
shadows and highlights, still images of the 
sculptures resemble primitive 3-D digital 
imaging. In the flesh, they could be giant models 
of the curvilinear virion of Ebola, or pieces of lab 
equipment from a reptilian probatorium. 

The sudden specificity of Nickell’s materials 
is partly due to a residency at Dale Chihuly’s 
Pilchuck Glass School in Stanwood, 
Washington, this past summer, where Nickell 
was able to take advantage of the equipment, 
expertise, and manpower of an entire 
community of glass artists. Each sculpture was 
created through an arduous five-hour process 
of pulling and forming molten glass on the end 
of a heated steel rod. As it’s worked, the glass 
has to be constantly rotated, and kept very hot, 
so it is heated with blowtorches and returned 
to the kiln every few minutes. 

In spite of the relatively hi-tech GSETDIFY 
(opposite of DIY: Get Someone Else To Do It For 
You) twist to these new works, they manage to 
retain a handmade aura, with small 
imperfections—torch marks, pinch scars, ash 
residue—bearing witness to their laborious 
creation. But where Nickell’s earlier work 
projects a theatrical sense of fragility, the new 
glass sculptures tremble on the brink of 

dematerialization. Their inner contours shift in 
unpredictable ways as you move around them, 
flickering in your peripheral vision with a 
mysterious circulatory pulse. Like ghosts of his 
similarly structured wire-and-plaster 
configurations, they seem on the verge of 
merging with the light and space that contains 
them.

Nickell’s work has always had one foot in 
the biomorphic abstraction of Arp and Miró, 
and maybe those Brice Marden stick 
paintings. Sculpturally, the most frequent 
comparison has been to Richard Tuttle, but 
Nickell’s L.A. contemporaries Liz Larner, Tim 
Hawkinson, Steve Roden, and the like, are also 
frequently cited, and his work is considered 
distinctively West Coast. With this stripping 
down and opening up of his visual vocabulary, 
he has leapfrogged back a generation  
and ignited a latent correspondence with the 
sensual phenomenology of L.A. Light  
and Space masters like Craig Kauffman,  
Robert Irwin, and James Turrell, foregoing  
the narrative pleasures of Arte Povera 
anthropomorphism for a deeper perceptual 
mimetic that is not so easy to pin down.   
   —Doug Harvey
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Ellen Cantor
Installation 

view of Be 
My Baby, 

1999. Three-
channel  

video 
installation, 

12 min.  
39 sec. 

Patrick 
Nickell

Ideas of 
Strength and 
Beauty, 2016. 

Glass, 19 x 
13½ x 12 in.

NEW YORK

Ellen Cantor 
Foxy Production // September 11–October 23

CANTOR’S MULTI-CHANNEL video projection Be My Baby, 1999, has 
something of an odd setup in this Chinatown gallery. The video-
montage of old Hollywood movies, space-exploration footage, 
LQGHSHQGHQW�FLQHPD�FOLSV��DQG�/HQL�5LHIHQVWDKO�ÀOPV�LV�SURMHFWHG�RQ�
three screens against a long wall in a narrow space. Flanking the 
three projectors, on either side, are benches at each end of the room, 
which are placed directly next to one of a pair of stereo speakers. To sit 

down through its 12-some minute duration, one is basically at the far 
end of the production, close up to one version of the sound emitting 
from the speakers, and far away from the other audio and visuals. To 
try to view the piece by standing in front of it literally imposes one’s 
body on the work in silhouette. 

It may be an accident of limited space, but this viewing scenario is 
RGGO\�FRQVWUXFWLYH��$IWHU�ZDWFKLQJ�WKH�SLHFH�D�ÀUVW�WLPH�,�PRYHG�WR�
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Diane Simpson 
Corbett Vs. Dempsey // September 9–October 15

SIMPSON’S WORK reflects some uneasy compromise 
between a Minimalist and the Memphis Group. 
This suite of new sculptures—six of them 
clustered together on a showroom-style floor, with 
a sharply angular wall-mounted piece nearby—
continue to explore the Chicago-based artist’s 
notions of how a relatively cold, design-inflected 
aesthetic can manage to conjure weird emotional 
and psychological reactions. I visited the 
exhibition with a non–art world companion who, 
like most non–art world people, possesses freshly 
unjaded eyes and insights; he marveled at the 
sculptures’ engineering prowess, despite an 
apparent lack of functionality, and then wondered 
whether a prospective collector would actually 
use these pieces in their home (as a particularly 
refined shelf or table, for instance). Simpson’s 
practice is most often dissected according to the 
dual vocabularies of fashion and architecture, 
although furniture and domestic appliances seem 
equally relevant. 

Each of these pieces 
is named after a peplum 
which, per the Merriam-
Webster Dictionary, is a 
piece of textile “attached 
to the waistline of a 
blouse, jacket, or dress,” 
providing a bit of flair to a 
silhouette. But to think of Simpson’s 
sculpture solely in the context of  
clothing would be inanely limiting; 
Peplum IV, 2015, for 
instance, with its 
sheets of 
perforated steel, 
resembles an 
oversized 

device, perhaps one used to grind or brew coffee, 
resting on four sturdy legs. Peplum VI, 2016, one of 
the exhibition’s most complicated pieces, conjures 
images of a guillotine (or, more innocently, a labor-
saving device used to slice bread or vegetables). 
Peplum III, 2014, the wall-mounted sculpture,  
does recall the folded pleats of a skirt, but it could 
also be a section of a Japanese fan, or a bound 
quartet of four knife blades. Peplum V, 2016, the 
most Memphis-inspired of the group, could serve 
double duty as a bizarre debate podium. Gallery 
staff encourage visitors to get up close to these 
pieces, to walk around them, and that’s  
essential: Simpson’s genius is in the smallest 
details, the interplay of surfaces with interior 
spaces and nooks. Her works are occasionally more 
interesting viewed sidelong, where new gaps and 
angles are revealed.

It is no surprise that Simpson’s vision has 
proved influential to a younger 
generation of sculptors, from Rachel 
Foullon (and her artist-husband Ian 

Cooper) to Jessi Reaves—who 
seems to circle similar questions of 

utility and display, albeit with a much 
rawer hand. Simpson’s ways of seeing 

stick with you. There’s a record store, 
Dusty Groove, sited beneath the gallery, 

and I suddenly found myself lingering over one 
wooden sale bin there—baby blue with  

black legs, mostly denuded of its merchandise, 
and so looking like an empty trough to be admired 

for its craftsmanship alone. It suddenly 
seemed a cousin of the sculptures 
upstairs; indeed, spending some time 

with Simpson’s esoteric objects 
warps your brain in welcome 

ways.  —Scott Indrisek

the other end of the room, since my 
understanding of the work couldn’t 
really be complete having seen it from 
only one angle; my physical 
perspective distorted how I read or 
consumed what was in front of me.

The show is part of a series of 
concurrent exhibitions at galleries 
across New York focusing on Cantor, 
who passed away in 2013. Though 
based during her lifetime in New York 
and London, she has been far better 
known to European audiences. This 
marks a small step in correcting the 
disparity. The programming 
culminates with the premiere at the 
Museum of Modern Art of Cantor’s 
feature-length work Pinochet Porn, 
2008–16, which was in post-
production at the time of her death.

7KH�ZD\�&DQWRU�FROODJHG�ÀOP�ZDV�
tight and concise. Her cinematic 
snippets don’t follow a narrative line, 
rather, she intended that a story of 
sorts would coalesce through repeated 
motifs. In Be My Baby, we witness an 
astronaut describing the experience of 
weightlessness with the analogy that 
it puts your stomach in your throat 
just like hitting a bump in the road at 
60 miles per hour; kids are seen 
tumbling down a hill, laughing; 
FKXQNV�RI�WKH������ÀOP�Johnny 
Guitar recur throughout. Out of 
context, it’s just a scene of a man 
hitting a woman, asking her to tell 
KLP�VKH�VWLOO�ORYHV�KLP��0\�ÀUVW�
experience was of the echoing 
laughter of the children seeming to 
ULQJ�FUXHOO\�ZKLOH�IHPDOH�ÀOP�VWDUV�
were shaken and tossed to the ground. 
The lyrics to Stand By Me were 
twisted similarly, not sounding like a 
song of unity, rather ringing with the 
indignity of gender-based double 
standards. But the shots of earth from 
afar and spoken audio musing on the 
PLUDFOH�RI�WKH�LQÀQLW\�RI�VSDFH�DQG�
time changed some aspects during a 
second viewing—the song; the children; 
a female diver plunging into an abyss. 
The pain is still there, but seesawing 
with something like second-hand 
wonder; not mitigating it, but 
alternating with joy.   
                      —Juliet Helmke

Diane Simpson
Peplum VI, 2016.  
LDF, screws, 
enamel, spunbond 
polyester, crayon, 
plywood, and oil 
stain, 63 x 57 x 21 in.
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