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Sebastian Black
Karma //  August 31–September 16

in hiS Second solo show at this 
space, Black proves that he 
has a gift for fusing opposing 
signifiers, much in the way that 
an experienced dJ can seamlessly 
blend clashing riffs. Jumping 
from one medium to another with 
ease, the 28-year-old artist has 
already explored—with a wink 
and a nudge—numerous ways to 
curiously suture the lowbrow  
to the refined, and the temporal to 
the abstract, within his work.

Such confidence is born of 
Black’s exceptional painting ability, 
a fuzzy jostling of shapes and 
colors that never looks fussy. in 
Blue Top, 2013, he creates a playful 
send-up of abstract painting’s 
obtuse nature while referencing 
the mundane shipping crates that 
safely transport these valuable 
objects by inscribing the word top 
at the canvas’s upper edge. 

meanwhile, the artist’s three 
elegant plaster patch paintings 
take a further step away from 
the traditional medium. three 
easel-size sections of the gallery 
walls contain numerous marks in 
a charming variety of off-whites 
of the material—the type that is 

smeared over nail holes during 
routine gallery-wall maintenance. 
the exaggeration of this effort 
(there are literally hundreds of such 
patches within each 49½ by 33½-
inch rectangle) combined with  
the beautiful and subtle nature of 
the finished work (the resulting 
images resemble torrents of flower 
petals) simultaneously references 
the technique of the artist and  
the rote handiwork of the laborer.

Black’s whitewashed wine 
boxes placed randomly on the 
floor function like a carl andre 
installation made from the detritus 
of a gauche art opening. his 
preciously matted images of jewels 
and hats—humble ads cut out 
from New Yorker magazines with 
the text erased—are transformed 
from quotidian to glamorous, 
much in the way that Jeff Koons’s 
sculptures elevate kitschy tropes  
to high art. 

together, this grouping of 
odd materials imagines a world 
where class demarcation gets 
rather blurry, if not completely 
obliterated, and beauty is the  
only thing that matters.  

         —Ryan E. Steadman

sebastian 
Black 
Blue Top, 
2013. 
oil on linen, 
24½ x 16 in.
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Gretchen Bender
The Kitchen //  August 27–October 5

reMarKing on the DiStinCtion between Bender’s video work 
and the discourse surrounding originality that informed her 
appropriationist peers—including Robert Longo (her partner) 
and Cindy Sherman (Longo’s ex)— Jonathan Crary wrote,  
“the materials Bender deploys are already fundamentally 
dislocated and have been subjected to so many levels of 

reprocessing that the truth of a source 
becomes inaccessible and irrelevant.” 

the late artist’s videos, which she started 
making in the Baudrillard-influenced 
mid ’80s, took two forms: multichannel 
theatrical “performances” and single-
channel works. of the former, Total Recall, 
1987, takes center stage in the Kitchen’s 
ground-level black-box theater. with an 
electronic soundtrack that still sounds edgy, 
its images of abstract computer graphics, 
logos from ge and aT&T, schmaltzy tV 
scenes, street photography, and ominous 
film titles suggest an apocalyptic military-
industrial disaster. Upstairs, Dumping 
Core, a 1984 video performance at the 
Kitchen, contextualizes the lightning-fast 
edits in the commercial tV work and  

rock-music videos Bender created with longo for the likes of 
new order, r.E.m., and Babes in toyland. “Style gets absorbed 
really fast by the culture, basically by absorbing the formal 
elements or the structure and then subverting the content,” 
Bender said prophetically in an interview with Sherman. “you 
just go on, learning to vary strategies; to recognize when to 
go underground and when to emerge.” For all her prescience, 
Bender has remained a footnote in ’80s art history for too  
long. this small show grants reconsideration of an artist whose 
mainstream success as a video editor has long overshadowed  
her contributions to media art.  —Wendy Vogel

Gretchen 
Bender 
Total Recall, 
1987. eight-
channel video 
on 24 monitors 
and three 
projection 
screens, 18 min.


