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Artistic Capital
In Liz Glynn’s massive installations, big questions  
about the meaning of value 
by Samantha culp

F
or Some artiStS,  MASS MoCA’s 
iconic Building Five would be a 
daunting space to fill. The length of 
a football field, the 30,000 square-foot 

former textile mill is the nation’s largest 
free-standing gallery, and the centerpiece of 
one of its most prestigious museums. But for 
Liz Glynn ’03, a Boston-born, Los Angeles-
based artist known for 
ambitious projects like 
attempting to literally 
rebuild Rome in a day, 
it was the ideal setting 
for a new work. 

“I saw MASS MoCA 
for the first time when 
I was 19,” Glynn says. 
“It was the place that 
made me want to make 
sculpture.” In late 2017, 
she became the young-
est artist to take on the 
space with the exhibi-
tion “The Archaeology 
of Another Possible Fu-
ture” (now extended 
through early 2019). It’s 
a sprawling landscape 
of shipping containers, 

reclaimed forklift pallets, 3-D printers, in-
dustrial felt, glazed stoneware, vinyl records, 
and towering pyramids in the shape of eco-
nomic charts. The piece interrogates the no-
tion of progress itself, and particularly the 
American dream as it interweaves with the 
history of material production and consump-
tion. Increasingly, financial value arises from 

high-speed, algorithmic trading—not on the 
physical factory floor, like Building Five once 
was—and Glynn’s installation asks, “Where 
does real value exist?” And what does the an-
swer to that question mean for a society that 
is perhaps more unequal than ever before? 

Glynn’s practice, which spans sculpture 
and performance, has always given shape 
to abstract systems. Her interests in class, 
labor, and its divisions began in her youth, 
growing up in Boston’s South Shore suburbs 
with an architect mother and engineer fa-
ther. “My father’s family identified as blue-
collar, my mother’s a bit more upper middle 
class, but they were from the same town,” 
she says, recalling how she first realized 

class differences could 
almost be an “arbitrary 
distinction” within a 
shared geography. 

She considered be-
coming an architect or 
photojournalist, which 
led her to Harvard, 
where legendary pho-
tographer Nan Gold-
in was then teaching. 
Glynn also drew inspi-
ration from fields like 
economics (her fresh-
man year, she took Ec 10 
from Baker professor of 
economics Martin Feld-
stein), while concen-
trating in visual and 
environmental studies. 
She attributes her even-

Six harvests into his position as head 
winemaker, Russell not only masterminds 
the Red Newt’s house styles and reserves, 
he’s in charge of his own Kelby James Rus-

sell label, which fea-
tures small-batch 
wines, from a dry 
rosé to an Australian-
style dry Riesling. He 
helped found and over-
sees the Empire Estate 
wine project, a Ries-
ling label that distrib-
utes more than 10,000 
cases of wine from sev-

eral Finger Lakes vineyards to 48 states. He 
met his wife, Julia Hoyle, thanks to their 
shared love of wine: when he was a Fox Run 
intern, she worked in the tasting room. Now 

she’s head winemaker at Hosmer Winery 
on Cayuga Lake. 

Though he’s dedicated his career to the 
art of winemaking, Russell has also returned 
to his love of music. He travels 90 minutes 
from his home in Geneva to sing as a tenor in 
the Eastman Rochester Chorus. His private 
wine label suggests song pairings instead of 
food pairings: music by Janelle Monáe, Ra-
diohead, and Parliament Funkadelic. 

“Winemaking is such a puzzle,” he says. 
“There’s thousands and thousands of de-
cisions, and there’s no right or wrong an-
swer.” It’s a natural fit with his social-
theory training at Harvard, he says: “how 
to grapple with an impossible number of 
inputs and navigate through what makes 
sense.”

In the wine cellar, with 
the “gentle chorus” of 
juices fermenting

Liz Glynn
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tual focus on art to her love of making room 
for the unexpected in a project. “I always like 
to leave about 10 percent of something up to 
chance,” she explains. “While great design-
ers will sort of ‘complete the box’—for me, 
something needs to change along the way…
or what’s the point of actually executing it?”

After stints in Berlin and New York City, 
Glynn moved to California to do her M.F.A. 
at CalArts. Like many young artists, she had 
juggled demanding day jobs (many in arts 
administration) with long nights in the 
studio, and prided herself on her stamina. 
The CalArts program was a culture shock: 
it prized strong concept above sheer la-
bor. “It almost threw me off my chair,” she 

says, laughing. “It’s 
like the only thing I 
had taught myself to 
do was work—but 
now there were peo-
ple saying, ‘Go take 
a drive and think.’ 
Like, what?” 

One of those peo-
ple was the late, be-
loved teacher and 1960s conceptualist Mi-
chael Asher, whose critique sessions often 
lasted up to 16 hours. Glynn was then mak-
ing a lot of work about “utopia,” and the dis-
cussions always seemed to lead back to the 
idea that all utopias failed. Her frustrations 

with these critiques led to the “24 Hour Ro-
man Reconstruction Project,” first staged in 
2008 at the artist-run space Machine Proj-
ect, in Los Angeles, and later reprised at 
other venues. Each time, Glynn and a team 
of volunteers would create the ancient capi-
tal at room size from cardboard and scrap 
materials, in historical order—then destroy 
it. “It was a meditation on loss,” she says.

This absurdist yet reverent take on his-
tory can be seen in her subsequent projects, 
which continued to scale up. In 2014, “Ran-
som Room” reimagined the gold treasures 
used to ransom the Incan emperor Atahual-
pa from Spanish conquistadors—but in her 
rendering, the treasures were lost-wax cast-
ings, brought by the artist herself from far 
corners of all five boroughs to replenish the 
room on a weekly basis. All objects were 
eventually melted down, again reflecting 
on the dichotomy of symbolic and func-
tional wealth. “At the time, the gold had 
no monetary value to the Inca themselves; 
it was only ritual and ceremonial,” Glynn 
explains. “The Spanish just saw dollar signs 
and the need to pay for the conquest, and 
so they took all these artifacts and melted 
them down.” In 2017, “Open House,” sup-

Images from three of Glynn’s art installations (clockwise from 
above): “24-Hour Roman Reconstruction Project,” at the New 
Museum in New York; “Open House,” in Central Park; and “The 
Archaeology of Another Possible Future,” at MASS MoCA

Jane Arnold seeks  a short story, pos-
sibly from the 1960s, about a judge known 
for mercilessness who goes fishing on his 
day off without his toupee, teeth, or ID, 
and is picked up for vagrancy. His cellmate 
tells him about the horrible judge they’ll 
face the next day (himself, of course), and 
they break out of jail. The next time he is 
faced with a case, he tempers the law with 
mercy. Star asters are important in the 
story, and may appear in the title.

“Menasseh ben Israel”  (November-
December 2018). On clothing made from 
stone in China, Vincent Daly wrote that 

Marco Polo describes an asbestos mine in 
“Ghinghin talas” province “from which the 
cloth which we call of salamander, which can-
not be burnt if it is thrown into the fire, is 
made…” (A.C. Moule and Paul Pelliot, 
Marco Polo: The Description of the World, 
1938, page 156). On swollen thighs in Co-
chin, India, Bernard Witlieb wrote that 
elephantiasis was widely prevalent there 
and often referred to as “Cochin leg.”

Send inquiries and answers to Chapter 
and Verse, Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via email to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.

C h a p t e r  &  Ve r s e
Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words
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ported by the Public Art Fund, created the 
ghostly ruin of a Gilded Age ballroom in 
Central Park, with lavish Beaux Arts furni-
ture cast in gray concrete. The sofas, chairs, 
and footstools were modeled after real piec-
es from a now-demolished Fifth Avenue 
mansion, evoking a history of the disem-
bodied capital that lives on today in cities 
like New York. Finally, her MASS MoCA 
show tackles these subjects on a grand can-
vas—though perhaps even the bounds of a 
30,000-square-foot museum can no longer 
contain the scope of her ideas. 

Glynn is completing a commission for the 

San Francisco airport: a massive sculpture 
suspended above the security checkpoints 
that will reflect on the venue as a hub of 
connectivity. She’s also been working on a 
few projects in the desert outside Los An-
geles: a replica of Nero’s villa that will be 
constantly expanding and renovating, never 
complete; and a sculpture of a toppled tri-
umphal arch called “One Over,” to premiere 
during 2019’s Desert X art festival. “It will 
look as if it were just excavated, but it’s a 
monument to the defeat of the idea of win-
ning itself,” she says. The work is related to 
the current political moment but also to  the 

culture of ambition and competition in the 
arts and other fields. “I’m someone with am-
bitions but also see the darker side of that,” 
Glynn says—yet the artist, who continues 
teaching at UC Irvine’s art school, still has 
deep belief in the potential of art.

“I think one of the most powerful things 
about art is that you can propose these ideas 
that are not practical, but they’re a way of 
creating space for asking questions,” she 
says. “For me, that’s what makes it really 
important to keep working in that space 
and to try to create work that really pushes 
the what if.”

“Here and Then Gone”
Bess Wohl writes plays from an actor’s perspective.
by lydialyle gibSon

I
n playwright  Bess Wohl’s work—
sweet and sharp and sad, and often dark-
ly funny—something important is usual-
ly missing. In American Hero, it is the owner 

of a new sandwich franchise who mysteri-
ously disappears, leaving his employees to 
drift between existential hope and despair. 
In Make Believe, the void left by their absent 
parents causes four young siblings, latchkey 
kids of the 1980s, to dream up fantasy worlds 
together in the attic of their home. 

“There seems to always be some author-

ity figure who should be there and is not,” 
says Wohl ’96. “Somebody who should be 
in charge but is absent, or inaccessible.” 
That’s true also of her best-known work, 
2015’s Small Mouth Sounds, in which six strang-
ers in search of inner peace find their way 
to a silent retreat deep in the woods. With 
a running time of 100 minutes, Small Mouth 
Sounds contains very little dialogue, and 
what there is belongs mostly to the retreat’s 
unseen guru, whose only presence is as a 
disembodied voice that grows increasing-

ly loopy and unhinged. The New York Times 
named it “one of the year’s top plays” (“in-
trepid writing,” critic Charles Isherwood 
wrote), and this January, SpeakEasy Stage 
in Boston will mount a new production. 
“There’s a certain freedom of expression” 
in a play mostly without words, says the di-
rector, M. Bevin O’Gara. “I think this play 
makes the audience listen harder, by which 
I actually mean observe….By stripping away 
the language, Bess makes us more open and 
attuned to details.”

Wohl never expected to write a play—
she’d planned to become an actor. Growing 
up in Brooklyn gave her an early introduc-
tion to the theater. At three or four years old, 
she went with her grandmother to see the 
famous production of Peter Pan with Sandy 
Duncan in the title role. It left a deep impres-
sion. When Duncan flew out over the audi-
ence at the end of the play, “I was completely 
blown away....I didn’t know you could do 
anything like that.” Wohl wrote a fan let-
ter to Duncan, who wrote back, enclosing 
a photo of herself as a flapper in a beaded 
headdress. “I have that picture framed to 
this day,” Wohl says. “As an actor, I always 
put Sandy up in my dressing room.” 

An English concentrator, Wohl joined the 
Harvard-Radcliffe Dramatic Club and act-
ed in several plays—appearing onstage as a 
television reporter, a sappy lover, one half of 
a married couple from Utah—and enrolled 
in Marjorie Garber’s two-semester course 
on Shakespeare. Garber, the Kenan profes-
sor of English and visual and environmen-
tal studies, “really instilled in me this idea 
that the theater can help you live your life,” 
Wohl says: “that the things you encounter 
in plays can become almost like a manual.” 

After college, Wohl returned to New 
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