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Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle, Well + 41°55’30.2”N 87°39’09”W, 2025, stainless-steel pump, glass gallon jugs, shelves, white cloth. Installation
view.
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SHARE Discreetly taped to one wall within Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle’s show of new
sculptures, photographs, and site-specific installations is a single sheet of
gray paper upon which is printed THE POVERTY OF AN OBJECT IS ITS
STRENGTH. This statement—a paraphrasing of a quote by Thomas Merton,
a Trappist monk, writer, and activist—assigns value and freedom to an
existence based on minimal needs. It is also the conceptual prompt that
informs the artist’s current explorations of the sociopolitical dimensions of
an object’s form and utility, restated as “A Want for Nothing,” his exhibition
at the DePaul Art Museum.

Throughout, Manglano-Ovalle references histories of Minimalism and
Conceptual art, continuing his well-known investigations of the unfulfilled
promises of modernism and scientific progress—specifically, their failure to
address crucial issues such as climate change and immigration. The
monumental fabrications that have defined his multidisciplinary practice
(suspended icebergs and clouds collaboratively produced utilizing digital
technologies and 3D modeling, for example) yield, in the first gallery, to
more intimately scaled sculptures emphasizing handicraft. Here, he creates
meticulous facsimiles of household furniture and other everyday items that
emulate their real-life sources but upend their domestic function through
unconventional display. In Bancos (Benches), 2025, an ad hoc arrangement
of toppled benches spills across the floor, and in Chair for Poet, 2025, a
wooden chair precariously leans against the wall. Though these are
Duchampian gestures, the artist exploits the essentialist qualities of his
prosaic reproductions, lovingly crafted from either burnt or bleached
American ash, which summon Shakeresque simplicity and quietude. At the
same time, one can uncover larger ecological narratives—American ash,
native to the Midwest, is currently under threat from invasive beetles.
Elsewhere, a bottomless cast-iron bucket lies sideways on the ground. Titled
An Attempt to Say Something that Can Actually Hold Water, 2024,
Manglano-Ovalle’s hollow vessel acknowledges the failed process of its own
making but gains merit as art.

The dialectics of function and futility are given new weight—literally and
figuratively—in Recumbent Boxes, 2022/2025, two stacked, half-ton steel
structures on view in the third gallery. The artist’s horizontal geometries
purposely invoke Richard Serra’s One Ton Prop (House of Cards), 1969, but
are in actuality replicas of the absentee-ballot drop boxes banned from the
2020 elections in Wisconsin by the state’s Supreme Court. As voting rights
and other civic freedoms continue to erode, Manglano-Ovalle’s felled
containers—their blackened surfaces weathered and tagged with graffiti—
remodel Serra’s study in vulnerability and permanence as a potent metaphor
for the perilous state of American democracy. In a related black-and-white
photograph, a solitary box stands upright on a street corner in Kenosha, the
faux readymade cast as a symbol of protest and resiliency while “restoring”
electoral privilege.

Issues of access and use drive the artist’s ongoing Well Project, 2014–,
functional hand wells that bring water to underserved communities ranging
from Santa Clara Pueblo, New Mexico, to an urban farm on Chicago’s South
Side. The Sonoran Desert, which spans the US/Mexico border, is the most
recent site of this multitiered work. Its presentation in the show’s central
gallery includes three photographs of the test wells embedded within the
arid landscape and an installation in which nearly four hundred glass jugs,
each filled with one gallon of water and neatly displayed on rows of metal
shelves, partially surround a towering stainless-steel pump. This inert form
serves as both project prototype and Minimalist sculpture, taking its
inspiration from Walter De Maria’s Vertical Earth Kilometer, 1977, as well
as from other icons of Land art. However, Manglano-Ovalle complicates
established definitions of site specificity, in particular Robert Smithson’s
notion of sites/nonsites, by creating an object that is also utilitarian and
discursive. Thus, theefficacy of Well Project lies in the broader spatial and
geopolitical challenges it addresses—water rights, environmental justice,
immigration. Even when his themes are more implicit, the artist has always
positioned his works as agents of change, forging a practice that remains
socially responsive, visually seductive, and conceptually rigorous. 
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