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Installation view, Martha Friedman at Wallspace, 2012 (all images courtesy Wallspace) 
 

Martha Friedman’s recent work marks a significant shift away from the sculptures that first gained 
her attention. Working within a territory that includes Rene Magritte, Claes Oldenburg and Vija 
Celmins, Friedman became known for casting enlarged versions of commonplace items; nails, 
cantaloupes, waffles, yucca plants, blue eggs, olives, rubber bands and cow tongues. Until this 
exhibition, her sculptures tended to be pictorial and irreverent, their wit something we associate 
with Pop art and the domesticated Surrealism of Roy Lichtenstein. 

Did it occur to Friedman — who is in her mid-thirties — that if she continued going down the 
same track, her work could end up becoming purely theatrical and a tad superficial, as in “Ladies 
Room” (2010), where two large cast rubber tongues form an arch, with an olive held between 
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them?  Did she realize that her oddball humor threatened to overshadow the visceral, its 
suggestion of vulnerability and transformation? 

*   *   * 

 
 

Martha Friedman, “Mechanical Disadvantage I” (detail) (2012), steel, concrete, silicone rubber, pigment, 118.5 x 
60 x 60 inches 

 
That Friedman has moved into new territory is all the more interesting because her adherence to 
the technique of casting shows no sign of becoming a constraint. In the front room of Wallspace, 
she showed four sculptures, three of which were made of carefully stacked, oversized cast-
concrete wedges, like the kind used to pry open a mold or a can of paint. On a larger scale, the 
tapered wedges protrude, like a row of fangs, from both ends of the stack. Sandwiched in the 
gray concrete stack was a wedge-like shape cast out of red rubber, droopy and ineffective — an 
abstract version of Charlie Chaplin draped over a huge gear wheel in his film masterpiece,Modern 
Times (1936). 
 
Each concrete stack felt like it might topple over if another wedge was piled onto it. Friedman 
further underscored the stack’s precarious, seemingly temporary nature by inserting smaller 
concrete shims in various seams, suggesting that sculpture is a balancing act doomed at some 
point to fail. She also emphasized their sense of threat and danger by the arranging them at 
different angles to each other, suggesting the beginnings of a maze. 
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Even as wedges rose into the air, one could not help feeling crushed. Friedman’s repeated cast 
concrete units do not overcome materiality, as they do in Brancusi’s Endless Column or Donald 
Judd’s shiny, lacquered stacks. For in all three of her stacks, the concrete wedges also 
compressed the red rubber form. This interruption — at once visual and physical– introduced a 
note of vulnerability into the pile. The rubber form was a caught and helpless thing. 

*   *   * 

 

Martha Friedman, “Hairball” (2012), synthetic hair, wood, plaster, paint, 63 x 34 x 34 inches 

In contrast to her earlier work, in which visual jokes were made by shifts in scale, Friedman has 
moved into a more complex domain, manifest with feelings of danger and entrapment. By moving 
beyond a realm of experience, where “what you see is what you see” (as the old adage goes), 
Friedman has deepened the emotional tenor of her work in ways that cannot be reduced to the 
anecdotal. 

At the same time, her stacks comment on Brancusi’s The Endless Column (1938), that paean to 
transcendence and spiritual yearning. Brancusi’s modular units rise straight up, as if unimpeded 
by gravity. Friedman’s wedges are horizontal; they lie on top of each other, like planks or 
corpses.  The cast shims and the red rubber form underscore the inescapability of gravity. 
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Friedman’s interest in stacking and columns places her in proximity to other sculptors interested 
in dislodging certain forms from their modernist context (I am thinking of Pam Lins and Isa 
Genzken, for example).  This seems to me one of the interesting areas of exploration going on in 
contemporary sculpture’s expanded field. 

*   *   * 

The other sculpture in the front room was a large sphere — made of brown wig hair — resting on 
a bright, glossy pink, box-like base. I was reminded of monuments to the Civil War in which a 
cannonball is mounted on a base. The hairy sphere also reminded me of a coconut, but its 
placement on a pink base sent it into a weirder zone. 

 
 

Installation view, Martha Friedman at Wallspace, 2012 

 
It seems to me that Friedman is still learning how to trust herself. In the back room, on the back 
wall, she mounted a row of what appeared to be historical black-and-white photographs of shims 
being used in the supporting columns in mineshafts, all contained in pink frames. As documentary 
examples of the unavoidable danger of being a miner working in unsafe conditions, the 
photographs felt as if they were a key to the stacked wedges. Friedman doesn’t need to connect 
the dots. This is small beer compared to the work in the front room, where the informing 
temperament is quirky, disquieting, and, most of all, original. 
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Martha Friedman, "Waffle" (2008), Project for the Public Art 
Fund (Photo by Seong Kwon via publicartfund.org) 

 

 
 

 
 

Martha’s Tongue or Our Pseudo-Sexual 
Relationship With Food 

         
        by Colin Darke  on November 24, 2011 

 
DETROIT — This Thanksgiving you should pay attention to the texture of your food, how you use your 
tongue to lash out and taste your food, and how you digest your food. Why? Isn’t that kind of creepy? 
Um, yes, it is kind of creepy, and lusting over your food may upset your family members’ stomachs. But 
Brooklyn-based sculptor Martha Friedman is preoccupied with food and digestion, and she creates 
awesome food art, proving there is some real artistic value in food lust. Maybe you should leave it to the 
experts though. 

 
Friedman creates sculptures that are jovial, 
yet with her sculptures she is still able to 
explore a deeper subtext that challenges and 
delights the viewer. She explores her 
personal narrative of everyday objects and 
everyday perceptions having a different, 
sometimes surprising and alternative 
meaning. 

Here’s a good example — she may create a 
large half eaten waffle to start a dialogue 
about the viewer’s relationship with the food. 
She highlights the viewer’s internal digestive 
process by making the viewer come face to 
face with it.  She also adds a sexual element 
to some of her work. We all eat, and at times 
people have a strange pseudo-sexual 
relationship with their food — pay attention to 
the groans and sweat during Thanksgiving 
dinner followed by the post-coital triumphant 
nap. 

Martha’s imagery captivates viewers because 
of its size and its novel context and 
arrangement. Her most successful works 
(and probably most disquieting) employ an 
enlarged cow tongue. You see all of the 
details of a protruding tongue as it delicately 
balances an olive or as it peeks under a black 
tarp. With this work she escapes criticism 
that her work merely pays homage to Claes 
Oldenburg. There is nothing pop about 

Martha’s tongues. 

So here is a selection of her sculptures for you to enjoy – this is your foreplay before you attack that sexy 
Turkey. 
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Martha Friedman, Petrified Waffle I 2009. Wood, formica, marble, 39 ½ x 15 ½ x 15 1/2 inches. Courtesy of WALLSPACE 
 
Martha Friedman’s exhibition “The Organization of Batter”, represents a celebration of, but also an intense meditation on 
mass produced objects, in this case waffle irons/waffles, rubber bands, and slabs of butter, through the lens of minimalist and 
modernist sculptural forms. The gridded waffle form, the focus of all but one sculpture in this exhibition, is an  anonymous 
artefact, hardly thought about for any great length of time outside of its practical value as a factory made consumable, that 
becomes in this exhibition a humorous counterpoint to the universal geometries of minimalist sculpture and the psychological 
archetypes of modernism. Friedman’s art brings together different concepts of matter, soft and hard, organic and fabricated, 
and all of the physical sensations and memories we associate with them, and generates contradictions with straightforward 
gestalts. 
 
The organization of batter, the act of forming a waffle using an amorphous liquid batter and the metal or plastic template 
stored in the heart of the waffle iron represents a creative act or a controlled act of composition, albeit one done within the 
confines of domestic life. The waffle grid forms in this exhibition are ambiguous because it is never clear if we are seeing 
traces of the waffle iron, the machine, or the consumable it produces. Friedman’s focus on a relatively old fashioned food 
preparation process has a romantic element to it. 
 
Throughout her oeuvre Friedman transforms single units of something into an overall form like a pyramid, a wavy line, or 
totemic horizontals. Her inclusion of the simulacra or replicas of organic matter we ingest such as cantaloupes, yucca, 
cucumbers, and eggs, along with human made edibles like bangers (sausages), macaroni, and waffles, and other common 
objects such as chairs, nails, rubber bands, and rope, add a humanist element to her formalist sculptures. She references objects 
we are familiar with in our daily life, that we have had tactile experiences with, and that appear within our living spaces. 
 
The odd juxtaposition of these common objects with an abstract formal language gives the work social dimensions and sensual 
qualities. At the very least they introduce a tactile element to the work that lures the viewer into the experience of the work.  
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The inclusion of these forms also adds a layer of vulnerability in that real food stuffs and organic matter decompose fairly 
quickly and are not considered as permanent as objects made from industrial materials. But of course her faux food stuffs and 
organic matter are made from industrial materials. 
 

 
Column Waffle 2009. Rubber, 28 x 16 ½ x 4 inches. Courtesy of WALLSPACE 
 
With this exhibition Friedman is less interested in recreating the surfaces of organic matter as we saw in her previous 
sculptures that included carefully rendered models of yuccas and cantaloupes and cucumbers. The waffle forms that appear in 
the marble, paper pulp, and rubber sculptures in this exhibition are either carefully trimmed so that only the outline of the 
waffle or outline of the interior of the waffle iron is included, as in the Petrified Waffle series, the waffle form is surrounded 
by a rubbery flat substrate that is trimmed in an asymmetrical way and hung from the wall directly or using a metal rod, as in 
the Flap series, or the waffle form is reproduced with paper pulp in actual-size and sits in the middle of a rectangular flat slab 
of paper pulp that is colored the same color as the waffle form in the middle of it, as in the Waffle Paperseries. In the Waffle 
Paper series the isolation of the waffle form transforms it into an emblem or herald, and also suggests a drain. This series 
forces us to ask the question, “Why do certain shapes and textures become part of our everyday domestic life and others do 
not?” Like everything Friedman does it provides a valuable lesson in the malleability of reality. 
 
In the series of marble sculptures in this exhibition entitled Petrified Waffle, Friedman uses different colored pieces of marble, 
which vary in coloration and vein patterning, and places them on formica covered plinths. The formica obviously suggests a 
kitchen counter, or the environment we commonly associate the waffle making process with, but the art historical associations 
we have with marble, transforms the whole through odd juxtaposition. If the artist had placed an actual waffle iron on the 
plinth, offer it up as some strange religious artifact or perhaps luxury item on display in a department store, the series would 
stand as a sort of ironic testament to consumerism. Instead Friedman creates a carved marble rendition of a mold of a waffle 
iron interior rendered with the help of a software program. This can be seen as a tribute to the basic skill set required for the 
manual labor involved in daily domestic life, but we can also see this as the artist’s search for a new vernacular, a new way to 
make abstract art that uses as a launching pad, traces of the real. 
 
In Column Waffle, 2009 Friedman enlarges and fragments the waffle form, uses the reference point as a launching pad for a 
material transformation. It is fascinating to see how much an artist can manipulate a referent before it becomes something else. 
The large white rubber mold of an enlarged waffle grid goes perfectly with the white column it is hung on. So Friedman 
recontextualizes the manual process of making waffles. A machine made to do one thing only can be used for completely 
other purposes, and common objects can take on meanings that go beyond their practical value. In Friedman’s world, no 
values are universal and the naming of things, the rigid associations that exist between mental constructs and real world shapes 
or patterns or objects, can take on new layers of meaning. 
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Published: July 24, 2009 

“Time-Life Part II” at Taxter & Spengemann, through July 30 

If, by Levine’s logic, group shows twist the truth, then this show is, well, pretty twisted. A full 
four group shows commingle in Taxter & Spengemann’s cavernous space, formerly Frank 
Stella’s studio, on East 12th Street, the gallery having given itself over to presentations 
previously put on in three other galleries (Galerie Christine Mayer of Munich, Ritter-Zamet 
of London, and New York’s Wallspace) and a university (Bard Center for Curatorial 
Studies), as well as a one-artwork contribution from Basel gallery New Jersey, in the form 
of Nathan Carter’s Kuchen Kart, a friendly-looking apparatus that was used to serve pastries 
during Taxter & Spengemann’s opening. It’s a freewheeling installation, and it’s sometimes 
difficult to tell who’s who, or what comes from where, but two standout artworks in 
Wallspace’s section, “Obscene Soft Sounds II,” hold their own. Martha Friedman’s sculpture 
of an arrangement of cantaloupes made from painted, cast urethane foam and placed on a 
low wooden plinth, manages, despite its ultra-realistic style, to transcend the workaday 
supermarket stack and achieve an improbable hieratic elegance. Nearby, Kate Costello’s 
paper and cement sculpture Leg gives the unsettling impression that the floor has sprouted 
a limb. 
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