with the hotel compared to
working with museums and gal-
leries. Young explained, “They
installed my work exactly

like 1 wanted,” somaething that
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Above: Future Relrigval, Gangster Pavadise Redux: One and Two, 2004. Ceramic,
paper, and wood, 48 x 24 x & in. each. Right: Future Retrieval, White Light, 2015.
Porcelain, paper, and neon, view of installation in 21c Museurn Hotel Durham.

doasn’t necessarily happen at
nther galleries. “They were spe-
cific, careful, and good stewards
of the work in a tough environ-
ment...l see their collecting
practice as being about gender,
sexuality, and race. genuine
21st-century concerns...l am
excited about their concept. It
brings a type of work that |
didn't think wo would see in
Cincinnati. "

Guy Micheel Davis and Katie
Parker described how their
relationship with 21c Musewm
Hotels began with a studio visit
by Eli Meiners, museum man
ager al 21c Museum Hotel Cin-
cinnati. Meiners then epcour-
aged Stites 1o visit the Davis/
Parker studio, which she did in
March 2014, Gangster Paradise
Redux, a white cast porcelsin
sculpture of a topiary sitting
on A wall shelf, hackdropped by
# framed oval of bright crange.
pink, blue, and yvellow floral
wallpaper hand-cut by Parker,

was in their studio at the time,
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[The title refers to Coolio’s 1995
song “Gangsta’s Paradise.”)
Stites felt that 21c’s space nead-
od a larger work, and that the
artists had more (o say. She rec-
ommended that they creates a
companion: Ceangsters Parooise
Redux: One and Two is now a
diptyveh, which was included
in "Hyhridity.” "Alice just
knows,"” Parker savs, “what the
space needs."

Stites then commissioned
Davis/Parker to create 18 papear
and ceramic light fixtures for
the entry area of 21c Muoseum
Hotel Durham, which they did
based on sketches of the space,
Their first visit to the site was
to install the completed chan-
deliers, an indication of the
high level of trust between the
artists, Stites, and Meiners. “[
think [ could e-mail Alice or Eli
al anvtime with a crazy idea
and they would listen to it,”
Parker explains. “Alice makes
me feal like [ am part of some-

thing bigger...\here is no snob-

hery or fear...only & deliberate-
ness and mspect for ant and how
it makes a difference.”

By not only acquiring oxisting
waorks, but also commissioning
new wirk and organizing theme-
based exhibitions, 21c Mussum
Hotels creates a community
of artists, which is ideally what
a commercial gallery does with

its stable, 21c simullaneously
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sorves Lthe funclions of muse-

um. collector, and gallery, The
art is front and centor. [t is con-
textualized by, and often gains
purpose from, the musewm
hotel setting. The artists earn
exposure and an opporunity to
do whal they do best: convines
new audiences of how troubloed,
complicated, and yot beautiful,

our world is.
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