
REVIEWS
Paul Mpagi Sepuya
Self-portrait Study with Roses at Night (1709), 
2016. Archival pigment print, 48 × 36 in.

PAUL MPAGI SEPUYA’S photographs, on view in 
“Figures, Grounds and Studies,” are all portraits, 
though many of them don’t necessarily look like 
it. The ones that do—a handful of relatively 
straightforward studio shots of shirtless young 
men—are dense. Studio trappings and behind-
the-scenes tools, such as light stands, printed 
proofs, and pushpins, are left in the shot, putting 
the studio as much on view as the men—and his 
models are all men—in it. Bodies are covered in 
muslin; arms reach in from outside the frame to 
alter the scene. The models compete with the 
surrounding composition.

The other works, however—which function as 
self-portraits, despite the fact that the artist’s face 
is never actually shown—are more complex. In 
these carefully arranged photos, all shot directly 
into a mirror, Sepuya is always obscured—by the 
camera body, for instance, or images taped to the 
reflective surface. In some cases, like Self-portrait 
Study with Roses at Night (1709) and Figures 
With Poppies After Rbn (2604), the artist isn’t 
shown pressing the shutter of the camera. 
Instead, prints of Sepuya are taped to the mirror or 
pinned to the back wall, surrogates for the artist, 
and the camera stands alone on a tripod. 

Since the camera’s earliest days, artists have 
aimed them at mirrors, and therefore at 
themselves. Sepuya’s specific use of the object 
recalls Craig Owens’s theory, first laid out in a 
1978 October essay, “Photography en abyme,” 
that, operationally, the mirror is analogous to the 
camera: both objects reflect in reverse a scene 
before them; both have limits of replication. 
Sepuya’s work takes this one step further, 
effectively inverting the scene so that the mirror 
becomes the optical apparatus, in a sense, and the 
camera and background environment in which it 
sits become the subject. Ultimately, it’s self-
reflexive: The mirror in front of the lens symbolizes 
the one behind it, in the body of the camera. 

Untitled Study (4R2A9181) and Figure / 
Ground Study (_Q5A2086) exploit the illusory 
qualities of reflection. In these, he evokes the 
work of Hans Breder, who similarly used mirrors 
to splice the image, making sensual abstractions 
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Paul Mpagi Sepuya
Yancey Richardson // February 2–April 1

of naked bodies. Sepuya’s use of this trick is less 
overt. His in-frame compositions, with other 
images in the foreground and background, play 
perspectival tricks. At first glance it looks as 
though the effect were achieved through 
rephotographing prints on top of the original 
image, or maybe through Photoshop. On closer 
inspection, though, it’s clear that they are done 
by taping or holding prints on mirrors. In fact, 
they seem to be manipulated without postproduction 
altogether: You can still see dust and fingerprints 
that have been left on his shiny surfaces.  

Sepuya’s boxy collages recall iOS interfaces or 
windows on a computer monitor; fragments of 

images vie for real estate, ultimately blocking 
each other out—a symbol for our oversaturated, 
hyper-digitalized image culture. It brings to mind 
Wolfgang Tillmans, who is an obvious touchstone 
for Sepuya’s work. Tillmans’s democratization of 
photos in the 1990s—the clustered way in which 
they were collaged together; the irreverent way 
they were installed; the equal treatment of large-
scale prints and drug store 4x6s, point-and-shoot 
snapshots and big-budget editorial work—felt 
timely because it foresaw the then-emerging 
Internet image culture. But, more than that, his 
broken-up, frameless method of display resonated 
with his focus on queer youth imagery, capturing 

in the entirety of the installation what individual 
photos could not: a generation of kids who had 
different relationships to sex, and who had no 
regard for preciousness or fine art as a commodity.

Sepuya’s photos share this, but they’re not as 
observational. Instead, they’re more introspective. 
His collage represents a personal fragmentation, 
not a social one. And in this work the mirror does, 
too. But more than the effects achieved through 
formal play with this reflective surface, or even its 
usefulness in casting historical allusions, for 
Sepuya, the mirror—like the camera—is simply a 
tool for looking back at himself. 

—Taylor Dafoe

Marisa Merz
Untitled, 
undated.
Enamel 
paint, 
metallic 
paint, pastel, 
plastic caps, 
and binder 
clip on 
board,
41 × 28 in. 

NEW YORK

Marisa Merz 
The Met Breuer  // January 24–May 7

FOR MARISA MERZ, the 91-year-old 
Turin-based artist, there is no 
separation—nor has there ever 
been—between art and life. One 
seeps into the other, existing in 
layers that are indivisibly 
interwoven. Her seminal work 
Living Sculpture from 1966 was 
fabricated in the home that she 
shared with husband, Mario Merz, 
a key figure in the Arte Povera 
movement. Its strips of cut 
aluminum curved and layered into 
bulbous, snaking forms are 
seductively lustrous, though their 
razor edges glint as if promising to 
shred anything in their path. For 
a while, they dangled dangerously 
above head, from the Merz’s 
ceiling, until their removal for the 
artist’s first public exhibition in 
Turin in 1967. 

Living Sculpture opens the 
Met Breuer’s career retrospective, 
“The Sky is a Great Space.” As an 
introduction, the marriage of  
this work and exhibition title 
suggests a possibility of limitless 
proportions. For Merz, evidently, 
the sky’s clouds could verily have 
been fashioned from barbed metal 
strips and not be hindered from 
appearing light and graceful. 
Anything can be made from 
anything, Merz seems to say. The 
exhibition makes some brisk 

strides in peeling her legacy away 
from the repetitive and reductive 
way the artist is often described: 
as the only woman involved in the 
male-dominated movement of 
which her husband was at the 
forefront. Rather, it places her at 
exactly the right distance from 
this “poor art,” so defined in the 
late 1960s by critic and curator 
Germano Celant. The Met 
qualifies Merz’s participation in 
the movement as “selective” and 
successfully shows that while she 
was an underappreciated part of 
the group at the time (positing, 
probably accurately, that she was 
marginalized due to her sex), her 
practice evolved enormously in 
the ensuing decades. 

Like her Living Sculpture, 
several early works on view 
exemplify how even when she was 
working with simple, non-
traditional art materials (which 
would primarily define the style of 
Arte Povera), her personal use of 
them set her apart. The pieces 
that begin to introduce wax, wood, 
and copper wire forms—the latter 
most often crocheted into bulbous, 
billowy objects or triangles and 
squares splayed across a wall—
reveal that even then, her choice 
of medium was democratic: made 
from the skills already in her 
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toolbox and the objects and 
substances surrounding her in 
daily life. In an untitled and 
undated work on paper of a 
scrunched, feminine face that 
counts wood, enamel paint, 
metallic paint, pastel, paraffin 
wax, gold leaf, and a binder clip 
in its list of media, all were 
chosen for what Merz knew the 
materials could do, not 
necessarily the statement that 
their use would make. Paint-tube 
caps and lipstick are the equals 
of clay and graphite, and 
similarly show up in the works 
on view. And as with this face, 
Merz made a point to strip much 
of her work of context, often 
refusing a title and withholding 
dates. The arrangement of the 
Met’s show (along with the 

occasionally listed year), 
however, gives one a sense of how 
her oeuvre has progressed. From 
this early, intuitive use of 
material, she developed a skill in 
layering and juxtaposing 
mediums that makes seemingly 
unsuited combinations adhere. 

If her Teste—the small, 
unfired clay heads often adorned 
with gold leaf, encaustic, enamel, 
thumbtacks, and paint, but with 

plenty of the delicate gray or 
terracotta-colored raw 
earthenware visible—testify to 
this talent, an untitled work 
from 2010 shows how far she’s 

pushed the technique. The 
work leans in a corner of a 

gallery, dulling one point 
of the rectangular 

space. A mixed media 
work on paper eight 
feet high by nine 
feet wide, it is 

fiercely framed 
by iron beams. 

An angelic 
face peers 
out from 

abstract 
forms, 

rendered in 
muted gray, 
silver, and blue. 

She’s ringed in 
concentric circles 

encircling her form 
on the right, while 
from the bottom left 
three lines radiate 

out from the corner. 
Two large wooden 
planks lay on the 

ground in front of the 
image, forming a low, 

roughly hewn altar. Sitting 
on its left end, an aqua blue orb 
made from wax appears as 
though it’s the source of the 
three rays that split her painting 
in four while minute threads of 
copper dance over the paper’s 
surface. It’s perplexing, but also 
iconic—in the religious sense: a 
clear and fully formed aid for 
devotion in the religion of mark 
making; the worship of 

elemental materials; and the 
veneration of womanhood. 

Indeed, the reverence of the 
latter is not isolated to this work 
alone. It pervades nearly 
everything that Merz has turned 
her hand to. A large installation 
of her mixed media drawings—
hung salon style, an attempt by 
the curators to mimic the way 
the artist presents her work in 
her own home—are largely 
portraits of feminine faces, all 
peering down at their observers. 
Similarly, the clay head 
sculptures throughout, though 
smushed, half-formed, and 
ambiguous, often display 
decidedly womanly features. 
Works on view also include 
flowers, knitting needles, and 
crocheted forms. Merz was 
unabashed in using techniques 
and integrating materials that 
might situate her within the 
realm of femininity. Perhaps 
describing her simply as the only 
woman associated with Arte 
Povera is a gross disservice: It 
implies she was trying to play 
the same game associated with 
those men—notable artists in 
their own right—but less 
famously, and therefore less 
successfully. If she was in any 
way doing the same thing as 
them, it was only in being a 
creator. Because for Merz, art is 
made in the spaces of life: from 
what you have at your fingertips, 
be that gold paint or a ballpoint 
pen. Neither constraints of 
space, material, or personal 
identity have dictated what she 
can or can’t do—what she can or 
can’t create. —Juliet Helmke

TWO IMAGES:
Marisa Merz
Details from an 
untitled, undated 
work. Unfired clay, 
paraffin, copper 
wire, thumbtack, 
metallic paint, 
dried leaf, 
alabaster, plastic, 
paper, plaster, 
paint, graphite, 
colored pigments, 
metal coin, gold 
leaf, metallic 
pigment, pastel, 
and colored pencil.  
Varying sizes. 
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CHRISTOPHER LE BRUN recently remarked in a 
public discussion with critic Tim Marlow that 
he didn’t believe color could be ironic; like 
music, it always elicits a sincere emotional 
response. The occasion for their chat was the 
opening of Le Brun’s show at The Gallery at 
Windsor, located on the grounds of the private 
beach living community, Windsor, in Vero 
Beach, Florida. The artist likens the 
construction of his recent abstract works to the 
production of a musical score. The 28 
paintings—divvied up and concurrently 
displayed at both Windsor and New York’s 
Albertz Benda gallery—explore the 
relationship between color and music, not 
unlike the work of modernist master  
Wassily Kandinsky. 

Le Brun, however, isn’t a fan of being 
categorized by any specific “ism” or compared 

to any particular precursor. Now the president 
of London’s storied Royal Academy, the British 
artist gained recognition for his figurative 
painting in the 1980s as part of the Neo-
Expressionist movement—another 
classification he has resisted over the years. 
Yet, in some ways, Neo-Expressionism remains 
a suitable lens through which to view Le 
Brun’s works on view in “Composer,” especially 
given his distaste for irony. A reaction to the 
conceptualism and Minimalism that 
dominated the Western art world in the 1960s 
and ’70s, Neo-Expressionist artists like Georg 
Baselitz, David Salle, Julian Schnabel, and of 
course LeBrun were lumped together for their 
use of figuration, bright colors, and emotional 
self-expression at a time when these attributes 
were seen as tacky. The artist’s paintings in 
“Composer” are similarly colorful and 

expressively gestural; they’re also completely 
gauche in their abstraction. 

The Poet Architect, 2016, shown at Albertz 
Benda, is a keystone piece between the two-
venue exhibition and it’s undeniably an 
experiment in pure formalism. Measuring 
roughly seven by nine feet, myriad hues of 
paint are brushed, scraped, squeezed, and 
spackled onto the canvas in distinct layers, 
although a trumping turquoise dominates the 
composition. The top half of the work is 
whitewashed, yet the colors underneath seep 
through. Like many of the other paintings in 
“Composer,” Le Brun leaves the edges of the 
canvas bare to emphasize the materiality  
of the oil paint on the canvas surface;  
the paint’s application is dramatic but 
ultimately controlled.

In a 1984 New York Times article on the 
resurgence of figuration in painting, critic 
Michael Brenson stated: “The interest and 
dilemma of Neo-Expressionism is how to find a 
way to be gestural and free while remaining, to 
some degree, calculating and inhibited.” It’s 
worth noting that Le Brun’s Amphion, 1981, 
was cited as an example of such qualities in 
the same article. Brenson’s assessment could 
now easily be applied to The Poet Architect, 
revealing a certain dedication to form if not 
content in Le Brun’s work: His moody use of 
color and strong facture is similar to his earlier 
works even if his most recent paintings share 
none of the representational imagery. 

Middle C, 2015, on display at The Gallery 
at Windsor, is composed similarly, in that the 
canvas has been heaped with layer upon layer 
of color. The artist coated the surface with a 
wave of violent crimson applied in aggressive 
vertical strokes that make it look like he may 
have finger painted it in a feverish pawing 
motion. The title of the work references the 
musical note often used as a link between a 
piano’s treble and bass clefs; spanning the two 
staves, Middle C represents having a hand in 
two worlds. Likewise, Le Brun’s latest works 
straddle being idealistically unaware or 
incredibly brazen in their emphatic 
abstraction; but, in the tradition of  
Neo-Expressionism, they are ultimately 
achingly sincere. —Margaret Carrigan

VERO BEACH, FLORIDA AND NEW YORK CITY

Christopher Le Brun
The Gallery at Windsor, Vero Beach, FL; Albertz Benda, New York // February 27–April 27; March 2–April 15

Christopher 
LeBrun

Middle C, 
2015. 

Oil on canvas, 
78 ¾ x 67 in.
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