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The Past  
in the Present/ 
The Present  
in the Past

The addition of the plywood table 
to this early American tavern 
scene provokes the question of 
why such a historically significant 
object was missing in the first 
place. It also draws attention to 
the artifice of the vignette.

The table spans the elevated 
display platform and the visitor 
walkway, connecting objects of 
the past and museum visitors of 
the present. A once static display 
becomes an active site that 
invites us to consider historical 
understanding as a dynamic 
process, shaped by perspectives 
of the present interpreting echoes 
of the past.

Currier Gallery of Art main-level 
gallery installation of American 
collection (detail), c. 1930. 
Postcards, Box 1, Office of Public 
Relations and Marketing, Currier 
Museum of Art Reference Library 
and Archives.

Some artists use brushes and pigment to create 
paintings; others sculpt raw materials. Andrew 
Witkin takes visual and material culture—objects, 

images, and text—and arranges it in ways to elicit new 
approaches of looking and broader ways of understanding 
the depth of human history. A guiding premise to his 
work is that information can reveal different meaning 
dependent on the context in which we encounter it 
and how we look at it. For his exhibition at the Currier, 
Witkin spent two years exploring the museum’s archives, 
and from his findings has created a series of installa-
tions throughout the building that modify standard 
displays. These installations aim to stimulate new ways 
of experiencing and thinking about Currier collections 
and functions, and the museum’s role in the process of 
making history. 

The installations create a web of connections throughout 
the building and invite visitors on a journey of discovery 

*Interview at the Currier Museum of Art, Manchester, NH, 
October 7, 2013. All Witkin quotations in this brochure 
are drawn from this same interview.
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“It’s not an exhibition about the best or the right.  
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Layers of Information

Witkin was drawn first to the 
visual beauty of the tall clock by 
Levi Hutchins (c. 1810). During 
his research, he was fascinated 
to learn that Hutchins was the 
maker of the internal gears of the 
clock rather than the elaborate 
wood case. As you explore the 
installation in the Library Corridor 
and the book Witkin made for this 
exhibition (located in the Salon, 
Fireplace, and Contemporary 
installations), look for an archival 
photograph of Hutchins’s 
mechanical handwork. The 
photograph reads like a geometric 
abstract painting; it breaks down 
distinctions between function and 
aesthetics to highlight an art form 
typically out of view.

The decal silhouette reconstructs 
the clock through layers 
of written documentation 
relating to the clock purchase, 
conservation reports, and other 
correspondence dating to 1962 
when the clock entered the 
museum collection. The layers are 
built up chronologically, with more 
recent paperwork forming the 
topmost layer. Some documents 
are illegible or obscured, symbolic 
of the piecemeal way we craft 
stories about material culture and 
the past.

From a photocopy of the 
pur chase invoice for Currier 
 collection tall clock with internal 
mechanisms made by 
Levi Hutchins. Currier Museum 
of Art Registrar Files, 1962.1.

similar to Witkin’s own open-ended exploration of 
Currier resources. For Witkin, the dispersion of the 
installations is “about each individual deciding, choos-
ing, and acting on what they’re interested in, which is 
how the project began.” Archival images in one gallery 
reference collection objects in another; contemporary 
plywood furniture in one location echoes the historical 
inspiration in a different location. In this way, visitors 
to the exhibition are prompted and encouraged to circle 
through the museum. The effect mirrors the ongoing 
and inherently incomplete study of material culture and 
history that defines museum work, and it emphasizes the 
Currier as a resource of limitless potential for exploration. 

How people perceive and value art objects within the 
museum is a central issue in Witkin’s investigation. 

Consider this Witkin pairing on view in the Library 
Corridor: a postcard from the 1930s showing plaster 
casts of ancient Greek and Roman sculptures preciously 
displayed in a Currier gallery, and contemporary images 
of these sculptures as worn, decorative props in the 
Currier Art Center (images 1 and 2). As you explore the 
galleries, keep an eye out for expertly crafted plywood 
furniture, the product of a collaboration between Witkin 
and New Hampshire Furniture Master Tom McLaughlin. 
The plywood furniture complements maple and mahog-
any objects in the museum’s collection, and challenges 
typical value assumptions about a utilitarian material.

Witkin’s exhibition builds on a history of artists using 
institutions and their collections as the source material 
of their work. A major example is Andy Warhol’s 1970 
exhibition Raid the Icebox at the Museum of Art, Rhode 
Island School of Design. That show turned the museum 
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Multiple Views

These plywood chairs invite 
you to sit and face toward the 
wall of paintings but also to 
look away from it, to gaze upon 
and reconsider the surrounding 
architecture. The columned space 
was opened to the public in 1929 
and is an interpretation of an 
Italian Renaissance palazzo. The 
revival of this centuries-old form 
of architecture in New Hampshire 
is indicative of the way styles 
diffuse and evolve, taking on new 
forms over time to meet changing 
tastes.

The close arrangement of chairs 
parallels the dense display of 
paintings, which is modeled after 
the installations at art salons of 
the 1700s and 1800s. While at first 
the chairs may seem identical, 
closer investigation reveals that 
each has a distinct wood grain and 
varies in design—the back aligned 
left, right, or center, or extended 
all the way across. The result 
invites us to contemplate the 
relationship between individual 
and group identity, and to 
reassess the way the hanging here 
functions to shape our experience 
of these paintings.

The Henry and Hylda Silver 
Gallery at the Currier Museum 
of Art, 2009.

on its head, with objects of varying quality pulled from 
storage and put on view in nonhierarchical and uncon-
ventional arrangements (image 3). Witkin’s exhibition 
also expands upon his own collecting practices, which 
embrace the mundane and ubiquitous. For example, 
Witkin’s early American farmhouse in Sanbornton, 
New Hampshire, features a diverse array of antique and 
contemporary chairs of varied quality, and a display 
of vintage postcards depicting the Old State House in 
Boston, each with its own slight variation and character. 

In this exhibition, Witkin 
similarly explores how dupli-
cate and reproduction copies 
shape perception and histor-
ical memory. For example, 
think of two photographs of 
the same gallery installation, 
taken in the 1970s, that vary 
in color and vantage point. 
By their differences and 
similarities, the photographs 

influence our understanding of the featured objects in 
that historical installation. Or consider a U.S. postage 
stamp issued in the late 1800s depicting a somewhat 
distorted rendering of Giuseppe Ceracchi’s 1794 mar-
ble portrait bust of Alexander Hamilton, on view in a 
gallery on the upper level (image 4). Such archival and 
visual materials are featured in a book Witkin made as a 
record of his research. Copies of the book can be found 
throughout the galleries. The book features a nonlinear 
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Change and Continuity

A new seating area around this 
fireplace, which is original to the 
1929 building, invites visitors to 
sit and think about the changing 
function of the architecture and 
of collection objects. While the 
marble fireplace was always more 
decorative than practical, today 
it is boarded up to protect the 
artworks from environmental 
changes that can have harmful 
effects. The pieces of plywood 
furniture reclaim the original 
function of the easy chair and tea 
table from the 1700s that inspired 
them. The historical objects are 
now in the museum collection and 
used for display and study only.

The contemporary furniture 
translates the past through 
the hands of the present and 
represents modified versions of 
the originals. This mirrors the 
way conservation treatments 
to objects influence our 
perceptions of authenticity and 
what originality means when 
studying material culture. The 
red slipcover on the easy chair, 
displayed in the gallery across the 
balcony, is a 1994 addition that 
hides the historically significant 
understructure, which is also 
made up of replacement parts 
and modifications done by 
conservators in 1958 and 1985.

In-process conservation slide of 
American easy chair (c. 1730–60) 
in the Currier collection, 1993–94. 
Currier Museum of Art Registrar 
Files, 1981.54.

arrangement of its contents that echoes the indetermi-
nate ordering of the installations and the circuitous way 
knowledge evolves. 

Through the process of exploring Witkin’s exhibition, we 
come to view the Currier as a malleable canvas of partial 
histories and stories likely to inspire more questions than 
answers. In describing his exhibition and what he hopes 
visitors will take away from the experience, Witkin said, 

“Museums are quite amazing things, and the Currier is 
incredibly special both in terms of what it has, who it 
is, and the opportunities it would give someone like 
me … I also hope people will have more questions, not 
necessarily answers—not looking for answers, just more 
thoughtful, sensitive, quiet questions.” With the intention 
to cultivate more open eyes and open minds, Witkin’s 
exhibition extends to the world beyond the museum walls. 
It invites us to take active ownership of the information 
around us, to bring a more critical awareness to what 
we see and experience, and to reconsider the things we 
think we know about culture and history. 

Nina Gara Bozicnik 
Assistant Curator

1  Currier collection postcard of main-level gallery 
installation (detail), c. 1930. Gift of Mrs. Babs Thomas 
Putnam, 1983.92.9.

2  Plaster cast of Venus de Milo in the Currier Art Center, 
2013. Sculpture purchased by the Currier in 1929 for 
display in the museum galleries.

3  Andy Warhol, Raid the Icebox (detail), Rhode Island 
School of Design, 1970. Rhode Island School of Design 
Archives.

4  U.S. postage stamp with printed rendering of Giuseppe 
Ceracchi’s sculpted portrait bust of Alexander Hamilton, 
first issued in 1870 and in use until the 1890s.
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Different Ways 
of Looking

In this entry space, Witkin 
introduces his palette of materials 
and his intention to inspire 
curiosity, questions, and different 
ways of looking. A contemporary 
Witkin-designed birch plywood 
ladder, a valued birch Shaker 
rocker (c. 1840) from the Currier’s 
collection, and a maple highboy 
often kept in museum storage 
because it is considered of inferior 
quality (c. 1780) may at first 
appear unrelated to each other 
or to digital prints of collaged 
archival materials. On closer look, 
however, we can see that these 
objects have a similar geometric 
composition: The rungs of the 
ladder and the slatted back of 
the rocker mimic the stacked 
rectangular drawers of the 
highboy and the arrangement of 
the collages. By bringing these 
different objects and materials 
together, Witkin upends the 
museum’s typical methods of 
organization based on historical 
and aesthetic categorization, 
and invites visitors to consider 
the artificial nature of these 
structures.

Look for the cuts into the plaster 
of the gallery wall. They reveal 
layers of information invisible 
from the surface, and serve as a 
proposition to dig beyond super-
ficial appearances and excavate 
latent histories and stories.

Detail of section on center axis 
looking north (plaster detail), 
Currier Gallery of Art, November 
1926. Edward Tilton, architect. 
Architectural Drawings, Dept. of 
Buildings and Grounds, Currier 
Museum of Art Reference Library 
and Archives.

Andrew Witkin

Andrew Witkin’s life and work are interconnected and 
defy sharp categorization. He is the director of a Boston 
art gallery, a collector, an event organizer—and all those 
roles inform who he is and what he does. The artist label 
carries a lot of weight and baggage for Witkin, who says, 

“For me, I don’t reject it if someone else calls me an artist, 
but I feel like I’m Andrew Witkin and I do research, I 
make projects and exhibitions and installations and 
performances … actions and all sorts of other things, 
but I don’t call myself an artist.”

Witkin (b. 1977) received his bachelor’s degree in art history, 
American studies, and material culture from Wesleyan 
University in Middletown, Connecticut, and his master’s 
of arts in teaching from the School of the Museum of 
Fine Arts/Tufts University in Boston, Massachusetts. 
In 2008, he received the James and Audrey Foster Prize, 
awarded by the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston. 
Recent exhibition venues include Theodore: Art, Brooklyn, 
New York; the deCordova Sculpture Park and Museum, 
Lincoln, Massachusetts; James Harris Gallery, Seattle, 
Washington; the National Museum in Damascus, Syria; 
and the Worcester Art Museum in Massachusetts. He 
splits his time between Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts 
and Sanbornton, New Hampshire.

Andrew Witkin in the Currier Museum of Art Library 
arranging materials from the museum’s archives and 
collection.
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Changing Context

Notice how Witkin’s installation of 
chairs complements the open feel 
of this gallery, which was added 
in 1982. This arrangement forms 
a contrast to the dense collection 
of similar chairs on the upper level 
of the domestically scaled 1929 
building, highlighting a shift in 
museum architecture styles and 
display strategies.

As functional works of art, the 
Witkin-designed chairs are an 
anomaly in the Contemporary 
Gallery. Installed alongside such 
works of art as the hard-edge 
painting Primary Contrast by 
Richard Anuskiewicz (1965), they 
evoke 1960s Minimalist sculpture 
made of industrial materials and 
composed of multiple, geometric 
units. As both utilitarian furniture 
and sculpture, the chairs confuse 
sharp distinctions between fine 
art and functional design.

Currier Museum of Art 
Contemporary Gallery in 2011 
with Currier collection painting 
Primary Contrast (1965) by 
Richard Anuszkiewicz in the 
background. 

Among Others

“So many people have made so many things, have taught 
so many things, have researched things, and have helped 
other people to do those activities as well. And none of 
this [the exhibition] would have been possible without 
all of those histories,” Witkin states. 

Witkin assembled the list of names on the back of this 
brochure to celebrate the web of human intelligence, 
creativity, and initiative that has directly and indirectly 
given shape to the exhibition. The list includes Currier 
staff, volunteers, and trustees. Also included are names 
of Witkin’s past and current colleagues, family, and 
influential figures from history. For example, you can 
find the names of the clockmaker Levi Hutchins and 
Currier founders Moody Currier and Hannah Slade 
Currier in the list, alongside New Hampshire Furniture 
Master Tom McLaughlin. 

The list is presented in alphabetical order by first name 
and thereby flattens established hierarchies, placing 
Currier director Susan Strickler on the same level in the 
pantheon of collaborators as curatorial intern Theresa 
Moir and security guard Evan Benoit. Witkin will never 
meet many of the Currier-affiliated people named in 
the list, but by including them, he acknowledges the 
important role they play in determining how visitors 
experience the museum and interpret his exhibition. 

Andrew Witkin and New Hampshire Furniture Master 
Tom McLaughlin in Currier collection storage measuring 
a tea table from the 1700s that inspired a contemporary 
version on view in the exhibition.  
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Visual and Written 
Resources

Witkin collected the words and 
phrases included here during 
his research, and arranged them 
alphabetically to create a non-
chronological narrative portrait 
of the Currier and its functions. 
(See the adjacent foldout page.) 
Misspellings are intentional—
replicated as Witkin found 
them—and indicative of the way 
the historical record can include 
and perpetuate inaccuracies. The 
structure of the list divorces the 
text from its original context and 
invites readers to draw their own 
associations and interpretations. 
The effect echoes the role played 
by the Library and Archives as a 
generative place of discovery for 
Witkin’s own investigations.

The composition of rectangular 
shapes on the adjacent wall is a 
visual counterpoint to the text 
list. The layout of the geometric 
shapes shifts in relationship to 
the architecture and forms its 
own system of logic. Much like the 
written text nearby, this pattern 
creates a readable language. 
It invites us to hone our visual 
literacy and take a second look 
at the abstract and what at first 
seems random.

Explore On Your Own 
For Library hours, visit the 
museum website, currier.org. 
To make a research appointment, 
contact librarian and 
archivist Meghan Petersen: 
mpetersen@currier.org.

Box from Currier Museum of Art 
institutional archives.

Exploring the Currier Inside Out
Andrew Witkin, Among Others
January 11 – May 11, 2014

This exhibition is supported  
by Nancy B. Tieken.

Sunday, January 26, 2 p.m. 
Remaking the Past:  
Finding Layered Histories in Archival Materials 
Join Andrew Witkin and UMass Lowell professor 
Kevin Petersen in a conversation about the process of 
interpreting the past.

Thursday, March 6, 5:30 – 8 p.m. 
Currier After Hours: 
Boston Typewriter Orchestra
The evening will include two, half-hour performances with 
focus tours of the exhibition during intermission. 

Saturday, March 8, 10 a.m. – 1 p.m.
Family Saturday: Spine Poetry
Families will work with Currier librarian and archivist 
Meghan Petersen to create poems using images of 
book spines.

Family Tour: 11:30 a.m.
Free Admission for NH residents: 10 a.m. – noon 

Visit currier.org for a complete schedule and 
program details.

This exhibition is part of the Contemporary Connections 
series, which features new work by early-and mid-career 
artists and invites visitors to experience artistic perspec-
tives that expand upon the Currier’s collections, regional 
history, and/or local geography. 

Currier Museum of Art
150 Ash Street
Manchester, NH 03104

603.669.6144

Gallery guide production credits: 
Lys Weiss, Ph.D., Post Hoc Academic Publishing Services 
John Kramer Design, with Chris Chew and Erin Gwozdz
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the communities for which it was made

the futherance

the latter part

the maker is not known

the oritginal

the society in which the family worked

this grant is anonymous and should receive no public recognition

this term has been accepted although it is not the cabinetmaker’s terminology (Charles Parsons)

through deilicacy

to adapt

to provide access

turned ornament

type of work

unknown

unlikely but not impossible

value of money

vendues

volume-cast art bronze

We don’t know who made the case but it is one of the very finest (Harold Sack to Charles Buckley)’

we will surely meet some time

what exchange

where it rightfully belongs (Hutchins Clock)
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