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THE LABORATORY EXHIBITION SERIES at 
the Museum of Fine Arts provides o venue for ortists 
to explore new woys of expression ond brooden 
possibilities for the visual orts in New Mexico. 

This exhibition—fourth in the series—is of 
porticulor interest becouse, in o sense, Tom Ashcroft 
is on ortist who embodies the concept of ortistic 
experimentotion. New Mexico has o long trodition of 
innovotion in the visuol arts olong with experimento
tion ond odvonces in the sciences. Throughout its 
history, troditions hove been estoblished ond con
tinue to evolve in both disciplines. From Native 
Americon pottery ond weoving to contemporory ort 
instollotions, the ronge of octivity in the visuol orts 
spons the entire spectrum of possibility. Ukewise in the 
sciences, through two mojor scientific institutions— 
Los Alomos ond Sondio Notionol Loborotories—New 
Mexico is known for being the site of odvoncements 
in nucleor ond other technology. 

Ashcroft's unique ortistic expression encomposses 
science ond the visuol orts. Throughout time ortists 
hove used o voriety of medio for expression, and 
todoy the ronge of moteriols is olmost unlimited. 
There ore ortists using elements from the noturol 
environment, troditionol medio such os paints, stone, 
ond bronze, new electronic medio, ond even their 
own bodies to creote works of ort. 

Ashcroft's moteriol is science; thot is to soy, he 
mokes ort out of his scientific studies, investigotions, 
ond experiments. He does this in o serious woy, but 
not without some sense of humor. He sees himself 
suspended in this porticulor ero with occess to oil 
kinds of previously estoblished knowledge ond tools. 
He extends this knowledge ond presents it to the 
viewer os o series of possibilities. Like scientists, he 
encourages speculotion ond offers o ronge of possible 
outcomes. The objects, instollotions, ond instruments 
presented here explore the scientific environment in 
on olmost orchoic woy. Though Ashcroft is keenly 
owore ond knowledgeoble obout current odvonces in 

technology, he shows us this moteriol, ofter going 
through his personol process, in its row form. His use 
of old wood, unpolished cost metols, ond mysterious 
sounds provides o refreshing contrast to the reh'ne-
ment of his thought. He is on innovotor who invites o 
new woy for the scientist to view him/herself ond for 
the ortist to look ot science. 

This exhibition. Universal Gum and Tradecake, 
embodies the spirit of the Museum's Loborotory 
Exhibitions, which would not hove been possible 
without the committed interest of the Friends of 
Contemporory Art (foco). Through this importont sup
port group, the Museum hos consistently presented 
innovotive exhibitions ond remoined abreast of 
developments in contemporary ort in New Mexico ond 
elsewhere. I thonk Aline Chipmon Brondouer, Curator 
of Contemporory Art, who provided the initiol contoct 
with the ortist ond followed his development over sev
eral yeors. Her ideo for estoblishing the Laboratory 
Exhibitions Series hos provided o unique venue for 
exploring innovotion in the orts in New Mexico. I om 
groteful for her vision in bringing this exhibition to 
the Museum. Chorles Sloon, our Chief Preporotor, 
carefully plonned the instollotion, ond, olong with 
Dennis Culver, journeyed to New York to pick up the 
works. This effort is deserving of ocknowledgment. 
Michael Sumner's sensitive design gove the publico-
tion the ottention ond perfection it merited. Melody 
Sumner Cornohon worked her usuol mogic with words 
in editing ond keeping it oil on schedule. Joon Tofoyo, 
registrar, ottended to the complex poper tronsoctions 
thot such on exhibition requires; Bonnie Anderson, 
Assistont Director, olong with the Museum of Fine Arts 
stuff, ensured the project's success; ond, os olwoys, 
the Museum of New Mexico Foundotion lent its sup
port. Finolly, I would like to thonk Tom Ashcroft for 
shoring his mind ond heort with us through the cre-
otion of this exhibition. His work continues to stimu-
lote, inspire, ond teoch o brood ond diverse oudience. 
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The fight waged in early modern Europe to bring art out of the 
guilds and into the academies was both economic and political. 
The central question asked demanded if art was a form of creating 
knowledge. That is to say, was art a "craft" in the pejorative sense, 
or was it "science." Along with this intellectual issue, there were 
the serious social concerns about whether artists would join the 
professions, becoming ever closer to gentlepersons, and the 
subverted question of monetary gain. Over the centuries, the idea 
of art producing knowledge has ebbed and flowed. It is, 
however, the central focus of Tom Ashcraft's work. For 
him art is a perpetual investigation of the world— 
indeed, of several worlds and their interactions. His 
unwillingness to isolate an aesthetic event from an 
empirical or hermeneutical event makes his work 
difficult to describe in field-specific terms. That 
same reluctance to engage in false distinctions 
provides the source of the work's power as an 
experiential learning environment—in other 
words, a workshop or laboratory. 

A laboratory is a place of experimentation 
and work, a space in which imagination and 
empiricism intermingle in the pursuit and pro
duction of knowledge. In Ashcraft's exhibition. 
Universal Gum and Tradecake, the idea of labo
ratory takes on double weight. The artist insists 
that his projects are a recreation or an extension 
of his own working laboratory. Our intention 

lab-O'Ta'tO-ry jlab^ra tor^'e, -tOr^e. lab^ora-: Brit, la
bored ta re. -a tre), n.. pi. -ries, ad). —-n. 1. a building 
or pan of a building equipped to conduct scientific ex
periments, tests, investigations, etc., or to manufacture 
chemicals, medicines, or the like. 2. any place, situation, 
set of conditions, or the like, conducive to exi>erimenta-
tion, investigation, observation, etc.; anything sug
gestive of a scientific laboratory, —adj. 3. sendng a 
function in a laboratory- 4. relating to techniques of 
work in a laboratory: laboratory methods: laboratory re
search. [< ML lahbrdtdriium) workshop, equiv. to L 
labdrdtius) (ptp. of labdrdre; see LABOR) -I- -drium -ORT'] 
—lab''o-ra«to^ri>al, ad). —lab^o*ra*to/ri*aMy, adr. 

lab^o-ra-to^ri-an, n. 
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in the Laboratory Exhibition Series is to create a place in the 
-.Museum for artists to investigate ideas, objects, and installations 

y thgt they might not be able to do elsewhere: a place to work 
between media and disciplines, in order to discover new informa-

, tion and alternate ways of looking at things. 
Universal Gum and Tradecake continues Ashcraft's interest ;n 

creating or tapping into parallel universes and setting up "trans! i -
systems" between one world and another. In previous exhit> 

•\jtions^the artist has explored the role of money and coinage, here 
'A«hcr3ft considers comestibles like his "tradecake and gum" v 
trade itcTns and communication devices. For food to be a trade iteT 
i?^I^idea|j|^old as civilization—at least on this planet. For food to 

• "he a conscious source of communication between worlds is a more 
esoteric approach. While ingesting "food for the Gods" is a core 

shamanic practice for accessing multiple worlds or multiple 
viewpoints, the discovery and manufacture of coded, 

edible information that has healing properties adds a 

new twist. Ashcraft's earlier involvement in dircer 
political action and visioneering an alternatis-e 

society in the Ozarks, combined with his herbai 
studies and his ability to actually produce the 

objects he invents, allows him to create 
models for new forms of knowledge. IL 
often hits paydirt: his information is viable 
to and comprehensible within existing 
ways of talking about things. For e.xam-
ple, his radio telescope data has proved 
helpful to the community of radio 
astronomers. Ashcraft says, "It's not 
science until it is reported and it's not 
art until it has been made public." Thus 
inscription and exposure are prerequi

sites to a professional act, which, at that 
point, can be shared. The artist's movable 

laboratories can be shared by an audience 
interested in discovering the ways in which 

he learns things, with access to the creative 
and experimental balance in those actions. 

In his role as an independent scientist the 
artist is unafraid to play with seemingly outdated 

theories, such as radiopanspermia, or to envision new 
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ones in a way unavailable to those scientists practic
ing "normal science." By practicing in both fields 
—art and science—Ashcraft is capable of providing 
new insights into each while being constrained by 
neither. In light of those like Leonardo da Vinci, 
who profited from the first waves of professionalizing art by adopt
ing scientific practices, it becomes clear the two disciplines are not 
separable. Ashcraft, by taking art and science back into individual 
practice, humanizing them, allows alternate ways of discovering 
and creating new information to feed other disciplines. The 
"tradecake" of his putative Biological Commonwealth is at once 
economic, aesthetic, and politic. 
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