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HUGH HAYDEN’s  
Former Fruit Warehouse

East  Wi l l iamsburg

Hayden With “Pride” (2021)
A recliner, an o!ce  

chair, and a baby seat, each 
covered in zebra hide.

The Bear
“I made that as a 

night-light for myself 
back in 2014. It’s 

incomplete and has 
never been shown.”

4  PLACES  Where  ART Ge ts  Made NOW By  
WENDY GOODMAN
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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. 

“I 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 
the lower-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. “I 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, “I 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. 

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. 

I

“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. ■

design hunting
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The Slanted Sculptures
“They represent a  
body under stress.  
The slanted school 
desk represents an 

educational experience 
that is leaning forward, 

on the o"ense … 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.



Sculpture Magazine
9th November 2022





Interview Magazine
2 March 2022















The New York Times 
13 January 2022 













ARTnews
2 December 2021







Artforum 
25 October 2021 







W Magazine
27 October 2021



















Hyperallergic
12 August 2021







The Guide.Art 
15 July 2021 























5 Art Gallery Shows to See Right 
Now 
Julie Mehretu's prints; Lee Lozano's 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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