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An Artist With Sharp Edges

Hugh Hayden’s career is exploding. Take care not to be hit by
shrapnel.



At Hugh Hayden’s Brooklyn workshop, useless versions of
utilitarian things are gestating all around. No chefs could cook with
his skillets, punctured by orifices and attached to musical
instruments. No basketball players could score points with his nets
made of synthetic hair, trailing down dozens of feet like Rapunzel’s
tresses. He and his employees implant metal and wooden blades in
tables and chairs, and drape barbed wire and prickly vines across
baby cradles.

Mr. Hayden, who is Black, gives sardonic titles to his artworks,
reflecting how systemic racism has blocked upward mobility for
some. His forbiddingly spiky school desk is called “Work-Study.” A
wooden ladder sprouting garden shears is “Higher Education.”

During a recent workshop tour, Mr. Hayden, 40, sported eyeglasses
trimmed in fir twigs harvested from the Dolomite mountains in
Italy. He leafed through piles of raw cotton and vintage books about
wicker and rattan furniture, pondering new ways of weaving.
Thorny smilax vines were strewed underfoot, and a sandaled
reporter, dazzled by the varied work in progress, narrowly avoided
goring her toes.



He brought out chocolaty chunks of bark, the stuff he has layered
on Timberland boots and Burberry trench coats. “It’s fun when it
has the lichens and moss on it,” he said. Despite the razor edges on
his chairs, gallery goers still sometimes mistake them for
something supportive: “People try to lean on them, out of an
instinct.”



When Mr. Hayden visits exhibitions surveying his own past work,
he said, he has a series of reactions. It can start with “gosh, yeah,

I’ve done a lot.” And then, he added, “Sometimes I start critiquing
it: ‘I should have made it differently.’”
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DESIGN HUNTING

4 PLACES Where ART Gets Made NOW | ...t

The Bear
“I'made thatas a
night-light for myself
back in 2014 It’s
incomplete and has
never been shown.”

Hayden With “Pride” (2021)
A recliner, an office
chair, and a baby seat, each
covered in zebra hide.

East Williamsburg

HUGH HAYDEN’s
Former Fruit Warehouse

Photographs by Jeremy Liebman MAY 8-21, 2023 | NEW YORK 53




DESIGN HUNTING

HAD OUTGROWN my previous studio in the Bronx,”
Hugh Hayden says, sitting beside an aluminum and
wood zebra skeleton sprouting massive branches
from its bones. He needed more space to make large
pieces for a show at ICA Miami in 2021 and had
looked at plenty of listings through the website
LoopNet, which focuses on commercial real estate.
Prices were too steep for what he needed, until he hap-
pened upon a former fruit distributor’s warehouse.

“T actually didn’t like it,” he says of his first visit to the
fluorescent-lit, cinderblock-walled structure, “but it ended
up being a good deal”

The two-level space totals about 5,500 square feet with
18-foot ceilings and a garage door on the ground floor,
where Hayden has his wood shop and sculpting studio. On
thelower-ceilinged second floor, there is a kitchen, an office,
and a hangout room, where he and his staff gather for lunch.

Hayden knew what he wanted to do with it. “T had this
vision that putting Sheetrock on the walls, as well as paint-
ing the walls, floor, and ceiling, would completely trans-
form this space.”

It's now his design laboratory, where his fantastical an-
thropomorphic sculptures are created to address a constant
theme. “There’s still this overarching fascination and explo-
ration,” Hayden says, “of trying to inhabit the American
Dream—more specifically, this metaphor of camouflage
and this idea of blending into a natural landscape is sort of,
for me, represented by blending into a social landscape, so
that was my fascination with vegetation and the landscape
and the environment.”

That fascination plays out in pieces throughout the
studio, where his dog, Mars, wanders amid towering plants.
On the walls are skeletons and rib cages made of carved
wood. They are not, he says, a symbol of death but a repre-
sentation of our shared humanity: “When you see a skele-
ton, you don’t know the gender, or race, or sexuality.”

A collection of seating called “Pride;” from his 2021 ICA
Miami Show, “Boogey Men,” is covered in actual zebra hide.
“The notion is that zebras work together as a group to cam-
ouflage and appear like a bigger organism,” he explains. “So
their camouflage works like a family.” The pieces represent
different stages of life for each family member—a car seat is
childhood, an office chair is adulthood, and a recliner is
about getting older.

Growing up in Dallas, “T had this entrepreneurial
spirit,” Hayden says. He built a koi pond in his family’s
backyard when he was in ninth grade. “I didn’t know that
you could be an artist,” he says, but he knew he wanted to
leave Texas. His conservative high-school guidance coun-
selor didn’t get it, dismissing the idea of going to RISD,
where, he was warned, the students wore only black and
had tattoos and piercings.

He ended up at Cornell studying architecture. He gradu-
ated in 2007 and won second prize in a travel fellowship
sponsored by Skidmore, Owings & Merrill with a proposal
for researching culinary installations and food-related
architecture. He went to work for architect Adam Tihany
but was laid off in 2009 during the Great Recession.

That’s when he started honing his sculptural practice in
furniture in Brooklyn. He also met artist Derrick Adams.
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Upstairs Lounge
Hayden’s dog, Mars, on
the De Sede DS-600
sofa. Hayden traded
with Chen Chen and
Kai Williams for the
Geology dining table.

“He was one of the first people I met who said they were an
artist, and he was a full-time artist; he didn’t have another
job. Also, the work he was making was from his perspective
as a Black man, and I had ideas about the world, but
I didn’t know there was an audience for them, or a way to
make them and display them, or that you could have a
career or livelihood from it.”

Before he became an artist, he worked on store design
for the fashion brand Alice + Olivia and Starbucks. He
earned his M.F.A. from Columbia in 2018.

His upstairs office is where he goes to work on projects

at the end of the day, after the rest of the studio has gone
home. It’s filled with woven baskets, each one unique.
There are finished pieces displayed on the walls, while
those in process are scattered across his desk, all the result
of teaching himself to weave during the pandemic.
Communal cooperation is important to him. In 2016,
he created an installation around a table where diners
were tethered together and had to coordinate their move-
ments to eat. Later, for his birthday in 2020, he made a
rocking table, where everyone had to work together to
keep the surface from flipping over to use it. ]

MAY 8-21, 2023 | NEW YORK 55




The Slanted Sculptures
“They represent a
body under stress.
The slanted school
desk represents an
educational experience
that is leaning forward,
on the offense ... in
pursuit of something.”

Top (from left): The Barbie-doll hoop, a study from 2022; a zebra-tail detail from the “Pride”-series recliner. Armor, made from cherry bark
applied to a Burberry coat, from 2014. Middle: Workstudy is from 2018 to 2023; BEC, made of yellow enameled cast iron, from 2021;
Ball Chair, from 2009. Bottom: This piece, with a bald cypress sprouting out of an aluminum zebra, was originally shown at his gallery, Lisson,
last summer—“I'm now transforming it into a new piece”; a Birkin bag covered in bark for a collector this year; a woven basket in process.
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w. ICA Miami. November 30, 2021 - April 17, 2022. © Hugh Hayden, Courtesy Lisson Gallery.

STIPANOVICH: Can you comment on the piece’s title?

HAYDEN: Do police in this country create ghosts? Or are they also ghosts themselves, you
know? It’s about perspective. “Boogey Man” is something a child would say, versus an
adult. Who would call a police officer a Boogey Man? Who would be raised to think that this
person is a monster? There is a particular style of police car, the Crown Victoria, that was
everywhere during my adolescence in Dallas. That style of police car represents a



particular era—[in the exhibition,] we’ve actually distorted it. It’s 76% smaller than the real
car, and it’s deliberately out of proportion between the length and the height to give a more
cartoony impression. That it makes it more humorous and fun. People still think there’s a
car under it, and they can’t imagine that it’s metal either.

Hugh Hayden: Boogey Men, Exhibition view. ICA Miami. November 30, 2021 - April 17, 2022. @ Hugh Hayden, Courtesy Lisson Gallery.

STIPANOVICH: What about the “Brass Ensemble”? It has a much more festive spirit than
“Boogey Man.”

HAYDEN: They are 12 pairs of pots and pans—cast-iron skillets with African masks on
them—each paired with an attached brass instrument. Those are then re-plated in their
entirety in copper. It’s this ensemble of musicians with their instruments, if you will.
There are 24 pieces, but I consider them 12 musicians paired with 12 instruments. The
work is about not only the creation of food, music, and overall culture in the United States,
but more about the African origins of culture, food, and music in the United States. The pot
is sort of the container for creating this melting pot stew that is America. A lot of my work
has to do with the American Dream—how it’s something desirable that you want tobe a
part of. “Boogey Man” might appear cutesy and benign, but at the same time there’s
something undesirable and dangerous lurking. There is this duality of desirable and
undesirable, or inviting and uninviting, that appears in a lot of my work in different ways.



Hugh Hayden: Boogey Men, Exhibition view. ICA Miami. November 30, 2021 - April 17, 2022. @ Hugh Hayden, Courtesy Lizson Gallery.

STIPANOVICH: Speaking of that duality, the two rooms in the gallery have different vibes.

HAYDEN: Yeah. The show is divided into two rooms. The first space you enter is like this
cul-de-sac. There’s a concrete curb with a carpeted lawn, the things outside of a home. This
ghost police car sits outside. On the inside, there’s a kitchen, a staircase, and a reclining
skeleton, which I now call “Nude Over Past Roots.” It’s the idea of a family tree, with
connections to nature. My attraction to skeletons is not about death. It’s more this idea
that it could be anyone—we all have a skeleton. Likewise, these leafless branches could be
any type of tree. So for me, this could be anyone’s home in America. Alternatively, thisisa
Black experience. I mean, there are different ways of approaching this notion of inhabiting
America.

Hugh Hayden: Boogey Men, Exhibition view. ICA Miami. November 30, 2021 - April 17, 2022. @ Hugh Hayden, Courtesy Lisson Gallery.



STIPANOVICH: The skeleton’s position is intriguing. It looks like it’s thinking or
daydreaming.

HAYDEN: Yeah, or trying to relax, or leaning back on the couch.
STIPANOVICH: Or even listening to the ensemble, maybe?
HAYDEN: Oh yeah, Ilike that. Like a harmony.

STIPANOVICH: This piece must have been very difficult to produce.

HAYDEN: Oh yeah. Everything in the show had its challenges, but this was particularly
challenging. The big pieces took close to a year to make, because typically, with lumber,
branches are the first parts removed. Lumber is an abstraction of a tree. It’s a lot of work
just sourcing the wood, finding someone who could procure the wood per my specifications,
keeping it in intact, and transporting it. Then, working with the wood that has the
branches attached is also a challenge. It is an exercise to achieve the final effect, which is
hopefully that the viewer is left not knowing how this is made. The piece just arrived. You
don’t even know how to approach it. Someone early on pointed out that when you can’t
even begin to guess how the piece is made, it automatically transports you to another
place. It’s the idea that art can transform you.

Hugh Hayden: Boogey Men, Exhibition view. ICA Miami. November 30, 2021 - April 17, 2022, © Hugh Hayden, Courtesy Lizsson Gallery.

STIPANOVICH: It’s definitely puzzling to think how you produced this.

HAYDEN: It’s a lot of hard work. Most of the people who've worked with me can’t get over
how difficult it is. They say, “Why would you want to do that?” There are a lot of people
who hang up, “No, we can’t help you.” In this particular installation, I was using bald
cypress trees from Louisiana—they grow from Florida to Texas, where I'm from. It was
just a challenge finding someone who had access to these trees, and who would cut them
down in a certain way. And eventually we did find someone, he had been on a TV show
called Ax Men. There was a family who lived in a swamp outside of New Orleans in the
1800s. They would cut them down up river, and they would float the logs down toa
sawmill. A percentage of them would sink in the river, and some of them would start a
petrification process. Or they would age in some way, that now 200 years later, people are
digging them up for this new, transformed cypress lumber called Sinker Cypress. There’s a
whole cottage industry around this product now. I figured if someone would go through
this much trouble to find and harvest wood, they might be into working with me on this
project, collecting this wood. I'm happy they were convinced to help me out.
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STIPANOVICH: What about the Burberry coat scarecrow facing the ghost police car?
That’s another element of fear.

HAYDEN: I made the first version of that almost 10 years ago. I have a piece in my studio,
called “Armor,” which is a Burberry raincoat been covered with similar bark. It’s this ides
of camouflage. For me, it’s a way of assimilation, or blending into a certain class, or group-
because Burberry is a luxury brand. It’s about looking the part, especially juxtaposed to
the police car. If you look a certain way, you won’t have any trouble.

STIPANOVICH: How was the bark put together? It looks like a delicate process.

HAYDEN: It pretty much is. That’s just what goes into making it look believable. I don’t
want to get too much into how it’s made, but the first part is procuring the bark. I have a
guy upstate at a lumberyard who lets me chisel the bark off of his logs before he processes
them. Then he dries them for me in a kiln for two weeks to kill any parasites or insects.
Then it’s a puzzle to figure out a way to completely cover the existing surface.

STIPANOVICH: It has a ghostly presence. Between that, the car, and the skeleton, there
are many ghosts in this show...

HAYDEN: Yeah, a lot of things are in the air— in terms ghosts, or things suspended in the
air.

STIPANOVICH: And there’s a chair on fire titled “America.”



America, 2021. Black locust, milk paint, 80 x 60 x 60 in. © Hugh Hayden, Courtesy Lisson Gallery.

HAYDEN: It’s an Adirondack chair made of wood, and the branches are sculptured into
flames. You can take it how you want. People put Adirondack chairs in their yard to relax
and enjoy their exterior space. That chair is the symbol of land ownership, or property—
the American Dream, or the suburban dream. Here, that dream is up in flames, so that’s
about about the difficulty of inhabiting that. Many people of my generation may never be
able to own a home, have a yard.

STIPANOVICH: Are these flames of anguish, because that privilege is built on other
people’s lives? Are they flames of inaccessibility, because some people will never afford that
dream?

HAYDEN: It could be those. It’s both inaccessible, or it’s someone protecting this dream
from other people. That dream isn’t possible anymore.
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Hugh Hayden, Surrealist Sculptor,
Addresses the Education Debate

His public art installation in New York's Madison Square Park
takes on the thorny issues roiling American classrooms.



Hayden, who is from Dallas, studied architecture at Cornell and
worked for a decade in that field before receiving his M.EA. from
Columbia in 2018 and moving on to a full-time career as a sculptor.



Working mostly in wood by hand, he reconstructs vernacular
objects in the American landscape — a picnic table, an Adirondack
chair, a suburban fence, a school desk — subverting their utility
and meaning by giving them human qualities.



“The idea that tree bark can be a metaphor for an experience of
skin is one of the driving themes in the work,” said Alex Gartenfeld,
artistic director of the ICA. “Part of Hugh’s work being
anthropomorphic is that it’s relatable. There’s a very human
quality that signals that the issues it’s contending with are about
you and me.”

Hayden’s installation of school desks at Madison Square Park
summons associations for anyone who’s ever sat in a classroom.
“Brier Patch” simultaneously resembles an orchard and a thicket
difficult to inhabit.



“It’s very unusual to see an artist and be so affected that you have
to do something immediately;” said Logsdail, who has sold
Hayden’s work to the Studio Museum in Harlem and the Whitney
Museum.

At the height of the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, Hayden
approached both his galleries about working together on graduate
school scholarships to make the art world more accessible to
people of color. “You either have to take on debt or come from a
privileged position,” he said.



For Hayden, it is another artwork that wrestles with past, present
and future in uneasy ways, as “Brier Patch” also does. “It’s a story
of being thrown overboard,” he said, “and reinterpreting that as a
new opportunity.”

Hugh Hayden: Brier Patch

Opens Jan. 18 through April 24, Madison Square Park, Broadway-
Madison Ave., between East 23 Street and East 26 Street; (212)
520-7600; madisonsquarepark.org.

Hugh Hayden: Boogey Man

Through April 17, ICA Miami, 305-901-5272; icamiami.org.
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There is a spiritual quality to much of the work, a tendency made most clear by gestures paying
homage to traditions like Haitian Vodou and Santeria. Rather than outright copying the
iconography of such religions, Saar’s approach is to “take a little bit from each one,” as she once
said. In so doing, Saar is able to infuse a spread of symbolic imagery—shooting stars, dice lit aflame,
architecturally impossible towers—with meaning knowable only to herself.

There is a spiritual quality to much of the work, a tendency made most clear by gestures paying
homage to traditions like Haitian Vodou and Santeria. Rather than outright copying the
iconography of such religions, Saar’s approach is to “take a little bit from each one,” as she once
said. In so doing, Saar is able to infuse a spread of symbolic imagery—shooting stars, dice lit aflame,
architecturally impossible towers—with meaning knowable only to herself.



A Burberry jacket features prominently in one work; cast iron skillets plated with copper that
resemble faces in another. But Hayden’s stark, minimalist sculptures render a lot of the objects as
dysfunctional and often rather strange. He also recombines his materials in such a way that they
seem to communicate heady statements without making those statements explicit, in a tradition
that includes David Hammons and Robert Gober.

A certain amount of unknowability seems to be Hayden's preferred mode of communication,
though his work occasionally takes on a political edge. Boogey Man (2021), the work that lends the
show its title, features a recreation of a Ford Crown Victoria, a car commonly used by police forces
in the U.S. Hayden's car, oddly reproduced at three-quarters its typical size, is draped with white
fabric, with two black holes that resemble eyes. The fabric likens the police to the Ku Klux Klan, but
the piece is intriguing beyond that. When Hayden is at his best, he asks viewers to do the guesswork
of understanding what the objects in his surroundings mean to him—and, by extension, to us.

A Burberry jacket features prominently in one work; cast iron skillets plated with copper that
resemble faces in another. But Hayden's stark, minimalist sculptures render a lot of the objects as
dysfunctional and often rather strange. He also recombines his materials in such a way that they
seem to communicate heady statements without making those statements explicit, in a tradition
that includes David Hammons and Robert Gober.

A certain amount of unknowability seems to be Hayden’s preferred mode of communication,
though his work occasionally takes on a political edge. Boogey Man (2021), the work that lends the
show its title, features a recreation of a Ford Crown Victoria, a car commonly used by police forces
in the U.S. Hayden’s car, oddly reproduced at three-quarters its typical size, is draped with white
fabrie, with two black holes that resemble eyes. The fabric likens the police to the Ku Klux Klan, but
the piece is intriguing beyond that. When Hayden is at his best, he asks viewers to do the guesswork
of understanding what the objects in his surroundings mean to him—and, by extension, to us.
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Hugh Hayden, with his dog,Mars, in his South Bronx studio.

by Arthur Lubow
Photographed by Nicholas Calcott
10.27.21



America,2018.






Hayden, with works in progress.

Good Hair 3 (Brainwash), 2021.



Ebony Fetish Object After Rumpelstiltskin, 2021.



Talented and Gifted/Passing, 2021.
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Hugh Hayden Confronts the Black American
Dream

Hugh Hayden’s works combine elements of spaces in which Black Americans gather, heal, and

memorialize.

Hugh Hayden, "Huey" {2021) (all photos by the author for Hyperallergic)

Hugh Hayden’s latest exhibition, Huey, presents visuals of social assimilation
through a kamikaze of cultural references spanning sports, fairy tales, television,
and African-American Vernacular English (AAVE), each carefully coded.



Sculptures are adorned with synthetic and organic materials to represent the
natural and unnatural camouflage of Black bodies within the mainstream United
States. In “Good Hair 1”7 (2021), cherry red nylon bristles — usually associated with
industrial brooms — replace the velvety seating of church pews, drawing a parallel
between the invisibility of God and the servitude of Black folk. The beach-blonde
kanekalon of “Rapunzel” (2021) replaces the standard hoop net as 68 inches of
braided hair pay homage to “baddie culture” — an aesthetic designed by Black and

Hispanic women in the '9os.

An uneasy mixture of joy and trauma, the included works combine elements of
spaces in which Black Americans gather, heal, and memorialize. Hoop dreams come
to life as rattan and vine are loosely woven together for “Cinderella” (zo021) and
“Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum” (2021), while “Juneteenth” (2021) evokes a silent presence of lives

lost and celebrated.

Hugh Hayden, "Good Hair 1" (2021)

Overall, Huey functions as a life-sized triptych, displaying scenes of piety,
acceleration, and solace. Viewers become active characters in a loop of praise, play,
and death upon entrance and exit. Meditating on the false freedoms and false
securities of blaccelerationism, to have a Black American dream is to exist at the
crossroads of right and wrong, plight and ascension. Hayden portrays the tensions
in conformity and echoes Huey P. Newton’s legacy against the backdrop of last

year’s racial reckoning — the artist calls out to us, awaiting a response.



Hugh Hayden, "Rapunzel” (2021)

Hugh Hayden, “Cinderella® {2021)

Hugh Hayden: Huey continues at Lisson Gallery (504 West 24th Street, Chelsea,
Manhattan) through August 13.
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Working out of a studio in the Bronx, Hayden is a center of gravity
constantly orbited by Mars, his dog, who accompanies him almost
everywhere. In “Huey,” Hayden’s latest exhibition, he had to fight
Mars's affection for wood to transform the Chelsea white cube into a
chapelreplete with ebony carved reliquaries of leisure and labor,
rattan basketball net altars, and pre-spiked pews. Bode and Hayden
also had to contend with Mars when they sat down the week before
the party to discuss the new show, the origins of their friendship, and
the joys of Lincoln Logs.

EMILY BODE: This is the second studio [of yours] I've ever been to.
HUGH HAYDEN: Bona fide studio with alease | guess.

BODE: Right. You first moved up to this neighborhood while at
Columbia?

HAYDEN: | moved right after Columbia. It wasn't on my radar to be in
the Bronx. | had never really been to the Bronx, but actually,
geographically, it was very close to where | was already living in
Harlem and relatively affordable. It also made more sense to go to the
Bronx than to go to Brooklyn when I'm living in Harlem. Then it was
just a virtue of Columbia being already close. | could walk.



BODE: I lived in one of those. Everybody has to live in one of those
because it feels really cool at the time that you might live on the
ground floor in New York. Then after living there, you're like, "Oh, this
is why you want to be high up."

HAYDEN: I met you though, when you had the apartment where you
had the flag on the fire escape or you had a one-bedroom studio. It's
something with abalcony or aroof.

BODE: | had aroof. | think | met you before you started showing.
Because | remember you going to Scotland. But not knowing you too
well. Do you still have those t-shirts? That's the work that | remember
the first work seeing of yours, the t-shirts from the toddler all the way
up. lremember the colorful one.



HAYDEN: Sometimes they got too fat.
BODE: Like you couldn't fit the shirt over?

HAYDEN: American Apparel made 16 sizes but they didn't make
every single piece of clothing in every size.

BODE: It's interesting because, looking at a company like that, |
remember thinking some of these basics like those cotton t-shirts
made in America, you're going to have them for the rest of your life.
And thenironically the entire company disintegrated.

HAYDEN: I've been wearing American Apparel lately. | still have a lot
of those shirts. | mean, they're getting more ratty. But | loved having
the range of colors. [Interrupted by dog] "Mars put that down". That’s
another thing we are doing for the show. we're making mini Lincoln
Logs. There's going to be a Lincoln Log ebony cabin. Mars loves the
wood.

BODE: Did you play with Lincoln Logs as a kid?

HAYDEN: A little bit, but | remember building with these other things
more. They look like a reddish-brown cardboard. They probably
weren't as big, but | remember them visually being like this, a foot and
half.l1also had Legos. My brother is four years older than me and so
at some point, it became like a catching up thing where | needed to
have what he had, which was video games. It forced me to skip over
some parts of my childhood because we were having this quarrel on
achievements.



BODE: So the Lincoln Logs have nothing to do with your personal
nostalgia for childhood?

HAYDEN: Well, a little bit, but l only played with those at school. We
didn'town Lincoln Logs. The main toys for me were dinosaurs and
Ninja Turtles. Lincoln Logs were something you have at school, but
you never have a full set. There's always missing pieces or someone
would knock it over. They're too easy to knock over. Maybe they're
more communal but | became an architect to fix those things.

BODE: [chuckles] Yes.
HAYDEN: It also wasn't as intuitive how they would go together. Even
trying to put this together just to see what pieces | need to make, the

way you're supposed to put them together isn't necessarily fun.

BODE: | remember playing with those for hours. We also had little
cowboys.

HAYDEN: That came with it?

BODE: | don't actually think that they came with the set, but we
stored themtogether. Are you guys having late nights and things
right now?

HAYDEN: | need six hours of sleep to be active.

BODE: You know what | remember about you when |l was in college
was you did this crazy sleep schedule.

HAYDEN: It wasn't all necessarily intentional, | just had my full-time
architecture job.



HAYDEN: The last one | did was here for my birthday and that was
the first time | did it at the studio. It made sense. | have more space
here. But I realized that one | don't actually need to cook anymore. |
could get them outsourced. Because at the end of the day | don't
want to be running a restaurant, | want to participate in it, and not be
like, "Oh, gosh. Is the dish going to be burned or something?"

BODE: The one that | went to at your old live-work studio, you were
running around and cooking the entire time and like plating
everything. The only other food works that | know of are the castiron
skillets, which I think are the most genius.



HAYDEN: Yes, bevel. Essentially, the way they came about, up until
the turn of the century, or the Industrial Revolution, the only people
that had access to comfortable furniture were the wealthy.
Something comfortable and ergonomic had to be hand-carved.
When they developed this technique of steaming and bending wood
to mold to the body and have a decorative design, they could sellit to
the masses for a lot cheaper. So that chair was originally a
democratic gesture that was similar to the Ford Mustang. Any
person could afford it. So it remained popular through the '90s in
America.

BODE: With no true designer or brand behind it?

HAYDEN: They were just generic. They are out of fashion now. You
can find them at any second hand shop.

BODE: The skillets themselves, | know that you had told me that they
were made using a historic technique.

HAYDEN: Yes. They're sand cast.

BODE: But they're not seasoned, right?

HAYDEN: The ones that are all black are seasoned, but I'm using
linseed oil. 'm being gentle onthem.

BODE: And that process helps to patina the metal?

HAYDEN: Yes. It's so funny because | haven't been seasoning them
well,soI'mnotasuponit. But all of the recent ones I've made have
been copper plated iron or enamel so basically the ironisn't visible.



BODE: And the designs. Where do those motifs come from? Are
they antique masks you've collected?

HAYDEN: Yes, they're mostly West African masks and that has
different foundations, for one, the majority of Black people who come
to the United States came from West Africa. It's because it’s closer.
One s the proximity. Also, that's where most of the trees were
growing.

BODE: So it wasn't specifically your family origins, it was more of a
commentary on Black history in America.

HAYDEN: More like the diaspora. It was one of my responses to this
ideathat I'm obviously of African descent but | might not know from
where or how much, and blah, blah, blah, but it's undeniable. I'm
partially Africa. With these | decided I'm just going to claim that
wholesale evenif I’'mjust an abstraction of an African. The process of
making these skillets was about making a rudimentary copy. In sand
casting, it's not like a lost wax cast where you retrieve exact detail. In
sand casting, it's pixelating, it's distorting it. Parts of it might crumble.
There's this intentional loss of information, which to me reflects this
idea of not being an original.

BODE: Are you casting again, the second iteration? Or do you
always start back from the very beginning?



HAYDEN: It's believable. Even things | didn't like as a child but I've
startedtoletin.

BODE: | feel most connected to you in looking at the private space
and all these artifacts from the home. Things like the kitchen table
that you grew up with. Also, your use of historical techniques. You
actually care about the preservation of basket weaving. You're taking
apart this chair to relearn how to doiit. Your investment in materiality
and its history



HAYDEN: Or it will take the water that is there. Agricultural people,
like ranchers or farmers, don't want it and so they killit. They'lldo all
sorts of things to getrid of it, spray it, burnit. It was interesting that
this wood has this unwanted and invasive connotation and how that
can be synonymous with a group of people.

Although you don't ook at this wood and you see that it's unwanted.
Part of why it's available is because people don't want it. They want
youto cutitdown and getrid of it or it is really big in barbecue.

BODE: Then you have this whole other practice with another type of
wood that's completely illegal.

HAYDEN: It's not illegal, it is endangered.
BODE: You love ebony, the only wood that sinks, right?

HAYDEN: It definitely sinks. There's a little bunch of things about it
that make it special. But it's amazing what you can do with woodin
general. It's just about understanding the properties.
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Now

Julie Mehretu’s prints; Lee Lozanos drawings; paintings by the
Florida Highwaymen; sculptures by Hugh Hayden; and a survey
of protest art.

Hugh Hayden

Through Aug. 13. Lisson Gallery, 504 West 24th Street, Manhattan; (212) 505 6431.
lissongallery.com

A sinister streak runs through the work of Hugh Hayden. His
precise, cleanly executed sculptures, evincing his training as an
architect, are saturated with pointed critiques of prevailing
American institutions. In “Huey,” his third solo exhibition with
Lisson Gallery, Hayden shows the outsized impact of two such
institutions — organized religion and athletics — on Black identity
and masculinity. Sparsely arranged across three rooms, the
sculptures — all from 2021 — use a minimal but careful selection of
materials to reinterpret familiar objects in a Gothic sensibility.

The final space features seven sculptures, carved from Texan and
Gabon ebonies. Though the slanted, skewed iterations of doors and
chairs draw apt comparisons to the art of Robert Gober, they veer
sharply from this legacy in their centering Black visual culture, as
indicated by their surface color and the references in their titles —a
small black gavel, titled “Uncle Phil,” nods to James Avery’s
character on “The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air.” With this attention to
detail, Hayden cinches his spot as a noteworthy figure in the lineage
of American conceptualism.

In the first gallery, visitors confront an installation of found church
pews, refurbished and covered in red nylon bristles; mounted
along the right wall are three hairbrushes made from white oak
and boar hair, each bearing sharp, steel daggers as handles. These
works, part of the series “Good Hair,” refer to Hayden’s experience
growing up in the Christian church, with its strict regulations on
outward appearance. In the adjoining room, Hayden continues this
theme of discipline and ritual with a set of wall-mounted basketball
nets fashioned from Gatorade-dyed rattan (“Fruity”) and other
organic fibers.

ART & DESIGN

Hugh Hayden’s “Rapunzel” (2021), painted fiberboard,
synthetic hair extensions and metal rim. Hugh Hayden and
Lisson Gallery; Mark Waldhauser
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Reflecting on the contemporary art market’s voracious appetite for
portraiture today, an art dealer recently told me over coffee: Imagine
all these collectors waking up one morning, looking around their
homes, and asking themselves, “Who are all these people?”

It was a joke, of course. But it got me thinking: Is there figuration
fatigue on the horizon?

There's a glut of figurative art out there: on social media, in
galleries, auction salesrooms, and museums. Building up prior to the
pandemic, the desire for figurative paintings, and portraiture in
particular, has only accelerated over the past 16 months. Recently,
Asian collectors have been driving up prices for works by Dana
Schutz and Amy Sherald, Amoako Boafo and Emily Mae-Smith.




Human figures appeared in all but three of the top 30 contemporary
and ultra-contemporary artworks sold at auction in the first half of
2021, according to Artnet Analytics (two of the three exceptions
depict plants and trees).

“It’s hard to get away from portraiture,” said Miami-based collector
Mera Rubell, whose family museum will display new figurative works
by three artists in December. “It remains powerful. Every generation
has its own version.”

Artists have been depicting the human figure for millennia, starting
with cave paintings. But the current obsession has been fueled by a
number of factors. Key among them: As museums and private
collectors alike work to fill gaps in their holdings by women and
artists of color, and particularly Black artists, whose work has been
undervalued for decades, portraiture has emerged as an important
genre.

Some, however, wonder if the single-minded focus of profit-
motivated collectors may keep them from engaging with the true
breadth of cultural production. “People want to check these boxes
and say they participate in the moment,” said art consultant Rachael
Barrett. “They want something recognizable, something people can
easily spot on a wall. | think there’s going to be fatigue of that. | do
hope that the range of artistic practice of the artists of color
becomes more appreciated.”

There are signs this is already starting to happen. At Lisson gallery
in Chelsea, Hugh Hayden has created three chapel-like spaces filled
with meticulously sculpted, sawed, and woven objects such as
reclaimed church pews, basketball hoops, and school desks.



Nearby, Gagosian mounted “Social Works,” an exhibition that
focuses on community engagement in Black art practice, with
monumental sculpture, video installations, and even a functional
farm. Theaster Gates contributed a display of 5,000 records amassed
by DJ Frankie Knuckles, who was influential in Black queer circles in
the 1980s. House music fills the gallery and a DJ on site is busy
digitizing the archive for the duration of the show.

Works of this scale and complexity would be hard to appreciate, or
even grasp, on Instagram, the social media platform that
contributed to the saturation of figurative art during the pandemic.
Portraits are much easier to digest and acquire because people
know what they were looking at.

Social Works, installation view, 2021. Artworks © artists. Photo: Rob
McKeever. Courtesy Gagosian.

“Even sculptures, in lockdown, it’s hard for people to take this leap
of faith and buy something digitally,” said art advisor Ed Tang.
“Unless you are standing in front of it, looking at it from various
angles, it’s difficult to commit to it.”

In a moment of social isolation, figurative imagery was comforting.
“There was a desire to see ourselves in some way or another, to see
the context around the human figure, socially, historically, or just on
a physical level,” said gallery owner Franklin Parrasch. “The drive for
figuration is part of the replacement of the socialization process.”



As physical interactions with art resume at museums, art fairs, and
biennials, audiences may swing toward something more challenging.

“The way people are looking at art will change,” Tang said. “Can you
imagine going to Venice and seeing figurative painting in every
pavilion?”

While it’s hard to say what the next big trend will be, the pendulum
seems to regularly swing between abstraction and figuration. And
while some artists make work that responds to prevailing ideas and
taste, many do what they do independently of them. Sometimes, it
takes decades to understand the significance of a particular work or
artist. A recent rehang of New York’s Museum of Modern Art radically
paired Faith Ringgold’'s 1967 American People Series #20: Die with
Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon.

“We didn’t have the same versatility of context in the ‘60s when this
work was being made,” said art advisor Allan Schwartzman.
“Figuration was seen as dated.”

While pure abstraction remains somewhat out of fashion these days,
the landscape, which hasn’t been a hot genre in decades, is making
an appearance in several shows, including “A Thought Sublime” at
Marianne Boesky and “Ridiculous Sublime,” organized by advisor
Lisa Schiff.

“It’'s something of a relief from all this figuration,” said art advisor
Wendy Cromwell. “It may be a bridge back to abstraction for some
artists and collectors.”

Some artists are fusing the figure and the landscape. Matthew Marks
gallery sold out its current show by 31-year-old Julien Nguyen, who
makes haunting portraits and jewel-like allegorical scenes inspired
by the Bible, Renaissance painting, and anime. (The waiting list for
his work is growing.) Prices ranged from $30,000 to $50,000.

A block north, at Cheim and Read gallery, the late Matthew Wong’s
ink drawings depict his signature lone figures in exquisitely rendered
mystical spaces. Several sold, with prices ranging from $275,000 to
$450,000.



Many see figuration fatigue as linked to the pure volume of material,
some of which is bound to be of lower quality. “Bad figurative
painting is everywhere,” critic Dean Kissick wrote last year in an
essay on a wave of painting_he called Zombie Figuration. “It crawls

into every room, from museums to galleries, to cool young project
spaces, to the world at large.”

Others simply long for a more sophisticated and critical level of
discourse than a social media post that says: “Hey | just got this
artwork. | bought it online. What do you think?”

“And there are 400 likes or kisses,” Parrasch said. “It’s never
anything deep enough to create an argument. What we have is clicks
and underdeveloped thoughts.”

But weaning off the figure will not happen overnight, said Ron Segev,
the co-founder of Thierry Goldberg gallery on the Lower East Side.

“Collectors who are coming to me want figurative work,” he said. “I
can’t convince people to buy abstract paintings right now. But you
can see that there are some artists out there who are working
against the trend. One of these artists will start a new one.”
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