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‘A 50-Year-Old Upstart Redefines ‘Emerging’

By ELIZABETH BARD

T his film studio on Lafayette Street
downtown, Michael Somoroff and his
team were shooting a commercial for
Taco Bell: one assistant adjusted the
lighting, another rearranged toma-

toes and a few artfully strewn sprigs of clantro.
Two days earlier Mr, Somaroff had been stand-
ng in & Napa Valley industrial hanger, watching
the final stages of construction on “Hiumination
1," a 12ton sculpture to be installed on the
grounds of the Rothke Chapel in Houston, All
part of the double life of an up-and-coming artist.

But Mr. Somoraff is 50, and his day job is
senior partner at MacGuffin Films, a multd-
million-dollar commercial business. With “Illa-
mination I" moving to the Aldrich Museum of
Contemporary Art in Ridgefield, Conn., on June
24, and BravinLee Programs opening a show of
associated video works in Chelsea on Thursday,
Mr. Somorofl is redefining what it means to be
an emerging anlst

His approach is best described as Madison
Avenue meets the ltalian Renaissance: big
budgets, large teams, high-tech tools and an art-
ist-manager equally at ease with corparate spon-
sors and Chelsea gallerists. Commercial success
is part of his philosophy of art, “There was a
time when artists provided a real service,” he
said. “Michelangelo is an installation guy. He
built the architecture, painted the ceiling.”

*71 want to put the discussion of fine art — its
future, its model for production — out front,
right on the table," he said. “For me that dis-
cussion s part of the wark."”

Mr. Somoroff grew up in the studio. His fa-
ther, the commercial photographer Ben Somo-
roff, was a student of the designer Alexey Brodo-
witch, and the younger Somorofl opened his own
photography studio when he was 23, After a suc-
cesgful show at the fledgling International Cen-
ter for Photography in 1579, he left for Europe,
where he worked ns a magazine photographer,
traveled widely and developed a taste for philos-
ophy

Mr. Somorolf's technical know-how and vis-

pél instincts may come from his commercial
but the focus of his art has always

Been ltwal and g It is no
mduummnt nhmwmj“l:ml."lha tmlppinq palnt
in his artistic career, was commissioned by the
Rothko Chapel, a nondenominational space de-
signed by the architect Philip Johnson as a home

for Mark Rothko's late series of 14 so-called
black paintings.

The multimedia work, which has grown to
include video Installations, photography and
even & specially commissioned musical score,
hegan in 2005 as & commission to create a sculp-
ture to be exhibited for several months on the
grounds of the Rothko Chapel, Mr, Somoroff is
the first artiss to be invited to install a work on
the grounds since the chapel's dedication in 1871,

His starting point for the sculpture was nod
the chapel itself, but the diffused light that filters

Its He and his team went o
Mmmulhl.ﬂhﬂwuth:nen—
tered into a computer program that could sim-
ulate the light on any given day.

From there Mr. Somoroff then began col-
lecting images of sacred spaces around’ the
world, Including ruined mosques in Afghanistan
e tmlﬁdrum;:uﬁl irnrﬁl:urm of the

ri n an
%anlﬂmﬁﬂnn.hﬂumﬂn&huﬁ.—
mation program to create & virtoal sacred space
— # composite mosque. The finished sculpture is
a frozen ray of light, captured as it falls throogh
the window of that virtual space,

After the opening at the Rothko Chapel in
Movember Mr. Somoroff began to revisit the 3-D

animations that Inspired llu sculpture. To call
the results o vides instaliation would be an ervor
in scale. “I want to create a completely Immer-
sive environment,” he said, *where you don't
really know where you end and the video be-

The BravinLes show includes five digital
projections installed in o specially constructed
pavilion on the ground floor of the gallery's
building. The centerpiece Is the animation of the
virtual mosque; projected on a curved 45-foo
screen. The mosque slowly revolves around you ;
over the course of the elght-minute film the ar-
chitecture fades, and you are left with the jist
the ray of light.

Faor those who visit both the BravinLes in-
stallation and the sculpture st the Aldrich, there
will be & moment of uncanny recognition, as the
virtual form takes phyai:llmmce

The *Tium " project required a bogts-
tical and financial infrastructure equal to that of
Mr. Semoroffs film business. Di next door
to the polished marble fover of MacGuifin Films
on Lafayette Street §s a dim industrial stairway
for his fine &rt practice.
works with corporate cli-

10f2



look. | look again.

20f2




