
Heterogeneity and lots of it is trending among the summer’s group shows. The mingling of like with extremely unlike is an 
increasingly popular curatorial approach, as is arranging them in dense installations. In numerous galleries, works of all 
mediums, artifacts, and objects of design and craft keep company, often at the behest of outside curators. Different time 
periods are spanned, disparate cultures contrasted, with all kinds of surprises.

At the Jason McCoy Gallery on 57th Street in Manhattan, Stephanie Buhmann, its director, and Samantha McCoy, its 
gallery manager, have organized “Domesticity,” which begins with Louis Comfort Tiffany glass and Charles Burchfield 
wallpaper and ends in the vicinity of contemporary art and design. In Chelsea, the Andrew Edlin Gallery is presenting a 
cornucopia of art that qualifies as insider, outsider and somewhere in between, assembled by the artist Sam Gordon. And 
in “Machinery for Living,” the excellent show organized by the artist Walead Beshty at Petzel, also in Chelsea, supplements 
a central, but varied core of photography with drawings, sculptures, fashion and furniture to create an elaborate portrayal 
of modernity. But three shows in particular have, each in its own way, revved things up to a dizzying degree.

SEAN KELLY GALLERY At Sean Kelly, the show “From Pre-History to Post-Everything” accomplishes this not so much 
by filling space as by arcing back through time to connect the distant past and the present. It has been organized by 
Janine Cirincione, one of the gallery’s directors, who has juxtaposed abstract art by 10 contemporary painters with a large 
selection of drop-dead-gorgeous ceremonial antiquities, mostly Neolithic Period and Shang dynasty carved jade from 
China, and pre-Columbian, sometimes Neolithic carved stone from Latin America.

These pieces are seen here in unusual abundance, and are different from those in most in New York museums. (They’re also 
not behind glass.) The sheer variety of the jade itself can induce lightheadedness, especially the color, veining and textures 
of a series of Chinese ceremonial bi-discs, flat glass-smooth circles with holes in their centers. Some are so thin light shines 
through, especially a small one where black is heavily flecked with salmon pink. While their use remains mysterious, it 
is easy to grasp their visual power and exaltation of nature. Equally enthralling are three carved-stone ritual blades from 
the Valdivia culture of Ecuador (3500 to 1800 B.C.), whose delicate silhouettes evoke shields, faces and figures, and are 
enhanced by subtly curved surfaces. There is much more to be studied — Shang blades incised with demonic faces and 
Taíno grooved stone balls from the Caribbean — in the altogether transformative display.

It may be too much to ask young artists to compete with material of this age and quality, and most of their paintings, while 
sometimes attractive, fade decorously to the background. They variously reflect the latest ticks of current abstraction: 
employing unusual materials (joint compound on Sheetrock) or making white monochrome paintings as if Robert Ryman 
never existed, or worse, working with gestural abandon as if Lyrical Abstraction never did either. Sarah Crowner’s taut, 
hard-edge geometric shapes (painted and sewn together) fight back with their own kind of physical perfection, as do the 
simple poured compositions of Landon Metz. And Patricia Treib’s shapes — sleek in outline but generated by vigorous 
brushwork — benefit from the company. It’s unfortunate that Ms. Crowner and Ms. Treib are represented by only one 
painting each.

Clash of the Items, at a Gallery Near You
Exhibitions at Sean Kelly, Pavel Zoubok and Salon 94

By Roberta Smith

Smith, Roberta. “Clash of the Items, at a Gallery Near You,” New York Times, July 24, 2014

July 24, 2014



April 2014 

Sarah Crowner
Nicelle Beauchene Gallery

Suzanne Hudson

For her first exhibition at Nicelle Beauchene, held in 2009, 
Sarah Crowner juxtaposed two bodies of work: a series of unglazed 
ceramic vessels and a group of “paintings” sewn together from remnants
of discarded fabric. Both revealed a distinctive handmade quality. 
The former featured mottled surfaces, gently misshapen necks, and generally 
uneven forms, while the latter betray imperfections of alignment that open up 
pockets of space, holes amid the justmismatched seams. Those paintings, with
their insistent tactility and crisp, highkeyed geometric designs—they broadly
referenced the fabric works of Sophie Taeuber-Arp and Blinky Palermo, among others, and were sometimes directly 
appropriated from specific compositions— presaged the artist’s subsequent production. So, too, did the pots set the tone 
for more recent developments: the ceramics lacked bottoms, and were therefore nonfunctional. There is use and then there 
is use under the sign of the exhibition, and underscoring this distinction seems to be very  much the thrust of Crowner’s 
project.          
Crowner’s recent show “The Wave,” her third at this gallery, was built around a shimmering turquoise parquet, a mosaic of 
glazed terra-cotta tiles set into a pattern by Josef Hoffmann. Elevated as a false floor, it became at once a stage and a kind 
of purposeful abstraction, along the lines of Wade Guyton’s 2007 intervention at Petzel Gallery, where he laid down a black 
plywood floor, or Jorge Pardo’s long-term project at Dia’s old space in Chelsea, installed in 2000, for which he paved the 
lobby and bookstore in sunny ceramic blocks. (In fact, Crowner had the tiles fabricated at the same studio in Guadalajara, 
Mexico, where Pardo had his turned out for Dia.) A group of paintings lined the perimeter of Crowner’s tiled surface—five 
panels hung on the adjacent walls and two were supported by freestanding structures—and to see them, viewers had to step 
up onto the raised area. Together, the paintings and the floor effectively constituted a room within the larger container of 
space, yet while Crowner evidently conceived of the installation as a cohesive entity, she refused the illusionism (as much as 
the illusion of totality) that is the Gesamtkunstwerk. Viewers could step off the platform at the far side of the entrance, only 
to turn around and see the backs of the two unattached paintings, strings hanging, easel armatures foregrounded, looming 
like unseemly, naked totems. 
 Like the material distinctions—of color, sheen, and edge—between the various tiles, the paintings, too, contain 
leftovers from the process of construction. And, like the platform, they were produced part by part, from different 
elements put together to create a quilt-like whole. Most involve large sheets of hot-red and orange fabric cut into squiggles 
and stitched to raw canvas fields, while a painted pair features a fragment of a 1970s textile design by interior designer 
Alexander Girard—the motif of a silhouetted hand holding a spray of leaves and flowers—which Crowner has mirrored 
and cropped. Here, the body—suggested in the anthropomorphism of the standing paintings-cum-sculptures—is pictured 
rather than implied, which has the effect of making its absence more profound.

View of “Sarah Crowner,” 2014. 
Wall: The Wave (Flame), 2014. Floor: 
Platform, Hot Blue Terracotta, 2014.
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Sarah Crowner has knocked it out of the park with her third show at Beauchene. She has once again 
made a series of rectangular paintings by sewing together a few irregularly shaped slices of canvas, 
some raw, some painted searing shades of red, orange or yellow, their brush marks just barely visible 
when you get up close to them. As opposed to many of her past works, though, which were all about 
the sharp angle, often implying theater sets through abstraction, these new pieces have undulating 
waves gliding across them. Their forms are simpler than in the past, which makes them even more 
potent.

The gallery floor is also an artwork, made from more than 1,200 terracotta tiles Ms. Crowner has 
colored cerulean, Bondi blue and dozens of other electrifying shades of blue-green. It glows. Finely 
polished, it reflects the surrounding paintings and invites you to see them as spare, luxurious décor 
or as parts of a full installation or even as sculptural objects. (Two are held on freestanding wooden 
easels so that you can walk around them and take in the matter-of-fact stitching that is behind their 
interlocked magic.) It would make a superb floor for a tony dance club or a forward thinking church 
or certainly a museum—really any setting looking to promote a sumptuous, ritualistic and thoroughly 
confident mode of conviviality. 

In recent years, reductionist abstraction has become an easily salable, easily digested default mode for 
emerging painters, but Ms. Crowner is one of the rare few who manages to keep it interesting. Hers 
is an art about intimacy (of viewing and of making), exemplifying how minute decisions (a stitch, a 
stroke) can over time yield dazzling effects.

Russeth, Andrew. “Sarah Crowner: ‘The Wave’ at Nicelle Beauchene”, Gallerist NY, January 15, 2014, Online.
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Art in Review
By KAREN ROSENBERG

Nicelle Beauchene Gallery
327 Broome Street, between Bowery and Chrystie Street | Lower East Side
Through Feb. 2

Sarah Crowner’s third solo at Nicelle Beauchene is just what’s needed in the dark days of January:
an eye-opening mood-lifter of a show and a gentle nudge to the hibernating intellect.

Installed as a room-within-a-room, it displays Ms. Crowner’s signature sewn abstractions,
stitched together from painted canvas, around a tiled viewing platform that’s her most impressive
foray yet into ceramics. (Her first show at the gallery was titled “Paintings and Pots” and included
clusters of simple white vessels.) Most of the paintings feature wide undulating stripes of red and
orange, making them an excellent foil for the turquoise chevrons of the platform.

As before, Ms. Crowner is using non-painterly methods to make works that nonetheless register
as paintings. But she’s also integrating different periods of 20th-century design. The vaguely
Scandinavian wave forms in the paintings, reminiscent of vintage textiles by the Finnish com-
pany
Marimekko, meet the Wiener Werkstäatte herringbone pattern of the tile floor. And two canvases
directly quote the midcentury work of Alexander Girard; they are painted rather than sewn and
show silhouetted white hands holding sprigs of leaves and flowers against gray-blue back-
grounds.

It’s a fashionable mix, and, at times, the whole installation veers perilously close to “decorator
art.” But the theatrical setup makes a difference; the platform doesn’t cover the whole floor, and
the fourth wall is formed by paintings on stands. In the end, you trust that Ms. Crowner wants to
turn tasteful design elements into unpredictable actors.

Rosenberg, Karen. “Sarah Crowner: ‘The Wave’,” New York Times, January 9, 2014, Online.

Sarah Crowner: ‘The Wave’
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My maths teacher’s favourite T-shirt bore an image of Piet 
Mondrian’s Composition With Four Yellow Lines (1933). The 
right angles of the yellow square, rounded on his bulging 
stomach, accentuated the deepening ochre pools around his 
armpits. I’m not quite sure what it was that I was trying to 
revive from that period (the 1980s), but I recently bought a 
cardboard box of Kleenex tissues that mimicked Mondrian’s 
abstract paintings. Where the folded cardboard failed to 
make the lines meet, a new formal and mental space was 
created: there was room for uncertainty in this disturbed 
pattern – a breath of fresh air in the original Modernist grid. 
 It is this space that I recognize in the
work of the American artist Sarah Crowner. Her paintings 
have a bold, mimicking quality to them, in which Modernist 
patterns and convictions are quoted, transformed and even 
shattered. Looking at her new work installed at Kunstverein 
in Amsterdam, redecorated for the occasion with electric 
blue carpeting, I was unsure if I was looking at a painting or 
at a reference. It was this tight space of uncertainty that gave 
weight to the work. 
 For this exhibition, Crowner chose to show her 
work in the context of another American artist, Larry Bell, 
along with an additional insert to the show called ‘Meet 
Marlow Moss’, which introduced the work and biography 
of the eccentric painter, marginalized figure and Mondrian 
disciple Marjorie Jewel Moss, who died in 1958. Each piece 
reflected on the next. Crowner selected works from a recent 
series by Bell, whose biography in the show’s press release 
reads like a sci-fi novel: ‘Larry Bell walked around Venice, 
California in the early sixties with a camera attached to his 
back, a bio-feedback chip in his hat and a trigger mechanism 
connected to his earlobes. Alpha waves emitted by a body in 
a state of wellbeing would set off the photo-taking process 
and eventually lead to a series of  lurred pictures capturing 
perception on the move, observation in its most random 
form.’ Most striking was Bell’s SF 3.9.12 (2012) an image of a

torn, curling mass whose origin could only be guessed at, 
but was reminiscent of the earliest daguerreotypes – wild 
experiments into the nature of light and how to capture 
its behaviour on paper. Similar works from this series 
stem from pure curiosity about natural phenomena, and 
seem agitated in their positioning against the Modernist 
tradition. In the company  if Crowner’s paintings, Bell’s 
work is revealed to be explicitly non-painting – colours are 
created through light instead. If not for the paint or lack of 
it, however, it would have been hard to distinguish whose 
work belonged to whom, as both Crowner’s and Bell’s 
creations share a luminous quality in ideas and in surface 
treatment. 
 Crowner placed her Corner Painting for Larry 
(2013), a diptych suggestive of a huge empty room or cube 
(after Bell’s cube sculptures from the 1960s) on either side 
of a corner in the narrow space of Kunstverein. The work 
was also said to reference that of Moss: ‘Moss disrupts 
and subverts the narratives that could include her. This 
resistance to categorisation is a large factor in Moss’s 
obscurity; she is omitted from the histories, because she 
does not fit in. To date she is most consistently approached 
in reference to Mondrian, a context that casts her in the 
role of follower, or worse: imitator, a role that’s far beneath 
her.’ Even if these references could not be exactly traced, 
their mere suggestion attached a string to the histories of 
artists that come to life through Crowner’s work, however 
constructed their reality may seem.
 Moss’s paintings, only one of which was included 
in the exhibition, are so like those of Mondrian that 
the originality of both becomes questionable. Of all 
the certainties that I have ever questioned, the artistic 
originality of Mondrian was not one of them. In this way, 
Crowner’s work and its staging beside Bell’s and Moss’s 
was an unabashed celebration of originality, tribute and 
mimicry.

LARRY BELL & SARAH CROWNER,
MEET MARLOW MOSS
Kunstverein, Amsterdam

Maria Barnast
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Painter painter on the wall, who is the fairest of them all? It’s been more than a devade since the Walker Art Center devoted 
a group exhibition to contemporary painting. That previous endeavour, ‘Painting at the Edge of the World,’ curated by 
Douglas Fogle in 2001, brought together artist from ten different countries in order to examine the medium’s dispersion as 
a logic into adjacent practices, such as a performance and video. By contrast, ‘Painter Painter,” curated by Eric Crosby and 
Bartholomew Ryan, moved in the opposited direction, highlighting a group of mostly American artists: a generation of 
studio-based painters who reveal’s fascination for the medium’s many histories’.

As the echoing title indicates, this was an exhibition characterized by repetition and reactivation; the primary focus was on 
the persistence of formal abstraction. In other words, the concern was with painting about painting, about methods and 
materials and process; as one of the curators noted: ‘We’ve brought together works that are stained, rubbed, torn, collaged, 
sprayed, frayed, printed, stitiched, glued, smeared, stretched, and so on.’ To be sure, some formidable works were on 
display. But the overall atmosphere whiel elegant was also rather tepid.

 The exhibition opened with a triptych of zigzagging compositions by Sarah Crowner. Composed of linen, coloured 
fabric and canvas both painted and raw, all cut and stitched together like a collage, the work called to mind the lineage 
of hard-edge geometric abstraction, from Theo van Doesburg and Sonia Delaunay to postwar figures like Lygia Clark. 
Crowner is open about her interest in using art history as a medium, as a score that can be reinterpreted and performed, 
or applied as a backdrop - as she puts it- for other theatrical activites. But if we were invited to approach ‘Painter Painter’ 
on those terms, as potential theatre, the question remains: where was the conflict? That, in short, was my beef. With minor 
exceptions - notably Molly Zuckermar- Hartung’s installation, whcih bucks the status quoe with a scene of bondage, like an 
art crime- there was little dissonance to be found. In light of the as a break with tradition, why do we keep turning it into 
one? 

PAINTER PAINTER
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis

Jonathan Thomas

No. 156 Summer 2013



Given the limited gallery space and the inclusion of 15 artists, it was surprising that one of them, Matt Connors, had works 
in almost every room. At his best, Connors demonstrated what colour can do- how it can affect boundaries or lines with its 
physical properties, or produce optical effects, as seen in the chromatic shadows that bounce off two of his paintings with a 
touch of abracadabra.
 
On the other hand, the two large-scale monochromatic inkjet prints that he rolled into tubes and stood on end as 
sculptures, came across as confectionary distractions, particulary when placed in proximity to the subtler palatte of an 
artist like Zak Prekop. Prekop’s sole contirbution, Untited Transparency, (2012), is a large canvas that we are led to read 
through, as the titel suggests: large portions of his oil and paper composition were painted from behind, so that colour was 
hushed, like a whisper.

 Perpendicular to Prekop’s work, Lesley Vance’s trio of modestly-scaled paintings were among the more impressive 
pieces on display. With their virtuosic swerves, her sinuous forms tend to slice to and fro, as if projecting and receding into 
space simulatneously. In their details, ripe with painterly incident, each piece offered an adventure for perception. Another 
highlight was Alex Olson, who analyzes the time-tested language of mark-making. Along the lines of the Supports/Surfaces
movement, though emphasizing surface over support, Olson takes painting’s grammar, its lexicon, as her primary subject 
matter. Laying bare a disjunction in texture between figure and ground, she elevates painterly structure to image. The 
architecture of mark-making is narrativized. On the other hand, Scott Olson (no relation) contributes something more 
alchemic: applying naturally derived pigments to marble dust panels, his works seemed to conjure the ghosts of art history 
- Kandinksy, Paul Klee - while pitting spontaneity and fluidity against the force of the frame.
  
Framing, ultimately, is wh On the other hand, the two large-scale monochromatic inkjet prints that he rolled into tubes and 
stood on end as sculptures, came across as confectionary distractions, particulary when placed in proximity to the subtler 
palatte of an artist like Zak Prekop. Prekop’s sole contirbution, Untited Transparency, (2012), is a large canvas that we are 
led to read through, as the titel suggests: large portions of his oil and paper composition were painted from behind, so that 
colour was hushed, like a whisper.

 Perpendicular to Prekop’s work, Lesley Vance’s trio of modestly-scaled paintings were among the more impressive 
pieces on display. With their virtuosic swerves, her sinuous forms tend to slice to and fro, as if projecting and receding into 
space simulatneously. In their details, ripe with painterly incident, each piece offered an adventure for perception. Another 
highlight was Alex Olson, who analyzes the time-tested language of mark-making. Along the lines of the Supports/Surfaces 
movement, though emphasizing surface over support, Olson takes painting’s grammar, its lexicon, as her primary subject 
matter. Laying bare a disjunction in texture between figure and ground, she elevates painterly structure to image. The 
architecture of mark-making is narrativized. On the other hand, Scott Olson (no relation) contributes something more 
alchemic: applying naturally derived pigments to marble dust panels, his works seemed to conjure the ghosts of art history 
- Kandinksy, Paul Klee - while pitting spontaneity and fluidity against the force of the frame.

 Framing, ultimately, is what I had issue with. To its credit, Crosby and Ryan’s exhibition brought together a crew of 
talented painters- painter’s painters, really- all of whom, for the record, happen to be white. While it sitiuates their practices 
in terms of a generational impulse- all of the artist bar one were born in the 1970s- it does not go on to ask why. Why 
abstraction yet again? Why now? What, socially or politically or economically, is determining this fascination?

Thomas, Jonathan. “Painter Painter,” Frieze no. 156 Summer 2013, p. 234



Modesty is not a word commonly associated with the history of abstraction, but in this exhibition, curators Eric 
Crosby and Bartholomew Ryan have gathered work by a group of up-and-coming artists—nearly all born in 
the 1970s—who largely eschew grand gestures, illuminating their own painterly processes in a manner so 
humble that it sometimes borders on self-deprecation. In Charles Mayton’s diptych Blind Ventriloquist, 2012, 
for example, a rough roller-made painting is paired with a more delicately painted canvas that’s almost entirely 
obscured by a stained rag and a silkscreened image of the artist’s accidentally painted studio wall. In We lead 
healthy lives to keep filthy minds, 2013, the multimedia artist Jay Heikes shows an eclectic wall-mounted ar-
ray of sculpted tools—sticks, paddles, scrapers—that might conceivably have been used for the application of 
paint in his studio, though in this piece they weren't.

Other objects—treated somewhat more violently—also appear in The Failure of Contingency, 2012, by Molly 
Zuckerman-Hartung, in which a long spaghetti-cut drop cloth is strewn over the floor, with one end culminating 
in a matte black globe under two foldable chairs. Part of the globe’s northern hemisphere has been scalped, 
and its convex skin is incorporated in an entirely different work (The Impossible, 2012) installed on a nearby 
wall. Here, the radial detritus of one work becomes the genesis of another.

While most of the pieces in this show suggest an inward (or even downward) gaze, the work of Sarah Crowner 
is an exception. The boldly colored blocks of canvas in Ciseaux Rideaux, 2012, were stitched together by the 
artist in a manner that takes inspiration both in method and in composition from the worlds of fashion and de-
sign. Crowner implicitly suggests that an occasional glance beyond the confines of the studio walls is liberating 
and does painters—and painting—a world of good.

02.02.13-08.22.13 Walker Art Center

“Painter Painter”
03.14.13

Gabler, Jay. “Painter Painter,” Artforum, March 14, 2014, Online.
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CROWNER’S SOLO SHOW “ACROBAT” takes the renowned modern dancer and 
choreographer Erick Hawkins as a point of inspiration and departure. A photograph of the young 
Hawkins executing a leaping spread eagle is at the center of a 2011 gouache collage that gives the 
exhibition its title, which is spelled out, together with Crowner’s name, in the style of a concert 
poster. The artist uses this photo—taken during a performance of Martha Graham’s acclaimed 
1947 Stephen Acrobat—as a springboard for works that induce thoughts of the balletic, the 
theatrical, and the performative. 
 In addition to the collage, the exhibition contains three works—two untitled sets of 
paintings and a sculpture, all from 2011—each dealing with a separate facet of theatrical 
performance. The most complex and fluid piece, suggestive of a dance movement, is a group of 
six pictures lined up on one wall in a neat row and displaying Crowner’s signature style of sewing 
together cuts of variously treated linen and cotton canvas. Her surfaces are busier than those of 
Blinky Palermo’s fabric paintings but less textural than the textile works of Sergej Jensen. Using 
both gouache and oil paint, she creates an elegant array of formal relationships within a geometry 
of lines, shapes, and colors that unifies the sextet. Less ambitious and restricted to a gray scale is a 
diptych conjuring a vacant stage with curtains drawn and spotlights ablaze, as if an entertainment 
is about to begin. 
 The sculpture, Stage Right, Stage Left, is composed of eight vertical painted- and stained-
wooden elements arranged at different depths on a large square plinth. In color and form they 
echo the shapes in the six paintings hanging on the opposite wall. If this is a stage, then these 
pieces might be props, perhaps dancers. They are unassuming and charming, dwarfed by and yet 
commanding the platform on which they stand. 
 One question is whether “Acrobat” portrays elements of theater or is itself theatrical, and 
here the show’s utterly conventional relationship to its audience is a limiting factor. Crowner 
seems one step away from fully activating that connection with the spectator, but to do so would 
require her to test out a new form: installation or even performance.

Schultz, Charlie. “Sarah Crowner,” Modern Painters, December-January 2012
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‘These are songs about the Corn Belt, and some of the people in it … or on it.’1 That’s what the man in the Perfect Lives 
Lounge says as you sit down with your drink, served in ‘a fluted plastic glass, sans ice’. Maybe he says it in Spanish, but 
you’re not sure. After all, even if you don’t speak a language, you can catch its drift if it’s sung.

The Perfect Lives Lounge – let’s just call it The Bar – is sparse, but elegantly decorated. Colour scheme: hints of neon against 
inky black infinitude, here and there a blush of pink and baby blue. Seven vertical neon strips form The Bar’s sign. As your 
eyes adjust to the light, everything looks soft-edged, like a 1980s video or television broadcast, occasionally flecked with 
static. Come to think of it, from a certain angle, The Bar looks like a television studio set. Exact dimensions are uncertain; 
windows between interior and exterior dissolve rhythmically into one another. The man – Corn Belt Guy – is standing in 
the middle of the room. He has a full head of fine white hair, dusted with glitter, which is neatly parted down one side. His 
lips shine with gloss. He wears big tan-tinted glasses. Round his neck hangs a dapper navy blue scarf, smoothed neatly onto 
the lapels of his grey silk suit. Occasionally he swaps the scarf for an orange or pink number. A red light-bulb hanging from 
the ceiling hovers right next to his face. He looks debonair, although perhaps sleazy from some angles. The music in the 
bar has a Latin swing – simple drum-machine rhythms with soft jazzy chords from a piano drifting over the top. You order 
another round from Rodney, the Bartender, who looks a lot like Corn Belt Guy. ‘He says, right off, we don’t serve fine wine 
in half-pints, buddy.’

In The Bar, Corn Belt – we must stop calling him that now – is better known as Raoul de Noget, or ‘R’. ‘R’ is a singer and 
he’s here with his friend Buddy, ‘The World’s Greatest Piano Player’. They’re supposed to be taking the day off from making 
music, but that was Buddy you heard teasing out those soft, jazzy chords earlier. Check out his look: black fedora, shades, 
royal blue shirt with blousy sleeves garlanded in rhinestones. There’s a ring with a big ruby rock on his little finger and con-
stellations of sequins stuck on his hands – and it’s mostly his hands we’re interested in looking at. Now he’s ripping up that 
keyboard with explosive boogie-woogie improvisations, playing like he’s … ‘The World’s Greatest Piano Player’. Rodney 
reminds us: ‘We don’t serve fine wine in half-pints, buddy / Is the sound of God.’

Outside The Bar, beyond the unnamed Midwest town in which it sits, ‘R’ is better known as the composer Robert Ashley. 
Ashley – now aged 81, and one of the most important living exponents of opera in America, or, more precisely, the most 
important living exponent of American opera – created Raoul, Buddy, Rodney and The Bar for Perfect Lives, an opera 
originally conceived and developed for TV between 1978–83. Produced by Ashley, Carlota Schoolman and The Kitchen in 
New York, Perfect Lives evolved through a number of live iterations before being broadcast in the UK by Channel Four in 
1983, back in the day when the broadcaster’s schedules supported radical art and minority-interest audiences.
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Perfect Lives is an opera about … Jeez, where shall I begin? Well, not at the beginning, because Perfect Lives is about 
digressions. As Ashley says, ‘No story has a beginning, it’s all digression […] It’s digression what everybody does, every 
time. The trick of performing that piece is that we literally never know what we’re going to do until we hear the first note.’2 
Like talking, it’s about being in the moment; we don’t know what we’re going to say until we say it. ‘Composing music’, 
Ashley holds, ‘is the process of constantly making a decision about when you’re going to update what you’ve just done.’3 
Perfect Lives consists of digressions about the US landscape and American lives, performed in American vernacular 
language. ‘I’m trying hard, in Perfect Lives, to reproduce the music of the way people talk. It’s not poetry, it’s song. It’s 
song in the same way that, I suppose, The Iliad was a song. It’s just a song. If you read any one line, it’s not that interesting 
in itself, but if you read a hundred they start to make sense.’4 John Cage once said of it: ‘What about the Bible? And the 
Koran? It doesn’t matter. We have Perfect Lives.’

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Digressing. ‘If I were from the big town, I would be calm and debonair. The big town 
doesn’t send its riff-raff out.’ The drink must be going to my head, buddy. To get back to the point, it’s been said that Ashley 
is a great American writer disguised as a composer. (‘A little knowledge dot dot dot.’) You could also say that Perfect Lives 
– with its future-retro animated title sequences, complex fusions of internal and external locations, wild video effects and 
outlandish costuming – is a great work of experimental television drama disguised as performance art disguised as video 
art disguised as an opera. It was originally conceived of as the second work in a trilogy, bookended by Atalanta (Acts 
of God) (1982–91) and Now Eleanor’s Idea (1993), each work using progressively smaller and more fragmented units 
of narrative, and each concerning itself with different stages of the American story – from its links to the old world in 
Atalanta (Acts of God), passing through the Midwest for Perfect Lives to life at its most western edge in Now Eleanor’s Idea. 
The works use aspects of language that have long interested Ashley: dialect patterns, chanting, ultrafast speech, ecstatic 
religious preaching, Renaissance philosophy, involuntary speech (also explored in his 1979 work Automatic Writing), 
understanding the world verbally as opposed to physically, or even metaphysically (an idea he first touched upon in his 
1967 opera That Morning Thing). Some parts of the trilogy share the same characters. Like a human heartbeat, they all have 
a pulse of 72 beats per minute.

A thumbnail sketch of the narrative that Ashley – or, if you prefer, ‘R’ – tells in Perfect Lives looks something like this. The 
story is divided into seven episodes, each set in a different location in a Midwest town: ‘The Park (Privacy Rules)’; ‘The 
Supermarket (Famous People)’; ‘The Bank (Victimless Crime)’; ‘The Bar (Differences)’; ‘The Living Room (The Solutions)’; 
‘The Church (After the Fact)’; and ‘The Backyard (T’Be Continued)’. Raoul and Buddy are itinerant musicians playing a 
residency at the Perfect Lives Lounge. They befriend Isolde and ‘D’ (‘The Captain of the Football Team’) and together hatch 
a plot ‘to remove a sizeable amount of money from The Bank for one day (and one day only) and let the whole world know 
that it was missing’. If they get caught, it’s a crime, but it’s Art with a capital ‘A’ if they get away with it. ‘D’ works at The 
Bank, where one of the clerks, Gwyn, is planning to elope with his friend Ed. A plan is made to use the lovers’ car to take 
the money across the border to Indiana and then return it the next day. That, at the very least, is the kernel of the dizzying 
story. As the opera unfolds, we also meet characters such as Rodney The Bartender, Lucille, Snowdrift, Will and Ida – The 
Sheriff and his wife, also ‘D’ and Isolde’s parents – Helen and John (innocent bystanders from a local old people’s home), 
Dwayne (who has problems making his speech understood), and the bank clerks Jennifer, Kate, Linda, Susie and Eleanor 
(who falls in love with Buddy, and whose later religious experiences are explored in Now Eleanor’s Idea).

As living and breathing musicology in practice, Perfect Lives explores how story telling creates music and – tangentially – 
how American social models grew in tandem with musical forms from Europe and Africa. Built into the very structures 
of how it was written and is performed – there is no definitive score, only the libretto, some diacritic and harmonic 
indications, and a set of intricate time signatures to follow – Perfect Lives is about the sociability of music. Ashley realized 
Perfect Lives over a period of years with a number of close collaborators. (‘I only work with geniuses,’ he says. ‘In the end it 
pays off.’5) In a documentary made by Peter Greenaway in 1983, as part of his ‘Four American Composers’ series, Ashley 
said he wanted to ‘allow the performers to make musical statements as unpremeditated as speech itself ’. Rehearsal allows 
performance to become habitual, in the way that speech is habitual, but Perfect Lives’s realization is largely in the moment. 
It’s about the musical commons that being in a band grants access to. Buddy’s virtuosic piano playing – which, over the 
course of the opera, wraps cocktail jazz inside pop inside boogie-woogie inside classical – was by ‘Blue’ Gene Tyranny, who 



developed the harmonic structures used in the opera. Composer Peter Gordon was the music’s producer and in charge 
of electronics and mixing, while musicians Jill Kroesen and David Van Tieghem evolved the singing parts for the various 
characters that make up the chorus – Isolde, ‘D’, Gwyn, Ed and so on. Musically, the result is unique, of no school of 
postwar US music other than its own: steady, loping drum patterns, washes of synthesized strings, Buddy’s almost stream-
of-consciousness piano – all somehow harmonically smooth and easy on the ear yet packed with complexity and detail. 
And throughout it all, there is Ashley’s voice: a sing-song patter with the soft-spoken intimacy of a late-night radio DJ.

Perfect Lives found its visual form through John Sanborn, who directed the opera for television. Dean Winkler was 
responsible for staging, video editing, animations and graphics, while Jacqueline Humbert designed the opera’s audacious 
lounge lizard and ’80s high-fashion-meets-sci-fi costuming and make-up. Templates for the camera movements in the 
opera were mapped out by Sanborn, who divided the screen into a series of vertical and horizontal bands: ‘The Park’ is 
represented by the low, tracking shot of a horizon, for instance, and ‘The Supermarket’ uses the baseline of ‘The Park’s 
horizon from which it shoots two converging lines to form a triangular pattern – like an aggressive zoom shot. ‘The Bank’ 
is a grid and ‘The Bar’ just the vertical lines from the grid. These are subtly echoed by ‘R’s hand-gestures – sometimes side-
to-side, other times up-and-down – or Buddy’s hands dancing across the keyboard. Perfect Lives is opera for the screen 
age, not the crumbling theatres of 19th-century operatic form.

Identities in Perfect Lives are fluid representations. Robert is Raoul, Rodney and The Justice of the Peace. Jill plays Isolde 
and Ida and Gwyn. (‘When I work in someone else’s work it’s more helpful to me to know what they want me to do, and 
I think I realized what he [Ashley] wanted me to do was to find out what I’m supposed to do myself,’ says Van Tiegham – 
or ‘D’, Will, Ed – in Greenaway’s film.) That’s an easy enough idea to understand, but then you get carried away listening 
to Buddy, take your eyes off ‘R’ to look down at your drink – sans ice – glance up again and ‘R’ is no longer Robert. Ned 
Sublette is now ‘R’ and ‘R’ is Cuban – grew up north of the US/Mexico border. Elio Villafranca has swapped places with 
‘Blue’ Gene to become Buddy; also Cuban but grew up south of the border. The Bar has been rechristened La Vidas 
Perfectas Lounge.

‘Whoa, Lucille!’ How’d that happen? Well, the end of 2011 saw a number of revivals of Ashley’s work. That Morning Thing 
was restaged at The Kitchen in a production directed by Fast Forward, curated as part of Performa 11 by Mark Beasley. 
Varispeed produced Perfect Lives Manhattan and Perfect Lives Brooklyn; new arrangements of the piece performed in 
site-specific locations around New York City. Vidas Perfectas – with ‘R’ and Buddy now in residency in La Vidas Perfectas 
Lounge – is an ambitious new Spanish-language version of Perfect Lives, directed by Alex Waterman (who, with Will 
Holder, is currently working on a study of Ashley’s practice, due to be published at the end of this year) from a translation 
by Javier Sainz de Robles. Produced under the auspices of ISSUE Project Room and Ballroom Marfa, Vidas Perfectas is, 
like the original Perfect Lives, designed for television, and will grow steadily in phases over the course of the next two years. 
Three episodes were staged in December 2011 at the Irondale Theater in Brooklyn – ‘El Parque’ (The Park), ‘La Iglesia’ (The 
Church) and ‘El Patio de Atrás’ (The Backyard) – with further episodes to be produced in Marfa, Texas, this summer, and 
a pilot version planned for the end of the year. It is a slow, carefully evolving project, because: ‘we don’t serve fine wine in 
half-pints, buddy.’



Vidas Perfectas relocates the action to west Texas, on the US/Mexico border. For Ashley, opera is characters in a landscape 
telling stories musically, and he’s been telling stories in Spanish since 1979. Spanish is the second language of the US, first 
arriving in the 16th century, and today spoken by some 35 million people. Jean-Luc Godard observed in Notre Musique 
(Our Music, 2004) that America is a country that has no name – there’s a US, which is in the Americas, but there are many 
other Americas too, and the US story has been one of looking for self-hood, along the way erasing other cultures that share 
the same territory. Vidas Perfectas is about the literal and psychological borders between the different Americas, so stories 
about the US are probably just as well told in Spanish as they are in English.

If, musically speaking – and Ashley’s work is nothing if not about musically speaking – Perfect Lives refracts US lives 
through jazz, boogie-woogie and pop, then Vidas Perfectas looks at the Cuban and Cajun strains that run through the 
culture: rock’n’roll, Caribbean music, mambo, salsa. Villafranca, the award-winning Cuban jazz pianist, takes on the role of 
Buddy, resplendent in a spangled customized mariachi jacket. Sublette – a Spanish-speaking gringo from west Texas whose 
musical experiences span ’80s downtown avant-garde rock, Afro-Caribbean music, and country and western, and who 
is a noted scholar of Cuban music and the musical cultures of New Orleans – cuts an imposing figure as ‘R’; Ashley’s silk 
scarves and shiny suits replaced with a black stetson, laredo tie and cowboy boots. Abraham Gomez-Delgado (a composer 
of Peruvian and Puerto Rican descent) and Elisa Santiago (a dancer, designer and performer whose Spanish is classical 
Castellano) play the chorus roles. Waterman has built Vidas Perfectas along the same lines as Ashley’s productions of 
Perfect Lives: with Gordon back on board as producer, and artist Sarah Crowner designing the sets, Vidas Perfectas ‘uses
the social relations that were involved in making the music as the model for its remaking’6, embracing conversation, 
improvisation and process to tint and colour the production in new ways. ‘Experimental music’, Waterman suggests, ‘is 
about doing what you don’t know how to do.’7 Vidas Perfectas is not a slavish replication of Perfect Lives. The sets and 
costuming evoke the south; Sublette’s black-clad southern gent look, for instance, or the elegant way in which Crowner’s 
sets seem to evoke both early Modernist abstraction and Mexican traditional design. Waterman and his collaborators 
delicately transform Ashley’s music; it remains unmistakably Ashley, but Latin influences are teased out and foregrounded, 
by both Villafranca’s piano and by new shifts of rhythmic emphasis in the pre-recorded drum patterns. The performances 
in Spanish put Ashley’s libretto into motion in new ways: Sublette’s rich voice plays down the beguiling casualness 
of Ashley’s intimate patter, infusing the role of ‘R’ with a more brooding intensity. Even if you do not speak Spanish, 
surrendering yourself to the musicality of the overall sound still, somehow, allows access to the mystery of Perfect Lives’s 
libretto.

John Cage once said: ‘Qué pasa con la Biblia? Y el Corán? No importa. Tenemos Vidas Perfectas.’ In the world of Perfect 
Lives – Manhattan, the Midwest or Texas – people ‘come to talk. They pass the time. They soothe their thoughts with 
lemonade. They say things like: She never had a stitch that she could call her own, poor thing. And, Carl’s still president 
over at the bank, ain’t he? […] They are the planets in this scheme of things.’

1 All quotes, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the libretto to Perfect Lives, published in Robert Ashley, Perfect Lives, Dalkey 
Archive Press, Champaign/Dublin/London, 2011
2 ‘Robert Ashley Talks about Perfect Lives’, Ibid., p.173
3 Ibid., p.149
4 Ibid., p.168
5 Promotional video for Vidas Perfectas, http://tinyurl.com/8x2py5b
6 Alex Waterman, ‘Robert Ashley’, Bomb, issue 118, Winter 2012
7 Alex Waterman in conversation with the author, New York, January 2012
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Sarah Crowner’s latest exhibition features paintings, sculptures, and an outstanding stage 
curtain based on a 1956 theater backdrop by the Polish artist Maria Jarema. As in her 
previous output, Crowner sews pieces of painted and untreated linen together to produce 
taut, geometrical patchwork canvases or drapey backdrops, which are often based on specific 
historical compositions.

While it is clear that Crowner deeply admires twentieth-century avant-garde artists such as Victor 
Vasarely and Lygia Clark—she has often adopted their vibrant colors, forms, and shapes—her 
new works depart from her earlier attempts to carry on a Constructivist tradition. Here Crowner 
seems to be learning by doing, experimenting with her own compositions rather than predicating 
her canvases on past exemplars (with the exception of the Jarema curtain). Indeed, Crowner’s 
predominant influences are avant-gardist instances where theater, music, dance, and art 
coalesce, as in Sophie Taeuber-Arp’s sculptural puppets or Oskar Schlemmer’s Bauhaus theater 
workshop. Each painting is therefore a composition of her own, while also doubling a proposition 
for a backdrop to be used in a performance setting. Indeed, Crowner’s predilection for color 
and form make her stretched canvases well suited as proscenium paintings, and nothing would 
prevent them from being engaged in such extramural settings beyond the white cube. The 
implication that they could be viewed in different contexts is more than welcome.

— Theodor Ringborg

Sarah Crowner
GALERIE NORDENHAKE | STOCKHOLM
Hudiksvallsgatan 8
March 29–May 6

Ringborg, Theodor. “Sarah Crowner,” Artforum, April, 13, 2012
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Perfect Lives, a loose story of a bank heist, is best remembered as a highly distorted experimental video. The new live 
show, produced by the musician/scholar Alex Waterman, involves collaborations between Waterman and commissioned 
artists. Ashley was not involved, and Waterman made dramatic changes to the original: translating the work, which is sung 
by four vocalists, from its original English to Spanish; and splitting the original videos into new projects. This is the first 
installment of the series, and addresses only the first three sections of the original video. Each project will take place in a 
new location, and employ a different set of contributors. 

For this adaptation of the video’s first three sections, artist Sarah Crowner created a backdrop and sets. Crowner, who is 
known for her use of sewn fabrics stretched over canvas to color-blocking effect, had been developing a series of curtains 
she thought of as backdrops for a play. “Suddenly Alex and I noticed that the white parts on the backdrop could function 
as screens,” Crowner told A.i.A. “We started discussing the idea of projecting something on the screen.”

The two decided to project the original score from Perfect Lives as a direct visual reference for Vidas Perfectas. It serves 
to bring Ashley’s scores, normally seen only by the work’s performers, to the audience. 

In collaboration with Eve Essex, New York artist Anna Craycroft has made text projections derived from the work’s 
original English—Ashley’s narrative score is dictated as a list of lyrics with indications for the work’s rhythm and key but 
no staff or clef—and will project her version as a visual reference for the audience, akin to subtitles for the Spanish vocals. 
These visuals are projected onto the actors and set, both aiding and disrupting the audiovisual experience of the work.

Craycroft says the change from English to Spanish is appropriate for Ashley’s operas. “You would think, if you’re 
performing a narrative poem, why eliminate the possibility for maybe half the audience to understand it?” she says. “But 
in Perfect Lives, a lot of the narrative was obscured by how the words are articulated against the piano and drum track. 
The language becomes phonetically embedded in the overall experience of the music.”

The show will next move to Marfa, TX, this spring, where Waterman will invite new artists to interpret another section of 
the work.

Vidas Perfectas, presented by Issue Project Room, Marfa Ballroom and the Irondale Theater, opens this Thursday at the Irondale in Fort Greene, 
Brooklyn. The show will run Dec. 15–17.

Kron, Catherine. “Robert Ashley Gets a New Backdrop,” Art in America, December 12, 2011

Robert Ashley Gets a New Backdrop
by Catherine Kron

December 12, 2011

If there’s such a thing as an “artist’s composer,” Robert Ashley is it. The 
81-year-old opera composer and performer, who has earned a cult-like 
following, is credited with revitalizing the opera form for fine art crowds. He 
is admired for his scores, whose unorthodox formats appeal to musicians, 
performers and visual artists. But his underground credibility might be 
blown with Vidas Perfectas, a reimagining of his 1983 opera Perfect Lives. 
The new work opens next week at the Irondale Theater in Brooklyn.



Paintings have behaved oddly this year.

At MoMA, Jutta Koether’s became props for interactive events 
and then morphed into sculptures; at Friedrich Petzel, pieces made
 jointly by Stephen Prina and Wade Guyton disappeared after only 
one day; and at Carriage  Trade, a series of monochromes were 
attributed to a nonexistent artist, their origin never quite explained. 
And then there is the case of Sarah Crowner’s beautiful and peculiar 
new show at Nicelle Beauchene Gallery, on the Lower East Side.

“I like the idea that a painting can have other functions, depending on how the viewer interacts with it,” Sarah Crowner 
told The Observer, as she stood in her studio in the Gowanus section of Brooklyn. “A painting,” she said, “could be an 
environment for a performance.” She spoke quickly and seriously, as if she had thought this out and was enthusiastic about 
the possibilities of her choices. 

It was the end of August, and the surrounding walls were lined with her abstract paintings, which were soon to be shipped 
off to her two September shows, at Nicelle Beauchene and Galerie Catherine Bastide in Brussels. They radiated movement, 
arcs and angles brushing up against one another, and were colored with luscious pinks, blues and oranges, pitched to the 
eye-melting spectrum of Blinky Palermo’s late works. 

“I had been thinking of the forms in my paintings not only abstractly,” Ms. Crowner, 37, said, pointing to two diptychs in 
a corner, “but also referring to a platform, opening curtains, spotlights.” In each work, the left and right paintings were 
perfectly symmetrical, and with her cue, it was suddenly possible to read their squares, triangles and curves as the stage 
of a theater, a field readied for action. Her Brussels show actually includes a low wooden platform, turning viewers into 
performers. 

At the same time, Ms. Crowner’s paintings themselves seem to perform. Six works, each a little more than three feet tall, 
hung in a line, near where we stood. “As you can see,” Ms. Crowner said, motioning along the row, from left to right, “this 
yellow bar bounces from one work into a triangle on another, and there’s a similar red part that continues here and here 
and then there.” She motioned from one painting to another to another, following the action. 

“I think what’s more interesting is that a painting has to relate to what’s next to it, whether it’s another painting or a blank 
wall,” she said. “I’m thinking about paintings as part of relationships rather than singular entities on their own.” 

Great Leaps: Sarah Crowner at Nicelle 

Beauchene Gallery in New York

Andrew Russeth
September 23, 2011



In her show at Nicelle Beauchene, fittingly titled “Acrobat,” those six paintings are now arrayed across one wall, but they 
soon may split apart, as individual paintings are sold off into separate collections, their individual arcs and planes pointing 
out to those other, scattered works. During The Observer’s visit, Ms. Crowner carefully lifted one off the wall and showed 
us its back. It was neatly lined with stitches, which held taut the various colored planes of her work. In a single painting 
there were swaths of raw canvas, linen, dyed linen and painted canvas. 

“Sewing made sense at first because it was a way of cutting up, collaging, reorganizing and re-constructing in a practical 
way,” she said. Her works are paintings, but they are also collages, fabric works and constructions– they shrug off 
categories, and do so well looking almost entirely effortless. 

“I hadn’t really shown them in public until that show at Nicelle Beauchene,” Ms. Crowner told us of those works, referring 
to her first New York exhibition, in March, 2009. Ms. Beauchene had met her for the first just time a year earlier, as she was 
preparing to open her gallery and was making studio visits. A friend from Paul Kasmin Gallery had suggested she visit Ms. 
Crowner. 

“She was not just appropriating, but understanding modernism as a tool to render her work,” Ms. Beauchene told The 
Observer, when asked about her reaction to her first visit. Ms. Crowner was taking precedents like the sewn works of 
Sophie Taeuber-Arp and Palermo and embarking with them to elegant new ends. “Modernism was cold and hard-edged, 
and she was adding hand back into this, which I really appreciated,” the gallerist said. She decided to show Ms. Crowner. 
By the time of the exhibition, the recession was fully in place. “The market was slow, but we sold out the first show,” Ms. 
Beauchene said. Curators also took notice, and by the end of the year Ms. Crowner had been included in the White 
Columns Annual, curated by Miriam Katzeff and James Hoff, of the art book imprint Primary Information (which will 
soon produce a book with the artist), and had been tapped for the 2010 Whitney Biennial. 

When we marveled to Ms. Crowner about her meteoric rise, she laughed. She has, of course, been in the art world for some 
time, earning her MFA from Manhattan’s Hunter College in 2002, and working as a studio assistant for artists like Rudolf 
Stingel, Claes Oldenburg and the art publishers Dexter Sinister, while making and showing her work. 

That first show at Beauchene also included a number of rough-hewn, unglazed ceramic sculptures of pots, pitchers and 
cases, without bottoms, and in The New York Times, art critic Karen Rosenberg cast her as “one of many young artists to 
reinvigorate the medium,” comparing her pieces to those of the Italian painter Giorgio Morandi and the storied Surrealist 
sculptor Beatrice Wood. 

“She almost uses history as a medium for her work,” Ms. Beauchene said. Indeed, Ms. Crowner created many of her 
previous fabric paintings based in elements of works by Brazilian Constructivist Lygia Clark and, in the case of her 
Whitney Biennial pieces, the Op artist Bridget Riley. In these new works, Ms. Crowner has not used any direct source 
material, but she has continued to eye early-20th-century modernism for inspiration. 

“There was this moment when Matisse was painting sets, Sophie Taeuber-Arp was making sculptural puppets and 
set decorations and Fernand Leger was working with the Ballets Russes,” Ms. Crowner said. “Painters jumping into 
architecture, sound poetry, puppet theater; everyone mixing it up in the theater or in a gallery or on the street.” She added, 
“Perhaps there was, but there didn’t seem to be a sense of division or hierarchy. There was a certain freedom at this time 
that was inspiring.” 

There are sculptures in the artist’s latest show at Beauchene, but they are wooden, instead of ceramics. Set on a platform 
in the gallery, they mirror many of the shapes in the paintings that hang on the wall across the space. “They’re maquettes 
for stage props in the same sense that the paintings are proposals for backdrops,” she said. They could, in other words, be 
blown up to a gigantic scale, presented in theaters behind dances or operas, channeling those early days of modern art in 
oblique, unexpected and refreshing ways. 

We proposed that possibility to Ms. Crowner, and she smiled. “That would be a perfect—I won’t say ending—but a great 
extension to the project,” she said.

Russeth, Andrew, “Great Leaps: Sarah Crowner at Nicelle Beauchene Gallery in New York,” New York Observer, September 23, 2011, Online.



Sarah Crowner is a Brooklyn-based artist whose vibrant sewn paintings have been based on specific compositions from 
the past, such as early works by Victor Vasarely and Lygia Clark. In two concurrent shows this fall, Crowner presents new 
work that amplifies her previous methods while setting them on a new course. “Acrobat” opens at Nicelle Beauchene Gal-
lery in New York on September 7 and “Ballet Plastique” opens at Galerie Catherine Bastide in Brussels on September 11.

FOR SEVERAL YEARS, I painted with a certain impatience about painting. Its flatness, its weight and slow-
ness, irritated me somehow. So I turned my back on it for a time and started to explore ceramic sculpture. As 
it happened, there was something about using my hands and manipulating clay that led me back to painting, 
but in a different way. I realized that I wasn’t interested in the conventional fixity of these media; I didn’t want to 
wait for a line of paint or some clay to dry. I wanted more immediacy and spontaneity, and I realized that I could 
just treat a painting like a collage: Cut up forms, arrange them on the ground, rearrange them, and sew them 
up again. The physicality of this approach, using paint, canvas, and a stretcher, as if to make an object rather 
than a picture, made sense to me.

I’ve been occupied with making sewn and shaped geometric canvases since then. Each new work contributes 
to this project. An encounter with one piece––a symmetrical diptych with bright, sharp, red triangles on either 
side––led to the new bodies of work I’m showing this fall. Between the red triangles there is an exposed cen-
ter of raw linen, an unfolding square of white paint, and, below this, black rectangles. It struck me as theatri-
cal curtains opening onto an empty stage––a proscenium painting. The image of the stage was the result of 
the collaging process, and my interest––in this case––to play with symmetry. I spent time looking at the work 
alone, and with people standing in front of it, yet still couldn’t shake the idea that it was a backdrop with an 
open curtain.

I’m curious about the impact of time on our experience of painting: What does time do to an abstract collec-
tion of static forms? If you walk into a gallery or museum you might experience a painting for as little as one 
minute––but what if that same painting is hanging in your living (or work) space for thirty-five years? Or what 
if you were seated in an auditorium “watching” that painting––perhaps with dancers moving in front of it––for, 
say, forty-five minutes? What is that experience? How can its quality and contours change inside the frame of 
a minute, forty-five minutes, or thirty-five years? These hypothetical propositions are compelling to me as I ma-
nipulate the materials that come together in my work. I hope that somehow they translate, such that the exhibi-
tions could be read as proposals to choreographers and theater directors.

The paintings thus materialize as backdrops, or proposals for backdrops, for an undefined performance or 
theatrical event. In Brussels, I’m showing a series of paintings on three walls. Hung tightly together, they will 
appear as one continual painting with various compositions and forms colliding. I’m building a stage in the gal-
lery, a simple low plywood platform. To encounter the paintings, viewers will have to step up onto the stage and 
assume the position of performers.

500 WORDS

Sarah Crowner
09.05.11



In New York, a similarly tight row of canvases will cover the walls like a frieze. To accompany the paintings, 
I’m working on a group of small wooden sculptures, about thirty inches tall, with flat geometric-shaped fronts 
and curved and linear backings. I see these as tabletop maquettes for stage props. Together, they recast my 
questions around painting; they offer the idea that a painting or a sculpture might function as a proposal for 
something else. If a painting can suddenly read as a huge backdrop, could a small sculpture be a model for 
something larger than life? Rather than qualifying the status of painting or sculpture, it retools these forms, giv-
ing them a new feeling and a new function in space, one that invites movement, interaction even.

I’m always using art history as a medium, cutting it up and trying to reengage it. In these new bodies of work 
I’m thinking about moments in the early twentieth century when the avant-gardes were collaborating freely 
and cross-pollinating from music to theater to painting to poetry (think of Hannah Höch’s Dada dolls, Sophie 
Taeuber-Arp’s sculptural puppets and set decorations, Maria Jarema’s abstract theatrical backdrops, or Oskar 
Schlemmer’s Bauhaus theater workshop). This is a departure from my previous work employing specific com-
positions, and this wider conceptual field has also added a new dimension, perhaps somehow historicizing the 
physicality and material immediacy that has entered my process. The mediation on “medium” has expanded 
the sense of that word, for me. If wood or clay or paint acts as one kind of medium, supporting and material-
izing thought at the level of intimate engagement, then the scale and dynamics of performance and the meta-
physics of stagecraft might conduct another kind of channeling.

Crowner, Sarah. “500 Words: Sarah Crowner,” Artforum, September 5, 2011, Online.

—As told to Lauren O’Neill-Butler



Framed by the conventional whiteness of an unframed white canvas on a white wall is an open black 
rectangle. (The white is conventional in the sense that the axioms of Euclidean geometry are conventional.) 
Inside that rectangle, which is inside Raoul De Keyser’s painting The Chir, is the formal space where the 
rest of “Freedom,” his current show at David Zwirner Gallery, takes place.

Another open rectangle, this one tall and thin like a dressing mirror, stands on a white floor defined by 
another black line, leaning against what looks like a wall, except that in the upper part of the painting what 
ought to be that wall’s corner seems to have fallen down. This small conflict neither creates the optical 
dissonance you’d expect if it were more blatant nor shatters the Euclidean room completely, though a 
shallower space of overlapping shapes or interlocking lines is also possible. It doesn’t break anything—
it merely bends. Instead of pushing his Platonic shapes and well-polished painterly techniques in new 
directions, Mr. De Keyser gently pulls at them, creating space, like the God of the Kaballah, through 
recession.

This vacant new space isn’t large: it has room for only a formal allusion to natural colors—grass green, sky 
blue, solar reds and yellows—and a few spectral lines and angles, which combine in delicate movements 
that are difficult to see. In No Title (8 Verticals/5), where vertical lines of yellow cross horizontal streaks 
of black, one thicker black line could be the horizon, but the rest remains unformed and void. In No Title 
(8 Verticals/6), seven sketchy red lines could be bloody fingermarks descending the canvas, or fiery spirits 
rising up, but they aren’t yet either: they’re in an amorphous state that precedes decision.

The most defined shape is a circle. In No Title (8 Verticals/7), an open circle of blue-on-red—a rigorously 
constructed ultramarine—inhabits a pale, blushing void, while in No Title (8 Verticals/8), a red disc is 
protected by a white buffer and incomplete black border from a darker, area of pink. In Falling Balls, white-
on-white circles float in a different, red-bordered room; in The Failed Juggle, they burn red like a rash; and 
in two cases they even join with thick black lines to make vermicular, Munchlike figures. But the appeal of 
the circle—in addition to the reference to Zen painting—is that it’s the least definite of definite shapes, the 
best way to render substance without form.

In Double Crossing (8 Verticals/4), an arrow the color of dried blood, made of two lines that don’t quite 
meet in a point, crosses to the right, while another arrow, this one a mere shadowy darkness in the white 
void, crosses to the left beneath it, making a pair of guillemets collapsed together: the only thing being said 
is that something is being said.

REVIEW

Raoul De Keyser at David Zwirner Gallery and 
Sarah Crowner at Nicelle Beauchene
Will Heinrich 10/04/11



The opposite of Mr. De Keyser’s ambiguous, gestural minimalism—bearing in mind that opposites, in 
dreams, are often unities—might be the younger artist Sarah Crowner’s “Acrobats” at Nicelle Beauchene 
Gallery. Ms. Crowner sews together canvas and linen—painted, raw, and dyed—in sharp, paper-cutout 
shapes and bright colors to make theatrically cheerful abstractions of deceptive transparency.

A set of Matisselike painted wooden maquettes, caught halfway between sculpture and set design, set 
the stage for three untitled pieces of increasing size and complexity: a single sewn-up canvas painted in 
gouache; a related diptych; and a set of six canvases hung in one kinetic line.

The horizontally symmetrical diptych combines black, white and gray triangles into a pattern that looks 
like a stylized perspective exercise, or a close-up on a man’s stiff collar—and with six large triangles all 
pointing to the inch of blank wall between them, they’re very hard to look into. It’s hard not to imagine 
them further apart and framing something else. The accompanying single piece, which duplicates the right 
panel (with a slight variation of color), makes it easier to see the sophistication of design. But even there, 
your eyes begin moving around before you have a chance to think. If Mr. De Keyser subverts the viewer’s 
vision, Ms. Crowner co-opts it: she moves you along with a deftly artificed ease that makes trying to stop 
feel as futile as looking for typos in David Copperfield.

The six canvases, also untitled, are of varying widths but all the same height, and constitute a single piece. 
Beginning with sky blue and a white swoop curving rapidly up into a yellow bar, the piece moves through 
broad curves and shallow angles, black blocks, gray skies, white arrows and white swoops again, with what 
can only be called poetic or musical devices—the structured repetition of themes and motifs—to a red-
and-green coda that bounces you back to the beginning again.

The work’s generically modern looks borrow—as Andrew Russeth recently wrote about in these pages—
from earlier 20th-century artists by way of the theater, but their looks, considered statically, aren’t the 
point. Their looks are only a means, because what they also borrow from the theater—and what is far 
more subversive than any amount of physical deconstruction of the painting—is the pragmatism of 
entertainment. This dynamic, six-part series knows what it means, but it doesn’t care, so long as the viewers 
continue watching.
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Sarah Crowner confronts the history of abstract painting and sculpture with the often-marginalized traditions of 
decorative and applied arts. Her sewn, painted canvases; rough-hewn ceramic vessels; and mosaic tiles not only 
question the privileged space of the fine arts, but also function as critical interventions within it.

 In some of her recent work, Crowner assembles angular pieces of painted canvas and unpainted linen 
using a sewing machine. The geometric compositions and unmodulated passages of color evoke Hard-Edge 
paintings of the 19505 and 19605, and in some cases Crowner appropriates specific compositions of that era as 
“templates.” However, the visible seams that result from Crowner’s process interrupt the slick surfaces of those 
works. “The ‘hard edges’ are now sewn,” Crowner writes, “exposing the stitch of the thread.” The act of sewing, 
with connotations of domestic labor, deflates high Modernism’s rhetoric of transcendent opticality by evoking
the tactility of a quilt.

 By using new materials to reconstitute the artistic legacies she describes as the “ghosts of art history,” 
Crowner foregrounds the aesthetic heterogeneity latent with in abstract paintings of the 1950S. Her canvases
engage the psychologically complex practice of Brazilian artist Lygia Clark, and the obliquely mystical “open 
form” works by the Swedish painter Olle Baertling, more than they do the macho aloofness of the American
paintings that all too frequently serve as an emblem of that period.

 Crowner’s investigation into what she calls “the dialectic between Modernism and various practices 
of craft” extends to ceramics. Her unglazed vessels and mosaic tiles reference episodes in twentieth-century 
art when the experimental impulses of pain ting and sculpture cou ld not be separated from concurrent 
developments in the decorative arts. Beatrice Wood, a key figure in the New York Dada scene and a pioneering 
ceramicist, looms large in Crowner’s practice and was the inspiration for her series, Handbuilt Vessels (2008) . 
Like Wood, Crowner balances a self-conscious negotiation of “fine” art with the rich tradition of the handmade. 
-ws 
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‘Paintings and Pots’
Nicelle Beauchene
163 Eldridge Street, Lower East Side

‘’Paintings and Pots,’’ Sarah Crowner’s first New York solo show, pairs hard-edged geometric canvases and 
lumpen, unglazed ceramics. They go together better than you might expect, thanks to Ms. Crowner’s interests in 
craft, design and decorative strains of modernism.

The two-dimensional works aren’t painted, but stitched together from monochromatic pieces of canvas and lin-
en. Most enlarge fragments of midcentury modern artworks by Lorser Feitelson, Lygia Clark and others. Three 
striking black, white and gray abstractions take their titles, ‘’Superficie Modulada,’’ from a painting series by Ms. 
Clark. A few of Ms. Crowner’s canvases are original compositions, though it’s impossible to tell without looking 
at the checklist.

The pots, grouped attractively on black metal pedestals and on the gallery’s windowsill, are harder to place. Their 
irregular surfaces evoke Morandi’s paintings of bottles and vases, but also the Dada pottery of Beatrice Wood 
and contemporary ceramics by Andrew Lord. Hollow but bottomless, they aren’t really vessels. They function 
mainly as a foil to the paintings, which are full of sharp points and jagged edges.

Ms. Crowner, who worked with ceramic tiles in an earlier collaboration with Paulina Olowska, is one of many 
young artists to reinvigorate the medium. Her patchwork paintings are impressive, too, in that they deftly side-
step clich?about craft-centric art movements like Pattern and Decoration. But she stops short of creating the 
participatory environments favored by Ms. Clark, Andrea Zittel and other proponents of D.I.Y. modernism. 

KAREN ROSENBERG
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Appropriation comes in many forms: homage, obscure archival excavation, irony, and good-
old hero worship. Brooklyn-based artist Sarah Crowner tends toward homage, appropriating 
techniques or formal motifs as a way to get closer to artists she admires. Last year, she presented 
work responding to the ceramist Beatrice Wood. In Crowner’s most recent solo, she has 
expanded her interest to abstract painting in a Constructivist vein. For a 2009 series titled 
"Superficie Modulada, 1956" (Superficial Modulation), Crowner directly appropriated sections 
of Lygia Clarks early paintings, producing four large canvases, their sharp angles of black, gray, 
and white intersecting to create clean geometries. Some smaller canvases add colors into the mix, 
notably summery yellows, salmons, and fuchsias. On closer inspection we realize that Crowner 
has created her taut compositions by sewing pieces of fabric together, so that the edges of two 
colors are actually perforated seams. This provides an engaging variety of textures — a bar of 
black might be made from black cloth, or black gouache, or both — and lends an organic quality 
to what would otherwise be slick Constructivist copies.
 
Shown alongside the canvases are three groupings of hand-built pottery on stands. All unglazed, 
save for one spray-painted silver stalagmite, Crowner’s lumpy white vessels huddle together like 
Morandi compositions, and are peculiarly bottomless — lest you equate ceramics with domestic 
utility. What of this emphasis on the handmade, sewing, and clay sculpting? Strains of a feminist 
"art versus craft" debate arise, but too subtly to warrant any such reductive label. Instead, these 
two bodies of work point toward the value of dredging up and riffing on the endlessly fascinating 
story of 20th-century art — especially its lesser-known players — as a means for artists to 
discover their heroines, their selves.

Sarah Crowner
by Lyra Kilston       

04/06/09

Kilston, Lyra. “Sarah Crowner,” Blouin Artinfo, April 6, 2009


