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THE INAUGURATION OF Nick Cave’s Facility, a new multidisciplinary art space on Chicago’s Northwest Side, 
has the feeling of a family affair. In April, inside the yellow-brick industrial building, the classical vocalist 
Brenda Wimberly and the keyboardist Justin Dillard give a special performance for a group that includes local 
friends, curators and educators, as well as Cave’s high school art teacher, Lois Mikrut, who flew in from North

Using materials that range from twigs to crystals to rainbow-
colored hair, the artist makes sculptures that, for all their 
beauty, are visceral and necessary critiques of racial injustice.
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Carolina for the event. Outside, stretching across the windows along Milwaukee Avenue, is a 70-foot-long 
mosaic made of 7,000 circular name tags with a mix of red and white backgrounds, each of them 
personalized by local schoolchildren and community members. They spell out the message “Love Thy 
Neighbor.”

The simple declaration of togetherness and shared purpose is a mission statement for the space, a creative 
incubator as well as Cave’s home and studio, which he shares with his partner, Bob Faust, and his older brother 
Jack. It’s also a raison d’être for Cave, an uncategorizable talent who has never fit the mold of the artist in his 
studio. Best known for his Soundsuits — many of which are ornate, full-body costumes designed to rattle and 
resonate with the movement of the wearer — his work, which combines sculpture, fashion and performance, 
connects the anxieties and divisions of our time to the intimacies of the body.

[Sign up here for the T List newsletter, a weekly roundup of what T Magazine editors are noticing and 
coveting now.]

Exhibited in galleries or worn by dancers, the suits — fanciful assemblages that include bright pelts of dyed hair, 
twigs, sequins, repurposed sweaters, crocheted doilies, gramophones or even stuffed sock-monkey dolls, their 
eerie grins covering an entire supersize garment — are compulsively, unsettlingly decorative. Some are 
amusingly creature-like; others are lovely in an almost ecclesiastical way, bedecked with shimmering 
headpieces embellished with beads and porcelain birds and other discarded tchotchkes he picks up at flea 
markets. Even at the level of medium, Cave operates against entrenched hierarchies, elevating glittery 
consumer detritus and traditional handicrafts like beadwork or sewing to enchanting heights.

The artist recalls the first time he saw Barkley L. Hendricks’s painting “Steve” (1976). By Scott J. Ross

My name is Nick Cave.
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In invigorating performances that often involve collaborations with local musicians and choreographers, the 
Soundsuits can seem almost shaman-esque, a contemporary spin on kukeri, ancient European folkloric 
creatures said to chase away evil spirits. They recall as well something out of Maurice Sendak, ungainly wild 
things cutting loose on the dance floor in a gleeful, liberating rumpus. The surprising movements of the 
Soundsuits, which change depending on the materials used to make them, tend to guide Cave’s performances 
and not the other way around. There is something ritual-like and purifying about all the whirling hair and 
percussive music; the process of dressing the dancers in their 40-pound suits resembles preparing samurai for 
battle. After each performance, the suits made of synthetic hair require tender grooming, like pets. Cave’s New 
York gallerist, Jack Shainman, recalls the time he assisted in the elaborate process of brushing them out — “I 
was starting to bug out, because there were 20 or 30 of them” — only to have Cave take over and do it all himself. 
Much beloved and much imitated (as I write this, an Xfinity ad is airing in which a colorful, furry-suited creature 
is buoyantly leaping about), they can be found in permanent museum collections across America.

Their origins are less intellectual than emotional, as Cave tells it, and they’re both playful and deadly serious. He 
initially conceived of them as a kind of race-, class- and gender-obscuring armature, one that’s both insulating and 
isolating, an articulation of his profound sense of vulnerability as a black man. Using costume to unsettle and 
dispel assumptions about identity is part of a long tradition of drag, from Elizabethan drama to Stonewall and 
beyond; at the same time, the suits are the perfect expression of W.E.B. Du Bois’s idea of double consciousness, 
the psychological adjustments black Americans make in order to survive within a white racist society, a vigilant, 
anticipatory awareness of the perceptions of others. It’s no coincidence that Cave made the first Soundsuit in 1992, 
after the beating of Rodney King by the Los Angeles Police Department in 1991, a still-vivid racial touchstone in 
American history; almost three decades later, the suits are no less timely. “It was an almost inflammatory 
response,” he remembers, looking shaken as he recalls watching King’s beating on television 28 years ago. “I felt 
like my identity and who I was as a human being was up for question. I felt like that could have been me. Once that 
incident occurred, I was existing very differently in the world. So many things were going through my head: How 
do I exist in a place that sees me as a threat?”

Cave had begun teaching at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, with its predominately white faculty, two 
years before, and in the aftermath of the incident, followed by the acquittal of the officers responsible, he felt his 
isolation painfully. “I really felt there was no one there I could talk to. None of my colleagues addressed it. I just 
felt like, ‘I’m struggling with this, this is affecting my people.’ I would think that someone would be empathetic to 
that and say, ‘How are you doing?’ I held it all in internally. And that’s when I found myself sitting in the park,” he 
says. In Grant Park, around the corner from his classroom, he started gathering twigs — “something that was 
discarded, dismissed, viewed as less. And it became the catalyst for the first Soundsuit.”

https://www.nytimes.com/topic/person/maurice-sendak
https://www.jackshainman.com/
https://nytimes.com/tmagazine


From left: a 2012 Soundsuit made from buttons, wire, bugle beads, wood and upholstery; a 2013 Soundsuit made from mixed media including a 
vintage bunny, safety-pin craft baskets, hot pads, fabric and metal; a 2009 Soundsuit made from human hair; a 2012 Soundsuit made from 
mixed media including sock monkeys, sweaters and pipe cleaners. All images © Nick Cave. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. Photos by 
James Prinz Photography

For many years after he began making his signature work, Cave deliberately avoided the spotlight, shying away 
from an adoring public: “I knew I had the ability, but I wasn’t ready, or I didn’t want to leave my friends behind. 
I think this grounded me, and made me an artist with a conscience. Then, one day, something said, ‘Now or 
never,’ and I had to step into the light.” Initially, he wasn’t prepared for the success of the Soundsuits. For much 
of the ’90s, “I literally shoved all of them into the closet because I wasn’t ready for the intensity of that 
attention,” Cave says. He began exhibiting the Soundsuits at his first solo shows, mostly in galleries across the 
Midwest; he’s since made more than 500 of them. They’ve grown alongside Cave’s practice, evolving from a 
form of protective shell to an outsize, exuberant expression of confidence that pushes the boundaries of 
visibility. They demand to be seen.

From left: “Speak Louder,” a 2011 Soundsuit sculpture made from buttons, wire, bugle beads, upholstery and metal; a 
2010 Soundsuit made from mixed media including hats, bags, rugs, metal and fabric; a 1998 Soundsuit made from mixed 
media including twigs, wire and metal. All images © Nick Cave. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New 
York. Photos by James Prinz Photography
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Following the phenomenal success of the Soundsuits, Cave’s focus has expanded to the culture that produced them, 
with shows that more directly implicate viewers and demand civic engagement
around issues like gun violence and racial inequality. But increasingly, the art that interests Cave is the art he 
inspires others to make. With a Dalloway-like genius for bringing people from different walks of life to the table in 
experiences of shared good will, Cave sees himself as a messenger first and an artist second, which
might sound more than a touch pretentious if it weren’t already so

clear that these roles have, for some time, been intertwined. In 2015, he trained youth from an L.G.B.T.Q. shelter in 
Detroit to dance in a Soundsuit performance. The same year, during a six-month residency in Shreveport, La., he 
coordinated a series of bead-a-thon projects at six social-service agencies, one dedicated to helping people with 
H.I.V. and AIDS, and enlisted dozens of local artists into creating a vast multimedia production in March of 2016, 
“As Is.” In June 2018, he transformed New York’s Park Avenue Armory, a former drill hall converted into an 
enormous performance venue, into a Studio 54-esque disco experience with his piece — part revival, part dance 
show, part avant-garde ballet —called “The Let Go,” inviting attendees to engage in an unabashedly ecstatic free 
dance together: a call to arms and catharsis in one. Last summer, with the help of the nonprofit Now & There, a 
public art curator, he enlisted community groups in Boston’s Dorchester neighborhood to collaborate on a vast 
collage that will be printed on material and wrapped around one of the area’s unoccupied buildings; in September, 
also in collaboration with Now & There, he led a parade that included local performers from the South End to 
Upham’s Corner with “Augment,” a puffy riot of deconstructed inflatable lawn ornaments — the Easter bunny, 
Uncle Sam, Santa’s reindeer — all twisted up in a colossal Frankenstein bouquet of childhood memories. Cave 
understands that the lost art of creating community, of joining forces to accomplish a task at hand, whether it’s 
beading a curtain or mending the tattered social fabric, depends upon igniting a kind of dreaming, a gameness, a 
childlike ability to imagine ideas into being. But it also involves recognizing the disparate histories that divide and 
bind us. The strength of any group depends on an awareness of its individuals.

FACILITY IS THE next iteration of that larger mission, and Cave and Faust, a graphic designer and artist, spent 
years looking for the right space. Creating it required a great deal of diplomacy and determination, as well as an 
agreeable alderman to assist with the zoning changes and permits. And while it evokes Warhol’s Factory in name, 
in intent, the approximately 20,000-square-foot former mason’s workshop has a very different cast.

“Facilitating, you know, projects. Energies. Individuals. Dreams. Every day, I wake up, he wakes up, and we’re like, 
‘O.K. How can we be of service in a time of need?’” says Cave, who gave me a tour in the fall of 2018, not long after 
he and Faust settled into the space. Dressed entirely in black — leather pants and a sweater, and sneakers with 
metallic accents — the 60-year-old artist has a dancer’s bearing (he trained for several summers in the early ’80s at

a program in Kansas City run by the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater) and an aura of kindness and 
irrepressible positivity. One wants to have what he’s having. “Girl, you can wear anything,” he reassures me 
when I fret about the green ruched dress I’m wearing, which under his discerning gaze suddenly strikes me as 
distinctly caterpillar like. It comes as no surprise that Cave’s favorite adjective is “fabulous.”
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Vintage bird figurines in the artist’s studio. Renée Cox

In contrast to his maximalist art practice, his fashion tastes have grown more austere, as of late, and include 
vintage suits and monochrome classics from Maison Margiela, Rick Owens and Helmut Lang. “I have a 
fabulous sneaker collection,” he says. “But you know, the reason why is because those floors at the school are so 
hard,” he says, referring to the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, where he is now a professor of Fashion, 
Body and Garment. (I also teach at the school, in a different department.) “I

can’t wear a hard shoe, I have to wear a sneaker,” he says. Faust teases him: “I love how you’ve just justified 
having that many sneakers.”

Cave met Faust, who runs his own business from Facility, in addition to supporting the artist as his special 
projects director, when he happened to stop by a sample sale of Cave’s clothing designs in the early 2000s. The 
Soundsuits are, for all intents and purposes, a kind of clothing, so fashion has been a natural part of Cave’s 
artistic practice since the beginning — he studied fiber arts as an undergraduate at the Kansas City Art Institute, 
where he first learned to sew. In 1996, he started a namesake fashion line for men and women that lasted a 
decade. If the Soundsuits resist categorization as something to wear in everyday life, they arrive at their 
unclassifiable beauty by taking the basic elements of clothing design — stitching, sewing, understanding how a 
certain material falls or looks with another kind of material — and exaggerating them into the realm of 
atmospheric psychedelia. That he teaches in the fashion department at an art school further underscores the 
thin line Cave has always walked between clothing and sculpture, all of it preoccupied in some way with the 
human body, its form and potential energy. His own clothing designs are slightly — only slightly — more 
practical variations on the Soundsuits: loud embroidered sweaters, crocheted shirts with sparkly jewelry. “He 
came in and was like, ‘These clothes are so out there, I can’t wear any of this,’” Cave recalls, laughing. (Faust 
politely bought a sweater and still wears it today.) At the time, the artist was about to publish  his first book and 
asked Faust to design it; the collaboration was a success, and Faust has subsequently designed all of Cave’s 
publications. About eight years ago, the nature of the relationship changed. “Before that, I was single for 10 
years. I was always traveling, and who is going to handle all of that?” Cave says. “But Bob already knew who I 
was, and that makes all the difference. Being with someone who is a visionary in his own right and using this 
platform as a place of consciousness — it’s very important to me.”
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In this clip from Cave’s “Here,” the artist’s Soundsuits are captured in Detroit. © Nick
Cave. Courtesy of The Artist And Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.

Upstairs is the couple’s living space and selections from Cave’s personal art collection: a Kehinde Wiley here, 
a Kerry James Marshall there. (A lesson from Cave: Buy work from your friends before they become famous.) 
Cave and Faust opted to leave the floors and walls scarred, bearing the traces of its former use as an 
industrial building. In a small, sunny room off the kitchen, one corner of the ceiling is left open to 
accommodate an abandoned wasp’s nest, a subtle, scrolled masterpiece of found architecture. Faust’s teenage 
daughter also has a bedroom, and Jack, an artist with a design bent, has an adjacent apartment.

Downstairs, in the cavernous work space big enough to host a fashion show, musical or dance performance, 
are Cave’s and Faust’s studios. Some of Cave’s assistants — he has six of them, Faust has one — are applying 
beads on a vast, multistory tapestry, a project for Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport called “Palimpsest.” 
“It’ll all be gathered and bustled, so there’s layers and layers of color. Kind of like an old billboard that, over 
time, weathers, and layers come off and you see the history,” Cave explains. A front gallery is a flexible space 
where video art visible from the street could be projected — a nod to Cave’s first job out of art school, 
designing window displays for Macy’s — or young artists could be invited to display work around a shared 
theme. Facility has already established an art competition and prizes for Chicago Public School students and 
funded a special award for graduate fashion students at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. “There are 
lots of creative people that do amazing things but just have never had a break,” Cave says. “And so to be able 
to host them in some way, these are the sort of things that are important to us, so we thought, ‘Why not?’”
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An Excerpt from Nick Cave’s ‘Here’ (2016)

AWKWARD PERSONAL disclosures. Long evaluative silences. Talk of “coming to form.” Art-school crits — 
sessions in which a professor reviews his students’ work — are all pretty similar, but Cave’s are famous both for 
their perspicacity and warmth. For all his multi-hyphenates, “teacher” may be the role that best sums up his 
totality of being. “When someone believes in your work, it changes how you see your future,” he says when we 
meet in the vast, light-filled studios in downtown Chicago, where the graduate fashion students are working.

It’s the second-to-last crit of the year for Cave’s first-year students in the two-year M.F.A. program, and the 
pressure is on to develop their own distinct visual language before they begin their thesis projects in the fall. 
One woman from Russia has made a set of dresses from delicate organic 3-D-printed shapes — mushrooms, 
flowers — sewing them together and arranging them on a mannequin; they resemble exquisite body cages. Cave 
suggests that she should work in muslin on a flat surface rather than directly on the mannequin in order to 
make the silhouette “less uptight.”
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A detail of Cave’s 2019 “Augment” installation, made from inflatable lawn ornaments.
Renée Cox

hugging or kissing. It was just part of the infrastructure.” Personal space was limited but respected, a chart 
of chores was maintained, and creative projects were always afoot (his aunts are seamstresses; his 
grandmother was a quilter). Hand-me-downs were individually customized by each new wearer. “I had to 
find ways of finding my identity through deconstructing,” he recalls. “So, if I didn’t want to be in my 
brother’s jacket, I’d take off the sleeves and replace it with plaid material. I was already in that process of 
cutting and putting things back together and finding a new vocabulary through dress.”
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The artist tells an illuminating story about his mother, who managed the household on one income and 
would still often find ways to send food to a struggling family in the neighborhood. Once, during a 
particularly tight month, she came home from work to realize that there was no food left in the house 
except dried corn. And so she made a party of it, showing her sons a movie on television and popping the 
corn. “It doesn’t take much to shift how we experience something,” says Cave, recalling how she would 
entertain them simply by putting a sock on her hand and changing her voice to create a character. “It’s 
nothing, but it’s everything,” he says. “You’re just totally captivated. It’s these moments of fantasy and 
belief that’s also informed how I go about my work.”

Fashion’s transformative power was also something he understood young, beginning with watching his 
older female relatives attend church in their fancy hats. In high school, Cave and Jack, who is two years 
older, experimented with platform shoes and two-tone flared pants. High fashion came to town, literally, 
via the Ebony Fashion Fair, a traveling show launched and produced between 1958 and 2009 by Eunice W. 
Johnson, the co-founder of Johnson Publishing Company, which published Ebony and Jet magazines, both 
cultural bibles for black America. “Ebony magazine was really the first place we saw people of color with 
style and power and money and vision, and that fashion show would travel to all of these small towns,” he 
reminisces. “Honey, black runway back in the day was a spectacle. It’s not just walking down the runway. It 
was almost like theater. And I’m this young boy just eating it up and feeling like I’m just in a dream, 
because it’s all fabulous and I just admire beauty to that extreme. I was just completely consumed by that.” 
His high school teachers encouraged him to apply to the Kansas City Art Institute, where he and Jack 
would stage fashion shows, which felt more like performance pieces thanks to Cave’s increasingly outré 
clothing designs. “I just had what I needed to have in order to be the person I need to be,” Cave says.

Also harrowingly formative to Cave’s outlook was the AIDS crisis, which was at its deadly height while he 
was in graduate school at the Cranbrook Academy of Art in Michigan in the late ’80s. He became painfully 
aware of the function of denial in our culture, and the extent of people’s unwillingness to see. “Watching my 
friends die played a big part in my perspective,” he says. “In those moments, you have a choice to be in 
denial with them or to be present, to be the one to say, ‘This is happening.’ You have to make a decision to go 
through that process with them, to pick up their parents at the airport, to clean to get their apartments ready 
for their parents to stay. And then you have to say goodbye, and then they’re gone, and you’re packing up 
their belongings to send to their families. And then you’re just left there in an empty apartment, not knowing 
what to feel.” In a single year, he lost five friends and confronted his own mortality waiting for his test 
results. “Just —choosing not to be in denial in any circumstance,” he says.

THE VULNERABILITY OF the black body in a historically white context is a subject generations of African-
American artists have contended with, perhaps most iconically in Glenn Ligon’s 1990 untitled etching, in 
which the phrase “I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp white background,” adapted from 
Zora Neale Hurston’s 1928 essay “How It Feels to Be Colored Me,” is printed over and over again in black 
stencil on a white canvas, the words blurring as they travel the length of the canvas. In her book “Citizen: An 
American Lyric” (2014), the poet Claudia Rankine, writing about Serena Williams, puts it this way: “The 
body has a memory. The physical carriage hauls more than its weight. The body is the threshold across 
which each objectionable call passes into consciousness — all the unintimidated, unblinking and unflappable 
resilience does not erase the moments lived through, even as we are eternally stupid or everlastingly 
optimistic, so ready to be inside, among, a part of the games.”
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The individual body has a memory, and so do collective bodies, retaining a longer and longer list of names 
— Eric Garner on Staten Island, Michael Brown in Missouri, Trayvon Martin in Florida and so many more 
innocent black people who have suffered violence and death at the hands of police — within it. But that 
day in 1992, hurrying back to his studio with a cart full of twigs and setting out to build a sculpture from 
them, Cave had no idea that the result would be a garment. “At first, it didn’t occur to me that I could wear 
it; I wasn’t thinking about it.” When he finally did put it on and moved around, it made a sound. “And that 
was the beginning,” he says. “The sound was a way of alarming others to my presence. The suit became a 
suit of armor where I hid my identity. It was something ‘other.’ It was an answer to all of these things I had 
been thinking about: What do I do to protect my spirit in spite of all that’s happening around me?” 
Throughout the Soundsuits’ countless iterations, Cave has tinkered with their proportions, thinking about 
the shapes of power, constructing forms that recall a pope’s miter or the head of a missile. Some of them 
are 10 feet tall.

But no matter their variations, these Soundsuit designs have always felt personal and unique, as if only 
Cave himself could have invented them. And yet he is also aware of how the pain he is addressing in these 
works is also written into our culture: There is a long lineage of casual cruelty that has shaped Cave’s art. 
His 2014 installation at Jack Shainman Gallery, “Made by Whites for Whites,” was inspired by an undated 
ceramic container Cave found in a flea market that, when pulled off the shelf, revealed itself to be the 
cartoonishly painted disembodied head of a black man.
“Spittoon,” read the label. Renting a cargo bay, Cave toured the country in search of the most racially 
charged memorabilia he could find. The centerpiece of the show, “Sacrifice,” features a bronze cast of 
Cave’s own hands and arms, holding another severed head, this one part of an old whack-a-mole type 
carnival game —simultaneously lending compassion to the object while implicating its beholder. Look, 
Cave is saying. If we’re ever going to move past this hatred, we have to acknowledge what it is that 
produced it.

A collection of racially charged salt and pepper shakers that Cave found in a flea market and keeps in his studio. Renée Cox
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“It’s not that Nick doesn’t have a dark side,” Denise Markonish, the senior curator and managing director of 
exhibitions at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art in North Adams, Mass., tells me. Markonish 
approached Cave in 2013 about planning an exhibition for the museum’s largest gallery. “He wants to seduce 
you and punch you in the gut.” The result, the artist’s most ambitious seduction to date, was his 2016 show, 
“Until,” a twist on the legal principle of innocence until guilt is proven. For it, Cave transformed the football-
field-size room into a sinister wonderland, featuring a vast crystal cloudscape suspended 18 feet into the air 
made up of miles of crystals, thousands of ceramic birds, 13 gilded pigs and a fiberglass crocodile covered in 
large marbles. Accessible by ladder, the top of the cloud was studded with cast-iron lawn jockeys, all of them 
holding dream catchers. It’s an apt and deeply unsettling vision of today’s America, land of injustice and 
consumer plenty, distracted from yet haunted by all of the things it would prefer not to see.

While they were sourcing the materials for the show, Markonish tells me, they realized how expensive 
crystals are, and one of the curators, Alexandra Foradas, called Cave to ask if some of them could be acrylic. 
“He said, ‘Oh, absolutely, 75 percent can be acrylic but the remaining 50 percent should be glass.’ She said, 
‘Nick, that’s 125 percent,’ and without pausing he said, ‘Exactly.’” After the show, Markonish asked Cave and 
Faust to create a graphic expression of the exhibition, which resulted in a tattoo on the inside of her index 
finger that reads “125%.” “Of course, at that point, it wasn’t about his use of material,” she says, “but about 
his dedication and generosity. It was his idea to open up his exhibition to people from the community, to 
performers or for discussions about the difficult things he wants to talk about in his work.”

One of those themes is the gun violence that has ravaged many black communities; Chicago, Cave’s home of 
three decades, had more shooting victims (2,948) in 2018 than Los Angeles (1,008) and New York (897) 
combined, largely concentrated in a handful of neighborhoods on the South and West Sides. (Cave had 
hoped to open Facility on Chicago’s racially diverse West Side, only to run into intransigent zoning laws; he 
wants to find a permanent home there for “Until” and has art projects planned with the area’s high schools.) 
Cave’s most recent gallery show, “If a Tree Falls,” which featured sculptural installations and opened at Jack 
Shainman Gallery in fall 2018, strikes a more somber, elegiac note than his previous work, juxtaposing body 
parts in bronze monochrome, including casts of his own arms emerging from the gallery walls, holding 
delicate flower bouquets, which suggest a sense of renewal, of hope and metamorphosis. He’s now working 
on a new series of bronze sculptures, which include casts of his own hands, topped with cast tree branches, 
birds and flowers, the first of which is meant to debut at Miami’s Art Basel in December. The sculptures will 
be on a much bigger scale — a human form made larger than life with embellishment, not unlike the 
Soundsuits in approach but with a new sense of gravity and monumentality (they are intended to be shown 
outdoors). The man famous for bringing a light touch to the heaviest of themes is, finally, stripping away the 
merry trappings and embracing the sheer weight of now.

https://massmoca.org/event/nick-cave-until/
https://nytimes.com/tmagazine


“Arm Peace,” part of a series of sculptures created for Cave’s 
2018 solo show, “If a Tree Falls,” at Jack Shainman Gallery. Renée
Cox

A detail of “Tondo” (2019). Renée Cox

When I ask Cave how he feels about the critical reception of his work — he is one of that select group of artists, 
like Jeff Koons or David Hockney, who is celebrated by both high art and popular culture — he tells me that he 
stopped reading his shows’ reviews, but not because he’s afraid of being misunderstood or underappreciated; 
instead, he seems to be objecting to a kind of critical passivity. “What I find peculiar is that no one really wants 
to get in there and talk about what’s behind it all,” he says. “It’s not that I haven’t put it out there. And I don’t 
know why.”

I push him to clarify: “Do you mean that a white reviewer of your show might explain that the work provides 
commentary on race and violence and history but won’t extend that thinking any further, to his or her own 
cultural inheritance and privilege?”

“They may provide the context, but it doesn’t go further. They’re not providing any point of view or 
perspective, or sense of what they’re receiving from this engagement. I just think it’s how we exist in society,” 
he replies.

https://www.nytimes.com/topic/person/jeff-koons
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/05/arts/design/david-hockney-los-angeles-metropolitan-museum-of-art-reverse-perspective.html
https://nytimes.com/tmagazine


One of the four covers of T’s 2019 Greats issue. Renée Cox

Is art alone enough to shake us from our complacency? Two decades into a new millennium, these questions 
have fresh urgency: By turning away from stricken neighborhoods and underfunded schools, we’ve perpetuated 
the conditions of inequality and violence, effectively devaluing our own people. We’ve dimmed the very kind of 
20th-century American dreaming that led so many of us, including Cave, to a life filled with possibility. Whether 
or not

this can be reversed depends on our being able to look without judgment and walk without blinders, he 
believes. It means reassessing our own roles in the public theater. It means choosing not to be in denial or 
giving in to despair. It means seeing beyond the self to something greater.

“I just want everything to be fabulous,” he tells me, as we part ways for the afternoon. “I want it to be beautiful, 
even when the subject is hard. Honey, the question is, how do you want to exist in the world, and how are you 
going to do the work?”

https://www.nytimes.com/issue/t-magazine/2019/10/04/ts-oct-20-greats-issue
https://nytimes.com/tmagazine




mmediately upon entering The Park Armory Drill Hall I felt 
as though I had taken a time capsule back to the 90s 
New York City club days, but without the drugs. Danc-
ers moved around the space gyrating to the music in 
big, expressive, movements. Revelers dressed in their 
best bling, while many came decorated in creative, hand-
made costumes. As I moved through the crowd, I started 
to feel as though the room was spinning as two gigantic 

mylar streamer curtains hypnotically snaked their way through the space 
while their multicolored tentacles washed over everyone as if we were 
cars in a car wash disco. A colossal game of Twister was being played  
in one corner, while hula hoops were being twirled in another. I couldn’t 
help but dance. I was in artist NICK CAVE’s art exhibition, The Let Go. 
Chicago-based artist Nick Cave doesn’t just make art, he creates spec-
tacles, glorious happenings, and where sculptural costumes, namely his 
Soundsuits, bend, bounce, flounce, flutter, and flirt for enchanted view-
ers. Installations that can, and have, fit into a space as large as a football 
field, are transformed into otherworldly destinations where crystal balls, 
crocheted tea cozies, and reclaimed racist objects live in harmony. Cave 
does more than make us happy: he makes us think. The objects and 
materials he uses are not random, but have a larger meaning, a social 
significance, and are meant to fuel our curiosity, diplomacy, and our un-
derstanding of our place in society and how we view ourselves and each 
other. His work is inspired by racial injustice—his first Soundsuit was a 
response to the Rodney King beating— and his resulting message is a 
colorful one of unification, transformation, equality, and harmony. I had 
the fortunate opportunity to talk with Nick Cave while he was busy pre-
paring for The Let Go in New York. We spoke about the light and dark 
sides of his artistic message, the importance of reclaiming racist ob-
jects, implicating the audience in his work, and what it’s like to wear his 
infamous Soundsuits.

INSTALLATION VIEW,  

NICK CAVE: UNTIL, MASS MoCA, 

NORTH ADAMS, MA, OCTOBER 15, 

2016 – SEPTEMBER 4, 2017

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND 

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.
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of possibility, to bring young people into the 
fold and have them to stand within the space, 
look around, and know things are possible. 

AS IF: You’ve once described yourself as 
a messenger who brings people together 
to heal them through art. We’re certainly a 
fractured nation and in a world in desper-
ate need of healing. Where do you see your 
bandages being applied going forward?
NC: Being an artist was easy, but that’s not why 
I’m here, I’m a messenger first and foremost, 
so knowing that has allowed me to build my 
work around civic responsibility and humanitar-
ian efforts. It’s the foundation of my existence. 

AS IF: Tell me about The Let Go that just 
happened at Park Avenue Armory in  
New York. I attended The Let Go Ball, it 
was amazing! 
NC: The Let Go is an amazing project, it 
unfolds daily and is a community-based proj-
ect. You know, a part of me wants to create 
my own dance company and travel around the 
country, but a much larger part of me is drawn 
back to bringing projects to cities and hiring 
people in the city to build the project because 
that is connected to my purpose. The Let Go 
involved about 150 performers from dancers 
to musicians, and we hosted a number of 
events at Park Avenue Armory. The Let Go 
came about as I was thinking about the drill 
hall, which then led me to think about the town 
halls that were happening around the country, 
and that transformed into the idea of a dance 
hall. What I was interested in was the way in 
which we’re communicating and engaging 
with one another, it’s become so harsh and 

AS IF: Your work has so much joy, it’s 
effervescent, there’s explosions of color 
and texture, yet your work comes from 
very sad places like social injustice, 
racism, inequality, gun violence, police 
violence. Did your process start with the 
light or the dark? 
NC: My practice always starts with the dark, 
that’s the instigator that gets me fired up. 
From what is going on currently, politically, and 
personally, there is always an instigator that 
moves the activity in the studio. Personally, I 
am all color on the outside, internally I’m a very 
sensitive human being that is very concerned 
about the well-being of the country and my 
community. So, how do I take oil and water 
and find a way in which they can work hand 
and hand? That’s how I approach the work. 
The façade of my work is my seduction and 
a way for viewers to enter the work, but once 
you enter and start to break it down you begin 
to understand that there’s a much darker side 
and deeper meaning. 

AS IF: You want to bring your message  
to people in need, to people who are hurt-
ing, to people who need it, to people who 
are marginalized and don’t have a voice. 
How do you reach the unreachable, and 
how do you affect those that think art isn’t 
for them?
NC: I tend to work outside boundaries. I run 
around the outskirts of cities and in inner cities 
to find young people to incorporate into a proj-
ect, and I also work with a city’s educational 
programs. It’s never just about my project, I’m 
more interested in being of service. The most 
important thing for me is how to create a space 

“MY PRACTICE ALWAYS STARTS WITH 
THE DARK, THAT’S THE INSTIGATOR 
THAT GETS ME FIRED UP. FROM WHAT 
IS GOING ON CURRENTLY, POLITICALLY, 
AND PERSONALLY, THERE IS ALWAYS AN 
INSTIGATOR THAT MOVES THE ACTIVITY 
IN THE STUDIO.”

so destructive, and I thought, what is another 
way that I can bring us together in a harmless 
environment and activity? And that was how 
I thought about dance. We all have our differ-
ences, we can all be on the dance floor and 
work it out through movement. It’s safe, it’s an 
invitation for anyone to participate, it can unify 
us. Within The Let Go and living within the Park 
Armory is an object titled Chase which consists 
of two 40ft by 100ft mylar streamer curtains 
that are moving throughout the entire drill hall. 
You coexist in the space and you find yourself 
moving in, with, and around it. The object is 
designed where the streamer is red, black, and 
green, followed by blue, black, blue, black, 
representing the African flag and the colors of a 
police uniform. It symbolizes black men being 
chased by the police, so there is this dark, 
political undertone, yet the space allows us to 
work in harmony. 

AS IF: Those are also the colors of cuts 
and bruises. 
NC: It’s interesting that you said that, and there 
was also a lighting program that provided a 
number of other sensations within the space. 
Park Avenue Armory is a destination uptown 
on Park Avenue, it’s a place not everybody 
knows exists, so how can I change the 
demographics of what that looks like? I work 
in Chicago, and I come to these cities and hit 
the ground running, I’m in the trenches looking 
for amazing talent and I wanted to change the 
look of who comes to the Armory. 

AS IF: In your Mass MoCA show Until you 
used black lawn jockeys and I want to ask 
about reclaiming racist objects. Can their 

NICK CAVE,  

SOUNDSUITE, 2009, 

MIXED MEDIA

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY 

OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, 

NEW YORK.
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NICK CAVE,  

SHINE, 2014, MIXED 

MEDIA INCLUDING 

CAST HAND, BRUSH, 

AND VINTAGE METAL 

FLOWER FRAME 

19 X 12 ½ X 1 ¾ 

INCHES.

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY 

OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, 

NEW YORK.

NICK CAVE,  

ARM PEACE, 2018, 

CAST BRONZE, 

SUNBURST AND 

VINTAGE TOLE 

FLOWERS 

85 X 39 X 12 

INCHES

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY 

OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, 

NEW YORK.
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how we identify with some of this stuff. I’m 
interested in what is considered low art vs. high 
art and blurring the lines between the two. I’m 
interested in the extraordinary. I don’t sketch or 
draw, I just make, and through the process of 
making I get out of the way and allow whatever 
it is to flow through me, and I allow myself 
to receive ideas through the process. I have 
no idea why a Soundsuit is made out of the 
materials it is because I will grab A and put it 
together with Q or X and somehow there will be 
chemistry, and that’s how we live in the world.

AS IF: I can’t believe you don’t draw or 
sketch! Your work is so intricate and com-
plicated.
NC: But the intricacies comes from the founda-
tion of knowing how to construct and build 
things, which I know how to do. In knowing 
that, understanding how things need to be fab-
ricated, and knowing who I need to work with 
to help facilitate all the moving parts is part of 
my practice. 

AS IF: How does the use of space expand 
the meaning of your work? 
NC: I look at space as my canvas and visit 
those spaces a number of times. When there’s 
an exhibition or installation in the space, I can 
experience the space and understand how I 
engage with things within the space— how 
the space informs the way in which the work 
may be placed or designed. For me space is 
like dance; I find that when I create a project 
in vast spaces I handle it like choreography. 
I think about how I want to engage my audi-
ence, how I want them to move through the 
space, and I think a lot about memory.  

In spaces that are out of the way and consid-
ered destinations I think about what it means 
when someone travels to get to it, and what 
do I want them to receive? These are probably 
the most important things that I think about 
first. If I have to get people here, what does 
that mean? How do I approach that? What do 
I want them to experience? 

AS IF: You once said about your Sound-
suit, it’s a transformative experience for 
the wearer when the suit comes on. I 
would imagine as the viewer that it would 
be hard not to feel the emotion emanating 
from the person in the Soundsuit.
NC: With the Soundsuit, the wearer needs to 
settle into it, that’s the first and most impor-
tant factor: you must settle down and be open 
to the transformation that’s going to happen. 
You have to get yourself ready for your identity 
to transform. And, what that feels like for me 
is going to be different for you, and that’s all 
based on who you are as an individual. The 
wearer hides gender, race, class, and thus 
you’re liberated because you are not inhibited 
by identifying who you are, and you start to 
move into the role of conviction, and what 
that means to you. What does that look like? 
Where are your boundaries and limitations 
within a Soundsuit? It’s very therapeutic  
and demands a lot of the wearer, but at the 
same time when you’re with a group of 30  
and collectively moving together it’s quite 
remarkable because you become one, you 
become a collective, you become a tribe and 
you stand with pride, you stand with power, 
you stand in power. The physical demands 
are extremely challenging as well, but it’s all 

meaning be transformed, and why not just 
abolish them altogether?
NC: I would like to literally demolish all rac-
ist artifacts out there. What was interesting 
about the Mass MoCA project and the reason 
I used the lawn jockeys, is that Trayvon Martin 
had recently been killed, and Eric Garner was 
choked to death by police in Staten Island for 
selling cigarettes, and keep in mind that my 
first Soundsuit was in response to the Rodney 
King beating, so I’m spinning out of fucking 
control thinking what is going on? I was in my 
studio working one day and I thought, is there 
racism in heaven? I then created this crystal 
cloud scene, levied the cloud up high, and 
created a forbidden garden with black lawn 
jockeys that were holding dream catchers. 
That was my interpretation and response to the 
question, is there racism in heaven? 

AS IF: You elevated their meaning.
NC: Yes. I’m interested in negotiating how we 
view them, how we respond to them.

AS IF: I find the materials you use interest-
ing— beads, plastic tchotchkes, buttons— 
what is the purpose of using relatable 
objects to create unfamiliar objects? Is it 
to lend familiarity to the unfamiliar, or is it 
a response to something else?
NC: I think it’s a response to a number of 
things. A part of it this comes from growing up 
with very little and having to make something 
extraordinary out of nothing. I’m interested in 
traveling around the world to flea markets and 
antique stores, and I look at the surplus of 
discarded material and find ways to incorporate 
it into my work. I like to shift the hierarchy of 

“ONE DAY WHILE IN THE STUDIO I CAME 
TO AN UNDERSTANDING THAT I WAS 
A MESSENGER FIRST, AND AN ARTIST 
SECOND. I HAVE NO REAL RELIGIOUS 
BELIEFS, BUT I DO FEEL A HIGHER ENERGY, 
AND I UNDERSTAND THAT I AM FREE.”

INSTALLATION VIEW, NICK CAVE: HEARD•NY, 
GRAND CENTRAL STATION, NEW YORK, NY, 
2013
© NICK CAVE. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK 

SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.

UP RIGHT, PERFORMANCE AT THE LET GO, 

2018, THE PARK AVENUE ARMORY, NY

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK 

SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.
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NICK CAVE,  

SOUNDSUIT, 

2010, MIXED 

MEDIA INCLUDING 

SYNTHETIC HAIR, 

FABRIC, METAL, AND 

MANNEQUIN  

96 X 29 X 20 

INCHES

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY 

OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, 

NEW YORK.

NICK CAVE,  

SOUNDSUIT, 

2010, MIXED 

MEDIA INCLUDING 

SYNTHETIC HAIR, 

FABRIC, AND METAL 

96 X 29 X 20 

INCHES

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY 

OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, 

NEW YORK.
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NICK CAVE,  

SOUNDSUIT, 

2011, MIXED 

MEDIA INCLUDING 

DOGWOOD TWIGS, 

WIRE, BASKET, 

UPHOLSTERY, 

METAL, AND 

MANNEQUIN  

87 X 27 X 35 

INCHES

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY 

OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, 

NEW YORK.

NICK CAVE,  

SOUNDSUIT, 

2015, MIXED 

MEDIA INCLUDING 

VINTAGE BURIAL 

WREATH, BEADED 

FLOWERS, BUTTONS, 

FABRIC, METAL AND 

MANNEQUIN  

86 X 29 X 26 

INCHES

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY 

OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, 

NEW YORK.
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observers and keep a safe distance from 
the art? How do you get your message 
across when a Soundsuit is immobile? 
NC: When I was growing up, particularly in 
undergrad school, I would go to the Museum 
of Natural History and look at amazing arti-
facts. I would think about how all these gar-
ments and vestments had a purpose. In muse-
ums you are forced to look at them as sacred 
objects, and I was very interested in the duality 
of that, how this static object had a role where 
it functioned within a particular society. I was 
also interested in the performative side of what 
I would see. When my Soundsuits are not 
worn they are secured on two-wheeler carts 
where they become sculptural objects, which 
will later be transformed into a Soundsuit. I like 
their static state, and the static implications 
allow you to imagine them in motion, imagine 
what they sound like, and that’s just as inter-
esting as when they are in motion. 

AS IF: I am interested in one of the titles 
from your last shows, Made by Whites for 
Whites. Tell me about the show and the 
significance of the title.
NC: The idea for Made by Whites for Whites 
came about during one of my many visits 

to antique stores and flea markets looking 
for resources for my work. During one road 
trip I happened to come across a container 
with a removeable black man’s head on it. I 
then proceeded to read the inscription which 
said, “The Tomb”, and I literally flipped out! I 
then started to look for the most repressive, 
obscene objects and imagery of people of 
color. So, these artifacts became the center 
of that exhibition. But, what I was interested in 
was how these objects made the black man 
identify our place within society, and that’s 
how that title, Made by Whites for Whites, 
came about.

AS IF: It’s bone chilling, systemic racism 
is everywhere. A few years back, Garage 
magazine’s editor-in-chief, Dasha Zhu-
kova had herself photographed on a chair 
made to look like a half-naked and bound 
black woman. The chair is by Norwegian 
artist, Bjarne Melgaard, and was sup-
posed be a commentary on gender and 
racial politics, but the act of her sitting on 
it shows an utter lack of awareness and 
sensitivity all together.
NC: Oh My God! That’s insane! That particular 
object is what gets me fired up. 

about an internal understanding of yourself 
and allowing yourself to go to places you’ve 
never gone to before. 

AS IF: It sounds like it beckons something 
primal within us. While finally being free 
of what others may think of us. 
NC: Exactly!

AS IF: It’s as if the wearer becomes pure 
energy.
NC: When I’m working with a group of artists, 
let’s say dancers, in some cases I have to just 
stop someone and say, settle down, just settle, 
because they’re thinking too much, they’re too 
much in their head. I don’t let people put on 
the Soundsuit for the first 30 minutes, I have 
them touch it, feel it, pick it up, and imagine 
what it’s like on the body because I need to 
get them prepared for the transition. 

AS IF: Your work is in motion, I see it 
as emotion in motion, and you place 
importance on turning your viewers into 
participants or as you once said, impli-
cating them in the art. How do you recon-
cile with the gallery and museum static 
field where the visitors are coming as 

NICK CAVE,  

PENNY CATCHER, 

2009, MIXED MEDIA 

INCLUDING VINTAGE 

COIN TOSS, SUIT, 

AND SHOES 

74 X 23 X 14 

INCHES

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY 

OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, 

NEW YORK.
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NICK CAVE,  

SPEAK LOUDER, 

2011, MIXED 

MEDIA, INCLUDING 

BLACK MOTHER OF 

PEARL BUTTONS, 

EMBROIDERY FLOSS, 

UPHOLSTERY, 

METAL ARMATURE, 

AND MANNEQUINS 

INSTALLED:  
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INCHES  
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NICK CAVE,  
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AS IF: I want to talk a bit about your 
background. You were raised in central 
Missouri by a single mother of modest 
means, and you are the youngest of 
seven boys. In American folklore, the 
seventh son is considered to be a special 
being with abilities outside of the norm. 
Was there a specific moment in your 
childhood that gave you an indication 
that you were born to be different,  
an artist?
NC: I think the moment in my childhood when  
I knew I was going to be different was prob-
ably when I saw Michael Jackson on TV for 
the first time. I remember seeing him and said 
to my mother, I’m gonna be famous like him, 
not as a musician but famous like him. He  
had a unique authenticity that I could identify 
with, and at the time I did not know what  
that meant, but I somehow resonated with 
that feeling.

AS IF: At what point did you know you 
were an artist?
NC: I was in high school when I started to 
get an understanding and idea of what an art 
practice felt like. You know, when you’re in 
high school you’re either in sports, drama or 
the art club, and it was in the art club where 
I felt the most comfortable. I was able to tap 
into something that I was interested in. I was 
also told by a high school teacher that I had 
a special ability at art, which helped drive me 
and put me in the right direction. 

AS IF: You studied dance, was this at the 
same time you studied art? 
NC: In high school I did a bit of art and drama, 
but I always considered dance as another 

medium, another form of expression. It was 
in college when dance really started to come 
into my practice. I’ve always been a collabora-
tor, whether it was a talent show or a fashion 
show, I would just round up friends and make 
something happen, and that was always part 
of another medium to consider in my art. I was 
always interested in dress, and adornment, 
parades, and performance in some form or 
another. That has always been a critical dis-
course in my development.

AS IF: With social justice and social 
awareness being your main artistic  
mission, how has this presidency 
affected you? 
NC: Oh honey, well that’s how I created The 
Let Go. In this presidency I’m trying to ask 
myself how I can be of service? Can I create 
experiences that provide a common ground, 
and a place where we can collectively come 
together to be a vehicle for change? But for 
me, I don’t want to do something directly 
in response to it because it becomes cat-
egorized with a lot of other things. I’m more 
interested in how I can think about this state of 
urgency and create experiences that provide a 
sense of optimism, a moment of reflection that 
refuels us. In my classroom I’m thinking more 
about ideas of collaboration where students 
come together around a particular theme. It’s 
about trying to be part of a force that’s keep-
ing us together and giving people voices and 
platforms to share their points of view. 

AS IF: Does your work with the students at 
The Art Institute of Chicago inform your work 
and studio practice? Or, is it more of a shar-
ing relationship where you’re there to give?

NC: It’s a bit of both. These students keep 
me very much alive, they keep me relevant 
because of the expectation they have on  
me to bring solutions, clarity, and advice. 
I love the fact that each student comes at 
the work from a different place, a different 
approach, and they keep me on my toes. I 
have to find ways to bring in understanding. 
They think what I do is glamorous, but they 
also understand the enormous level of com-
mitment to the practice. When we do study 
trips, I take them to meet designers in the 
industry, artists in the industry, decorators, 
professional shoppers, curators, and museum 
directors. What I’m trying to show them is 
that not all of them are going to be artists, 
but there are many extraordinary pathways to 
establish themselves in extraordinary careers 
in the arts. You know, this doesn’t come easy, 
it doesn’t matter if you come from a place of 
entitlement honey, in the creative hustle you 
don’t get a handout. 

AS IF: You were quoted as saying, we live 
in exhausting times and I’m are in need  
of a savior. How does your own spiritual-
ity inform this view, and who or what is  
your savior?
NC: One day while in the studio I came to an 
understanding that I was a messenger first, 
and an artist second. I have no real religious 
beliefs, but I do feel a higher energy, and I 
understand that I am free. I was telling my 
friend the other day that I’m not dependent 
on the art world for survival, it’s not why I’m 
here, but I do understand that it’s given me a 
vehicle to express and deliver deeds before I 
move on to the next assignment. I’m grateful 
for these beliefs.

INSTALLATION VIEW, NICK CAVE: FOR NOW, 

MARY BOONE GALLERY, NEW YORK, NY, 

SEPTEMBER 10 – OCTOBER 22, 2011

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK 

SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.

“I HAVE NO IDEA WHY A SOUNDSUIT 
IS MADE OUT OF THE MATERIALS IT IS 
BECAUSE I WILL GRAB A AND PUT IT 
TOGETHER WITH Q OR X AND SOMEHOW 
THERE WILL BE CHEMISTRY, AND THAT’S 
HOW WE LIVE IN THE WORLD.”

UP RIGHT, PONCE CITY MARKET, ATLANTA, 

2015, PRESENTED BY FLUX PROJECTS 

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.
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INSTALLATION VIEW, NICK CAVE: UNTIL, 

MASS MoCA, NORTH ADAMS, MA,  

OCTOBER 15, 2016 – SEPTEMBER 4, 2017 

© NICK CAVE. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND  

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.



































Nick Cave, If a Tree Falls, 2018, installation view, Jack
Shainman, New York. Courtesy Jack Shainman.

Nick Cave, If a Tree Falls, 2018, installation view, Jack
Shainman, New York. Courtesy Jack Shainman.
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ArtSeen

Nick Cave: If a Tree Falls
by Alan Gilbert

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY | NOVEMBER 1 – DECEMBER 22, 2018

Three untitled sculptural installations in Nick Cave’s current exhibition, If a Tree Falls,
feature tightly bunched rows of black fiberglass and polyurethane hands reaching up in a
gesture that might be a greeting, a sign of solidarity, or a request for help. All three versions
are dated 2018, as is the rest of the work contained in Cave’s show, which is spread across
both of Jack Shainman’s Chelsea venues. Strewn among the trio’s upraised hands are
carved wooden heads with African features, and two of the installations include beaded
flowers. Heads, hands, and flowers recur throughout the dual exhibitions, frequently
accompanied by the wooden figure of an eagle, an explicit symbol for U.S. history and its
political systems. At times, these eagles appear to be attacking the heads in what at best
might be an update of the Prometheus myth; at worst, they are merely predators. In other
works, they stand vigilant over the scattered yet carefully arranged body parts.

Cave’s hands reaching up from below evoke the desperation of Africans wedged into the
holds of slave ships. Yet they are also raised in defiance, which is more explicit in other
sculptural assemblages on display: hands and arms clasped together, a clenched fist in front
of a radiant metallic disk, or a single finger in pointed warning. Cave has constructed all of
the work in If a Tree Falls around a set of motifs that he modulates and redirects toward
something hopeful or pessimistic, and an understanding of these pieces can quickly tilt
from one to the other, depending on the viewer. What remains consistent throughout is the
predominance of blacks and browns as well as a somber weightiness to the overall display
with its references to centuries of structural racism in the United States (including the
current disproportionate incarceration of African Americans), as well as to the strength,
survival, and also the thriving of people of the African diaspora.

At the same time, these works are less overtly about racism in the United States than previous sculptures by Cave that featured mammy
figures and lawn jockeys, which the artist collected and then incorporated into assemblages that foregrounded this racist imagery while
simultaneously seeking to lift it with filigrees of flowers and birds. The works in If a Tree Falls also lack the shimmering buoyance of the
“Soundsuits,” for which Cave is best known. Humanoid in shape, early versions repurposed discarded materials (which Cave associated
with the treatment of African Americans) while magically protecting the figure inside them. In comparison, the body parts in If a Tree
Falls are broken and exposed as if lying on the ground or in an open grave. Some of the heads are screaming. One rests on a small
American flag formed with rows of red, white, and blue shotgun shells; another is placed upright behind the ribbed back of a chair that
forms a cage or prison cell; a third is cradled in—or offered up by?—a pair of white, female ceramic hands.

Along with its installation of upraised black hands, the smaller exhibition on 24th Street primarily consists of two series. For the first,
Cave had his bent right arm and torso cast in black and bronze from which he has draped garlands of metal tole flowers across the
forearms and wrists, with palms held up in supplication—each of the six is titled Arm Peace. The second series features a gramophone’s
flared-horn speaker attached to an arm ending in a fist. Also cast in black and bronze, they affirm the contributions African Americans
have made to music, song, and speech. The assemblages on 20th Street are more diverse in materials and construction, and they aim
their gaze at domestic spaces. Antique furniture and ivory-colored cloth napkins are combined with more heads, hands, and vintage tole
flowers, signaling the work slaves did in the plantation house and the undercompensated labor of domestic workers in the domiciles of
wealthy whites.
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Nick Cave, Arm Peace, 2018. Cast bronze, vintage
sunburst and tole flowers 68 × 40 1/2 × 10 1/8 inches.
Courtesy Jack Shainman.

With wood and metal as primary materials, nothing in If a Tree Falls feels ephemeral. If not
for their formal ingenuity, the substance of these works—from gramophones to a child’s
pink wooden chair—might be a century or more old. As a result, they reference legacies of
oppression and resistance that are almost inseparable. Many of the heads remain supine
throughout the exhibition—a reference to the drowned, shot, and buried from the slave
ships to gun violence on the contemporary streets of Chicago, where Cave lives and works.
The exhibition’s title asks: who will hear them? Cave’s work has always sought to listen to
these voices. His “Soundsuits” are sculptures that quite literally come to life when worn in
performance. The dead continue to carry the weight of history, and If a Tree Falls tends to
them, too.
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Chicago.

Using custom-cut steel, printed tiles and lenticular lightboxes, Cave and his

design collaborator Bob Faust have rendered rich floral patterns reminiscent

of his Soundsuits on the ceilings, walls, and exterior surfaces of the Garfield

Park station, which serves about 475,000 commuters annually and was built

in 1892 for the World’s Fair exhibition, as part of a $43m overhaul. The

planned Obama Presidential Center is to be sited nearby.
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The Soundsuits in artist Nick Cave’s “Drive-By Remix,” minus the pogo sticks. Color, movement and playfulness are Cave 

signatures. COURTESY OF NICK CAVE

Fifteen years ago, artist Nick Cave was standing in the middle of Times Square, thinking, I would love to do a video 
installation here. Perhaps he’s also a prophet because, beginning December 1, that dream is reality.

Cave’s “Drive­By Remix” will be projected onto roughly 70 screens every night between 11:57 and midnight 
through December 30. It’s part of the Times Square Alliance’s Midnight Moment series, the world’s largest, longest­
running digital art exhibition. The piece features dancers wearing Cave’s elaborate Soundsuits—goofy, colorful, 
bizarrely festooned creatures, this time on pogo sticks. If you should happen to look up and think, Whoa, what the 
hell is that?—well, Cave has done his job.

“Everybody has their own issues and things they’re dealing with, in addition to a very intense and troubling 
discourse politically,” says Cave. “We need moments that jolt us, that wake up our consciousness—and maybe 
change our mood in the process.”

Color, movement and playfulness are Cave signatures, but the Soundsuits’ catalyst was grief—a response to the 
beating of Rodney King by police officers in 1991. The African­American, Alvin Ailey–trained dancer and artist 
made the first suit of sticks, twigs and debris (it rustled as Cave moved, thus the name) as a kind of race­, class­ 
and gender­erasing armor. The 500 widely collected suits he’s made since—half costume, half sculpture—combine 
multicultural influences (African, Native American, Japanese, etc.) with a hodgepodge of material: synthetic human 
hair, pipe cleaners, toys, bulky sweaters and whatever else is at hand. The results pose a question: “How do we 
look at something ‘other’ and still find the connection points?” asks Cave. “How do we find unity and community?”
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Nick Cave in his Chicago studio. The Alvin Ailey–trained dancer and artist 
made the first suit of sticks, twigs and debris (it rustled as Cave moved, 
thus the name Soundsuit) as a kind of race-, class- and gender-erasing 
armor. PHOTO BY JAMES PRINZ PHOTOGRAPHY

Times Square will be Cave’s biggest canvas yet, as 
well as a capper to a landmark year. In June, Cave 
took over New York’s Park Avenue Armory for a 
nearly monthlong installation–-disco ball called “The 
Let Go.” On November 1, Cave’s show “If a Tree 
Falls” opened at the New York gallery of his longtime 
dealer, Jack Shainman. And on the same day, Cave 
and his personal and professional partner, the 
designer Bob Faust, announced the opening of 
Facility, a self-funded incubator for young artists in 
Chicago, where they are based.

Cave is the 80th artist to contribute to Midnight 
Moment, which began in 2012 (other artists have 
included Björk, Laurie Anderson and rising star Alex 
Da Corte). Like all the previous work, says Andrew 
Dinwiddie, the acting director of Times Square Arts, 
Cave’s piece reflects Moment’s overarching intention. 
“Nick’s video, in addition to being super fun, 
encapsulates the singular complexity of Times 
Square,” says Dinwiddie. “The celebration of diverse 
culture, the history of social activism and, particularly 
in the New Year season, a beautiful expression of 
collective joy in the public sphere.”

Think of the infectious “Drive-By Remix,” then, as 
Cave’s holiday greeting to the world, with a message 
of hope for a better future. “Midnight Moment slows 
everyone down for three minutes,” says Dinwiddie. 
“You might turn to a stranger and say, ‘Sorry, did you 
see what I saw?’ It’s like a collective daydream of 
another possible reality—and then it’s gone!”

"Drive-By Remix" will play Times Square at 11:57 every night from December 1 through December 30. "If A Tree Falls" will 
be at the Jack Shainman Gallery—524 W. 24th in New York City—Street through December 22.
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jack Shainman Gallery is pleased to present lf a Tree Falls, an exhibition of new work by Nick 

Cave, bookending the artist's spring presentations in New York. lf Weather or Not (lack 

Shainman Gallery, May 17 - June 23, 2018) was the visual manifestation of states of mind, 

and The Let Go (Park Avenue Armory, June 7 - July r, 2or8) an expression of states of being, If a 

Tree Falls explores a crucial underlying component of these personal and collective states - the 

state of the American nation. 
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Artist Nick Cave and Jeanne Gang set to produce
fall project at Navy Pier

By Corey Mueller

JUNE 28, 2017, 3:12 PM

avy Pier announced Wednesday it is enlisting contemporary artist Nick Cave and architect Jeanne Gang
for a fall art project on the pier.

Cave and Gang, both locally based, have been commissioned to work on “Here Hear Chicago,” a series of live
productions that mix art, design and performance.  Performers hand picked by Cave will interact with stage
objects designed by Gang and her practice, Studio Gang, during these shows.

The first production will take place Sept. 13 at Navy Pier’s Aon Grand Ballroom as part of the opening of EXPO
CHICAGO, the city’s international exposition of contemporary and modern art.

The shows will move outdoors the evening of Sept. 16 to the pier’s Polk Bros Performance Lawn as a portion of the 
2017 Chicago Architecture Biennial.  The full schedule for “Here Hear Chicago” has not yet been released, but will 
come later this summer.

Nick Cave, artist and professor at the School of the Art Institute, stands in front of "Monument with Standing Beast" at the James R.
Thompson Center Tuesday, May 23, 2017, in Chicago. (Allison Terry / Chicago Tribune)

All performances are free of charge and open to the public, space permitting.

Mueller, Corey.  “Artist Nick Cave and Jeanne Gang set to produce fall project at Navy Pier.”  Chicago Tribune.  28 June 2017.  Online.

http://www.chicagotribune.com/topic/arts-culture/architecture/jeanne-gang-PEBSL001312-topic.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/topic/arts-culture/expo-chicago-EVAAC00005-topic.html


JAN / FEB 2017 ISSUE "Momentum"

African American Artists Reconstruct the
Pastoral
by Anthony Merino | Jan 31, 2017

rt does not make appetites. It can manipulate and pervert human desire, but it

A cannot invent what is not innate. One of the best examples of this limitation is

pastoral art. Pastoralism celebrates an idealized agrarian past; it communicates a

desire for a simpler, less politically fraught society. The genre and the ideology that created it may

seem uninteresting or even cliché, but what often goes unconsidered is the challenge that pastoralism

presents to African American artists. For artists of color, American history o�ers few times and places

that can be viewed as utopian. Responding to this absence uni�es a group of artists whose work

challenges both history and art viewers.

In 2012, the Smithsonian American Art Museum displayed one hundred works from its collection in an 

exhibition, African American Art: Harlem Renaissance, Civil Rights Era, and Beyond, curated by Virginia 

Mecklenburg. The featured artists addressed the rural African American experience, each with his or 

her singular take. William H. Johnson’s Early Morning Work (ca. 1940) and Sowing (ca. 1940) were the 

most genuinely pastoral images in the show. From Johnson’s images, a viewer infers the presence of 

poverty, but it is an idealized state.

The pastoral elements of the exhibition changed tenor with Jacob Lawrence’s Bar and Grill (1941). Born 

in Atlantic City, Lawrence depicted in this painting his �rst experience of Jim Crow segregation: when

visiting New Orleans, he had to stay in a segregated part of town and ride in the back of city buses, in

which a bar split the passengers along racial lines. In the exhibition, Lawrence’s work marked a shift

in attitude, from artwork that is sincerely pastoral to artwork that can only use the pastoral in a surreal

or ironic manner.

Merino, Anthony.  “African American Artists Reconstruct the Pastoral.”  Art21 Magazine.  January/February 2017 Issue “Momentum”.  Online.
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RATHER THAN REFER TO A
PARTICULAR HISTORICAL
SOURCE IN THIS WORK,
SEARLES CONSTRUCTS A
UTOPIA OF THE
IMAGINATION

Two African American artists, Glenn Ligon and Kara Walker, follow Lewis’s tack. In 1993, Ligon made a

series of prints called Runaways; each featured a clip-art image of a black man with text describing

Ligon as a runaway slave. Later, in a 2008 work, Untitled (Malcolm X), Ligon enlarged a coloring-book

image of Malcolm X, complete with red lips and dimples. At his best, Ligon refuses the viewer any

room to evade accountability for his heritage.

Kara Walker employed her cultural history to create nightmarish landscapes of sexual depravity and

perversions in her 2007 traveling survey exhibition, Kara Walker: My Complement, My Enemy, My

Oppressor, My Love. The exhibition featured several panoramas composed of cut-paper silhouettes. The

poses of the �gures, dressed in antebellum out�ts, allude to vile and violent sexual acts. Walker’s use

of an antiquated process and pastoral images increase the shock value of the work.

Searles’s Celebration (1975) is one of the exhibition’s

most fascinating pieces. The image depicts musicians

and dancing �gures in a composition that

demonstrates horror vacui, in which the ground, air,

�gures, clothes, instruments, and drums all coalesce

in a kaleidoscope of pattern. Rather than refer to a

particular historical source in this work, Searles

constructs a utopia of the imagination. This tactic

links many African American artists across

disciplines.

Two artists, Norman Lewis and Charles Searles, created momentum within the African American

community that resonates with many current artists. Lewis contributed the exhibition’s most caustic

image, Evening Rendezvous (1962). With a swirl of red, white, and blue dashes on a grey background,

the work appears to be a patriotic reinterpretation of Whistler’s Nocturnes—until the viewer realizes

the white dashes are in fact hoods, and the image is of a Ku Klux Klan rally. An image that seemed

saccharine turns mordant. Lewis’s handling of our brutal history initiated a political momentum that

continues in many contemporary works.



Nick Cave. Soundsuit, 2009. Mixed media including synthetic hair; 97 x 26 x 20 inches. © Nick Cave. Photo by James Prinz
Photography. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.

Confronted by the beating of Rodney King, the artist Nick Cave created a series of Soundsuits. These

elaborate, colorful, and �amboyant out�ts became armor of the imagination. Theaster Gates created

his own pastoral narrative through a multimedia project based on the invented story of Shoji and May

Yamaguchi at their commune in Itawamba County, Mississippi—a tale of a Japanese master potter

coming to the States and a Black civil-rights activist.

On September 24, 2016, the National Museum of African American History and Culture opened to the

public. “[D]evoted exclusively to the documentation of African American life,” the museum both

preserves works of great artists and emboldens current and future generations to not just record but

also improve the African American experience.1

http://magazine.art21.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/NC09.028_b-motion-HR-1.jpg
https://nmaahc.si.edu/


1. “About the Museum,” National Museum of African American History and Culture.

ANTHONY MERINO

Artist, curator and critic, Anthony Merino lives in Adams, MA. Merino’s �rst review was

published in the January, 1993 issue of New Art Examiner. He currently frequently contributes

to Popmatters, Arts & Opinion, HIV+ Magazine, Ceramics Art and Perception and Ceramics Monthly. In

August, the exhibition he curated, Domestic Mysteries, will open at New Taipei City Yingge

Ceramics Museum, Taipei, Taiwan.

C O N T R I B U T O R
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Art World

Brighten Your Post-Election Morning With Nick Cave’s Colorful Chimeras in 
Sydney
His wildly popular performance piece is back with HEARD:SYD.

Caroline Elbaor, November 9, 2016

Image courtesy Instagram.

After a tour across the US—in which they hit Dallas, New York, and Detroit—Nick Cave’s dancing “horses” are trotting down under to make their Australian debut.

On November 10 and 12, Cave’s highly popular performance piece, HEARD—named for its sound element as well as its allusion to a herd of horses—will be 
publicly staged on the streets of Sydney and at Carriageworks with HEARD:SYD.

In the same format as previous iterations of the piece, the work features 60 dancers costumed in 30 of the artist’s famous Soundsuits, which here take the form of 
colorful, life-size horses that dance to live music and percussion.

As described on the website of his gallerist Jack Shainman, Cave’s Soundsuits, which take many abstract forms, are intended to “conceal race, gender, and class, 
forcing the viewer to look without judgment.”

The horse-like Soundsuits seen in HEARD were influenced by Tibetan textiles and traditional African ceremony garbs, and are comprised of raffia and reclaimed 
materials. Underneath, two dancers control each puppet in its choreographed movements.

The concept for the show was inspired by Cave’s memories as “a kid with my brothers putting a sheet over our backs,” the artist told ABC News. “And then we 
could be horses in a matter of seconds.”

“I was really thinking of getting us back to this dream state, this place where we imagine and think about now and how we exist and function in the world,” Cave said in 
2013 when discussing the New York City edition of HEARD.

“With the state of affairs in the world, I think we tend not to take the time out to create that dream space in our heads.”

Elbaor, Caroline.  “Brighten Your Post-Election Morning With Nick Cave’s Colorful Chimeras in Sydney.”  Artnet.  09 November 2016.  Online.
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The Roundtable (/programs/roundtable)

Nick Cave "Until" At MASS MoCA
By SARAH LADUKE (/PEOPLE/SARAH-LADUKE) •  OCT 31, 2016

A)

ztrx4lo)

Nick Cave "Until" at MASS MoCA

Nick Cave is an American fabric sculptor, dancer, and performance artist. He is best known for his 
Soundsuits: wearable fabric sculptures that are bright, whimsical, and otherworldly.

In his new work, “Until,” Cave uses MASS MoCA’s football �eld-sized space to create his largest
installation to date, made up of thousands of found objects and millions of beads, which will make viewers
feel as if they have entered a sensory tapestry, like stepping directly inside the belly of one of his iconic
Soundsuits.

For the piece Nick Cave and his curators and assistants have gathered 16,000 wind spinners; millions of
plastic pony beads; thousands of ceramic birds, fruits, and animals; 1 crocodile; 17 cast-iron lawn jockeys -
- and so much more.

We visited MASS MoCA during the installation of “Until” - which opened on October 15th and will be on 
view in North Adams, MA through early September of next year.

Nick Cave and curator Denise Markonish lead us through the exhibition. 
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Nick Cave with his installation “Until” at the Massachusetts Museum

Nick Cave goes big at MassMoCA

By Sebastian Smee  GLOBE STAFF   OCTOBER 14,  2016

NORTH ADAMS — One month ago, in the middle of the Fresh Grass music festival
here, a red-tailed hawk smashed through a window of Mass MoCA’s vast, high-
ceilinged Building 5, leaving an almost perfect circular hole in a pane of glass.

Museum curator Denise Markonish was overseeing the first intense week of the
installation of a Nick Cave exhibition, “Until,” which opened Oct. 15. She was
standing by the stairs in the space with Cave’s partner, Bob Faust, when they heard
— then saw — the hawk smash through the window, about two feet from their
heads.

Smee, Sebastian.  “Nick Cave goes big at MassMoCA.”  The Boston Globe.  14 October 2016.  Online.
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The hawk survived the impact.  It spent the day "haning out in rafters, swooping back and 
forth,” recalls Markonish.

Cave is known internationally for his wildly inventive “Soundsuits,” which have 
been shown, and acclaimed, around the world, including recently in Boston and 
Salem. But, with one exception – a dramatic video installation with footage of Cave 
dancing in a raffia chicken Soundsuit – Soundsuits will be absent from “Until.”

https://www.icaboston.org/exhibitions/nick-cave
http://www.pem.org/exhibitions/155-freeport_no_006_nick_cave


ART & DESIGN

Nick Cave: Sculptural, and Political, at
Mass MoCA
By HOLLAND COTTER OCT. 12, 2016

Nick Cave’s “Soundsuits,” wearable sculptural assemblages of fantastic complexity,
are so compelling that it’s easy to forget they began as political protest. He made the
first one in response to the 1991 Los Angeles police beating of Rodney King. Mr.
Cave’s new installation at Mass MoCA, in North Adams, Mass., is political, too. It
addresses more recent lethal incidents of racial violence — the killings of Michael
Brown, Eric Garner and Trayvon Martin — on an epic scale. Titled “Until” — as in
“guilty until proven innocent” — the installation (opening Saturday, Oct. 15) fills the
museum’s football-field-size main space, functioning as a kind of walk-in soundsuit,
composed of thousands of eye-catching found objects. But Mr. Cave cuts the high
spirits with images of guns, bullets and targets. Besides being sculptural, the piece is
architectural, meant to serve as an assembly hall/stage, where dancers, singers and
poets will perform and community groups meet during the show’s yearlong run.
(massmoca.org.)

Cotter, Holland. "Nick Cave Sculptural, and Politcal, at Mass MoCA." The New York Times. 12 October 2016
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ARTS
On exhibit: Installation focuses on violence, race
At MASS MoCA, �xtures hang from high ceiling

Karen Bjornland/Gazette Reporter | December 28, 2016

Nick Cave's giant installation at MASS MoCA, titled "Until," features �xtures hanging from the ceiling and down among visitors. PHOTOGRAPHER: PHOTO PROVIDED

“I'm a black male. The moment I step outside of the privacy of my space, I am viewed di�erently.”

That's what artist Nick Cave told The New York Times last summer when he was installing “Until” in MASS MoCA's Building No. 5, the gallery that's the size of a football �eld.

The title “Until” refers to “innocent until proven guilty” and the idea for the exhibit came about when Cave was thinking about gun violence, race and the Black Lives Matter movement.

The installation, which opened Oct. 16, is Cave's largest work ever. For MASS MoCA, it's the most expensive exhibit the museum has ever done.

I haven't seen it yet but apparently it's tschotke heaven, thick with thousands of objects: ceramic birds, fruits, and animals; plastic beads and crystals, chandeliers and 17 black-faced lawn jockeys.

"Until" will be around until September 2017, when it travels to an arts center in Australia. 

MASS MoCA is open from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. today, Friday, Saturday, Sunday (New Year's Day) and Monday. During the winter, the museum is closed on Tuesdays.

Kidspace is open daily with hands-on artmaking. The current exhibit is “Here Comes the Sun,” a colorful menagerie of sculptural animals by Miami-based artist Federico Uribe.

If you can't make it to MASS MoCA, consider a museum visit closer to home.

Sunday is the last day to catch the 2016 Artists of the Mohawk-Hudson Region at The Hyde Collection in Glens Falls, and during the month of December, the Hyde is doing a “pay as you wish” admission.

In Albany, Sunday is the last chance to “The Art of Seating: Two Hundred Years of American Design” at the Albany Institute of History & Art.

In Cooperstown, the Fenimore Art Museum closes its doors after Sunday until March 31. 

Reach Gazette reporter Karen Bjornland at 395-3197, kbjornland@dailygazette.net or on Twitter @bjorngazette.
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Rethinking the Town Hall: Nick Cave on ‘Until,’ Hi Maive MA MoCA Intallation 
Y Roin Scher POSTD 06/01/17 2:00 PM

Nick Cave’s exhibit opening at MASS MoCA.
COURTESY MASS MOCA

Thi ear alone, Chicago ha uffered more than 900 incident of gun violence, the artit Nick Cave told me in a recent interview. “We read aout what’ going
on in thee communitie, ut we chooe to e diconnected, to hun ourelve from it,” Cave aid. Hi latet exhiition i a viual repone to the epidemic of
gun violence that i too ig and too right to ignore. Titled “Until,” it i an epic, multi-part intallation that prawl out through a maive hall at MASS MoCA
in North Adam, Maachuett.

The intallation i a erie of environment made up of a vat arra of colorful tchotchke, from a cloudcape of crtal interpered with hanging chandelier
and dozen of traditional “lawn jocke” to a faux garden edecked with 16,000 wind pinner and thouand of ceramic ird, fruit, and animal amid image
of gun and teardrop. Cave ha decried the experience of navigating the how a akin to eing inide the ell of one of hi Sounduit, the colorful full-od
garment he firt made in 1992 a a repone to the pulic eating of Rodne King  Lo Angele police officer. Cave aw the colorful full-od garment a
tatement and hield againt the rutalit inflicted on lack odie in the United State.

coverage ince 1902.
The leading ource of art

More than two decade later, he decided that the Sounduit are no longer enough. Violence continue to afflict communitie of color, and the need to confront this 
issue more directly, he said, has intensified.

Scher, Robin.  “Rethinking the Town Hall: Nick Cave on ‘Until,’ His Massive MASS MoCA Installation.”  Art News.  01 June 2017.  Online.
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Nick Cave, Until, 2016,
COURTESY MASS MOCA

“I’m intereted in calling out thi tate of urgenc,” Cave aid, “a an African American, a a citizen of the U.S., a a reident of Chicago. I’m intereted in the
hitor that i eing recorded and the repone to that.”

“Until” i Cave’ wa to manifet hi ene of emergenc through heer cale. “I wanted to open the how with thi enation of omething extraordinar and
magical and eautiful and et, once ou realize what ou’re looking at ou’re like, ‘not o prett,’ ” the artit aid. The exhiition’ image of target, gun, and
teardrop are meant to illicit a dicomfort in viewer—and, through that, intigate a kind of confrontation.

Critical to that dnamic i Cave’ intention to create a pace where collective memer of ociet—from “civic leader and
police commiioner to parent and their children”—can come together to hare “difficult converation” aout iue
facing their communitie. In that wa, Cave aid, “Until” i an attempt to change the “ocial economic diverit of MASS
MoCA”   creating “another wa in which we think of town hall gathering.”

A numer of collaorator tapped  Cave are uing the pace in unuual wa. In Until, a ook aout the project
recentl pulihed  Pretel, the poet Carl Hancock Rux recall one uch moment when a group roke out into an
impromptu gopel-tle performance of the Sam Cook ong “A Change I Gonna Come.” It’ worth recounting the
detail in full: “Like Antigone uring the od of her rother Polnice againt the order of Creon’ edict,” Rux write,
“renda Wimerl aked Sereca Henderon to pla a piano that happened to tand iolated againt a are wall . . .
Sitting on the floor, I joined Helga Davi and Solange—organized a a pontaneou Choru—in upporting Wimerl’
olo, harmonizing the word ‘change’ a ill T. Jone improvied a dance of the lind prophet come to tetif to the
dipleaure and hope of the god.” 

Nick Cave’s installation at MASS MoCA.

COURTESY MASS MOCA

http://www.artnews.com/
http://www.artnews.com/


Cave ee thee ort of improvied moment—which will continue in tranplanted pace when “Until” travel to it two co-commiioning venue of

Carriageworks in Australia, and Crtal ridge Mueum of American Art in Arkana—a repone to the challenge of creating work that i acceile
while alo amplifing “a political overtone.” The ke, explained Cave, i to create work “that educe and pull ou in” while delivering the hard truth it i tring
to communicate. 

“At the end of the da, I’d like to talk aout other thing,” aid Cave, omewhat exaperated that he’ till reponding to the ame grim realitie that prompted hi
firt Sounduit. “I’m ort of like, ‘OK, I jut have to find wa of doing that in pite of what’ emotionall affecting me. It’ a lot to have to juggle,” he aid
—“and, at the ame time, having to make it all fucking f ierce.”

Copright 2017, Art Media ARTNWS, llc. 110 Greene Street, 2nd Fl., New York, N.Y. 10012. All right reerved.
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The Artist Nick Cave Gets Personal
About Race and Gun Violence
By�TED�LOOS AUG. 12, 2016

NORTH ADAMS, MASS. — The artist Nick Cave was standing, with a
slightly awe-struck look, in the middle of the largest exhibition space at the
Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art, a former factory known as

Nick Cave in a studio at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art.
Nathaniel Brooks for The New York Times

Loos, Ted. “The Artist Nick Cave Gets Personal About Race and Gun Violence.” The New York Times.  12 August 2016.  Online.



Building 5 that is as long as a football field.

“It’s the biggest space I’ve ever worked in, and that’s pushing me out of my
comfort zone,” said the energetic Mr. Cave. He was preparing “Until,” a
massive, immersive installation slated to open Oct. 16 that will also be Mass
MoCA’s costliest, most elaborate exhibition to date.

Mr. Cave gave a reporter a peek when he was in residence here for a few
weeks, working constantly and staying nearby. It was a chance to see how
Mr. Cave’s mind works (fast, but very precisely) and how one of the most
popular contemporary artists turns his serious ideas into buoyant aesthetic
concepts.

Three and a half years in the making, “Until” is what Mr. Cave called his
most personal work to date. It will lead visitors on a path through an
enchanted but menacing landscape featuring, among other things, 17 black-
faced lawn jockeys on a crystal cloudscape 18 feet in the air; 20,000 whirling
wind spinners; a “waterfall” of shimmering foil-like strips; a thousand or so
intentionally garish ceramic tchotchkes; and several million beads, some of
which will comprise shimmering mountains. For the time being, some of
those components were heaped in riotous piles in the museum’s basement,
and others in Mr. Cave’s studio in Chicago, where he is based.

Looking past what he called the “bling bling, sparkle sparkle” factor of the
exhibition is a grave theme: the fraught nexus of gun violence and race, in
particular the deaths of African-Americans in police custody in places like
Ferguson, Mo., and elsewhere. Some of those wind spinners will have bullet
and target images on them.

The title has a straightforward meaning, he added: “Innocent until proven
guilty, guilty until proven innocent.”

“I’m a black male. The moment I step outside of the privacy of my space, I
am viewed differently.”

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2014/08/13/us/ferguson-missouri-town-under-siege-after-police-shooting.html


He sometimes toiled alone at night in the basement rooms that hold the
work’s many components. “I only have to walk two blocks to get to the
hotel,” he said of his commute in the wee hours. “But in two blocks, your life
can change forever.”

Objects that may be incorporated into one of the works by Nick Cave at his MassMoCA exhibition.
Nathaniel Brooks for The New York Times

Mr. Cave, 57, is best known for his “Soundsuits,” the wearable, noise-
making costumes that entertain while they raise questions about race,
gender and identity.

Although “Until” is unusual in its lack of an aural component, the work is a
next-level amalgamation of everything he knows about sculpture,
performance and audience engagement.

Asked how fans of his “Soundsuits” should think about this new work, Mr.
Cave, a graceful and powerful sort who once studied with the Alvin Ailey
American Dance Theater, mimed the motion of scooping out his own
stomach and raising it up as an offering.

“This is me putting you into the belly of a ‘Soundsuit,’” he said. “It’s me
grabbing you by the hand and saying, ‘Let’s jump into the ‘Soundsuit.’”



Mr. Cave talks with his arms — not in the way of a point-making politician,
but as if he were trying to sculpt the very air around him.

Visitors are meant to be included — and implicated — in the work, as they
will be able to see one another in peekaboo vistas across the vast
installation. “It’s about being able to face one another,” Mr. Cave said. “We
can no longer hide behind the surface.”

Nor will Mr. Cave hide. He will do a single performance as part of a once-a-
month activation of the installation, although details are still being worked
out.

It’s been long-planned, but there’s an improvisational element in “Until” at

Mr. Cave with a piece that incorporates lawn jockeys, a theme in this exhibition.
Nathaniel Brooks for The New York Times



this stage, because its size allows for endless fine-tuning.

“I sort of water the garden,” Mr. Cave said of his evening sessions. “When
they come in in the mornings, there’s something new.”

He pointed to a several small fake Christmas trees that he had attached to
metal rings and topped with a cartoonish crown, the product of a recent
weekend visit to the workroom. A couple of days later, Mr. Cave started to
arrange colorful marbles on the back of a 10-foot fiberglass crocodile but
realized bigger marbles worked better. An intern was dispatched to a local
antiques market to buy more.

He admitted that the scale and scope were daunting — Building 5 stretches
over nearly 18,000 square feet — as was the institution’s reputation.

“People are traveling from all over the world to come to Mass MoCA,” Mr.
Cave said. “You better be damn sure you have something worth coming to.”

Many hands are involved to make “Until,” including the 10 or so assistants
working in Mr. Cave’s Chicago studio, and Mass MoCA’s staff.

Denise Markonish, the Mass MoCA curator who has been coordinating with
Mr. Cave on the exhibition for more than three years, said that it was a
“beautiful nightmare.”

She added, “It seduces you and then punches you in the gut.”

For Mass MoCA’s director, Joseph C. Thompson, the comparison was a
decadent, superabundant scene in a Dutch still-life painting.



“There’s something a little rotten,” Mr. Thompson said. “There’s a pot of
honey, but there are some flies on it.”

The installation will be on view for nearly a year, until September 2017, and
then travels to Carriageworks, an art center in Sydney, Australia. It may visit
additional venues in the United States, too. Carriageworks is partnering to
fund the piece because it is “a heavy, heavy lift by Mass MoCA standards,”
Mr. Thompson said.

“Until” got its start in 2012. Ms. Markonish saw a previous piece of Mr.
Cave’s at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York that involved a lawn jockey —
the first time he had ever used one — and she requested a meeting with him.

At their sit-down, she pulled out a plan of Building 5 and said, “2016. It’s as
big as a football field, and I don’t want you to make any ‘Soundsuits.’”

The “Soundsuits” do make an appearance in a video at the far end of “Until.”
Mr. Cave wears one, made with a vintage chicken mask covering his head, as
he runs around frantically. “It’s about feeling trapped,” he said of the video.
“Time is running out.”

For her part, Ms. Markonish has been involved in the project in ways that go

Nick Cave with a “Soundsuit” in 2009.
Drew Kelly for The New York Times

http://carriageworks.com.au/
http://www.jackshainman.com/


beyond her official job description, including finding a lawn jockey on eBay
and going to pick it up personally.

“It was within 45 minutes of my family’s house, so I thought I’d go get it and
save money on shipping,” Ms. Markonish said.

When she arrived, the house had a sign saying “white trash,” and she had to
tell the owner, “I’m here to pick up the lawn jockey.”

The errand gave her pause. “Even those words coming out of my mouth was
just really intense,” Ms. Markonish said.

The paradisiacal landscape where the jockeys appear — made from the

Objects that may be used in Mr. Cave’s “Until” exhibition at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art.
Nathaniel Brooks for The New York Times



crystals that would normally go into chandeliers, on a raised platform
accessible via four ladders — is the heart of “Until.”

“I had been thinking about gun violence and racism colliding,” Mr. Cave
said. “And then I wondered: Is there racism in heaven? That’s how this piece
came about.”

The jockeys appear to have a special symbolism for Mr. Cave, though he said
he did not see a lot of them on lawns when he was growing up in Missouri in
the 1960s — “thank god,” he added.

He recounted the possibly apocryphal origin of the figures: On a cold winter
night, an African-American boy who served George Washington during the
Revolutionary War was asked to keep watch on the horses and light the way
until Washington returned. But the boy froze to death, in the familiar pose
holding a lantern.

“It’s such a repressive image,” Mr. Cave said, adding that it was the element
of fruitless loyalty that bothered him the most.

In his installation, however, the jockeys will be holding elaborately beaded
butterfly nets, which Mr. Cave also called “dream catchers,” giving “Until” a
hopeful aspect.

“There’s a lightness to them,” he said. “It’s about this state of enlightenment,
and living with a sense of uncertainty in the most magnificent way.”

And with that, Mr. Cave went back to work for an evening session amid his
bric-a-brac — there were still miles to go to get “Until” up and running.

A version of this article appears in print on August 14, 2016, on page AR13 of the New York edition with the

headline: Getting Personal About Race and Guns. Order Reprints |  Today's Paper | Subscribe

http://www.nytreprints.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/todayspaper/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/subscriptions/Multiproduct/lp839RF.html?campaignId=48JQY
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At Jack Shainman Gallery's The School in Kinderhook, N.Y., an exhibition of the artist Nick Cave's work fills all three levels 

of what was once Martin Van Buren High School. James Ewing 
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The last time artwork adorned the walls of the Martin Van Buren school in Kinderhook, N.Y., it 

had been commissioned at the request of elementary school teachers. On Saturday, however, 

both new and retrospective pieces by the artist Nick Cave were installed throughout the newly 

converted 30,000-square-foot building, while dancers costumed in Cave’s 

idiosyncratic Soundsuits performed outside for a crowd of art-world cognoscenti and local 

residents. The early evening celebration feted both the opening of what is simply being called 

The School, Jack Shainman Gallery‘s colossal addition to two gallery spaces in Chelsea, as well 

as the 30th anniversary of the gallery itself. 

Joining Dia Beacon, Storm King, the much-hyped forthcoming Marina Abramovic Institute and 

other new galleries that recently cropped up in the area, the reworked 1929 Federal Revival 

building and its five-acre property — situated near the main square of the quaint, picturesque 

village — offer yet another lure for art seekers heading north from the city. 

Excluding two banners hanging on each end of The School’s facade, the outside of the building 

remains unchanged. Inside, however, the Granada-based architect Antonio Jiménez Torrecillas 

oversaw a massive three-level renovation, including an excavation below the building’s 

gymnasium and auditorium floor to open up a 3,500-square-foot, all-white space, replete with 

24-foot ceilings. Certain architectural hallmarks revealing the gallery’s past life — the 

proscenium arch of the auditorium’s stage area, for example — remain intact. “I just love the 

building so much—especially its bones. Antonio really took it down to the basics,” said 

Shainman, who didn’t shy away from other, less visible modernizations, including geothermal 

heating. “We were pleasantly naive when we first took the project on,” he added. “Otherwise, 

we’d never have done this.” 

In that downstairs area, an assemblage of Cave’s elaborate Soundsuits currently stand on a 

slightly raised stage of their own in an inviting semi-circle formation, while one of the artist’s 

large-scale beaded tondo pieces hangs upon the back wall. “The arrangement of the platform is 

deliberate. It’s really important that you come inside so that you feel captivated by this world,” 

said Cave, who had been at The School throughout the week to install his 44 various pieces. 

That theme of immersion carried over to the pounding performance outside on Saturday. An 

ensemble of drummers from the Massachusetts-based Agbekor Society Friends performed 

traditional Ghanese music, while 13 dancers choreographed by Williams College’s dance chair 

Sandra Burton eventually descended the stage, spastically weaving in and out of the crowd, 

bringing nearby traffic to a momentary halt. 

http://nickcaveart.com/Main/Intro.html
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9505E3DB1030F93AA35753C1A9679D8B63
http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/14/art-matters-two-downtown-manhattan-gallerists-join-forces-upstate/
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Despite The School’s imposing new presence in the modest small-town setting, Shainman, who 

has owned a part-time home nearby for 15 years, considers use of the word “exclusive” to be a 

detention-worthy transgression. “We’ve always wanted this to be inclusive, and we especially 

wanted to set that tone with the opening, by welcoming the town and making this open to the 

public,” he explained. 

On the second level, former classrooms have been converted into a sprawling series of light-

filled corridors to primarily house the gallery’s growing permanent collection. Other individual 

pieces by artists such as Carlos Vega, Barkley Hendricks and Kerry James Marshall are currently 

installed, along with a temporary collection of newer works by Cave — a visual compendium of 

reworked found objects that will compromise his upcoming September show at Shainman’s two 

Chelsea galleries. 

The School is currently open by appointment. For more information, 

visit jackshainman.com/school. 
 

 

Upstairs, a preview of Cave's forthcoming fall show — set to open in September at the gallery's two Chelsea locations — is 

on view. At its core is a curated set of found racist Americana objects, like the ones displayed down the middle of the room 

here in "Property," 2014. James Ewing 

http://jackshainman.com/school
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A piece from Cave's new show: "Star Power," 2014.  

James Ewing 

 

Some of the walls and rooms have yet to be completed at The School. On view here is one of Cave's Soundsuits. 

James Ewing 

 

 



5 
 

Downstairs, a bright, sprawling space outfitted with a small stage hosts a survey of Cave's Soundsuits. 

James Ewing 

 

The brightly colored and intensely detailed Soundsuits really pop against The School's white walls.  

James Ewing 
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Corridors filled with Soundsuits feature the original school's gymnasium floors. The cubbies on the left were created at the 

request of Jack Shainman, who says he enjoys using them to collect and display objects.  

James Ewing 

 

On Saturday, the live performance took place on the front lawn of the property. 

James Ewing 
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The performance was full of dancing set to the beat of traditional Ghanese music. 

James Ewing 

 

The drummers on stage were from the Massachusetts-based Agbekor Society Friends. 

James Ewing 

 

 



8 
 

 

Just before the performance began, this crew walked through the crowd of community members and art enthusiasts who 

had assembled on the back lawn, amping up children and adults alike for the festivities. 

James Ewing 

 

 

These moving Soundsuits stopped traffic in front of Jack Shainman Gallery's new lot. 

James Ewing 
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Not featured: all of the cheering and dancing the performance enticed from the crowd. 

James Ewing 

 
 

The 13 dancers were choreographed by Williams College’s dance chair Sandra Burton.  

James Ewing 
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Eventually, things calmed down and everyone in attendance retreated to the back lawn, where D.J. April Hunt played music 

while guests noshed on local food and festive drinks. 

James Ewing 
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Nick Cave on “Tackling Really Hard Issues” with Art
by Sarah Rose Sharp on July 31, 2015

From Nick Cave’s second Dance Lab performance at the Dequindre Cut (all photos by the author for
Hyperallergic)

DETROIT — In 1989, while a postgraduate at Cranbrook Academy of Art, Nick Cave developed
the first of his Soundsuits, for which he has become world­famous — sculptural bodysuits
constructed from a range of found objects, which transform the wearer into a figure both highly
visible and completely obscured. The Soundsuit was a means for Cave to process the intense
vulnerability he felt as a black man during the Rodney King beating, which took place the same
year he graduated with his MFA from Cranbrook, which boasts a lavish and sequestered campus in
the affluent and mostly white Detroit suburb of Bloomfield Hills.

More than 25 years later, Laura Mott, curator of Contemporary Art and Design for the Cranbrook Art
Museum, has collaborated with Cave to stage a monumental homecoming — a series of
performances, installations, happenings, and publications collectively titled, Here Hear. In April,
Cave began a series of Soundsuit photo shoots throughout Detroit, which are now in the form of an
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activity book at his astounding solo show that opened in June — his first in Michigan. Here
Hear features more than 30 of his Soundsuits, newly commissioned works, and selections from his
last show at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York (Made by Whites for Whites). The show’s
opening weekend was paired with a set of events in Detroit’s Brightmoor neighborhood — a long­
forsaken region of the city, currently enjoying a fine art spotlight on the work that neighbors and
community activists have been doing for decades to stabilize the area. Now, as July moves into
August, a series of Dance Labs, facilitated by Cave but developed and executed by creative
communities within Detroit, are having their public debut.

The first took place on Sunday, July 18, at the Ruth Ellis Center, a facility dedicated exclusively to
the support of LBGTQ runaway youth — the only of its kind in the city. A packed warehouse of
people turned out to see the kids from Ruth Ellis dressed in costumes that Cave had dispatched in
a box only a week earlier. Modern dancer and choreographer Biba Bell likewise only had a box of
costumes and a week to work with another set of dancers to develop a performance for a crowd
estimated between 800 and 1,000, at the Dequindre Cut — a biking/walking path installed along a
former train track connecting the Detroit River Walk to the popular Easter Market district. The last of
these Dance Labs will take place on Friday, July 31, at Campus Martius, dead center of the
downtown business district. A final outdoor performance, “Heard​Detroit,” will be held in late
September, followed by the project’s culminating event, “Figure This: Detroit,” a recapping of all
the performances at Detroit’s historic Masonic Temple. All these events are free and open to the
public.

I was fortunate enough to get a moment with Cave, following a rehearsal out at Cranbrook, and we
talked through some of the ins and outs of this ambitious year of events, the buzz about Detroit,
and the fuel for his creative fire.

*   *   *
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Installation view of Soundsuits at ‘Here Hear’

Sarah Rose Sharp: It strikes me that when someone’s coming to Detroit who hasn’t spent any time
here and sees the performance at Artist Village, for example, they don’t see Brightmoor on a day­to­
day basis, so it’s hard for them to understand what it means to have all these people show up
suddenly. If you’re coming from somewhere like New York, and you see groups of people
everywhere, you might not get what a big deal it is to really see people coming together like that.

Nick Cave: Yes. And also, what I think is interesting, using the Brightmoor moment, is that they’re
coming to and encountering Brightmoor. How does that resonate with you as a person, as a human
being? There’s a lot of experiences along the way to a destination which are transformative. You
can’t wear blinders and dismiss it. You have to pass through it to see it.

SRS: Right. By having an invitation or destination within that neighborhood, it opens up an
opportunity to actually see the whole neighborhood as well.

NC: Exactly. As we’re doing the work, there are all of these things that I wasn’t necessarily aware of
from a conscious point of view, until I was in the midst of it. With Brightmoor, and then the Village
next door — just being able to create that kind of opportunity, for them to have all of these people
present there, and how that sort of stimulates and brings revenue to the community.

SRS: Do you feel like being in Detroit, spending more time here, has informed the work that you’re
doing right now? Or is it more about the work being generally informed by your experiences to date
— sort of seeing how relevant it is in Detroit?



From the first Dance Lab performance at the Ruth Ellis Center. The Center serves LGBTQ youth that have been
displaced from their homes or families due to discrimination or abuse.

NC: My work, it’s really sort of what it’s doing to me, as an artist. It’s honing in and being sensitive
to what’s important to me, and I’m interested in finding a larger purpose as a visual artist, more than
what’s happening between museums and galleries. That really doesn’t provide me much. But you
know, the civic work — where’s the purpose in the way that I’m interested in working? Where does
that sit? What does that mean?

SRS: Right. I mean, galleries and museums are so interesting to me, because they are like a static
field. You make this work, and it’s actually very much alive — I’m an artist, I handle things, I’m
wearing things, or I’m touching things, I’m walking on them — and then people come into a gallery
and suddenly no one can touch the art, and you’re sort of edging around it … It’s like seeing a tiger
at a zoo and thinking that that’s where a tiger lives. 

NC: Exactly. Exactly. There’s this sort of separation. Well, you know, I’m not interested in coming
to Detroit and creating separations. I’m interested in coming to Detroit — providing you this
opportunity [at Cranbrook] to be up close and personal with the work in this static format, but then
also being able to get you into this performative experience. And working with the locals here to
build it — it’s so multi­layered, in terms of what it takes. And we talk about how it takes a village to
raise a child — well, it takes a village to create a creative encounter.

SRS: That’s interesting, too, because when I think about the kids at the Ruth Ellis Center, who did
the first Dance Lab performance, I think it’s profound for a person who has worn one of your
Soundsuits to be able to go to a museum and see one, and know that they were a part of that —
what does it mean to really have a connection to that institution on a visceral, personal level?



NC: Exactly. And to be able to have a personal story that goes along with the understanding of that
object. That’s an amazing opportunity. I mean, the kids that we were working with today for this
performance had never been in a museum, period. This was the first time they’d ever been in a
museum. So, how do we change the impulse of these places, these institutions, when still there are
neighborhoods that don’t feel that they are welcome — they are, but not knowing that …

SRS: That it’s for them?

NC: That it’s for them. Exactly. And there’s still a lot of work that we can all do.

SRS: Yeah. I think moving things out into a context where people feel more comfortable and more
at home is a great first step, because it’s understanding that these things [the Soundsuits] don’t just
live in a museum — they can be found wandering your neighborhood. There’s this sense with the
Soundsuits, when they enter a space, that they really electrify things. It’s like a creature; you don’t
know what to do with it, and it opens this feeling that anything could happen. That’s something you
maybe experience as a child, because you don’t know enough of the world to predict things yet — 

NC: Right, I think that’s the thing with the work, it’s that we can’t really identify it. We tend to want
to categorize things, we want to find its place in the world — but when you’re looking at something,
and it’s something other, you really are not quite sure how to enter it. How is the form identified?
Where does it come from? You’re trying to find that link to something familiar. And yet, it’s familiar
from the perspective that it’s figurative, and then that becomes where the difficulty falls in —
because there’s a sort of humanness to it, but yet it’s not of this world.

SRS: Right. It’s almost like seeing a yeti.

NC: Oh, yeah. 

SRS: And it’s destabilizing, because you don’t really know how it’s going to move. How do I get out
of its way? Trying to understand what the rules are.

NC: And then, you sort of try to identify — what is your position here? How do you stand up to this
object? How do you come to it, without any sort of judgment? So I think there are a lot of things that
we’re encountering — you can’t identify a gender, race, or class, so you’re just looking for that one
thing.

SRS: A signifier, yes.

NC: And, as you’re saying, the unstableness of not being able to link it to anything. It’s really what
I’m trying to do with the work. Or one of the things.

SRS: And it’s very empowering, right, to not be judged on your appearance? To have created a
mechanism that allows you, or any wearer, to enter the space, but not be immediately pigeonholed
by unchangeable aspects of who you are — it gives you a real kind of freedom to instill people with
a different feeling than maybe you usually do, and what kind of an opportunity that is, on both
sides. 

I was really enchanted by the whole body of [non­Soundsuit] work in this gallery, because I’m
familiar with the Soundsuits, but I love what you’re doing with objects, over here.



From ‘Made by Whites for Whites,’ details from some of Nick Cave’s non­Soundsuit works, which deal with
found objects reflective of a racial stereotyping

NC: Well, part of the exhibition is from my last solo show in New York, Made by Whites for Whites.
And it really is me working backwards; it’s really what has always been behind the Soundsuits. It’s
looking at a particular race, and really looking at the social commentary that’s happening in the
world today — police brutality, profiling, black­on­black crime — it’s me dissecting the Soundsuit,
and allowing this part to have a stronger presence in my body of work. I was also wanting to move
away from the Soundsuits, and move into a different kind of format. I had been thinking about it, for
probably three of four years, what does that mean, to transition into a different way of working,
thinking, and making? And as I continued to work through that process, I realized that as long as I
could transfer the essence, then I will be fine.

SRS: Do you seek these objects out on your own? 

NC: Oh, yes. It’s the object that becomes the catalyst for me to proceed. How I go about looking for
materials is that I jump on a plane, one­way ticket, and I’ll fly to Washington State, and I’ll rent a
cargo van, and then I just pull out my phone and plug in antique malls as I’m traveling back to
Illinois. So that’s how I go about scouting and looking for materials. I’m learning about the culture of
the Northwest, versus Southeast, and just what are the differences, in terms of excess and surplus,
that are going on there. It’s just so much stuff. And, you know, people think that I’m a hoarder, and I
say I’m not, because what I need is really outside of my door. When I need it, I can go out and get
it, because it’s just available, in that sense. So these are things that I’m looking for—but it’s never
that I’m blinded by a particular mission. How do I keep myself very open to other things that
perhaps may stimulate my mind to sort of perform, and to think about materials in a different way?

SRS: I like the aspect of maybe re­appropriating some of these things. If energetically these objects



were either made or collected in the spirit of discriminating against people, or representing people in
a way that enabled other people to look down on them — to take them out of the context and make
them the fuel for something that forces —

NC: I think you hit it right on the nose with the word “fuel.” I mean, that’s really what these object
provide: a level of motivation. It provides me this way of tackling really hard issues, but in a way
where I’m taking you by the hand on a journey, where you and I can have a one­to­one
conversation. It’s not about me being angry, it’s not about me filled with frustration. It’s just really
sort of using these objects as a teaching tool.

SRS: Yeah. Sometimes I’m very drawn to objects as evidence of something. I’m gathering evidence
— and I might not know for what yet, because it’s almost like being a detective. You’re picking up
evidence that eventually you sort of make a case for something.

NC: Yeah, I mean, that’s exactly what I’m thinking about when I’m shopping. I have had things in
my studio for, like, two or three years. Just these things that are so profound, but I tend to buy
things that have multiple readings — we could read it multiple ways, if it was turned upside­down —
and so I will just hold onto them until they find their way into my work. 

SRS: That sounds like so much fun.

NC: It’s really amazing.

SRS: And then, the Trayvon Martin piece [“TM13”] is incredibly poignant. I know that you made your
first Soundsuit in the wake of the Rodney King beating, as a way of reconciling some legitimate fear
on your part, or vulnerability, of your own body.

NC: Right, exactly.

SRS: And this piece really strikes me as what would he have needed around him to make him not
so threatening. Like, if Jesus was there, if Santa Claus was there?



Nick Cave speaks to the crowd of hundreds, packed into
the Ruth Ellis Center performance space (click to
enlarge)

NC:  And those forms are all these sort of blow­molds that are placed in our yards as a form of
celebration. It speaks about an innocence; it also speaks about a certain class. And so I’m thinking
about all of these things, surrounding him with these points of entry — there’s a naïveness, there’s
an innocence there, and yet there’s sort of refinement, this restraint, this repression. And not
necessarily on his part — that’s been placed on him. And I think about how, you know, I operate in
these neighborhoods all the time. Sometimes I’m staying in someone’s home, and I may be working
at a museum, but I say, “I’m going to walk home tonight.” And I put myself in his shoes, I literally
walk home in neighborhoods that are not — it could be there’s a minority family, but most likely not,
and I could be placed in that situation. And what do you do? It changes how I operate in the world,
you know?

SRS: Absolutely.

NC: To be trapped. To be tied down. To be denied life. It’s so insane right now. I can’t even process
it. I can’t even keep up with it. Because, you know, it’s just — I think about the Rodney King, and I
think about the Trayvon Martin, I think about Ferguson, and I just think — it’s not that the story
changes.

SRS: Right. And that’s shocking, that you were making this work in 1989, and that we have not
made very much progress. Now maybe the only progress is that it’s a more visible problem?



NC: Because we have technology to catch things. But there is still this separation from it — “That’s
not my reality. This is, over here.” So there’s still this submissive kind of detachment — I’m not
sure what we’re doing at the moment, about that.

SRS: I heard about your project coming, and knew that it was going to be unfolding over the course
of this year, and then all of sudden it’s like story after story of these situations coming up, with cops
and with young black people — and it seems like a very good call­to­action moment, to have all
these works here, and to be interacting with Detroit in this way.

NC: As I was saying, with the Ruth Ellis Center — it was amazing working there. It was amazing for
the choreographer to be working with the kids, just that alone is amazing. You know, we all want to
feel that we matter. We all want to feel that we can make some sort of contribution to the world, and
not be dismissed and battered and discriminated against. It’s all of these sort of things. But we also
wanted to bring awareness to the center, and it was amazing the extent of support that they
received from people that didn’t know what the center was about. So there’s a lot of things
happening, and a lot of outcome coming from this project that we hadn’t even anticipated. 

SRS: It stands to reason; these works are so instantly gripping. There’s this movement aspect to
them, this kind of crossing of genres, this physicality to them that’s completely destabilizing — and
it’s good. The world could use a little destabilizing.

NC: Yeah, I think there’s this level of commitment, there’s a level of taking something on and really
wrestling with it a bit. And not that you need to understand everything; it’s just about being heard.

SRS: Yeah. “Here, hear.”



Installation view of Soundsuits at ‘Here Hear’

NC: What that does for the audience, how that changes the audience, how you can be moving
through this exhibition, before you know it, you’re talking to a stranger about maybe a material that’s
been chosen for the work that you all can identify with. So again, there’s all these connections,
nostalgic sort of memories or connections that allow us to expand on how we are operating.

SRS: Find common ground.

NC: This time around, the people that are in Detroit want to be in Detroit — so it’s a different type of
commitment that I’m feeling.

SRS: There’s been such a failure of city systems, in Detroit — what I respond to here is this kind of
human infrastructure that has sprung up in its stead. When something goes wrong, I don’t call the
cops, I call my neighbors.

NC: Exactly. And I think that’s what I’m saying — the people that are here, that want to be here, are
here because they care about the city, they care about the people on their block. They’re in it
collectively, and it’s really just a different kind of mindset. You cannot be here, and not be part of



the team.

SRS: That’s exactly right. And if you do that, if you just show up and try and set up camp, your gear
will be gone the next morning.

NC: You cannot — because, you know what? People need to know that you’re here to help. If you’re
not here to help, you shouldn’t be here.

SRS: There’s this weird pioneering thing happening with newcomers — it’s like, come here and do
whatever you want. No. Come here and help out. There’s a lot going on already. Everybody needs a
hand.

NC: Yeah. You can still do what you want, but also understand the law of the land.

SRS: That’s right. I came here and it really took me a long while of being here to understand what I
could bring in — but for a while, it was just being a servant in this house.

NC: Yeah, exactly. Standing back, listening, and looking, you’re going to learn all that you need to
learn — because it’s all right there in your face. At the [second performance] Dequindre Cut, you
look around, and it’s like, wow, all these people are here for this performance, for a choreographer
that lives here, that works with these dancers here — the city is really on board. People want stuff
to happen. And there were so many people who had never been down there, and didn’t know that
even existed. And it is fabulous, I must say.

Nick Cave’s final Dance Labs performance will take place on Friday, July 31, 6:30–7:30pm at
Campus Martius (800 Woodward Ave, Detroit). Nick Cave: Here Hear continues at Cranbrook Art
Museum (39221 Woodward Ave, Bloomfield Hills, MI) through October 11. 

Cranbrook Art MuseumDetroitNick Cave

http://hyperallergic.com/tag/cranbrook-art-museum/
http://www.cranbrookart.edu/museum/nickcave/events#dance-labs
http://hyperallergic.com/tag/detroit/
http://hyperallergic.com/tag/nick-cave/
http://www.cranbrookart.edu/museum/nickcave/


ART & DESIGN

For Detroit Artists, Almost Anything Goes
By MELENA RYZIK JULY 15, 2015

DETROIT — The Chicago artist Nick Cave was playing Santa Claus. Mr. Cave,
known for his Soundsuits, costume­like sculptures that blend movement and
noise, had enormous boxes delivered last Saturday to local dancers, a
choreographer and a D.J. rehearsing here. The surprise contents would inspire
their dance performance a week later, as part of “Here Hear,” Mr. Cave’s four­
month­long exhibition and free performance series throughout Detroit.
Vibrant Soundsuits emerged from the boxes. “It’s wearable!” cried Erika
Stowall, a dancer.

“Can you move?” the choreographer, Marcus White, asked Mike Springer,
tall as a spruce in his raffia costume.

Mr. Springer spun and jumped, releasing a wave of rustles and swishes.

Mr. Cave and Mr. White’s collaboration will be staged on Sunday at the
Ruth Ellis Center, which serves homeless and lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender youth. The idea, Mr. Cave said, was to get “outside of the
conventional ways of how we see performance and where we go to view
performance.”

Public art has long had a home in Detroit, with its expansive vacated
spaces and ambitious class of D.I.Y. makers. But lately, the back­lot murals,
pop­up sculpture parks and boundary­crossing performances are increasing,

http://www.ruthelliscenter.org/
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/r/melena_ryzik/index.html
http://nyti.ms/1MuSmUW
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/design/index.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q4RePq2Opds
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Frame4A&sn2=44759cca/973fb6a7&sn1=9b013dad/b9bb06db&camp=FoxSearchlight_AT2015-1977450-July-G&ad=Malala_96x90-DATE&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Emalala%2Eorg%2F
http://www.nytimes.com/
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as old­guard artists find new outlets and resources, and younger artists arrive

overflowing with ideas. Last year, the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation
gave a grant to Olayami Dabls — a patriarch of the Detroit cultural scene who
founded Dabl’s Mbad African Bead Museum, in northwest Detroit — to
maintain the art park around his small outpost.

In a city with a community­minded, congenial gallery scene and relatively
few collectors — where art sales, in other words, are hardly a driving force —
turning a house into a canvas or a sidewalk into a stage fulfills everyone’s
creative appetite. In September, a mural festival will begin in Eastern Market,
the historic food hall. Even a recycling center here is filled with paintings.

“We see it in new neighborhoods; it does seem to be multiplying,” said
Katy Locker, the program director for Detroit at the Knight Foundation, which
also provided $150,000 to the Cranbrook Art Museum for Mr. Cave’s own
Soundsuit “invasions,” as he called them, in city landmarks like the Art Deco
Fisher Building. (Performances and a museum exhibition run through early
October.)

Mr. Dabls is expanding his art park in the tradition of Tyree Guyton’s
Heidelberg Project, which transformed derelict houses into open­air sculpture.
There’s a three­story house covered in mirrors and a found­art assemblage,
“Iron Teaching Rocks to Rust.” Mr. Dabls started the project 14 years ago,
illegally appropriating land and buildings; the city granted him ownership in
January. There’s no entrance fee; visitors come from all over the world.

“I took a different approach to art and museums, and it works,” said Mr.
Dabls, 66, who is also a Kresge Foundation fellow. “What it has suggested to
people who come here is, you can pretty much do what you want. You don’t
have to start from the top.”

Last Friday, he visited a fellow stalwart, Robert Sestok, who was
inaugurating his new sculpture garden behind his own home and studio. Mr.
Sestok, 68, installed 29 of his welded sculptures in a former empty lot in

http://www.muralsinthemarket.com/
http://www.kresgeartsindetroit.org/
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http://www.knightfoundation.org/


Midtown, next to several abandoned buildings.

“In a city like Detroit that has so many challenges, in a scene of what some
people would see as blight and disinvestment, public art, the expression of
creativity, allows a community to take pride,” Ms. Locker said. “Nick Cave’s
work and Dabls’ work and the sculpture garden are all representative of this,”
she added. “Most of the art that we see being celebrated now feels really
authentic to Detroit.”

Mr. Sestok’s park, City Sculpture, is the culmination of a career that
pivoted around Detroit. Reared in its suburbs, he moved back in the 1960s,
affiliating with the Cass Corridor artists, named for a then­dangerous corner of
town. (Near Wayne State University, it has since been cleaned up and
rebranded Midtown.) They had an artist­run gallery — a dozen partners, a
dozen shows a year — and flourishing practices. Like others, Mr. Sestok briefly
decamped to New York, following the artist Kiki Smith, who was his girlfriend
at the time. But “I couldn’t acclimate myself,” said Mr. Sestok, who now lives in
a rambling, art­filled house six blocks from where he was born. He refurbished
it himself and added a separate studio, built in 1985 with an N.E.A. grant. Until
about 12 years ago, he sustained himself by rehabbing houses. His sculptures
— abstract, tall industrial pieces incorporating materials like propane tanks
and shovels — dot the city and suburbs.

“In the last decade or so, he’s really found his voice,” said Dennis
Nawrocki, an adjunct professor at Wayne State and the author of “Art in
Detroit Public Places.” Mr. Sestok had the idea for a sculpture park about three
years ago, he said, as he was mowing the lawn in a deserted field. He bought
the property for $18,000, scored a small grant and sold off some work to pay
for the park, which cost about $50,000. At 17,000 square feet, it “showcases
the bigness of what I can do,” he said. He has started a nonprofit and hopes to
exhibit other artists there; the opening party, with food trucks and a nine­piece
rock band playing on a flatbed truck, drew Cass Corridor artists from New
York as well as Detroit’s younger generation. “You can’t really be around here

http://citysculpture.org/
http://www.robertsestok.net/cass_corridor.html
http://www.metrotimes.com/Blogs/archives/2015/06/04/midtown-or-cass-corridor-jack-white-attempts-to-change-the-conversation


as an artist and not know who Bob is,” said Jonathan Rajewski, 28, a rising
painter whom Mr. Sestok mentors.

Though Detroit emerged from bankruptcy late last year, and municipal
services are improving, the city is still operating at a deficit. But Mr. Nawrocki
said signs of the long­promised renaissance were materializing. “The city has
this momentum now that kind of rolls over everyone,” he said.

That’s the vibe Mr. Cave got, as he visited Detroit to prepare for his
exhibition at Cranbrook — a 30­minute drive away but in spirit, another galaxy
— in the affluent, manicured suburb Bloomfield Hills. The clubs and art scene
of Detroit sustained Mr. Cave, he said, when he was the only black graduate
student at the Cranbrook Academy of Art in the 1980s. “Cranbrook provided
me the intellect, and Detroit provided me the soul,” he said. He credits his time
there with giving him the foundation to address race: his first Soundsuit was
about Rodney King; his latest is inspired by Trayvon Martin.

The free performances are his way of giving back to the city. For local
artists, the attention is welcome. “People often use the word ‘revitalization’ in
Detroit, but I think of resilience,” Mr. White, the choreographer, said.

“The thing I love about Detroit — if you want it done here, you have to do
it,” he added. “You have to work.

W­e­r­k work.”

A version of this article appears in print on July 16, 2015, on page C1 of the New York edition with
the headline: Ready for a Renaissance .

© 2015 The New York Times Company
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Katherine Brooks
Senior Arts & Culture Editor, The Huffington Post.

A Mesmerizing 'Soundsuit' Memorializes Trayvon Martin's
Death
Outside Detroit, Nick Cave's "TM 13" memorializes the death of Trayvon Martin, the unarmed Florida teenager who
was fatally shot three years ago.
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Behind what appears to be a beaded net stained the color of Skittles stands a hollow figure,

made distinct by the hint of a sneaker sticking out from under the obscurity. Pan up from the

shoe and there's a glimpse of a hooded sweatshirt topping off the towering statue, an

unmistakeable bit of clothing loaded with meaning.

Titled "TM 13," the work ­­ shown above ­­ memorializes the death of Trayvon Martin, the

unarmed Florida teenager who was fatally shot by former neighborhood watch leader George

Zimmerman three years ago. Created by Missouri­born artist Nick Cave, the piece is currently

on view at the Cranbrook Art Museum, located just outside of Detroit, Mich. 

The sculpture echoes the artist's first "Soundsuit," a wearable work of art made in 1992

after the brutal beating of Rodney King in Los Angeles. Composed of a sheath of twigs that

rustled as the wearer moved, Cave imagined the piece in a state of confusion over a tragedy

that would spark riots across L.A. Decades later, and nearly 500 soundsuits since, Cave ­­ like

much of the nation ­­ is again confused in the wake of the deaths of Martin, Michael Brown,

Eric Garner, Freddie Gray and the mass shooting at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal

Church in Charleston, S.C.  

"The underlying history of my work has [addressed] the political realms of black identity," Cave

said in a phone interview with The Huffington Post. "This is me now looking and responding to

the state of affairs. Now we can talk about Charleston and the ongoing concern around race

and identity and profiling today."

http://www.cranbrookart.edu/


"TM 13," like many of the other suits ­­ not to mention tapestries and video works presented as

part of the larger exhibition "Here Hear" ­­ beckons viewers to imagine what it would be like to

don the empty shell. How would it feel to step inside the behemoth sculpture and peer out

from beneath the very same rainbow­hued trap? The show's homonymous title itself hints at

more than a passive audience. "It's like I'm calling court," Cave explained. "Gathering people

around and isolating their attention."

Beyond the works on view at Cranbrook, Cave's own alma mater, the artist is staging a series of

interventions around Detroit, including dance labs and performances meant to further gather

people together in the name of art. Cave describes the city he once called his home­away­from­

home (Cranbrook provided him with "intellect," while Detroit gave him "soul," he clarified) as

vibrant and alive, but notably different from when he last attended school in 1989. 

http://www.cranbrookart.edu/museum/nickcave/events/#exhibition


"This time around, there's a stronger sense of investment of individuals [in the city]," he noted.

"A lot of creative individuals coming in, locating neighborhoods they want to change, coming

together to reinforce the community. There's a sense of urgency about it. We're all

reintroducing Detroit back to Detroit."

He likened contemporary Detroit to a forest. A forest, he said, can burn down, but after that

fire, little green growths endure, peeking out from behind the ash. Of course, Detroit's fire took

the form of bankruptcy in 2013. But little by little, Cave is noticing a rebirth. "The green [in

Detroit] is that real," he said, crediting the city's noticeable rejuvenation to an explosion of little

growths like restaurants and art endeavors. "Almost florescent."

In fact, Cave is full of comparisons. While Detroit is a forest, his show, he says, is like a

collective dream. As a kid, Cave and his six brothers would lay on the grounds of their farm,

looking up at the sky and identifying star patterns, letting their minds drift into an imaginative

state. "Here Hear" aims to bring Detroit and its surrounding areas into one shared

imagination, 

"I'm always looking for individuals to engage in an exhibition. I’m trying alternative ways of

talking about hard issues us as Americans are dealing with and struggling with," Cave

concluded. "I’m hopefully acting as the change agent, finding a way to infiltrate a city and...

talk as a collective about what’s going on in the world."

"Nick Cave: Here Hear" is on view at Cranbrook Art Museum from June 20 to October 11,

2015. All photos: Sam Deitch/BFA.com. Courtesy of Cranbrook Art Museum.



Installation view of Nick Cave: Here Hear. 



Dancers from Sidewalk Detroit perform in Nick Cave’s Soundsuits at The Artist Village.



Installation view of Nick Cave: Here Hear 



Nick Cave



View of the ‘Map in Action’ Room



Dancers from Sidewalk Detroit perform in Nick Cave’s Soundsuits at The Artist Village.
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The Gabriel Brass Band performing with dancers from Sidewalk Detroit in Cave’s Soundsuits
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The Gabriel Brass Band performing with dancers from Sidewalk Detroit in Cave’s Soundsuits
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The Gabriel Brass Band performing with dancers from Sidewalk Detroit in Cave’s Soundsuits



The Gabriel Brass Band performing with dancers from Sidewalk Detroit in Cave’s Soundsuits
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Museums

Nick Cave dons mantle of an artist who inspires and
elicits introspection
By Mark Guarino  July 2

CHICAGO — Until he went to art school, Nick Cave considered himself an artist first and a black artist second.

Then he showed up at Cranbrook Academy of Art outside Detroit in 1986 to get his MFA and discovered he was the

only minority student on campus. In an instant, his perspective fundamentally changed.

“I literally was in a state of shock,” he says. “It was the first time I ever had to deal with my race and to think of myself

as a black male.”

As a celebrated alumni, he is returning to Cranbrook this summer and fall to rectify the isolation he felt nearly 30

years ago with hopes to inspire and influence young black artists throughout Detroit. There will be an exhibition of

his work — colorful masked and wearable sculptures he calls “soundsuits” — which is serving as the first phase of a

six­month series throughout the city that will involve coordination and partnerships with schools, cultural centers,

dance companies, businesses and museums for performances and other events that will take place on the street, in

classrooms and theaters, and along the riverfront. These are not arbitrary art events but instead will bear the

signature of Cave’s work: colorful, musical, involving grand theatrical performances that address diversity through

empowerment

“I’m trying to find a creative vehicle I can draw one into looking at gender, race and class,” he says at his home in

Chicago. “But underneath it, it’s very dark.”

Coming out of the dark

Detroit understands dark. It is in the process of emerging from what is the largest municipal bankruptcy in U.S.

history after years of mismanagement and fraud at city hall, the ushering of recent mayor Kwame Kilpatrick to

federal prison for racketeering, and a systemic population loss and subsequent diminishing tax base that has left

major swaths of the city barren without jobs or much hope they will return.

There are flickers of change: Gentrification is livening up areas downtown and in bordering neighborhoods with new

businesses and Mike Duggan, the current mayor, has made blight eradication and improved infrastructure priorities
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that are already taking shape. Local private investors are buying much of the city’s decaying commercial properties

and promising renewal. This includes Dan Gilbert, the owner of Quicken Loans, who has invested nearly $2 billion

downtown and relocated his company there and is actively encouraging others in his position to do the same.

Affordable housing has resulted in an incoming stream of artists and other creative types who are helping nudge the

city back on the creative map. Population loss is even slowing: Data from the Census Bureau show a 1 percent drain

between 2013 and 2014, which is half what it was a decade earlier.

Cave’s presence in Detroit this year is seen as validation that the city is once again a creatively vital place to make art.

That is suggested by the investors behind the scenes: After a $150, 000 matching grant by the Knight Foundation, all

the major philanthropy organizations in the area have followed suit to sign on as sponsors, including the Ford

Foundation and Gilbert’s Quicken Loans.

“Detroit is like a bird that has been in a cage too long,” says DeLois Cooke Spryszak, the principal of the Detroit

School of Arts, a public high school. “Our time was shuttered away and hidden.”

Nearly 100 students at Spryszak’s school will participate in a Sept. 26 event along the riverfront that will involve a

processional of dancers, musicians and nearly 30 “life­size horse sculptures.” Spryszak says the experience working

with Cave and his staff shows her students “their creativity and talent can take them somewhere.”

“Ten years ago, the name Detroit didn’t open the doors that it used to. With the new economic boom, there’s a

resurgence of interest in what happens in Detroit,” she says.

Always creating

Cave, 56, is conditioned to do things rather super­sized. Based in Chicago, he employs 10 full­time employees and is

recruiting 20 more this year to build soundsuits and other objects he plans to tour in different configurations over

the next five years. Next year he will move his operation from a loft building in the city’s South Loop neighborhood

downtown to a 20,000­square­foot building complex on the Northwest Side where he will house an art gallery,

performance space, photo studio, a shipping operation, his work facility and living quarters. It already has a name:

Facility.

“It will be this cultural incubator that will always be in flux,” he says.

He has always been making things. He grew up in Columbia, Mo., where he was drawn to art and encouraged. “My

mother always allowed us to build our identity as we were growing up and with that kind of liberation, we could

slowly find our interest in whatever we were interested in,” he says.



He graduated from the Kansas City Art Institute in 1982 where he already showed signs he was not interested in a

single discipline, but several. There he experimented with textiles and sculpture and, outside school, studied dance

at a program run by the acclaimed Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater.

Then he saw the Rodney King video. Just before his first job, teaching at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago,

news broke that King, a 25­year­old black man was severely beaten by Los Angeles police officers after a high­speed

chase, a 1991 incident caught on tape that launched rioting in many cities and forced a conversation on race and

police brutality that is familiar today.

Cave says the incident left him stunned and depressed. “The images were so profound. I could be racially profiled.

Even today,” he says. He wanted to find a way to express that vulnerability, but it would take a walk in the park the

next year for that to be revealed.

He moved to Chicago in 1992 to accept the teaching position at the School of the Art Institute. Sitting alone in Grant

Park, he noticed twigs on the ground. He collected more of them and brought them home and built a sculpture. Once

it was complete, he put it on and he started to move. Bound together, the frail materials sounded menacing. Adorned

from head to foot, he looked larger than life. In an instant, Cave had created a symbol of self­protection. The

wearer’s skin color, gender and even sexual identity is unrecognizable while masked, and the grandeur of the

garment itself — the wild colors, sounds and discarded materials like metal toys or human hair — allows for a level of

empowerment for users that they may not feel in a normal setting.

Cave says the suits reflect his interest in being “an artist with a civic responsibility,” which he says has become more

important to him in a climate when racial tensions are high because of the recent deaths of unarmed black men at the

hands of police. One work, commenting on the death of Florida teenager Trayvon Martin, features a figure who

resembles the boy in the now­iconic hoodie but whose movement is ultimately restricted.

“I’m an artist with a conscience,” he says. “How can we take what is negative and, rather than burning down a

building or looting, how can we turn that into something positive? How can [the soundsuits] be a way of unifying?”

He sells them in a gallery in New York City but they are also used for choreographed dance performances meant to

create spectacle. One of his largest was performed at Grand Central Terminal in New York City in 2013, and will be

reimagined in Detroit with the Detroit School of Arts students.

Laura Mott, curator of contemporary art and design at Cranbrook’s museum, says she first saw Cave’s work in

Gothenburg, Sweden, where she noticed that audiences were not just enthralled by the colors and imaginative

design, they were also taken by the emotional stories they told about racial profiling and knee­jerk assumptions

about race and identity.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-partisan/wp/2015/02/27/from-trayvon-martin-to-black-lives-matter/


“It didn’t matter about the people, their country, or their background, everyone had a relationship to this work,” she

says. “And within conceptual art, that is always a challenge.”

When she arrived in Detroit in 2014, she went to Chicago to meet Cave and propose an exhibition. He agreed but

wanted to expand the outreach to the city’s neighborhoods. Soon, the project became more ambitious and more

people piled on from different quarters to participate. “We dreamed of this as a big project and said if we’re going to

do something we want this to make an imprint on the city,” she says.

While his staff is busily preparing and shipping soundsuits to Detroit and he is coordinating a team that will be on

site throughout the summer, he is also in the midst of preparing for a 2016 exhibition at the Massachusetts Museum

of Contemporary Art in North Adams where he will create an “immersive kinetic work” in a space he describes as the

size of a football stadium. He is still considering the possibilities.

“I’m thinking very differently about it,” he says. “What will I make that is going to be a draw, that people are going to

say ‘I must go’?”

Correction: An earlier version of this story gave an incorrect amount for the Knight Foundation’s matching grant.

Guarino is a freelance writer.

Nick Cave: Here Hear

Through Oct. 11; Cranbrook Art Museum, 39221 Woodward Ave., Bloomfield Hills, Mich.; www.cranbrook.edu.

http://www.cranbrook.edu/


Nick Cave with one of his Soundsuits at the Cranbrook Art Museum.
(Sam Deitch/BFAnyc.com/Courtesy Cranbrook Art Museum )

Detroit has a rapidly evolving new mythology. Images of a ruined urban landscape — deserted neighborhoods and derelict buildings — come to
mind. So too does the much hyped promise of a new haven for creators, where space and living is cheap, with houses to be had for a hundred
bucks and giant, disused industrial spaces just waiting to be turned into studios, galleries, and hubs of creative culture. But how much does this
hold up to the reality of the city? Is it largely coming from the people living it, or the rest of the country looking in? “Nick Cave: Here Hear
(http://www.cranbrookart.edu/museum/nickcave/exhibition/),” at the Cranbrook Art Museum through October 11, tackles these
oversimplified perceptions of a city in a dramatic state of flux.

Part of the Cranbrook Educational Community — a network of schools and arts institutions situated on one campus in Bloomfield Hills, a

Detroit suburb — the museum and its backdrop are well known to Cave, who completed his graduate work at the Cranbrook Academy of Art’s

reputable MFA program. Arriving in 1988, it was a formative place for the artist, who found himself out of his comfort zone and for the first

time addressed some of the major themes of identity that have come to play a prominent role in his practice. It was also the place he says he

first felt prompted to make work that specifically came from his experience as a young black man. The lush campus grounds were the location of

one of his earliest performance pieces, an experimental dance work, and he held a job at the museum for his work­study. So when the offer

came to mount an exhibition in this setting, it piqued the artist’s interest. But he had two stipulations: it had to be deeply involved in the

community of Detroit, and it had to be epically big.

With “Here Hear,” Nick Cave Fosters 
Community Across Detroit
BY JULIET HELMKE | JUNE 26, 2015
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The main floor galleries at Cranbrook are taken over by Cave, with 30 of his Soundsuits on view; seven newly commissioned artworks including 

a site­specific wall­based piece; a central focus on his recent sculptures including the very new “TM13,” 2015, a tribute to Trayvon Martin, along 

with a number of his other assertive and politically potent arrangements of racially charged found objects; a screening space for his films; and a 

“closet” for displaying the suits that will come and go as they’re used in performances scheduled throughout the run of the show. This latter 

slice of the exhibition is what sets this apart from any Nick Cave survey show mounted before. 

The performance series takes place all across the city, in partnership with the Museum ofContemporary Art Detroit, the Detroit School of Arts, 

the Ruth Ellis Center supporting LGBTQ youth and young adults, a number of local dance troupes, and a host of other individuals, 

communities, and institutions. Bloomfield Hills is consistently ranked as one of the wealthiest small cities in the country, a stark contrast from 

the austerity and human devastation seen in Detroit, and the museum has often been regarded as dislocated from the larger city — worlds away 

in mind and location. This mammoth undertaking of an exhibition makes monumental efforts to shift those perceptions and patterns, creating 

relationships with residents, cultural organizations, and artists across the city. The goal, one can easily imagine, is that these relationships will 

be sustained in the future. With Laura Mott, Cranbrook’s curator of art and design, making this a top priority in her projects at the institution, 

the likelihood is promising. It’s especially apparent from the exhibition catalogue — a large format tome comprised of vibrant shots of Cave’s 

suits in various sites around town— that the conversation on not buying into any of the clichéd images of the city, of actually engaging with 

those living and working within it, was kept clearly in mind.

This has been the museum’s most ambitious undertaking to date, with funding secured from near and far in order to bring all of the elements

Cave envisioned for this project to fruition. It’s the kind of show that comes about when an artist understands, intimately, the institution he’s

working with, and when the people dedicated to putting it together acknowledge the realities of their region and organization, and decide to be

active participants in the shaping of the rapidly changing discourse surrounding their city, while figuring out how to responsibly fit within it.
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Like much of America, Chicago­based artist Nick Cave
watched the 1991 video of the LAPD beating Rodney King.
King's mortality and fragility scared Cave so much that he
immediately went to the studio and began creating a form of
protection. The wearable suit of armor made of twigs marked
the beginning of Cave's now­renowned series of soundsuits.
Prior to the L.A. riots the artist made large­scale paintings,
but since then he has become a public performer who
grapples with blackness, sexuality, and the idea of one's body.
This weekend, Cave embarked on a series of new
performances and saw the opening of his 7,000­square foot
retrospective, "Here Hear," at the museum of his alma mater,
Cranbrook Academy of Art, just outside of Detroit.

"The soundsuits have taken on a life of their own," Cave says
of the project's 25­year duration. The bright whimsical
sculptural works have grown alongside the artist's practice
and are as much about creative expression as they are
Ferguson, or Charleston, South Carolina; they have evolved
from a form of protection to represent a type of dreamy
confidence that pushes the boundaries of visibility.

With "Here Hear," Cave, who also trained as a dancer with
the legendary New York­based Alvin Ailey American Dance
Theater, begins by showing old soundsuits and various works
inside the museum. He will extend his presence into the city
this summer and fall, creating videos with LGBTQ youth
(which will be displayed in Detroit's Brightmoor
neighborhood) and working with 60 high school dancers to
put on a public procession.

The project with dancers mimicks Cave's 2013 performance,
HEARD•NY, in which he and 30 colorful life­size horses
danced throughout Grand Central Station's Vanderbilt Hall in
celebration of the terminal's centennial and to engage New
Yorkers as a community. As Cave was busily installing "Here
Hear," we spoke with him about the works and what it means
to be in Detroit after all these years later. 

ANTWAUN SARGENT:  First of all, why Detroit? 

NICK CAVE: Detroit played a critical part in my education.
Cranbrook provided me the intellect, and Detroit the soul;
the city created balance for me. When I was invited to do the
solo show at the museum, I said I would only do it if I could
do some outreach with the kids in Detroit. It's me giving back
to a city.

SARGENT: In 1991, there were a lot of reactions to the
Rodney King beating. How did you arrive at the soundsuit as
a possible response?

CAVE: When I made the first suit it was a lot of twigs. What I
discovered was that I'm an artist of the conscious, and
through that experience I realized I was an artist with civic
responsibility. Prior to this I was doing large constructive
paintings, but when the Rodney King L.A. riots happened, it
flipped my world upside down. It made me have to address
myself as a black male.

SARGENT: If you think about 1991 and all the years in
between, how have your soundsuits changed in relation to
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this current moment of  "Black Lives Matter?"

CAVE: In the show, I just finished TM13—Trayvon Martin's
initials—which is a new sculptural piece premiering at
Cranbrook. Again, it's me wanting to take responsibility and
bring these issues to the work without being dismissive.

SARGENT: The soundsuits are based on the size of your body
and operate as a "second skin." Is that a comment on you
being black, male, and gay? 

CAVE: I think it's a comment on me looking at the soundsuits
as a form of protection. It's me through a sort of armor,
shielding myself from the conflict or a way of being stronger
so I can take the abrasiveness. What I was responding to was
gender, race, and class, and this idea of looking at the world
without judgment.

SARGENT: The material history of the soundsuits has
evolved. You started with twigs and have moved into beads
and flowers.

CAVE: As I'm looking at materials, I always have to redefine
how they are to be approached and how they are to be applied
to my work. There's a hierarchy there, I'm constantly being
confronted with all of the aggressiveness of racism on a
regular basis and have to question my identity and I sort of
handle material the same way. It may be a spinning top but if I
turned it upside down and put it on the top if my head, what
does that then become? So everything is always in question.
I'm always renegotiating the properties of the materials. The
Trayvon Material piece is all made out of pony beads, and
then there's this amazing beaded web [surrounding the
figure] that's like a net. From afar it looks like this sculptural
form but when you get up close it's someone in a hood that's
been caught. So there's this level of oppression, of
surrendering and being caught or hunted, and it's where I am
right now with the work. There isn't another conversation to
be had right now.

SARGENT: The activation of the soundsuits, when you get
into them and dance, is that as carefully considered as the
materiality?

CAVE: Part of the narrative is very political. Once you enter
the soundsuit space you have to get quiet, because there's a
transformation that happens before you can determine the
possibilities, in terms of motion, when I'm building the
performance. 

SARGENT: There's also this whimsical quality to them. You
are drawing attention to our current social reality, but also
inviting us to dream.

CAVE: Exactly! That's what keeps me in the game. At the end
of the day, what's going on politically is the fuel for my fire.
And shit—I want to be fucking fabulous and that becomes part
of my belief because, honey, what does fabulous look like?
So, I'm looking at that, and I'm looking at the [vogue] balls,
the house of Thierry Mugler's parading and performing—that
gives into this whole act and presentation. It's all there in the
work.



SARGENT: Have you incorporated any of the ways vogue
dancers move into your soundsuits?

CAVE: I think it's all there. The confidence and realness of
their performance is also what you confront when you come
face to face with a soundsuit, which stands there with an
authority and presence that says, "Look at me."

SARGENT: There's a social practice aspect to your Detroit
take over. What do you want people to take from "Here
Hear"?

CAVE: What I want people to recognize is that we have to
keep working together and take charge because we all have
the same story. We have to keep creating fabulousness in the
mist all of this—and take charge to redefine Detroit because
art has always been the catalysis for a city. 

"HERE HEAR" IS ON VIEW AT CRANBROOK ART
MUSEUM AND THROUGHOUT THE CITY OF DETROIT
THROUGH OCTOBER 11. FOR MORE, CLICK HERE.

http://www.cranbrookart.edu/museum/nickcave/


P E O P L E

Nick Cave Made a Soundsuit Inspired By Trayvon
Martin

C a i t  M u n r o ,  W e d n e s d a y ,  J u n e  2 4 ,  2 0 1 5

Nick Cave, TM 13 (2015).

Nick Cave has taken the Detroit area by storm with "Here Hear," a much-

anticipated exhibition of his ornate Soundsuits and other newly-

commissioned artworks at the Cranbrook Art Museum in the suburb

of Bloomfield Hills, Michigan.

The exhibition includes a variety of summer happenings like dance labs,

performances, educational programs, and a forthcoming book called

Greetings From Detroit.

While Cave's enigmatic, otherworldly Soundsuits are as vibrant as ever,

there's one that holds an especially timely message: TM 13 was created in

2015 in memory of Trayvon Martin, the unarmed Florida teenager who was

fatally shot by former neighborhood watch leader George Zimmerman in

2012.
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The case again made national news when Zimmerman was acquitted

a year later, and has remained a topic of discussion as police brutality,

racial profiling, and systemic violence toward black men continues to

crop up in headlines across the country.

Nick Cave, "Here Hear" installation view.

The sculpture takes the form of a black man in a hooded sweatshirt—a

nod to Martin's much-discussed attire at the time of the attack—with blow

molds of Santa Claus, a teddy bear, an angel, and other traditional

symbols of childlike innocence strapped to the figure with netting.

Enclosed in the woven net, the figure resembles a hunted animal that has

been captured. The toe of a single sneaker pops out from beneath the

covering. The title of the work refers to Martin's initials and to the year

Zimmerman was acquitted.

"Being caught in someone else's perception of one's own skin, own home,

own self, makes navigating your own path infinitely more dangerous,"

Cave said of the work in an email to artnet News.

"The original Soundsuit was conceived in the emotional aftermath of the

Rodney King beating," curator Laura Mott told artnet News by email. "At

the exhibition opening, I spoke to a guest who was standing in front

of TM13, completely overwhelmed. She explained that as an African-

American she was feeling paralyzed by recent events (it was two days

after the Charleston shooting), but in front of the sculpture she was able

to think and grieve. Cave's artwork has proven relevant and profound in

the face of these tragedies, and it speaks to the psychological boundaries

of society that have real, tragic consequences."
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Nick Cave.
Photo: Sam Deitch/BFA.com. Courtesy of Cranbrook Art Museum.

"Nick Cave: Here Hear" will be on display at the Cranbrook Art Museum

until October 11, 2015. 

Follow artnet News on Facebook and @caitmunro on Twitter. 
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Nick Cave and the Good Seeds

The artist brings his largest show to date to his alma mater.
June 17, 2015 3:51 PM | by Kat Herriman

“Detroit was such a pivotal part of my time at school,” says the artist Nick Cave who attended Cranbrook in nearby 
Bloomfield Hills. When his alma mater approached him to do exhibition there, he told them, “I would only do the 
show if I could do some work in Detroit. They were really on board.” The show is a monumental homecoming for the 
sculptor who now lives in Chicago. Partnering with a local high school, dance academies and grass roots non­profits, 
Cave dreamt up an entire summer of programming, which will activate seemingly every corner of the city with vibrant 
performances. “We’re bringing the work to Detroit, but hiring the city to build the project,” explains Cave. “Detroit is 
re­identifying itself. It’s a new beginning. These supporters are imagining the future of their city. They have the power. 
I’m just providing a new conduit for exploration.” Meanwhile, the exhibition at Cranbrook Art Museum will feature a 
mix of Cave’s newest work including a never before seen collection of Soundsuits—sculptural full-body costumes 
constructed of found materials, which Cave uses for his guerilla-like showcases. For this show, they will be deployed 
around the city as part of Dance Labs, a series of interactive performance pieces manned by local dancers and 
musicians. In the fall, the festivities will continue with a parade of Cave’s shaggy life-size horses, which in 2013 took 
over Grand Central Station, and a boisterous finale in Detroit’s iconic Masonic Temple. “I wanted to create a body of 
work that was really reflective of my mind set,” says Cave reflecting on the forthcoming show. “The Soundsuits are 
taking on a life on their own—and I wanted to show that evolution. Not to mention I kept thinking my professors were 
going to be there! I wanted to put my best foot forward.”
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Nick Cave Soundsuits invade Cranbrook — and Detroit
Mark Stryker, Detroit Free Press 9:42 p.m. EDT June 16, 2015

When Nick Cave arrived at the Cranbrook Academy of Art in 1987, he was the only African American in his
class. He felt as out of place on the idyllic suburban campus in Bloomfield Hills as a penguin on the prairie.

Cave escaped as often as he could to Detroit, where he was able to reaffirm his cultural identity within the rich
texture of black life in the city, especially the dance and music scenes.

"That was the first time I had to look at myself as a black male, and it was a struggle to find my place," said the
56­year­old Chicago­based artist. "Detroit allowed Cranbrook to work for me, to find a balance."

Nearly 30 years later, Cave returns to Cranbrook as an art­world star, best known for his innovative, wearable
Soundsuits that connect the dots between sculpture, fashion design, performance art and the politics of race.
About 40 of them comprise the core of Cave's major solo exhibition, "Here Hear," that opens Saturday at the
Cranbrook Art Museum.

Related: Artist Nick Cave launches ambitious projects in Detroit (/story/entertainment/arts/2015/04/10/nick­cave­soundsuits­cranbrook­detroit/25600393/)

But Cave has also never forgotten the strength he drew from Detroit. To repay the debt he insisted that his exhibition be accompanied by a broader
presence in the city. The result is a series of artistic collaborations through October — Cave calls them "invasions" — that will bring his Soundsuits,
dance­infused performances and more into the marrow of the city. These include Sunday afternoon's kick­off celebration in the Brightmoor neighborhood
in northwest Detroit.

"I want to be a change agent," Cave said. "We're working with groups of musicians and dancers. I want to help the collective, to be an instigator. I'm trying
to bring the diversity together instead of segregation, boundaries and division."

The invasions began earlier in the spring. On a Friday morning in May, Cave boogied to the syncopated industrial beat of a clanging assembly line at
Ford's Michigan Assembly Plant in Wayne while dressed in a suit so weird and wonderful that it nearly defied description. He looked like a hallucinogenic
tree, 8 feet tall, with sculpted masses of brightly colored synthetic hair and raffia — hot pinks, blues, reds, greens, yellows, grays, blacks — jutting into
space like surreal branches.

A posse of about 10 accompanied Cave to the plant, including the artist's director of special projects and publications designer Bob Faust, assistants to
help get Cave in and out of the 50­pound­plus suits, film and photography crews and assorted Cranbrook officials. Detroit photographer Corine
Vermeulen took stills of Cave, part of a series capturing the artist around town, including spots like Eastern Market and the Fisher Building, for the book
"Nick Cave: Greetings from Detroit." The book was published this week.

(Photo: Ryan Garza)

http://www.freep.com/story/entertainment/arts/2015/04/10/nick-cave-soundsuits-cranbrook-detroit/25600393/
http://www.freep.com/story/entertainment/arts/2015/04/10/nick-cave-soundsuits-cranbrook-detroit/25600393/
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=CBehs3DCEVearNYyI3AGPmaagA5X_4aMHhcrLgoACv9mivcABEAEg0uy7DWDJxqmLwKTYD6AB067lxgPIAQPgAgCoAwHIA5kEqgTaAU_QoKXGDsb6otnajKHPsEfYavf3VIdRZT0ALPK6Xt4YiUBuQ_HWfhGKBM1WEU2q0Bfjqlvy0NkPDZmyDjNBoy6FE9xvdpaRB5Pq2FuakXRjMZ-NbqaPhiGBaoZTVz9XlkOcr4F3BBe2XN7JedwHBvR1Z2_KaD1TmNi7RLz2JKas18lDmd1NB_Nk52bRV8xbZN4QVntvlcGPEKgWnpfwjZ6Z1mORUA9oG-xvmgaPdlmVyqSlxd7akW3ugtCXr3yYJwqlwuwXq7YHX5b2bJd6ZB0OMOLdsLKf9qk04AQBoAYDgAeV0Zo5qAemvhvYBwE&num=1&sig=AOD64_10jyIfo3lKD-EnjXYYevhLS9L60g&client=ca-pub-5717092533913515&adurl=http://www.ruthlessthemusical.com/


Artist Nick Cave wore one of his Soundsuits on the floor of Ford's Michigan Assembly Plant in Wayne on a visit in May. (Photo: PD Rearick)

For safety reasons, Cave wasn't allowed to wander beyond designated areas, but occasionally he would go rogue, crossing the line for a minute or so,
swaying to the factory beat, before yielding to a passing industrial vehicle. Workers stopped to stare. Some were bewildered. Most smiled.

"There's an artistry to what he's doing, and there's an artistry to all of this," said plant supervisor Shanise Tucker, pointing to the workers and cars just
beyond Cave.

Art and fashion

A day earlier Cave spoke about his life, art and Detroit in the basement of the Cranbrook museum. Athletically built, he stays in shape with early morning
runs and regular visits to the gym. He has soft eyes, a salt­and­pepper goatee and bald pate save for a wisp of a mohawk. He was dressed in black
denim and a hooded sweatshirt. Intensely self­aware, he spoke in a singsong drawl, higher pitched than you might expect.

Cave, who directs the fashion department at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, grew up in the small town of Fulton, Mo., in a family of seven boys
raised by a single mother. She encouraged his interest in art, which flowered early in the form of handmade birthday cards and the like. He graduated
from the Kansas City Art Institute, where he learned to sew, but he also studied dance through an Alvin Ailey training program.

Cave did graduate work at what is now the University of North Texas, before arriving at Cranbrook, where he made large­scale constructed paintings. The
big bang of his career came in 1992 when he was in Chicago, in response to the Rodney King beating and subsequent riots in Los Angeles.

"That incident was so profound, and I was so affected by it. It came down to the fact that the moment I stepped outside of my home, I could be be racially
profiled. ... And then I happened to be in the park one day, sitting there, reflecting, and I looked down on the ground and there was this twig. What came
to mind was something insignificant, dismissed, discarded, and that's how I felt. I started collecting these twigs. Then I went home and started to build a
sculpture — not realizing I could physically wear it.

"Then when I put it on, it started to move, and it made sound. That made me think of the role of protest and the courage to speak louder. ... I was creating
this second skin, a suit of armor, something to protect my spirit."

http://www.freep.com/story/entertainment/arts/2014/10/06/knight-foundation-detroit-arts-challenge/16827319/


Artist Nick Cave, a 1989 Cranbook graduate, talks about the first major phase of his six­month, metro Detroit project, "Nick Cave: Here Hear," at the Cranbrook Art
Museum in Bloomfield Hills, Mich, in April. (Photo: Kimberly P. Mitchell)

Cave sensed immediately that he was onto something; the attention he quickly received confirmed his intuition. But then he slammed on the brakes. He
didn't feel ready, professionally or personally, for where the art might take him. For more than a decade he concentrated on his teaching career and
opened a clothing store. And then one day he woke up and said, "It's now or never."

"I knew if I committed myself to it, it would be a life change."

'A sign of protest'

Contemporary art is rarely as much fun as Cave's Soundsuits. The main gallery at Cranbrook explodes with eye candy — colorful beads, sequins,
feathers, knitted doilies and endless thrift­store treasures assembled into a battalion of full­body suits. A few wink at art history with Matisse or Mondrian­
like colors or patterns. Not all are meant to be worn. One stands on a base of a toy elephant with a swirl of other playthings around the head — a
reindeer, drums, globes.

The hybrid nature of Cave's work — combining art, craft, sculpture, fashion design, assemblage, installation, social critique — reflects today's
interdisciplinary zeitgeist. The Soundsuits also tie into ceremonial dress and ritual like the parades of Mardi Gras or Carnival. But as accessible as they
are, they have a wolf in sheep's clothing quality in the way they obscure race, gender and class.

"It's not just that Nick feels like he's putting on an emotional shield," said Cranbrook curator Laura Mott. "But it actually changes the environment
surrounding him and how people relate to one another. In multitude they become a sign of protest, especially as the performances start getting larger."

Cave was right that the Soundsuits would change his life. By 2006 he was represented by the Jack Shainman Gallery in New York, and his bank account
quickly skyrocketed to more than $200,000. He hired full­time studio assistants to keep up with the demand for his work, and dealing with the pressure to
produce was not easy. His Soundsuits are now in major museum collections from the Museum of Modern Art on down, and his recent work commands
$100,000 or more in galleries, according to the Wall Street Journal.

Still, Cave looks at the world and wonders how much has changed since Rodney King. His recent interview at Cranbrook was conducted in the midst of
the civil unrest in Baltimore following the death of a 25­year old black man from injuries sustained following his arrest by policemen.

A new Soundsuit in the exhibition is named for Trayvon Martin, the unarmed black teen shot to death by George Zimmerman, a neighborhood watch
volunteer subsequently acquitted of murder and manslaughter charges. It appears in a gallery surrounded by other recent sculptures by Cave created
from racist objects like lawn jockeys found at antique and second­hand shops.

"I don't know what to say about it anymore," said Cave. "All I can do is just keep trying to use my work as a vehicle for change and try to be as proactive
as I can. It makes me look at myself as an artist with an even stronger civic responsibility."

Contact Mark Stryker: 313­222­6459 and mstryker@freepress.com

'Nick Cave: Here Hear'

Saturday through Oct. 11



Cranbrook Art Museum

39221 Woodward, Bloomfield Hills

248­645­3323

www.cranbrook.edu (http://www.cranbrook.edu)

Hours: June through August: 11 a.m.­5 p.m. Tue.­Sun. Starting in September, 10 a.m. Tue.­Fri., 11 a.m.­ 5 p.m. Sat.­Sun. Closed July 4, Labor Day.

$10 adult, $8 seniors, $5 student. Free for members and children 12 and under.

'Nick Cave: Here Hear' Community Performances

Sunday: Brightmoor Community Events. 2­6 p.m. Redford Theatre and the Artists Village, 17360 Lahser, Detroit. Screening of Nick Cave video at 2 p.m.,
followed by music performances, dancers in Soundsuits, food, drinks. Free.

July 13­Aug. 1: Dance Labs, in collaboration with Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit. Rehearsals at MOCAD will be open to the public. Public
performances include:

■ 4 p.m. July 19, Ruth Ellis Center, Highland Park. (Cave is also creating the "Up Right: Detroit" film in collaboration with the center, which works with at­
risk gay, lesbian and transgender teens and young adults.)

■ 4 p.m. July 26, Dequindre Cut, Detroit.

■ 6:30 p.m. July 31, Campus Martius, Detroit.

Sept. 26: "Heard Detroit," 4 p.m. Milliken State Park, Detroit riverfront at Atwater Street. About 30 life­size horse sculptures operated by 60 high school
dancers from the Detroit School of Arts. Free. (Cave staged a similar "Heard New York" at Grand Central Station in 2013.)

Oct. 4: "Figure This: Detroit." Masonic Temple, Detroit. Dance Lab performances, live performance of "Up Right: Detroit," and more. Ticket information
and other details announced later.

Artist Nick Cave poses with one of his Soundsuits in front of flowers for sale by vendor Gaier Farms of Armada, Michigan at Eastern Market in Detroit in May. The photo
shoot by Detroit photographer Corine Vermeulen is for a book about him and his work that will be published and released in time for Cave's exhibit at the Cranbrook Art
Museum. (Photo: Eric Seals)

http://www.cranbrook.edu/


An installation view of “Nick Cave: Here Hear.” PD Rearick/Courtesy of Cranbrook Art Museum

Nick Cave Revisits Detroit, Soundsuits in Tow
Culture
BY HILARY MOSS June 16, 2015 4:20 pm

When the Cranbrook Art Museum asked to host his inaugural solo outing in Michigan, the artist and 
dancer — and Cranbrook Academy of Art alum — Nick Cave agreed, on one condition: “I said, I will 
only do it if I can do work in Detroit.” For the uninitiated, the school’s campus sits about 20 miles away 
from the downtown area, Cave’s first lesson upon his arrival in the late ’80s. “Girl, thank God for the 
city,” he says. “I got here and I was the sole black person, so Detroit saved my life. I became connected 
to this circle of creative people.” He recalls a fearlessness to the way they came together and fed off of 
one another. “I don’t know if I could have done Cranbrook without Detroit,” he avers. “That’s why this 
is so important; I’m reconnecting with the city that really allowed me to create a balance in my higher 
education.”

Cave’s seven­month­long project, “Here Hear,” began in April — he, clad in his famed Soundsuits,
popped up at Motor City landmarks like the Fisher Building, Eastern Market and the Brightmoor
neighborhood — and continues at Cranbrook with the installation of 30 or so Soundsuits and a series of
newly commissioned pieces. “On the surface, the work is really bright, visceral, maybe seductive, but
it’s very dark underneath,” says the artist, whose original Soundsuit served as his response to the Rodney
King beating. “I just finished a piece that’s called the ‘TM13’ — ‘TM’ for Trayvon Martin — so here
we go full circle.” He also mentions the button­covered and bull’s­eye­faced number that he brought to
Brightmoor: “If I wear it, I can see through it, but you’d never think I was exposed to the outside, and
that’s kind of how I operate in the world — with a filter, and yet, I’m a target.”

He has more reassuring things to say about his former turf. “Detroit’s always been on the cusp of falling
apart and rebuilding itself, but as of today, I’m feeling the same urgency and the same energy that I felt
back in the ’80s,” Cave explains. “There’s a level of awareness, and a lot of creative people are staying
in Detroit and rebuilding its cultural relevancy.”

“Nick Cave: Here Hear” runs from June 20 to Oct. 11 at 39221 Woodward Avenue, Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, cranbrookart.edu. 
On Oct. 4, Cave will cap the events with “Figure This: Detroit” at the Masonic Temple, 500 Temple Street, Detroit, themasonic.com.
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Emily Nathan

The performance artist returns to the scene of his artistic education for a
survey of his work

upported by a stack of storage boxes in Shed 5 of Detroit’s Eastern Market one humid morning,
the artist Nick Cave steps gingerly into a suit of clipped twigs, one leg at a time. Crouching at his

feet, two assistants adjust the jagged hem of each trouser leg while Bob Faust, Cave’s studio director
and right­hand man, lifts the waist and draws the suspenders tightly across his chest. Struggling to

Nick Cave at the Cranbrook Art Museum, Detroit

‘Soundsuit’ (2015) ©James Prinz/Jack Shainman Gallery
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co­ordinate their movements, the team of three hauls the garment’s top half — a towering
assemblage of sticks weighing more than 50lb — above Cave’s head, lowering it over his face and
settling it on his shoulders. Faust takes his hand and leads him outside; like a splintery Chewbacca,
Cave lumbers blindly through rows of poppies to a small grove of potted pines, the suit’s improbable
wooden surface clacking as he moves.

Nick Cave — the American sculptor, fashion designer and Alvin Ailey­trained dancer, not to be 
confused with the Australian musician of the same name — is known for hybridised artworks that 
defy categorisation, his aptly named “Soundsuits” primary among them. Part­sculpture, part­
performance garment, part­political statement, these hand­stitched, full­body costumes integrate 
repurposed materials, from dyed human hair to feathers and handbags, into vibrant, wearable 
tapestries.

Having freshly graduated from the prestigious Cranbrook Academy of Art, 20 miles northwest of
Detroit, Cave created the first Soundsuits in 1992 in response to the Rodney King race riots. Decades
later, he has returned to the troubled metropolis so formative in his artistic evolution with a series of
“Soundsuit Invasions” — plein­air shoots by local photographer Corine Vermeulen — conceived as
part of Here Hear, a major survey of Cave’s work that opens on June 20 at Cranbrook Art Museum,
which is based at the academy’s campus.

“At the end of the day, the Soundsuits are just puppets,” Cave says, his honeyed southern drawl
muffled by his headgear. A living sculpture among the trees, he poses in place before a spontaneous
crowd of early­morning shoppers, extending limbs and leaning forward to emulate the gentle bend
of a tree trunk.

“But what is interesting is that, for these performances, the stage is the world. And so the question
becomes: ‘What are our boundaries, how can we move as individuals in the constraints of a public
space, and how do the principles of putting on the costume relate to our daily ritual of getting
dressed, preparing ourselves to face the world?’ ”

Born in Missouri and based in Chicago, Cave first came to Detroit in 1987, the only black student on
Cranbrook’s campus in the wealthy suburb of Bloomfield Hills. Here Hear, which has been
organised with the museum’s contemporary art curator Laura Mott, includes a comprehensive
overview of his work as well as an extensive calendar of satellite performances, events and
workshops in neighbourhoods across Detroit, all involving foundations and communities that colour
the city’s creative landscape.

“When I got to Cranbrook,” Cave, now dressed in sweats, says, “I was suddenly confronted by my
blackness for the first time — and I was in shock. I didn’t know how to deal with it. Without Detroit,
I don’t know if I could have done Cranbrook; the city was really very significant in my education,
and in staying balanced.”

He conceived Here Hear, accordingly, as both homecoming and homage — with Motor City, which
is undergoing a period of regeneration, as the crux, context and even co­author of his show. In



“Heard Detroit”, modelled on a programme he produced in New York’s Grand Central station in
2013, Cave will recruit high­schoolers from Detroit School of Arts for a performance in September
along the city’s recently rehabilitated riverfront.

A series of “Dance Labs”, organised with the Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit, pairs local
dance companies and musicians with Cave­designed props, and the procession “Up Right Detroit” —
of particular resonance to Cave, who is gay — will star lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender teens.

“In my art I’m working with the discarded, the dismissed, the devalued substances of our society,
and wondering how we renegotiate their way back into society and give them new life,” he says. “The
same thing is happening with Detroit . . . It’s fascinating that a city can completely crash and then
begin to move itself into this renewal kind of space.”

Mott, who transferred to Detroit less than two years ago to join Cranbrook’s curatorial team,
conceived the show as a way of bringing the institution — a 40­minute drive from downtown — into
more intimate contact with the city’s residents. “There are mental barriers that exist in the
landscape of this city,” she says, “but I think it’s important that people don’t fixate on that. With this
show, we are engendering connections and collaborations between Detroit artists of all shades that
will be lasting, even after Nick leaves. And we want everybody to feel that Cranbrook is their
museum.”

To that end, museum staff will be distributing exhibition tickets in every area touched by its
outreach programme, and all related events are free.

“We can bring the art to the people, but we want to get people to come to Cranbrook, too,” Mott
says. “Nick’s show is about changing the choreography of how people move throughout the city —
and in a city like Detroit, there is a lot at stake.”

At the museum, an entire floor is dedicated to Cave’s work, featuring a psychedelic display of his
decorative Soundsuits, a site­specific wall tapestry made from his current material obsession —
buttons — and a recent suite of sculptural assemblages built from overtly racist memorabilia.

“Nobody wanted to talk about the political aspect behind the Soundsuits — not ever,” he says. “So I
decided I was going to have to come at it strong.”

The “Map in Action” room, the last in the show, allows a glimpse behind the scenes: a large Detroit
map locates events across the city, an evolving video archive documents the happenings as they take
place, and a cupboard with a semi­transparent acrylic door houses the Soundsuits used in the
performances, its colours morphing as the garments come and go.

“We don’t dream any more,” Cave concludes. “And we need things that are going to uplift; we need
positive influences. We’re not getting it from the news, so guess who has to do it? Us artists. I was
raised to understand that I’m a black male, and there will be odds against me. But the takeaway was
like, ‘OK, now you know, so get on with your life and be lovely’.”
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‘Here Hear’, June 20­October 11, cranbrookart.edu/museum

Slideshow photographs: James Prinz/Jack Shainman Gallery, New York; PD Rearick
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Top 5 Summer Shows in the US and Europe

By Brienne Walsh (http://www.artphaire.com/author/briennew/), June 8, 2015

The summer brings plenty of excuses to spend time outdoors ­­ but also to escape the heat in the cool, quiet galleries of a museum. Below,
we round up the top five exhibitions that cannot be missed in cities across the United States and Europe in the summer of 2015.

2. Nick Cave: Here Hear
Cranbrook Art Museum
June 20 ­ October 11, 2015

As buzz about Detroit becoming one of the centers of contemporary art production in the United States heightens, so does focus on its
exhibitions. This may explain why rather than staging a quiet show this summer, the Cranbrook Art Museum, located in a suburb of Detroit,
is making a bold statement with "Here Hear," a solo exhibition by Nick Cave (http://www.jackshainman.com/artists/nick­cave/). It includes
programming not only at the museum itself, but also happenings throughout the city. Best known for his Soundsuits, which are wearable
sculptures made out of colorful, often flamboyant materials such as feathers, knit flowers and sequins, Cave also creates a wide variety of
videos and static works. Trained as dancer at Alvin Ailey, he is deliciously aware of how the body moves ­­ and how it can be transformed to
a vessel in which a person contained can be set free. "Up Right Detroit," for example, will be an ongoing performance staged in collaboration
with the Ruth Ellis Center, a nonprofit working with LGBTQ youth and young adults in Metro Detroit. And "Heard•Detroit," held on
September 26, will feature 60 high­school dancers clad in life­size horse costumes, parading down the Detroit riverfront. If you've been
looking for an excuse to visit Detroit, here's your opportunity.

Nick Cave at Cranbrook.  Photo by PD Rearick.
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Nick Cave: Epitome 
by Holly Gavin 

Nick Cave: Epitome 

(Prestel, 2014) 

As the title suggests, Nick Cave: Epitome is a carefully selected array of works 

showcased as exemplary pieces of his oeuvre. The book is heavy with a hardcover and 

thick, glossy pages—by volume alone, it may seem intimidating. But upon further 

looking and reading, Epitome is simply enthralling, a beautiful object that captures the 

essence of Cave’s work in image and text. 

 

http://www.brooklynrail.org/contributor/holly-gavin
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In cataloguing Cave’s work, the book is divided into four series: the 

Soundsuits, HEARD, Rescue, andMade by Whites for Whites, all documented in 

stunning photographs. These are accompanied by three main texts: “Out of a Riot 

Comes a Dream: The Public and Private Iterations of Nick Cave,” by Nato Thompson, 

“The Right to the City: Urban Appropriation in Nick Cave’s Work,” by Elvira Dyangani 

Ose, and an interview with Andrew Bolton. Thompson’s and Ose’s essays provide 

comprehensive socio-historical contextual backdrops for Cave’s work, while Bolton’s 

interview offers the book’s only direct words from the artist himself. 

Flipping through the pages is an engulfing experience: beautiful photographs are 

periodically supplemented by texts placing Cave’s work within a larger framework of 

contemporary influences and relevance. Contrary to those first impressions,Epitome is 

quite inviting: the work is vibrant, and there is lots of it—perhaps even too much. Little 

explanatory text accompanies the reproductions of Cave’s empire, allowing viewers to 

come to their own conclusions while gracing the extensive photographic catalogue—the 

book’s most impressive feature. Cave’s work is neither singular in subject, media, nor 

influences spanning from Rio’s Carnival and East London’s Pearly Kings and Queens 

for the Soundsuits. Even within the texts, numerous stimuli are listed; the work is 

layered, providing greater opportunity for readers to connect with the work on a non-

prescribed personal level. 

Epitome is a beautiful object, providing a valuable demonstration of Cave’s many 

talents, but itmerits slow consideration; its breathless inclusion of four distinct bodies 

of work leaves the book feeling oversaturated. This is not merely a result of Cave’s 

pulsating rainbow color palette, although certainly his prodigiousness has presented the 

book’s editors with a formidable task: one of Cave’s largest accomplishments is his 

creation of an impressive oeuvre, which is distinctly, and obviously his own. Cave works 

in a visual language that is easily recognizable: a niche production technique I am 

coining “sculptural collage,” which fetishizes the handmade: the work is made by hand 

with collectible handmade objects. Cave’s sculptural collages are odes to the found 

object; he started building his first Twig Soundsuit in 1992 with a discarded branch 

found in a park, and the Rescue series began after he spotted a ceramic Doberman at a 

flea market. For Cave, the object is a holder of memory; it carries its own history, which 

the artist reappropriates in his own work. This practice, developed during his 

childhood, is part of the artist’s personal narrative. In Bolton’s interview, Cave recalls 

customizing hand-me-downs as the youngest of several brothers; breathing new life 
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into vintage manufactured objects by implanting them into new performative or 

sculptural frameworks is second nature to Cave. 

The work, in other words, is distinct and identifiable, but this book is a testament to 

how it can suffer from excessive photographic reproductions. Cave’s skill risks getting 

lost in the abundance of bright colors, sparkle, and shine. Cave’s “sculptural collage” is 

excessive by nature, but the work needs space to breathe, and it isn’t given much within 

these pages. The viewer is in danger of being overindulged: the Soundsuits are nearly 

too easy to wolf down. Details of different works are essential pauses to combat this 

gluttony; moreover, they remind the viewer that Cave’s work can be valued even on the 

page, solely in its immaculate intricacy of craft and beyond the in-person experience or 

performance of which readers are deprived. Different angles, as well as the rare shots of 

a work during a performance or in a different setting, provide welcomed breaks. 

The works presented here can be divided into two. His Soundsuits and HEARD are 

performative, while the pieces from Rescue and Made by Whites for Whites are 

sculptural. The performative works originate from Cave’s profession as a dancer. 

Thompson explains that this work is both physically and conceptually loaded. “Counter-

intuitive as it might seem,” his essay begins, “the fantastic beauty and bewildering 

sensibilities of Nick Cave’s Soundsuits were born in reaction to stark brutality.” Cave’s 

work comes from haunting personal experience. Rodney King’s 1991 assault, captured 

on video, marks Cave’s eureka moment in his art practice. The incident sparked several 

reactions in Cave about his identity as an African-American within the urban 

community and his growing desire for protection; he made his first Twig Soundsuit a 

year later. The question of identity and protection arose as a personal issue, but applies 

to universal concerns and practices on a wider scale. The HEARD performances and 

Soundsuits live in an exotic mythology borrowing from tribal subcultures, but are 

created as tools of social interaction and change. HEARD is about provoking social 

change in the urban landscape through unity against the status quo. The Soundsuits are 

about the relation of the individual within the community. They are armor, shields that 

protect their wearers and hide their genders, sexualities, and racial identities. The 

Soundsuits exist on a dividing line separating hidden mysteries from eye-catching, tell-

all flamboyance. 

Cave’s Soundsuits are introduced as beautiful, intriguing art objects alive in an 

alternate reality. They are photographed in a stark white space, maximizing their 
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splendor. Not unlike a green screen, readers see exotic characters, static or in motion, 

part of a wider narrative, but devoid of context clues. Thompson’s text and Bolton’s 

interview shed light on the moral agenda of the Soundsuits. Cave defines his role as a 

messenger. By creating metaphorical staged happenings in an urban jungle, he 

instigates a model environment for change. Although visually appealing, the white-

ground Soundsuits photographs suggest neutrality and universality: uncommon 

characteristics in today’s urban milieus. Cave’s work is flattened to a sculptural 

costume, to a dynamic photograph, to a page in a book; the Soundsuits and HEARD’s 

dynamics of social mutiny are lost in translation. 

This collapse into a state of stagnation is not an issue for the second body of work: 

sculptures from Rescue and Made by Whites for Whites, Cave’s most recent Chelsea 

exhibitions at Jack Shainman gallery. Apart from a few rectangular wall pieces 

resembling 3D paintings, the Rescue pieces comprise on a ceramic dog figure on a 

settee under an opulent arch. A majestic Doberman figure inspired Cave’s series: a role 

reversal between dogs and their housemasters adding onto the art historical tradition of 

the dog as a symbol of loyalty. The work on display atMade by Whites for Whites is 

large and bold in iconography, with a vintage artifact of Black memorabilia surrounded 

by objects from Cave’s familiar collection of flea market finds. The prefabricated 

collectible items sculpturally collaged in excess recall the Soundsuits, but unlike them, 

this newer work is more explicitly racially and historically charged. The Soundsuits are 

subtler in personality; they are about the identity of the wearer rather than a race, and 

the romanticism of exoticism acts as their saving grace. Made by Whites for Whites is 

high on shock value. Placing a spotlight on worn collectibles created out of racism 

successfully creates a sense of unease. Unlike the Soundsuits however, they do not 

provide a temporary solution for a critical issue, but rather spread awareness of it. They 

are paramount in function, but are not as directly engaged with our urban reality as 

their protective counterparts. These pieces exist within the white cube model, but not 

beyond. Nonetheless, Made by Whites for Whites remains relevant: the tattered 

appearance of Cave’s reappropriated flea market finds is misleading; Cave is tackling an 

issue of the present day, and not of a nostalgic past. His works have never been more 

significant as benchmarks of racial brutality. The deaths of Michael Brown and Eric 

Garner render the protective shield-like aspect of the Soundsuits disturbing; their 

relevance moves toward urgency and necessity amid these instances of horrifying police 

brutality. 
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Cave’s world, existing on the borderline between fashion, performance, and fine art, is 

multi-faceted—“counter-intuitive” according to Thompson; it is playful and grave, but 

remains cohesive in its visual language. Nick Cave: Epitome offers an outpouring of 

gorgeous visual material and presents interesting cross-disciplinary links drawing from 

the personal and the socio (not so)-historical. The book is informative, yummy, and 

dynamic, but with four series of works, it is also over-glutted; moreover, the Soundsuits 

appear much more frequently than the other series, which emerge outshone. Nick 

Cave: Epitome is a beautiful, confident object, but could be more successful subdivided 

into two volumes, compiled by media, or even four separate catalogues, one for each 

autonomous series. 

 













How to be bold: Nick Cave's secrets

By  Christopher Borrelli

DECEMBER 22, 2014, 4:29 PM

T he day outside of Nick Cave's home in the South Loop was so forlorn you felt sorry for it. The sky was the
color of mop water; the parking lot across the street — large, empty and evocative of nothing so much as

nowhere — was especially drab. Cave did not stand out, either: He wore brown high­tops, a black sweatshirt and,
above his sea­captain beard, a dark winter cap. He took a seat at his dining room table and gestured for me to sit.
Music from the nail salon on the ground floor of his building wafted faintly into the room. He waited me for to say
something and so I said:

"You're a bold guy."

He laughed. I explained: Creatively, he's best known for his gargantuan, vibrant "Soundsuits," wearable pelt
sculptures made of furs, twigs, feathers, beads, sequins and human hair; for the past several years, his work has
veered into elaborate, surreal bouquets of sorts, centered on 20th century flea­market figurines. "Plus, they, the
editors of this magazine, asked me to ask you about boldness — you thought about it?"

"Boldness?" he asked. "I have?"

"Yeah," I said. "They said you were thinking about it..."

"Oh," he said, trying to remember.

Artist Nick Cave in motion with one of his Soundsuits. (SAVERIO TRUGLIA, Chicago Tribune)



"How to be bold," I said, offering help, "how to act boldly, how to dress boldly, how to seize boldly on a good idea.
I'm not quite sure why 'boldness.' Perhaps because your work is bold — do you see yourself as bold?"

"No," he said, thinking.

I looked around. His apartment was a dream of an apartment. It was his home and his studio; art lined every wall
and rested on every corner table. At the center of the dining­room table was an African napping bed; it was small
and resembled a skateboard without wheels. Beside it were coffee­maker size spinning tops, constructed from fine
china. Each piece, made by artist Cheryl Pope, sat tipped on its side, precariously.

"I prefer fearlessness to boldness," he said at last.

"What's the difference?" I asked.

"Being bold is being basically louder. Being fearless, I think, allows you to be subtle and effective. I think there is a
difference. Boldness is in your face. In a sense, boldness, creatively, is a horn. But fearlessness, that is about
taking charge, finding your ground. Fearlessness is a different action altogether from boldness. Dress, for
instance: Someone could come in here and be dressed in big, bright colors and just kind of..."

"Pop."

"Pop, yes. But someone could come in here dressed in all black, too. One will be louder. And they are both bold, in
a sense. But one is also subtle. The person in black doesn't necessarily have anything to prove."

He was right: Cave (not to be confused with the brooding Australian musician Nick Cave) is somehow
simultaneously modest, loud, tasteful and completely his own person. He has never seemed entirely a part of the
contemporary art scene — certainly not in Chicago, where he lives under the radar, works as chair of the fashion
design department at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago but tends to show (and gather most of his acclaim)
elsewhere. An ambitious two­part exhibit last fall at the Jack Shainman Gallery in New York City featured ceramic
dogs and racial caricatures sitting among chaotic assemblages of found objects, beads and candelabra; a series of
upcoming works in Detroit will feature performances in distressed areas; a 2016 show at the Massachusetts
Museum of Contemporary Art will put viewers inside a Soundsuit.

"You haven't always been—"

"Fearless, no," he replied. "Not until I surrendered to my calling, to making what I make."

"It sounds like you're saying that to be bold, or fearless, in any part of life, you have to be willing to fail."

"Exactly what it takes, yes. I was 45 when I made that decision. About a decade ago. I wanted to know what it felt
like to completely indulge myself in an art experience. Meaning, letting go of everything else. Prior to that, I was a
gypsy, doing a body of work, showing it, packing up and moving to the next thing. I didn't feel committed to any
thing or idea. There are millions of artists but there is a difference between those who recognize a truth about what
they want and sit on it, and those willing to risk a lot for their work."

Then he got a little metaphysical, a little McConaughey­ish, so I said:

"You're from Missouri. One of seven brothers. You had to be bold to stand out?"

"You know what," he said, "I had to be bold to come into my own, but not to stand out. We, the family, we were all
individuals. but we all had to find your own way. That's how it felt. I never felt lost in the shuffle. Maybe because,
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my whole life, I have always felt I was being conditioned and handed off, mentor to mentor."

Cave's career is eclectic: Graduated Kansas City Art Institute. In the 1970s, trained with dancer Alvin Ailey. Got his
MFA at the Cranbrook Academy of Art in the Detroit suburbs. Designed window displays for Macy's.

"Designing windows, that's about holding a bullhorn and drawing attention, right?" I asked.

"My first job. Kansas City. It really provided me an outlet to curate. It became these installations that supported a
collection of... whatever they were selling. How do you take a space and transform it into an environment? I
remember this collection in the 1980s called Parachute which had a very aviary style to it, so I remember talking to
the store manager and saying I needed to somehow rent a parachute, we will hoist it into the window space and all
the cords of the parachute will pull in one direction and the mannequins will stand among that and it will be a very
structured. And they were, like, 'Uh, OK, Nick, whatever, go for it.'"

"You seized a chance."

"Which is an aspect of yourself you have to exercise, though. I made my first Soundsuit in response to the Rodney
King beating. I made this object, not realizing I could wear it. Once I realized that, and that it made sounds when I
moved, I had a language. But it blew it up overnight, so I shut that (expletive) down. I was not ready for the
intensity of the reaction. I was on the cover of magazines and I was not ready for the attention."

"Having such a bold aesthetic, you might be typecast for it."

"In way, yes."

He stared out the window: "I remember a student asking me how to acquire an art­world lifestyle."

"Wow," I said, "that's either bold or naive."

"I said 'Work hard.'"

"It's not about bold dress."

"No. I mean, my dress, my lifestyle, subtle, not bold."

"Me, too. But my style is called mulch."

Cave laughed: "And I do mostly black," he said. "A little color, an interesting shape. I guess I am always subtle,
until I am ready to so something, and then I get bold, deliver and retreat again. Because the thing about a bold
gesture: The thing you create with it has to exist on its own. You're bold, and now, you're not."

cborrelli@tribune.com
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10 Must­See Works at Art Basel Miami
Beach 2014

By Joe Harper

Dec 04, 2014

With thousands of artworks from
upwards of 250 galleries on display,
here’s our shortlist for what not to
miss at this year’s fair.

© Art Basel in Miami Beach 2014 | Jack Shainman Gallery.
MCH Messe Schweiz (Basel) AG

Nick Cave Soundsuit at Jack Shainman Gallery (B21)
Nick Cave began making his signature knitted mannequins in response to the 1991 Rodney King 
beating, noting his hope to obscure the body from race, class or gender and thus forcing the viewer to 
look without judgment. The piece currently on view at Jack Shainman Gallery’s booth is a brand new 
contribution to the extensive collection.

© 2014 Time Inc. Affluent Media Group. A part of the Time.com sites. All rights reserved.
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'Soundsuits' on display at St. Louis Art Museum
Friday, November 14, 2014 | 6:00 a.m. CST
BY SARAH BRYAN MILLER/St. Louis Post-Dispatch

ST. LOUIS —​​ "I spend a lot of time at flea markets," said artist Nick Cave during a recent visit to the St.
Louis Art Museum. "I'll fly to Washington state, rent a van and stop at flea markets on my way back
across the country. I don't know what I'm looking for."

He knows it when he finds it, though. He finds​​ buttons, children's toys, plastic beaded baskets, lots and
lots of crocheted pot holders and some rather alarming big fluffy bunnies​​ that go into his distinctive art.
An exhibition of his work is now on display at the art museum through March 8, the St. Louis Post-
Dispatch reported.

Cave, not to be confused with the Australian rocker of the same name, was born 60 years ago in Fulton,
Missouri. He attributes his affinity for found objects to his poor upbringing in a large family headed by a
single mother.

He received a bachelor of fine arts from the Kansas City Art Institute, where he learned to sew, and
studied dance through the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater company. He earned his master's degree
from Cranbrook Academy of Art in Michigan. Today, he teaches at the Art Institute of Chicago and
makes his own art at his studio on Chicago's South Side. He lives on the third floor of his building and
works on the second with eight assistants. The first floor is devoted to storing his supplies.

Cave is best known for his "Soundsuits," costume-shaped sculptures that show a clear connection to
African art as well as the New Orleans Mardi Gras tradition. The sculptures are whimsical, but their
meaning is much deeper.

Galleries 249 and 250 in the East Building are filled with the suits; some of them can be viewed from all
sides. On the walls are tondos, circular hangings like slices of the sky, made of satin-finished formal
dresses and marked out with sequins and brocades.

Some of Cave's Soundsuits (the name comes from the swishes, jingles and clatters they make when
moved) are intended to be worn; a video installation called "Drive-by," in Gallery 301, shows whirling,
bounding, pogo-stick-riding dancers in suits made of colored raffia, hair and miscellaneous objects, some
looking like pink Yeti, some like cheerful monsters with the power of perpetual motion.

The shapes of Soundsuits on display are set forth in chicken wire. Their "alternate skins" are a kind of
armor, disguising such considerations as race and gender, and eliminating prejudice.

http://www.columbiamissourian.com/a/181588/soundsuits-on-display-at-st-louis-art-museum/email/?popup=1&keepThis=true&TB_iframe=true&height=275&width=400
http://www.columbiamissourian.com/a/181588/soundsuits-on-display-at-st-louis-art-museum/print/
http://bit.ly/1tMvOH7


mesh serves as the fabric to hold all of that mass. One sculpture has a menagerie of sock monkeys and
small fabric objects that Cave calls "burial mounds." It weighs 40 pounds, and its meaning is "otherness,"
he said. "It's an homage to a being of sorts."

A hot-pad suit is topped by a wire frame with outcroppings that Cave calls "tentacles." From the tentacles
hang metal tops, toys, noisemakers and banks that are small globes of the world, shaped into a three-
dimensional form.

This suit was finished at the museum, with the addition of an unusual wooden hanger on the back that
drapes more fabric down the suit.

"It takes time to establish a relationship with a piece," Cave said. "It's about the shedding of the existing
being. I'm interested in spirit and myth and the space around the body."

One of Cave's largest and most distinctive works is "Speak Louder," seven connected figures whose suits
are covered in black shell buttons, with shapes like the bells of tubas where their heads should be, facing
in different directions. It was born, said Cave, "when I was thinking about (black) youth crime in
Chicago. I'm living in a city where violence is extreme, yet voices aren't being heard."

"Speak Louder" recalls both a funeral procession, bound by shared grief, and the Dixieland bands of New
Orleans and Savannah that play dirges on their way to the graveyard and jazz on the way back. But an
all-tuba band will never manage that distinctive peal of joy breaking through sorrow, and the weight of
the shroud-like draperies speaks of the burden carried by these mourners.

The exhibition was co-curated by Nichole Bridges, associate curator in the Department of the Arts of
Africa, Oceania, and the Americas, and Tricia Paik, former associate curator of contemporary art.
Bridges selected most of the pieces in the exhibition, which also features a stand-alone Soundsuit
"intervention" amid the African masks in Gallery 102.

"I wanted to bring a together a collection that talked about the breadth of the work," Cave said. The
oldest piece "is probably six years old; the newest one is from today. It's a nice survey for the art."

One of the aspects of the exhibition that pleased Cave the most was the opportunity to show off his work
to a very special constituency: his own extended Missouri family.

"I have a lot of cousins and relatives in the area that have never, ever seen my work in its purest form,"
he said. "This is for them and for the whole community here."

The first Soundsuit was built of twigs, in response to the beating of Rodney King in 1991 by Los Angeles
police officers. Since then, Cave has constructed hundreds of the sculptures, built of anything that
appeals to him.

When Cave discovers something he thinks will work on a Soundsuit, "I take the object and put it around
the body until I locate it. The found is critical" to the art.

A suit may be covered with buttons or with plastic baskets topped off by one of those bunnies. Plastic

https://www.td-ams.com/missourian/
http://www.columbiamissourian.com/errors/what/?article=181588
http://www.columbiamissourian.com/accounts/login/


 



  



  



  



  



  



  



 



 

 

Nick Cave Unseats the Golliwog 

Blake Gopnik, Thursday, September 25, 2014 
 

 

 

This is a piece by Nick Cave, from his show called “Made by Whites for 

Whites” now at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York. The exhibition is built around 

images of blacks that have survived from the bad (or worse) old days of American 

racism. In some cases, Cave has dressed up his vintage objects in a decorative 

mass of found trinkets, to the point where the racist f igures’ original threat is 

exhausted or at least concealed. This piece, called King of the Hill, is by itself in a 

little side room, and it ’s properly chilling. The 1940s Golliwog costume that some 

whitey wore to amuse his friends now seems to come packed with all the threat 

that it must have had all along for black people, but which its owner was blind to 

(or maybe rejoiced in). There’s something especially unsettling about its leering, 

king-of-the-castle perch atop a pile of blankets, the iconic symbol of comfort and 

nurture. 

 

For a full survey of past Daily Pics visit  blakegopnik.com/archive.  

http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/20th-street/
http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/20th-street/
http://www.artnet.com/galleries/jack-shainman-gallery/about/
http://blakegopnik.com/archive


 

 

 

 

 

 

Nick Cave‘s “Made by Whites for Whites” and “Rescue” are currently on view at Jack 

Shainman gallery’s two locations in Chelsea (some of the new work was first seen at The 

School over the summer). The artist began this series when he found a container at a flea market 

shaped like the head of a black man labeled “Spittoon.” Shocked and outraged, he began to 

consider how he might reappropriate derogatory objects such as these, in order to “rehabilitate the 

problematic loaded object and find a place of reverence and empowerment through reuse.” 

“Made by Whites for Whites” addresses the prevalence of American racist objects that are too 

historically significant to be destroyed yet too offensive to be displayed. Rather than discard the 

objects and ignore their existence, Cave reuses and recycles the racially charged objects, 

transforming their negative connotation. 

http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://whitewallmag.com/art/the-school-a-dream-come-true-for-jack-shainman
http://whitewallmag.com/art/the-school-a-dream-come-true-for-jack-shainman
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Known for his elaborate Soundsuits made of feathers, beads, dyed human hair, buttons, and 

sequins, Cave approaches his new series with the same aesthetic vibrancy. Haloed by plastic 

candles, beads, and Capodimonte porcelain birds, the objects are made beautiful and given new 

meaning. At the same time, the stereotypical representations of blacks force the viewer to confront 

the existence of these objects. Next to each piece is a description of the story behind the derogatory 

object incorporated into his work. Some are mass-produced minstrel objects, while others are 

symbols of black pride, such as the black power fist. 

Some pieces, such as Sacrifice are presented as key objects that have not been significantly 

altered. The severed head of a black man on a stick is hung diagonally with cast hands framing his 

face, loaning compassion to an object that was once used as a ring toss in a carnival game. 

Cave’s “Rescue” series of sculptures feature ceramic dogs languishing on decorated pieces of 

furniture. Like the “Made by Whites for Whites” series, the found object is the central figure, 

enthroned by an armature of beads and figurines (something we’ve also seen in his Soundsuits). 

The canines are meant to be a symbol for black masculinity, as the term “dawg” now holds 

connotations of brotherhood, respect, and loyalty. 

“Made by Whites for Whites” and “Rescue” will be on view at the Jack Shainman Gallery on 513 W. 

20th Street and 524 W. 24th Street, respectively, through October 11. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.jackshainman.com/artists/nick-cave/
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David Ebony’s Top 10 New York Gallery 
Shows for September  

David Ebony, Monday, September 22, 2014 

 

 

Nick Cave, Black Dog  (2013) 

Sept. 8–Oct. 8: “Ever-After” at Jack Shainman  

 
3. Nick Cave at Jack Shainman, through October 11 
This two-part show of recent works by Nick Cave, occupying both of the gallery’s 
Chelsea spaces, has two distinct themes. “Rescue,” installed at 24th Street, 
contains a series of works featuring found ceramic dogs, each ensconced in 
elaborate settings, surrounded by artif icial f lowers and plants, glittering toys, and 
other found objects. In each of these pieces, Cave idealizes images of happy pups 
that have been saved from destruction and now reside in canine heaven. Rather 
than campy sentimentality, which the works’ components might suggest, these 
sculptures effectively convey the honorable attributes of loyalty, devoted 

http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/24th-street/
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companionship, and courage, characteristic of all cherished pets, but mere 
aspirations for most human beings. 
 
The Missouri-born, Chicago-based artist is in a far more provocative mode in 
“Made for Whites by Whites” the second part of the exhibition, on 20th Street. 
Here, Cave explores the remnants of deep-seated racism that still exist in 
American culture, via old artifacts the artist acquired in flea markets and yard 
sales. Caricatures of black men in figurines and other found objec ts are embedded 
within elaborate installations that tend to neutralize the meaning of the objects by 
physically removing them from their original context. Nevertheless, by isolating 
these antique artifacts, Cave manages to underscore their vitriolic intent . 

 

http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/20th-street/


 

September 19, 2014 

 

 

 
Review of Nick Cave’s Made By Whites For Whites, Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

 

Nick Cave’s self-proclaimed role as a messenger is amply evident from his exhibition titled Made By Whites For 

Whites at the Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. In a recent conversation at the gallery with Denise Markonish, the 

curator of MASS MoCA that will host his large scale solo exhibition in 2016, Cave spoke of his social responsibility as 

an artist that marks a new direction and departure from his lavish, well-known Soundsuits. 

 

Triggered by a container from the flea market fashioned to resemble a Black person’s head and labeled “spittoon,” 

Cave began to collect and investigate objects found in different parts of the USA that perpetuated racism long after 

Abolition in 1865. The series of works on display take on this lofty subject matter that continues to plague society 

today, through Cave’s quintessential ability to combine playful and serious, kitsch and cerebral art while maintaining a 

fine balance between the two. 

While the politics of representation and the significance of hiding Black identity are cloaked in the large faceless 

mannequins of Cave’s previous sculptures, the small iconic Black figures in the current exhibition confront racism 

head on. Scale and identity become important points of departure between Cave’s earlier 

performative Soundsuits often sized to his own body, and the diminutive static minstrel figures that deliver a tough 

message. 

 

http://www.aestheticamagazine.com/blog/review-nick-caves-made-whites-whites-jack-shainman-gallery-new-york/
http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://www.massmoca.org/
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In Fear Not, Therefore (2014) and Gone Fishin (2014) mass made statues of young Black boys – one who 

purportedly froze to death while holding a lantern for George Washington, and the other of a hapless chalk figure with 

a pipe protruding from his mouth – showcase how these cartoonish, pitch black, red lipped figures with bulging eyes 

kept the myth of the ostracised other alive. Similarly, End Upheld (2014) presents an elaborately carved black man 

crouching in subservience at the base of a piano stool straining to hold the weight of the person he supports. 

Cave’s use of collected memorabilia is an eye opener in the discourse of objects that further denigrated the 

perception and treatment of people of African descent. By reusing these highly charged found materials, whether it is 

a carnival artifact, titled Sacrifice (2014) in the shape of an African head, or a golliwog named King of the Hill (2014) 

whose scary black mask like face appeared in British, European and American story books, Cave contributes to the 

ongoing process of reassessing and undoing a long history of injustice. 

 

Yet placed on simple bar stools, these small seemingly inconsequential figures are enshrined in elaborate arbors 

made of birds, flowers, chandeliers and kitschy decorative items festooned with beaded strings. By consecrating the 

statues with mass produced tawdry objects, Cave introduces a playful element that balances the heavy handedness 

of his message. Similarly, by placing the golliwog in King of the Hill above a stack of hand crocheted quilts, Cave gets 

his comeuppance by making the audience look up to the villain. In Star Power (2014), an installation piece concerned 

with the Black Power movement of the 1960s and 1970s, Cave combines the iconography of the clenched fist with 

words from Martin Luther Jr. and the golden net of a badminton set, to find the threshold between seriousness and 

humour, high and low art forms. 

 

Never shying away from his interest in aesthetics, a trademark of his work, Cave’s sculptures – regardless of whether 

they felicitate loyal dogs in his less potent, accompanying show titled Rescue, on view at Shainman’s second gallery 

– make an equally strident presence for their enormous visual appeal. 

 

Nick Cave: Made by Whites for Whites, until 11 October, Jack Shainman Gallery, 513 West 20th Street, New York, 

NY 10011. 

 

Bansie Vasvani 

Credits 

1. Nick Cave, Star Power, 2014, mixed media including wooden fist, vintage stools, and star quilt 84 1/4 x 88 5/8 x 1 

7/8 inches © Nick Cave, Photo by James Prinz Photography, Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New 

York. 

 

http://www.jackshainman.com/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

For artist Nick Cave, the idea of a social consciousness has always been at the crux of his work, 

specifically exploring what it means to be an African American male in the 21st century. In 

his two-part solo exhibition currently showing at Jack Shainman’s 20th and 24th Street Galleries 

in New York City, Cave examines the history of trauma and racism, the ideas of loyalty and trust, 

the objectification of the black male, and the notion of violence manifested into material objects. 

http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/20th-street/
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Though both exhibitions, Rescue and Made for Whites by Whites, delve into themes that are 

congruent with previous Cave works, they are more overtly extrapolated and developed in his 

most recent displays. In Rescue, the found ceramic objects presented are indeed rescued ceramic 

dogs, seated on sofas and encased in elaborate cages that are fluent in the visual vocabulary of 

Cave, that of beads, ceramic birds, metal flora, and crystal prisms. The iconography imparted by 

the image of the dog is one of class and social status, breeding and the notion of superiority, 

faithfulness, and protection. Rescue delicately inspects the idea of servitude and the 

accompanying stigma within the black community, while also referencing the advent of the 

appropriation of the word “dawg” within the context of pop and hip-hop culture as a signifier of 

brotherhood and trust. 

 

 

While Rescue may speak in hushed, poetic tones, Made by Whites for Whites is an unapologetic 

study of the blatant racism contained within certain material objects from the 19th and 20th 

centuries. During a routine flea market visit, Cave stumbled upon an enraging piece of 
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ephemera—a stereotypical racist rendering of a black man, with extremely dark skin, bright 

white eyes, and saturated red lips. While this in and of itself was incensing, the functionality of 

the piece was what sent Cave over the edge. “The face was labeled ‘spittoon,’” noted Cave in a 

recent interview. “It sent me into a fury, I was like, ‘What?’” This set Cave on a quest to find 

similar objects across the states. “I sought to find the most inflammatory, obscene, offensive 

objects I could find,” he said. The offensive commodities Cave discovered form the center of the 

works in the installation. Repurposed and transformed by the artist, the objects’ meaning shifts 

from racially-charged memorabilia to education. Cave does not attempt to tone down the objects 

and their intrinsically racist propaganda, nor does he eliminate the culpability of the viewer in 

this history of violence. Rather, he forces the viewer to see, examine, and absorb these visuals 

and all that is contained within them. 

The arc of Cave’s career is vast, delving into different mediums, aesthetics, and forms of 

production; however, the narrative remains largely the same, one of the reclamation of agency in 

the black narrative. In addition to the installations at Jack Shainman, Cave will be featured in a 

major retrospective at the St. Louis Museum of Art in October, an exhibition at Michigan’s 

Cranbrook Art Museum in 2015, and his much-anticipated major exhibition of new work at 

Boston’s Mass MoCA in 2016. 

Rescue and Made for Whites by Whites are currently on view at Jack Shainman through October 11, 

2014. 

  

Photos by James Prinz Photography. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 

http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/20th-street/
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Watch Nick Cave's Soundsuits in Motion 

at the Art World's Latest Hotspot 
by Julie Bramowitz 

 

May 19, 2014 

 

 

 

In case you hadn’t heard, upstate New York is the art world’s latest hotspot. First it was the artists 
who, priced out of the city, decamped from Williamsburg and the East Village for the Hudson 
Valley’s low rents and Rockwellian charms. Now the gallerists have followed. The downtown 

dealers Zach Feuer and Joel Mesler opened a Hudson space, Retrospective, on buzzy Warren 
Street in January. And on Saturday, the Chelsea-based Jack Shainman Gallery unveiled its latest 
outpost, The School, in Kinderhook, with a live Soundsuit performance by Nick Cave. Which begs 

the question: Is a Gagosian Catskills next? 
 

http://www.vogue.com/vogue-daily/article/nick-cave-fashion-show-performance/#1


2 
 

“I don’t know,” Shainman said as a mix of gray-haired locals and slick day-trippers milled about the 

redbrick elementary school that he and his partner in the venture, the artist Carlos Vega, spent the 

last year and a half converting into a white-walled exhibition hall. “For me, it was a little different, 
because I had a weekend place here, and I just love it.” What’s not to love? This wooded stretch of 
Columbia County, some 20 miles from the Massachusetts border, is only an hour’s drive from a trio 
of formidable institutions in the nearby Berkshires—MASS MoCA, the Clark, and the Williams 

College Museum of Art. And the 30,000-square-foot school can display the large-scale works that 
much of the gallery’s roster is now producing. “Artists like El Anatsui need a 24-foot ceiling,” 
Shainman said, referring to the Ghanaian sculptor’s sprawling bottle-cap tapestries. “Sometimes we 

would rent space out in Bushwick, but it’s always so rushed. One morning in August, it took an hour 
and 45 minutes to get there. Everyone was ready to kill me! Here, if you tell them in advance that it’s 
a two-hour trip, and it’s really pretty, and we’ll have lunch at a great restaurant around the corner; 

it’s totally different.” 
 

To create the School’s soaring ceiling heights, Spanish architect Antonio Jiménez 
Torrecillas excavated part of an old gymnasium that sat above a basement cafeteria, making for a 

dramatic entrée to the glittering Soundsuits installed by Cave in the main gallery. Upstairs, in alcoves 
called Classroom 1 and Principal’s Office, a preview of Cave’s latest series, “Rescue,” repurposes 
Americana bric-a-brac, often stereotypically racist, that he came across while trawling flea markets. 

(“Rescue” will premiere in September at Shainman’s two Manhattan locations.) Some of the 
assemblages—a shoeshine brush, held up to the face as a mirror—are more confrontational 
examinations of identity than the exuberant, shaman-esque costumes for which the artist is known. 
But, explained Cave, “this looking at memorabilia through the eyes of object has always been there. 

What’s new is working backwards and exposing what feeds the Soundsuits.” 
 
Outside on the front lawn, a small stage was helmed by a flagpole, atop which waved David 

Hammons’s red, black, and green Stars and Stripes. The set appeared ready for a speech by 
Springfield’s Mayor Quimby, or, as Cave saw it, a school assembly. Instead, more than a dozen 

colorfully hirsute, Soundsuited performers shimmied to the percussions of West African drummers. 
Choreographed by the Chicago-based Cave, who trained as a dancer at Alvin Ailey, these vivid 

apparitions in shades of magenta, cerulean, and yellow brought a bit of the South Side (by way of 
Ouidah) to this sleepy hamlet, best known as the birthplace of the eighth president, Martin Van 
Buren. Afterward, former students surveyed the grounds of their reinvented alma mater, reminiscing 

about the basketball court, which has been transformed into an airy perimeter gallery, and the 
second-floor boys’ urinals, which now houses a sculpture selling for five figures. As one alum 
commented on the @jackshainmanny Instagram feed: “If you had told me in 1983 when I sat in Ms. 

McAusland’s third-grade class that anything this cool would ever happen here, I never would have 
believed it!”  
 
The School is open by appointment at 25 Broad Street, Kinderhook, New York; for information, 
visit jackshainman.com. 

http://www.vogue.com/culture/article/tapestries-of-tin-an-el-anatsui-show-opens-at-the-brooklyn-museum/#1
http://instagram.com/jackshainmanny
http://www.jackshainman.com/school
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It's a beautiful late-spring Saturday in Kinderhook, New York, and sculptor and performance artist 

Nick Cave is standing on the lawn of what used to be Martin Van Buren High School and is now a 

brand-new exhibition space, The School, operated by Cave's gallerist, Jack Shainman. Cave wears a 
black t-shirt and a pair of Nike Air sneakers; his heavily muscled arms are crossed. He's watching the 
rehearsal of a 25-minute performance piece incorporating more than a dozen of his 
signature Soundsuits, human-sized wearable sculptures. When the real performance begins a few 

hours later for a sizable audience of press, guests of the gallery, and members of the Kinderhook 
community, it will serve to inaugurate both The School itself and a sizable exhibition of Cave's work 
inside. 

 
The newly-renovated School, which at present features a combination of sunny, white-walled gallery 
spaces and rawer, gutted ones, seems made for Cave's work. Long corridors allow for the Soundsuits 

to be experienced sequentially; a corner turned downstairs reveals a massive installation of them, 
along with other sculptural works, situated in the center of what was once a gymnasium. Upstairs, in 

and around the old principal's office, is newer work, a preview of what Cave will exhibit in a large 
solo show at Shainman's New York gallery in September.  

 
Much of it is inspired by found objects with propagandistic racist histories: most notably, a bust of a 
black face, with exaggerated features and a hinged head, that had been sold as a spittoon. It is 

prominently featured in Cave's new piece Sea Sick. Next door, a cabinet on the floor houses a variety 
of similarly inflammatory objects. "I'm not really interested in offending anyone," Cave explains, "as 
opposed to bringing you on a journey and creating an experience. And through this experience, we 
can then start to dissect and talk about the deeper context that's sublime or hidden within the work." 

Cave is increasingly interested in recontextualizing these objects in order to cast a new light on their 
place in American history: turning his viewers into students.  
 

 
ALEXANDRIA SYMONDS: To me, it makes a lot of sense to see your work in a decommissioned 

educational space—you perform and exhibit a lot at colleges, and you teach. When you first came 
here, what about the space spoke to you? 

 
NICK CAVE: I've been up here maybe about six times as the space has been developing, and it really 
wasn't until maybe the first of January when Jack [Shainman] asked me if I would be interested in 

doing an installation in the space, and then also premiering a little bit of the work that will be shown 
this fall in New York City. So I thought about it and then I told them it would be fine. And then the 
more I came here and started to walk through the space and was thinking about layouts and creating 

these vignettes, these moments of splendor, let's say. As people move through the space, how do you 
also use art as a directional device, in terms of how a space may flow, and how does an audience 
move through a space, and what do they encounter as they are wandering through a space? That was 
important, to create —as they move through the space—these moments that continue to sort of 

heighten one's senses. It's really about providing that kind of insight, that vision, turning that corner 
and seeing that space.  

 

SYMONDS: Were there any features of the building in specific that you wanted to explore or exploit? 
 
CAVE: The principal's office was a really wonderful opportunity to create—I wanted to put a central 
piece there that really could support the space, again looking at the architecture. Then I was 

interested in these raw spaces, there's two sculptures in a couple of the raw spaces—to reflect on 
what was here before. Those spaces were like the ruins of what is now being regentrified and 
redesigned in terms of a different kind of sparseness. So it was really nice to land a sculpture within 

http://www.interviewmagazine.com/art/nick-cave-mary-boone-jack-shainman
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those areas, to reflect. It was nice bringing contemporary meaning, sculptural form, with the historic 

aspect of the building. 

 
SYMONDS: Which is something that gets explored within the pieces themselves, too. 
 
CAVE: Mm-hmm! 

 
SYMONDS: Now that you've been doing the Soundsuits for over two decades, speaking of history, do 
you feel there's a personal history to the medium at this point, that they have a narrative of their 

own?  
 
CAVE: I think the medium, in this particular body of work, is always in flux. Yesterday, I just thought 

of a new Soundsuit structure. I created a brand-new structure for Frieze that has never been seen 
before. So it's always evolving; it's always rooted within the history of dance, the history of 

performance, costume, couture. So it remains relevant, but it's also about me expanding and seeing 
what continues to be an evolution. The materials continue to evolve. It's still based around a 

consciousness; it's still looking at the use of excess surplus, the recycling, the renegotiation of an 
object. And whether or not it's rooted solely in black history, it is, but yet it still has the ability to be 
organic. 

 
SYMONDS: To expand in multiple directions. 
 
CAVE: Totally. I'm always writing new ideas down, but I'm also in this sort of transitional space 

moment, too. This fall, my show is not going to be Soundsuits at all, in the gallery. So I'm excited 
about that new direction and that body of work, as well. 
 

SYMONDS: Are you doing more of the big sculptural pieces, like the one in the lobby of the school in 
this show? 

 
CAVE: It's going to be that; it's also going to be what was up in those rooms. 

 
SYMONDS: That kind of cabinet of curiosities. 
 

CAVE: Yes.  
 
SYMONDS: Has that been shown before? 

 
CAVE: That's new for the fall. All those rooms that were facing the front of the building, that's all the 
new work that's going to be in New York. Half of it. The other half we're still producing in Chicago. 
But it's still sort of influenced and inspired by a found object. 

 
SYMONDS: I wanted to ask a little about the black history objects—how do you see their place in the 

contemporary art market?  

 
CAVE: I think that exhibition is going to be quite spectacular, because what we've done is we've been 
traveling around the U.S. looking for—it started out when I found this bust of this black figure, face, 
and then I read the description, and it said "spittoon." And it just took me—I just flipped out, girl, I 

was like, What?!  
 
SYMONDS: This was at a flea market? Where? 
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CAVE: This was upstate New York. 

 
SYMONDS: Wow. You weren't in, like, Alabama. 
 
CAVE: Oh, no, no. The most oppressive, obscure, demoralizing objects have mostly been found on 

the east part of the U.S. We've been flying to Seattle and shopping our way back, all over the country. 
So on the wall in the exhibition will also be a black-and-white photo of the image, where it was 
found, the year it was made, any information we can find that can then support it as it's now being 

reintroduced and re-elevated into a different way of reviewing and responding. So it's this call and 
response. And then as you leave the gallery, there will be newspaper that will be a take-away that will 
talk about the objects. There will be two essays written. And then there will be a map in the center 

that will have the data, where everything was located. It's really about looking at the role of 
propaganda within an object, and then racial consumerism through history. It really starts to be and 

talk about a topic that I have not really heard much about from that sort of perspective. 
 

SYMONDS: Again, makes sense to do that in a school. 
 
CAVE: Yeah, and also, in New York, I want to set up a different type of reading, a different 

presentation that is an educational sort of experience. 
 
SYMONDS: How does it feel, when you're searching for these objects, to be deliberately looking for 
something so deeply problematic? 

 
CAVE: Well, they're always out there! Maybe the salt shakers, or what have you. But it's really 
looking for those objects that are the extreme. I don't know where they're at, I'm just out and about. 

And it just happens that it shows up. 
 

SYMONDS: Are you having conversations with the people who are selling these pieces about their 
histories? Do they tend to be pretty knowledgeable about the circumstances behind what they're 

selling? 
 
CAVE: Totally. 

 
SYMONDS: So there's an awareness there? They're productive conversations? 
 

CAVE: Totally. They're very productive.  
 
SYMONDS: But you feel like the sense of history you see in the flea markets isn't something you're 
finding outside that world? 

 
CAVE: I think when we creep on the flea markets and the antique malls, again, it's always that these 

objects are signifiers. They're there. And whether or not one dismisses it, it's there. But for me, I'm 

not interested in the ones that we dismiss. I'm more interested in the ones that are really heavy in 
terms of the despairing quality and the message behind it. I'm interested in the message behind them 
all, but again, I'm sort of collecting, again, these objects that are very extreme. I can't believe that 
they're there.  

 
SYMONDS: That someone spent time creating that in the first place. 
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CAVE: I have a stool, an amazing mahogany stool, that's a black man holding up the seat. It was a 

piano stool. I'm just like, What? So it's just not just any—it's not just a Mammy ashtray that becomes 

these collectibles. It's really at a different level. 
 
SYMONDS: How do you feel about these pieces in the context of primarily white collectors in the 
market? Do you have any problem with a white collector buying your spittoon piece and displaying it 

in their home to their white friends? 
 
CAVE: Absolutely not. Because again, I am providing—my artist's statement is all there, the 

newspaper is there, and it's me heightening and renegotiating the role of this object and forcing it to 
take on a different type of presence and respect, in a sense. I don't really care who collects my work, 
black, white, red, yellow. You have to also be consciously aware of, what does this mean in your 

home? And how are you supporting this work and the message behind the work? 
 

SYMONDS: When you find objects, and I'm sure you must have millions of things that are in flux at 
any given time when you're working on pieces—that effect of combination, is that just intuitive? Do 

you just know which objects are meant to land in which order? 
 
CAVE: It's very intuitive, the way that I approach my work. I only buy something that has a pulse. I 

may not know how I'm going to use it, but I know it has a pulse and it has multiple readings—if I 
shift it one way or another, it can be read this way or it can be read that way, but both readings are 
critical and very much ground the work. So that's really how I negotiate whether or not I'm going to 
purchase something. I may not know what I'm going to do with it—I had that rug for maybe six 

months. But the rug, I just knew by looking at that rug that the center was the placement of 
something amazing. And then this radiation or ray of light around it is what's going to elevate. So it's 
these sort of things. It's looking at an object, the impulse, the pulse, the implications of what's 

available within an object, is really critical. 
 

SYMONDS: To come back to the Soundsuits—you've said in statements that one of their purposes is 
to hide race, class, gender, all these visible signifiers. But obviously you're a dancer, you work out, 

you're very in tune with your body, and the Soundsuits very clearly emphasize movement. How do 
you see those two things interacting—the movement of the body versus the body being hidden? 
 

CAVE: The body becomes the carrier for the work. It's not really about the physical body; it really 
becomes the apparatus that carries and moves the work. I don't really consider the body as much; I 
look at it as a tool. It's really about a level of expression; using the body to heighten an expression or 

to build a character. 
 
SYMONDS: I wondered whether you see the suits themselves as characters, and whether the dancer 
wearing one at any given time has any effect on how the suit should be received. 

 
CAVE: Yeah! When I'm working with performers, it is a process that everyone has to go through. I 

really don't allow you to wear it, first. I allow you to look at it, touch it, imagine what it would feel like 

on. And then, because it's a transformation that one has to be willing to deliver. Once you transition 
in, then it's all about conviction and how you become one with the object. If there's restricted 
movement on your left side, how does that become full in terms of that motion? It's really not about 
dance, it's more about movement, and movement becomes more of an expression, for me. And I 

really want to dismiss and remove the wearer; therefore, it becomes one. So we're becoming a 
collective whole and creating this sort of complex and universal sort of experience. 
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SYMONDS: Hearing you say that while the drummers [outside, rehearsing] come together... 

 

CAVE: I know, I'm like, girl! They get it! Isn't it crazy? Even this, here—I've never met any of these 
people, and just to come together with a group of people, I mean! Some of these guys haven't met 
each other, some of them came on the train from New York, and they're now, right now, creating a 
score. And then they're going to work with the dancers, who are coming from three different schools 

in the area. Again, it's, how can I create work that becomes a collective whole by the work being the 
central magnet that draws everyone together? 
 

SYMONDS: Even just in the last 15 minutes, hearing them all starting in different places and come 
together—it's really cool. 
 

CAVE: It speaks about, how do we really want to negotiate how we move through the world? Do we 
want to continue to be in these isolated pockets, or are there ways in which we can somehow come to 

the center and interface and overlap and integrate and be more full? 
 

SYMONDS: That's about as much as you can ask from art, right? 
 
CAVE: Yeah, period. Life. 

 
 
NICK CAVE'S EXHIBITION AT THE SCHOOL IS ON VIEW AT 25 BROAD STREET, 
KINDERHOOK, NEW YORK, NOW.  
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Watch Nick Cave's Soundsuits in Motion 

at the Art World's Latest Hotspot 
by Julie Bramowitz 

 

May 19, 2014 

 

 

 

In case you hadn’t heard, upstate New York is the art world’s latest hotspot. First it was the artists 
who, priced out of the city, decamped from Williamsburg and the East Village for the Hudson 
Valley’s low rents and Rockwellian charms. Now the gallerists have followed. The downtown 

dealers Zach Feuer and Joel Mesler opened a Hudson space, Retrospective, on buzzy Warren 
Street in January. And on Saturday, the Chelsea-based Jack Shainman Gallery unveiled its latest 
outpost, The School, in Kinderhook, with a live Soundsuit performance by Nick Cave. Which begs 

the question: Is a Gagosian Catskills next? 
 

http://www.vogue.com/vogue-daily/article/nick-cave-fashion-show-performance/#1
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“I don’t know,” Shainman said as a mix of gray-haired locals and slick day-trippers milled about the 

redbrick elementary school that he and his partner in the venture, the artist Carlos Vega, spent the 

last year and a half converting into a white-walled exhibition hall. “For me, it was a little different, 
because I had a weekend place here, and I just love it.” What’s not to love? This wooded stretch of 
Columbia County, some 20 miles from the Massachusetts border, is only an hour’s drive from a trio 
of formidable institutions in the nearby Berkshires—MASS MoCA, the Clark, and the Williams 

College Museum of Art. And the 30,000-square-foot school can display the large-scale works that 
much of the gallery’s roster is now producing. “Artists like El Anatsui need a 24-foot ceiling,” 
Shainman said, referring to the Ghanaian sculptor’s sprawling bottle-cap tapestries. “Sometimes we 

would rent space out in Bushwick, but it’s always so rushed. One morning in August, it took an hour 
and 45 minutes to get there. Everyone was ready to kill me! Here, if you tell them in advance that it’s 
a two-hour trip, and it’s really pretty, and we’ll have lunch at a great restaurant around the corner; 

it’s totally different.” 
 

To create the School’s soaring ceiling heights, Spanish architect Antonio Jiménez 
Torrecillas excavated part of an old gymnasium that sat above a basement cafeteria, making for a 

dramatic entrée to the glittering Soundsuits installed by Cave in the main gallery. Upstairs, in alcoves 
called Classroom 1 and Principal’s Office, a preview of Cave’s latest series, “Rescue,” repurposes 
Americana bric-a-brac, often stereotypically racist, that he came across while trawling flea markets. 

(“Rescue” will premiere in September at Shainman’s two Manhattan locations.) Some of the 
assemblages—a shoeshine brush, held up to the face as a mirror—are more confrontational 
examinations of identity than the exuberant, shaman-esque costumes for which the artist is known. 
But, explained Cave, “this looking at memorabilia through the eyes of object has always been there. 

What’s new is working backwards and exposing what feeds the Soundsuits.” 
 
Outside on the front lawn, a small stage was helmed by a flagpole, atop which waved David 

Hammons’s red, black, and green Stars and Stripes. The set appeared ready for a speech by 
Springfield’s Mayor Quimby, or, as Cave saw it, a school assembly. Instead, more than a dozen 

colorfully hirsute, Soundsuited performers shimmied to the percussions of West African drummers. 
Choreographed by the Chicago-based Cave, who trained as a dancer at Alvin Ailey, these vivid 

apparitions in shades of magenta, cerulean, and yellow brought a bit of the South Side (by way of 
Ouidah) to this sleepy hamlet, best known as the birthplace of the eighth president, Martin Van 
Buren. Afterward, former students surveyed the grounds of their reinvented alma mater, reminiscing 

about the basketball court, which has been transformed into an airy perimeter gallery, and the 
second-floor boys’ urinals, which now houses a sculpture selling for five figures. As one alum 
commented on the @jackshainmanny Instagram feed: “If you had told me in 1983 when I sat in Ms. 

McAusland’s third-grade class that anything this cool would ever happen here, I never would have 
believed it!”  
 
The School is open by appointment at 25 Broad Street, Kinderhook, New York; for information, 
visit jackshainman.com. 

http://www.vogue.com/culture/article/tapestries-of-tin-an-el-anatsui-show-opens-at-the-brooklyn-museum/#1
http://instagram.com/jackshainmanny
http://www.jackshainman.com/school










 

 

 

ARTIST NICK CAVE DEBUTS NEW WORKS AT THE DENVER ART MUSEUM 

Text by Samuel Cochran 

May 1, 2013 

 

                             Nick Cave stands with his raffia horses at Grand Central Terminal. Photo: Michael Weschler 

Travelers passing through New York’s Grand Central Terminal earlier this spring may well have pinched 

themselves upon seeing a Technicolor herd of rustling raffia horses dancing to live music inside the Beaux Arts 

landmark. Part of an installation conceived by Chicago artist Nick Cave in collaboration with Creative 

Time and MTA Arts for Transit, the spectacle was meant to feel like fantasy. “We tend not to dream anymore,” 

laments Cave, who is known for crafting fanciful works of wearable art (which he calls soundsuits) embellished 

with an array of natural materials and found objects. On June 9, the artist (pictured in Grand Central with three of 

his performers) will debut his freshest feats of imagination in an exhibition of new work at the Denver Art Museum. 

Titled “Nick Cave: Sojourn,” the show includes 20 never‐before‐seen suits, dance presentations, and, in a 

departure, freestanding nonfigurative sculptures.denverartmuseum.org 

 

http://www.architecturaldigest.com/contributors/samuel-cochran
http://www.creativetime.org/
http://www.creativetime.org/
http://www.mta.info/mta/aft/
http://www.denverartmuseum.org/
http://www.architecturaldigest.com/blogs/daily/2013/04/artist-nick-cave-denver-art-museum
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NICK CAVE’s HEARD DANCES THROUGH GRAND 
CENTRAL STATION 
By ANN BINLOT 
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If you've wandered through New York's Grand Central Terminal over the past few days, do not worry. You're not 
hallucinating. This week, from 11 am to 2 pm, Alvin Ailey dancers dressed in colorful, life-size horse costumes will 
dance to the beat of pounding drums in the station's Vanderbilt Hall, transforming it into a land of wonder. 
 
Part performance piece, part art installation, HEARD•NY comes from the imagination of artist Nick Cave (not to 
be confused with the reclusive musician and author also named Nick Cave). Already known in the art world for his 
electrifying soundsuits, Cave teamed up with the Metropolitan Transit Authority (MTA) Arts for Transit and 
Creative Time to produce his first work of public art in the Big Apple.  
 
Interview caught up with the artist to discuss HEARD•NY, what it was like to stage such an ambitious project in 
Grand Central Terminal, and the meaning of it all. 
 
 
ANN BINLOT: You've been busy the last few days. 
 
NICK CAVE: It's been great! 
 
BINLOT: How was this project conceived? 
 
CAVE: Creative Time had been talking to me about doing a project, and they were approached by the MTA 
(Metropolitan Transportation Authority) with Grand Central Station's 100th Anniversary. The MTA had always 
wanted to do a project with me as well, so it was the perfect match at the perfect time. 
 
BINLOT: Of all the places in New York you could have staged this performance, why Grand Central Station? 
 
CAVE: I always had thought about bringing a performance, not really sure where they would be. It's the most 
incredible space to work in. I'm there every day. It's so extraordinary that it's a different audience every day. You 
don't know what's going to happen until you do a show and just how committed they are in terms of support, and 
really rallying around the Alvin Ailey School. It has really been a remarkable experience. 
 
BINLOT: Have you created horses before?  
 
CAVE: No! With this project, I was thinking about Grand Central Station and how it functions and its role. There's 
all these crossings, and people passing, going from point A to point B. I was thinking about that as a point of 
reference. Then I was thinking about a dream state, this place of imagination in our heads. And as an artist, just 
thinking about what is my sense of responsibility as an artist doing public work, and how can that inform the 
project. I was really thinking of getting us back to this dream state, this place where we imagine and think about 
how and how we exist and function in the world. With the state of affairs on the world, I think we tend not to take 
the time out to create that dream space in our heads. 
 
BINLOT: Why horses? 
 
CAVE: The idea of looking at early puppetry. As a kid, you could take your sock and put it on your hand and make 
a puppet—it's really coming out of that headspace. Right on site, they're changing in front of the audience and the 
moment they make that transformation. You don't know when they got dressed. What is that moment when 
things shift and become believable? It was a form and image that I felt was very magical in that same sense. 
 
BINLOT: You used materials from all over the world when constructing the costumes. Can you explain the 
premise behind HEARD•NY? 
 
CAVE: The bodies of the horses are made of kinetic raffia. We were playing on the word "herd," but we wanted 
"heard," in relationship to sound. The sound is so incredible, in terms of how it's orchestrated, and this 
collaboration with the musicians really becomes a piece in itself; it's really spectacular. But then all of the horses 
have a face mask, and those are created by textiles and prints from all over the world—really speaking about the 
world unifying as a global whole. The interesting thing is that with the dancers partnering up as pairs, they are 
building their own horse characteristics. You find you're having this amazing encounter with a stallion, or a horse 
that may be a show horse. It's these characteristics that help support and build identity. 
 
BINLOT: How was it to work with the Alvin Ailey School again? 
 
 

http://www.interviewmagazine.com/art/nick-cave-heard-ny
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CAVE: I had classes with Alvin Ailey that were affiliated with the University of Missouri, Kansas City, and then I 
did summer intensive in New York when I was in my undergraduate studies, so I do have a connection to that sort 
of practice. It was 60 students that we have to work with; and to find a company that really has that many 
students attending, it's sort of a big demand. It really worked out in our favor to reconnect with Alvin Ailey and 
return to that relationship. 
 
BINLOT: Why did you decide to mix it up and have different kinds of performances? 
 
CAVE: It's a performance that's very isolated, so with the MTA and its restrictions and regulations, we really had 
to keep that in mind. 
 
BINLOT: You've used dyed human hair, sisal, plastic buttons, beads, sequins, and feathers in your soundsuits 
before. Since these costumes were meant to move, did you have to use different materials? 
 
CAVE: Yeah. When we're doing sculptural work, then my material choices can be very broad in scope. But when it 
comes to performance work, we have to take a different approach. We have to look at the weight. We have to look 
at stress that is placed on the object. We have to design and be concerned about the physical body in these works. 
It was a lot of decisions that are made around the institution of the team, the material, the expanse of time that the 
physical body can move in these pieces in a progressive way. 
 
BINLOT: What were the biggest obstacles you faced in producing HEARD•NY? 
 
CAVE: It's really coming into a public space, Grand Central Station, and working within these limitations of where 
can the performance be held. The flow of traffic and the movement has to maintain itself—we cannot interfere 
with that activity—and so it was interesting working under those sort of regulations. It's amazing what's 
happening. It's more people than they had anticipated coming to the performances. They're having to shut down 
one of the entrances in the station because of the amount of people that keeping showing up for the performances. 
I'm excited about it though. 
 
BINLOT: Speaking of that, how was it working with the MTA on the logistics? Did they have any security 
concerns? 
 
CAVE: Yesterday we had a meeting where they were going to increase security within the space as well because of 
the volume of people. I was told that this is a terrorist target, so they really have to take all these considerations. 
It's amazing. They all take photographs. It's interesting to see the attention, and it is stopping people moving 
through to take a moment and engage. 
 
BINLOT: How do you feel each time when you see the audience react to the performance? 
 
CAVE: Oh, my God. It's amazing to think, because I thought, "Oh, I'm going to be at these every day, I'm going to 
go crazy." I am telling you, it is unbelievable, and the kids are just—oh my, God—so emotional and so involved, 
and so connected. It's unreal. 
 
BINLOT: What's next for you after this project wraps up? 
 
CAVE: Ooh! I open a solo show at the Denver Art Museum in June. It's going to be an exhibition of 50 new works. 
We're looking forward to that exhibition; there will be a performance component at the end of June. We will go 
right back to the studio and be progressively in the middle of that. We're working with three dance companies in 
Denver. The thing that's nice is that, when we move about the country, we work with a different group of 
performers. If I can provide an experience for someone, that really becomes an amazing life lesson or revelation. 
It's very much a part of what my beliefs are. 
 
 
HEARD•NY RUNS AT GRAND CENTRAL TERMINAL THROUGH SUNDAY, MARCH 31. FOR MORE 
INFORMATION, VISIT THE CREATIVE TIME WEBSITE. 

http://www.denverartmuseum.org/exhibitions/nick-cave
http://creativetime.org/


 

 
 

 

 

Nick Cave’s Magical Horses at Grand Central 
by tracy zwick 

 
Nick Cave is into magic, and with the help of students from the Ailey School, he is doling it out at Grand Central 
Terminal twice a day all this week. "We don't dream anymore," Cave said to members of the press immediately 
before Monday's debut performance of his new piece, HEARD•NY, which involves 30 dancing horses—Ailey students 
costumed in Cave's signature "soundsuits." "I want to bring us back to a place where we dream, and get out of our 
day-day-day rituals," Cave said 
 

.  
 



 

 
 

Cave, a sculptor, dancer, designer and professor (in the School of the Art Institute of Chicago's fashion program), 
along with his collaborators, enjoyed a warm response Monday from crowds three-deep in Vanderbilt 
Hall. Heard attracted families with young children, tourists, commuters, students on spring break, and at least one 
celebrity (Michael Stipe was in the 2:00 crowd). The horse soundsuits themselves were the stars of the show, with 
bodies constructed of ecstatically hued synthetic raffia, and masks amalgamating rich Indian, African and Tibetan 
fabrics, trim and embellishment. Both visually arresting and aurally stimulating, the moving sculptures swooshed 
gracefully or thrashed convulsively depending on the movements of the dancers and the instrumentation.  
 
The children in attendance Monday were particularly enthusiastic. "That one looks like a panda!" one young visitor 
called out as a performance began. "It feels like straw-like a hula skirt," said 11-year-old Sophia Modica from 
Portland, Ore., petting a mare who bowed her head, allowing a caress. Donovan Phelps, an 8-year-old from Eugene, 
Ore., left with a souvenir: a handful of raffia. "They're shedding!" he reported with glee. 
 
The horses walk, dance, wriggle, sashay, throb and roll around in two separate rings within Vanderbilt Hall for 10 to 
15 minutes each "crossing," as each performance is called. They begin calmly, as if waking up, with free-form, 
naturalistic movement guided by soothing harp chords and a mild conga drum beat supplied by one harpist and one 
percussionist per ring. The horses form a line, walking in a circle. About five minutes in, there's a momentary break in 
the rhythm, and the drum takes over, crowding out the harp. Tension builds. The horses become frenzied, and the 
choreography gives way to an orgy of unstructured movement. Think of horses break dancing. Each one actually 
breaks apart, its bottom half splitting off into its own alien form, suggesting a physical separation of spirit from self. 
But soon the mystical harp supersedes the thumping drum, and calls everyone gently back to reality. Each half 
rejoins its other, assuming once more its majestic horse form. The spell is broken. 
 
Performances take place through Mar. 31, with "Crossing Times" at 11:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. Open to the public and 
free of charge. No tickets required.  
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Watch Out for the Horses on Your Way to the Train 

 

Julieta Cervantes for The New York Times 

Students from the Ailey School at a dress rehearsal on Sunday at Grand Central Terminal for “Heard NY,” a performance that takes place there this week. 

By MELENA RYZIK 

Published: March 24, 2013 

 

Commuters in Grand Central Terminal will encounter a new obstacle to making the train on time this 

week: 30 dancing horses. 

It’s part of “Heard NY,” a site-specific performance by the Chicago artistNick Cave, in collaboration 

with dancers from the Ailey School. Mr. Cave, known for his Soundsuits — costumelike sculptures that 

make noise as they move — has created the life-size horses out of colorful raffia. Each fits two dancers 

and rustles like a corn field when the herd “grazes” in Vanderbilt Hall or suddenly breaks into 

choreography, set to live percussion, steps from the main concourse. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/v/carol_vogel/index.html
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/g/grand_central_terminal_nyc/index.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/n/nick_cave_artist/index.htm?inline=nyt-per
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/05/arts/design/05fink.html


The idea was to produce a dreamlike vision worth stopping for, Mr. Cave said, as people are rushing 

through the terminal. “You’re stopped in your tracks,” he said, “and then you do get on the train and 

you get home. How do you share this, how do you describe — just imagine, coming into Grand Central 

and you run into 30 horses? That’s when it becomes this transformative moment.” 

The piece, a production of the public arts group Creative Time and the Metropolitan Transportation 

Authority’s Arts for Transit program, has been in development for over a year. It is to include two 

performances daily, and the Soundsuits will be on view to the public as sculptures when they’re not 

galloping across the floor. This is Mr. Cave’s first public arts project in New York. 

Nato Thompson, chief curator of Creative Time, said it fit with the group’s mission to make arresting 

art in unexpected places. 

“Grand Central is an iconic public space not only for New Yorkers but for the world,” he said.  “We 

wanted something magical and family friendly that captured the spirit of a city on the move.” 

On Saturday Mr. Cave and his choreographer, William Gill, met their dancers for the first time and 

began auditioning them to be either the front or the back of a horse. Don’t be disappointed if you’re the 

back, Mr. Cave advised. “Don’t think technique, think character,” Mr. Gill said. Mr. Cave added, “Don’t 

even think horse,” as the students sashayed and rolled across an Ailey studio. 

They were looking for dancers who could bring personality to the suits. “Do you want to be a stallion, 

or do you want to be a lazy horse, a horse that just sort of trots?” Mr. Cave asked. 

A dancer in a green T-shirt looked to his partner. “I think we should be aloof,” he whispered, “the 

Eeyore of the group.” 

On Sunday they had their first performance, a public dress rehearsal in Grand Central. Passers-by 

stopped to gawk, cameraphones aloft, as the horses — heads standing eight feet high, rears bent over, 

yogalike — shimmied around a makeshift paddock in Vanderbilt Hall. One kicked up a little leg: a city 

pony, playing to the crowd. 

A version of this article appeared in print on March 25, 2013, on page C3 of the New York edition with the headline: Watch Out for the 

Horses on Your Way to the Train. 

 

http://creativetime.org/
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/m/metropolitan_transportation_authority/index.html?inline=nyt-org
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/m/metropolitan_transportation_authority/index.html?inline=nyt-org
http://www.mta.info/mta/aft/
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Suit Up!
Nick Cave’s
Spectacular
Soundsuits



THE GENESIS of Nick Cave’s first
Soundsuit, as the artist

recalls it, was a turning point in a coming-of-age story.
The young black artist, enraged and baffled by news ac-

counts of the beating of Rodney King in Los Angeles in
March of 1991, retreated to the woods to ponder what he
had seen and read of the police brutality toward another
young black man. Officers at the scene had described King
as seeming larger than life and terrifyingly “buffed out.”
“What does that look like?” Cave wondered. “As a black
male, I started thinking about that in relationship to me
and feeling an urgency to respond. I’d been in situations
like King’s. Luckily, I was surrounded by other people, but
I wondered what would have happened otherwise.

“I was looking down at the ground and saw a twig and
thought maybe I could make a sculptural piece out of
twigs,” recalls Cave. He fashioned a pair of pants and a
jacket bristling with branches. Then he donned the “sculp-
ture” and realized that when he moved the twigs rattled
and crackled in a provocatively belligerent way. This was
the first of the wearable sculptures that have since become
known as Soundsuits.

Dressing
For
Excess

Nick Cave’s spectacular Soundsuits,

adorned with sequins, doilies, toys,

masks, and much more, straddle the

worlds of performance, art, and fashion
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Ann Landi is an ARTnews contributing editor. TH
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B Y  A N N  L A N D I    

The silver sparkle of
this 2011 Soundsuit

comes from mother of
pearl buttons and

bugle beads.

*FE Nick Cave June 2012_2008 FEATURE TEMPLATE  4/30/12  1:19 PM  Page 2



ARTnews  June 2012           67

“It became a kind of coating, an armor of sorts, protect-
ing my spirit,” Cave says. It was also scary to behold. “In
order to be heard,” Cave learned from the King incident,
“you had to be loud, you had to be aggressive, and you
had to compel fear.”

Though his first Soundsuit was a pointed response to an
episode of gross injustice, Cave has since ventured only
occasionally and lightly into racially charged terrain. His
natural inclination is toward whimsy, surprise, and out-
landish theatricality, and the Soundsuits, which embody
those qualities, have been gaining an audience over the
last two decades, straddling the worlds of performance,
art, and fashion. They are made from all manner of stuff:
crocheted doilies, lushly sequined fabrics, hundreds of
buttons, flea-market toys and tchotchkes, and even
brightly dyed human hair. Many stand almost ten feet tall;
some have soaring towerlike hoods that completely ob-
scure the face and head; others have animal faces or head-
dresses like candelabras from a crazed funhouse. Many do
make noise. In all, Cave estimates that he and his assistants
have created about 500 Soundsuits, which have been used
in performances nationwide and have entered mainstream
collections across the country.

CAVE HIMSELF, at 52, has the
sculpted face of a

Benin bust and the toned physique of a dedicated gym rat.
His high-ceilinged loft in Chicago’s South Loop is a surpris-
ingly serene oasis of neutral colors, thriving plants, a
gleaming designer kitchen, and a collection of works by
big-name artists like Kerry James Marshall and Glenn
Ligon as well as talented students he has encountered in
his years of teaching at the School of the Art Institute of
Chicago. Downstairs in the same building, in three studios
that can accommodate as many as 25 assistants at a time,
the day-to-day business of making the Soundsuits and
other sculptures proceeds. Storage spaces contain neatly
shelved ephemera culled from visits to flea markets, bolts
of fabric, buttons, and gaudy costume-shop frippery.

Cave was born and spent his childhood in Fulton, Mis-
souri; the family moved to nearby Columbia when he was
13, and his soft voice still carries traces of a Southern ac-
cent. He is the second of seven brothers, one of whom
died from an infection after accidentally swallowing a
penny. (A sculpture called Trust, made up of lone gloves
and mittens, commemorates the loss.) His mother, who
worked as an administrator at the University of Missouri,
came from a family of 16, so “seven boys was no big deal
for her,” Cave says. His father died when he was 17, but he
describes his large clan of uncles, aunts, and grandparents
as hugely supportive and nurturing. “Happiness was a big
thing with us,” he recalls, “not that they understand art,
but they respected my ambitions.”

Cave was about ten when he first saw the Jackson 5 on
television, at which time Michael Jackson would have been
the same age. “This group of five brothers gave me role
models,” Cave says. “They presented an amazing magnitude

Made of upholstery and
twigs, with a wicker-

basket face, this 2011
Soundsuit resembles a

prehistoric animal.
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Nick Cave in his
Chicago loft: 

“I’d like to think
of myself as an

artist with a civic
responsibility,”

he says.
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of possibilities. I could relate to that life, for some strange
reason. I could connect to it. I told my mother, ‘I’m going to
be famous like Michael Jackson.’ I was not thinking about
becoming a performing artist, but I knew that I was going
to be an artist, not knowing what that meant.”

Eight years later, enrolled at the Kansas City Art Insti-
tute in Missouri, he pursued multiple interests, studying
performance, fiber art, sculpture, and dance. He spent
summers training with the Alvin Ailey dance troupe in
New York while pursuing his B.F.A. “All of my work has in-
volved movement of some sort,” Cave comments. “I’ve al-
ways interfaced with multiple disciplines. In grad school at
Cranbrook, people said, ‘You’ve got to find a focus, find a
direction,’ and I couldn’t do it. And thank god I didn’t.”

After graduating with an M.F.A. from the Cranbrook
Academy of Art, Cave accepted a teaching position at
the Art Institute of Chicago and continued developing
the Soundsuit concept, scoring solo shows in places
like the Art Museum of Northern Illinois University in
DeKalb and the Holter Museum of Art in Helena, Mon-
tana. In 2004, Greg Cameron, then deputy director of the
Art Institute of Chicago, sent New York dealer Jack Shain-
man a packet of images of Cave’s work, and Shainman was
immediately intrigued. Since 2006, Cave has been showing
regularly with Shainman; and a joint venture with Mary
Boone Gallery last fall marked a triumphal doubleheader in
New York, with works selling for $85,000 to $125,000.

A COMPREHENSIVE show of
Sound-

suits, called “Nick Cave: Meet Me at the Center of the
Earth,” has been touring the country since 2009 and is now
at the Boise Art Museum (through November 4). But what
really gave the artist exposure to a mass public was an
eight-page spread in the September 2010 issue of Vogue.
Fashion photographer Raymond Meier had seen the
Soundsuits at the Fowler Museum in Los Angeles and de-
cided they would make the perfect foil for a “fun fall ac-
cessories” section in the magazine. Cave posed in all of the
outfits, flying in the air on specially built apparatuses
while brandishing designer handbags and boots.

The full roster of Cave’s activities, aside from his signa-
ture suits, is formidable. He has also been involved in fabri-
cating sculptures that incorporate vintage figurines—most
notably grinning black jockeys and minstrels—supporting
treelike assemblages of ceramic and metal birds, flowers,
and other accidental finds. And since the mid-1990s, he has
been doing “performance labs” in such locales as the Seattle
Art Museum, the University of North Texas in Denton, and
the Savannah College of Art and Design in Georgia. These
entail using as many as 40 Soundsuits to build a perform-
ance, calling on the talents of local musicians and working
with young people, usually from underprivileged back-
grounds. “I’d like to think of myself as an artist with a civic
responsibility,” Cave says.

After doing research into the history of early puppetry,
Cave spent a lot of time this spring working on a perform-
ance piece called “Heard,” which debuted in March at the
University of North Texas and will be featured next fall at
the Tri Postal exhibition space in Lille, France, and at the

This 2011
Soundsuit

incorporates
found

elements——
knit

sweaters,
sequined

appliqué, a
gramophone,

ceramic
birds——fixed
in a metal
armature. 
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Middelheim Museum in Antwerp, Belgium. The Denver Art
Museum is planning a solo show next June. In vaudeville
stage performances, a horse would typically be made up of
a front and hindquarters worn by two performers. Cave is
building on that idea to construct 30 horses manipulated
by 60 dancers and accompanied by 50 to 100 percussion-
ists. For another performance and video piece Cave
dressed a 20-person gospel choir in Soundsuits and had
them sing traditional hymns.

One ongoing project in the city of Chicago, known as
“Bunny Boy,” takes a slightly different path, into inti-
mate, interactive street performance. Three of Cave’s
dancer friends dress up in pink, yellow, or blue bunny
suits, roughly modeled after the cloying characters that

show up around Easter, and hitchhike through different
neighborhoods. “The project is, who picks up Bunny
Boy?” explains Cave. “When you pick up Bunny Boy, we
come up to your car and ask you why you did this. We
only photograph and film your mouth, and we write
down the time of day and the location. Then we’ll pro-
duce a video piece.

“Sometimes you don’t know why you do something,” he
adds. “It’s something primal and secret.”

A TYPICAL day for Cave begins at 6 A.M.
with an hour-long workout in

his home gym followed by a spell of reading, usually
about the history or geography of venues for upcoming
trips: Rome, perhaps, or Dakar. He teaches on Mondays at
the Art Institute, but the rest of the time, when not trav-
eling, he spends with his assistants, most of whom are
young artists.

“Every day we listen to Shirley Horn, Here’s to Life, a CD
I’ve had for 20 years,” he says. “After that, we usually lis-
ten to classical in the morning, and then we move on to
more progressive music, then we do NPR for a couple of

hours.” Cave says he thinks of the studio as a “kind of lab,
an ongoing research facility,” and spends a fair amount of
time talking to the assistants about their projects.

He also talks to his mother two or three times a week,
and his brothers—one lives in his building and another
frequently does carpentry for him—just as often. “When
I need to wind down, I go upstairs to my living space, be-
cause it’s so peaceful up there,” he says. “In the evening

70 June 2012 ARTnews
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Thirty Soundsuit horses, made mostly 
of synthetic raffia, were featured in a 2012 performance of

“Heard” at the Nasher Sculpture Center in Dallas.
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I often prefer to be quiet. For me to get out and about in
the city of Chicago is a treat, because I’m committed to
work in the studio. So I take it the same way as if I’m
traveling about the world. I really want to continue to
enrich it the best way I can, because it’s the fuel that al-
lows me to do what I need to do.”

Of his endeavors since the birth of that first Soundsuit,
Cave remarks, “We’re in a time right now where we don’t

dream anymore. I’d like to get us back to that place where
we’re in a dream state, where we’re thinking about imagi-
nary ways of existing and experiencing and fantasizing
what we may want to do with our lives.

“How can I facilitate that kind of engine in our brains?”
he asks. “We need things that are going to uplift, that are
going to bring positive influences. We’re not getting it
from the news, so guess who has to do it? Us artists.” �
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Architectural Forest,
2011, iridescent
bamboo beaded

curtains and orange
vinyl adhesive.
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“Galleries—Chelsea: Nick Cave” (Jack Shainman and Mary Boone exhibition review). The New Yorker, 3 October 2011: 12, 
illustrated. 
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Nick Cave's 'Sound' Bodies 

 

 

The “Soundsuits” of Chicago artist Nick Cave are some of the most exuberant, peculiar objects now 
circulating as contemporary art. A big sampling of recent ones is on view in New York in a two-part show, 
split between the Jack Shainman Gallery and the Mary Boone Gallery, and sampled in this slideshow. 
Cave’s trademark objects are bodysuits that can be made of anything from rainbow-dyed human hair to 
found welcome mats. They can be cut like straight-ahead enlargements of a toddler’s sleeper, or can 
have bizarre extra arms or giant steam funnels where the wearer’s head should be. They are called 
Soundsuits because some of them make noise when they are worn, but also, more metaphorically, 
because they change the most basic features of the environment for anyone wearing or witnessing them. 
They can seem almost completely cheery, but the urge to cover up and transform the person inside says 
something about an oppressive external world that needs to be hidden from and resisted. 

– Blake Gopnik 

Gopnik, Blake. “Nick Cave’s ‘Sound’ Bodies” (Jack Shainman and Mary Boone Gallery exhibition review). The Daily Beast. 18 
September 2011. Web. 20 September 2011. <http://www.thedailybeast.com/galleries/2011/09/17/nick-cave-s-soundsuits-
photos.html>. 
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Armor for Eccentrics 
The Daily Pic: Nick Cave offers flamboyant protection in a pair of New York shows. 

“The Daily Pic—Armor for Eccentrics: Nick Cave offers flamboyant protection in a pair of New York shows.” The Daily Beast. 18 
September 2011. Web. 20 September 2011. <http://blogs.thedailybeast.com/daily-pic>. 

 
An artist gets mouthy (Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY) 

A recent "Soundsuit" by Chicago artist Nick Cave, one of many now on view in a pair of shows that 
recently opened in New York. There are two things to know about Cave and his wildly eccentric one-piece 
outfits. First, all them, whether covered in old buttons or human hair or found rugs,  are sized to fit Cave.  
Second, he’s black and gay. The first fact tells us that his objects aren’t randomly wacky costumes but 
are about letting a particular person change his look and form. The second reminds us that that person 
comes at the tail end of a history of oppression that could make who someone was, and what her or she 
looked like, into an issue of pressing concern – literally into a matter of life and death. When you imagine 
Cave putting on one of the peculiar white rabbit suits on show in dealer Jack Shainman’s half of the 
twinned exhibitions, it means something different than it would if a white man put it on. Those furry suits 
let Cave try on whiteness, but they also speak to the hideous old stereotype of the black man as more 
animal than other human beings. Imagine Cave putting on the twig-covered outfit in dealer Mary Boone’s 
part of the project, and you immediately call to mind the ritual costumes worn in some African 
masquerades.  You also have to recognize the yawning gap between such costumes and the ones by 
Cave now on show in New York. Cave’s suits express a desire for a culture more freewheeling and 
accepting than the one we’re stuck with – they couldn’t be more jubilantly peculiar. But they also consign 
such a desire to the safe little world of strange contemporary art. (More Cave images are on view in a 
Daily Beast slide show.)  

http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibition117.html
http://www.maryboonegallery.com/exhibitions/2011-2012/Nick-Cave/index.html
http://www.maryboonegallery.com/exhibitions/2011-2012/Nick-Cave/index.html
http://www.thedailybeast.com/galleries/2011/09/17/nick-cave-s-soundsuits-photos.html
http://www.thedailybeast.com/galleries/2011/09/17/nick-cave-s-soundsuits-photos.html
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New Art 
MY NIGHT IN CHELSEA 
by N.F. Karlins 

I think half of New York was making the rounds on Sept. 8, 2011, as hundreds -- or maybe it just seemed like hundreds -- 
of Chelsea galleries burst open for the start of the fall season. We could do without the humidity and the crowded, pokey 
elevators, but in the end it's all worth the trouble. 
 

Nick Cave, Mating Season, 2011, Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
 

Nick Cave, Mating Season, 2011, Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

[…] 
 
Another [one of this season’s treats] is witnessing the Chicago artist Nick Cave (b. 1959) at the peak of his game. He has 
a new crop of lively "Soundsuits" on view at the Jack Shainman Gallery on 26th Street through Oct. 8, 2011, for the 
exhibition “Ever After,” and another show, “For Now,” on view at Mary Boone, Sept. 10-Oct. 22, 2011.  

Cave, who is African American, makes a clear and convincing claim to New York art stardom with these two shows. His 
"Soundsuits" are intensely decorative costumes, many incorporating headdresses that obscure the actual head of the 
figure, made with every imaginable technique and material, including satin, yarn, sequins, knitting, doilies, beads, fur and 
macramé, along with lots of glitter, buttons, organic material like twigs, and toys and metal objects.  

The cultural citations are obvious, but no less effective for it -- West African dance paraphernalia, like Dogon masquerade 
costumes, Caribbean Carnevale get-ups, and runway glitz. Once he has created these joyous costumes, Cave uses them 
to costume dancers, which is only fitting, since he started out as a dancer and fashion designer. The starting price for a 
single costume, and many on the checklist are marked with red dots, seems to be $85,000. 

The long entry space at Shainiman Gallery is lined with a row of pale, sleek-furred Wookie-like creatures, part of a Cave 
work titled Mating Season, 2011. With their bunny-like ears, these standing male mannequins are transformed into a line 
of fertility figures.  

Karlins, Nancy. “New Art—My Night in Chelsea.” Artnet.com. 20 September 2011. Web. 20 September 2011. 
<http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/reviews/karlins/chelsea-nite-out-9-19-11.asp>. 

http://www.artnet.com/artists/nick-cave/
http://www.artnet.com/gallery/173540/jack-shainman-gallery.html


 

 
 

 
Nick Cave, Soundsuit , 2011, Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

 

Nick Cave, Drive-by (film still), 2011, Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

 

Elsewhere in the gallery is an installation of seven standing figures, all joined together by swaths of drapery covered by a 
skin of glistening black buttons. Instead of heads, each figure is topped by a shape resembling tuba bells. The drapery 
suggests a joint racial identity while the “mouthpiece” for a head suggests the need to speak out and be mutually 
supportive.  
 
Nearby are still more Soundsuits, these covered with white buttons. But the most colorful and effervescent work at 
Shainman Gallery is Cave’s new 16-minute film Drive-By, in which dancers wearing rainbow-colored fur Soundsuits move 
and interact against a white background. 
 
Cave’s retrospective, “Meet Me at the Center of the Earth,” opened at the Seattle Art Museum in June, 2011, and also 
appeared in San Francisco -- but it has not come to New York. In addition to the show at Shainman, around the block at 
Mary Boone Gallery on West 24th Street is a companion exhibition of a few dozen more Soundsuits, which boasts an 
even greater range of this outstanding artist’s work. 

[…] 
 
Not a bad night after all. 

"Minnie Evans, Paintings and Drawings," Sept. 8-Oct. 29, 2011, at Luise Ross Gallery, 511 West 25th Street, New York, 
N.Y. 10001. 

“Nick Cave: Ever After,” Sept. 8-Oct. 8, 2011, Jack Shainman Gallery, 513 West 20th Street, New York, N.Y. 10011. 

“Lee Bae: The Conceptual Formalist,” Sept. 8-Oct. 22, 2011, Nicholas Robinson Gallery, 535 West 20th Street, New York, 
N.Y. 10011. 

NANCY KARLINS is a New York critic and art historian. 

Karlins, Nancy. “New Art—My Night in Chelsea.” Artnet.com. 20 September 2011. Web. 20 September 2011. 
<http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/reviews/karlins/chelsea-nite-out-9-19-11.asp>. 

http://www.artnet.com/gallery/139083/mary-boone-gallery.html


 

ART 
Nick Cave  

by Krystian von Speidel Sep 09, 2011  

(Q&A)  

Krystian von Speidel sits down with artist Nick Cave to talk about his incredible Soundsuits and his 
concurrent exhibits at Jack Shainman and Mary Boone Galleries. Cave shares his thoughts on pipe 
cleaners and fashion week, and invites everyone to come to his playground. 

  

 
Nick Cave, “Soundsuit,” 2011. Buttons, wire, bugle beads, basket, upholstery, and mannequin. 82×32 x 32 inches. Jack Shainman 

Gallery, New York. Photo by Jim Prinz. All images courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY. 

 In the several years since Nick Cave emerged on the scene, his signature artwork, the textile-and-found-
object “Soundsuits,” have become a must for the art world cognoscenti. 

Cave’s Soundsuits were initially viewed as hijacked haute couture. They are now highly collectible and 
increasingly coveted artworks, whose manufacture transcends craft, sculpture, and art. Their categorization, 
in fact, Cave himself dismisses as unimportant. According to Patricia Hickson, the Emily Hall Tremaine 
Curator of Contemporary Art at Hartford’s Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, “In the contemporary art field, 
it is so exciting to come across an artist with a wholly original artistic voice. Nick Cave is one of those rare 
artists whose work is unmistakably his own. The Soundsuit in the contemporary art collection at the 
Wadsworth Atheneum—an encyclopedic museum—bridges numerous collections with its direct connection to 

Von Speidel, Krystian. “Art: Nick Cave.” Bomblog. 9 September 2011. Web. 9 September 2011. <http://bombsite.com/articles/6057>. 

http://bombsite.com/categories/10?issue=1000
http://bombsite.com/articles/author?issue=1000&who=von+Speidel%2C+Krystian
http://bombsite.com/tags/31


African art, Modern abstract painting, performance art, contemporary sculpture, and costumes and textiles. 
The versatility of the Wadsworth Soundsuit as a collection object allows for its presentation in numerous 
contexts, which is a great benefit in addition to the celebratory and joyful nature of Cave’s work.” 

With this week’s opening of two collaborative exhibits at Jack Shainman and Mary Boone galleries 
(September 8 – October 8, entitled Ever-After), Cave’s work enters a mature and introspective phase. Cave, a 
soft-spoken Professor at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, created the first Soundsuit in response to 
the Rodney King episode in Los Angeles. That first Soundsuit may have served as an individual, cloaked 
counterpoint to the explosive crowds and unmasked conflict of those weeks. 

Coinciding with the Ever-After exhibit, Cave has partnered with online art retailer Artspace.com to release a 
limited edition of signed prints featuring his works that appeared in the blockbuster “Meet Me at the Center of 
the Earth” exhibit. Originating at San Francisco’s Yerba Buena Center for the Arts over two years ago, that 
show is now traveling and opens next week at The Taueman Museum of Art in Roanoke, Virginia. Bomb’s 
Krystian von Speidel caught up with Cave as the artist put the final touches on his New York installations. 

  

 
Nick Cave, “Soundsuit,” 2011. Mixed Media. Mary Boone Gallery, New York. Photo by Jim Prinz. 

KRYSTIAN VON SPEIDEL Tell me about the collaboration with Artspace.com and what it means for you to 
introduce a new audience to your work through photography. 

NICK CAVE This is providing a different accessibility. I’m interested in how art can be accessible. It has a lot to 
do with when we finish a suit and are moving it into the photography studio that provokes a different level of 
sensation. It is an image that speaks to me and reads emotionally as a print. I feel it has the same attention 
and authority. It is important to ask: does it set the tone and is it a strong image? That’s true with this 
collaboration. 

Von Speidel, Krystian. “Art: Nick Cave.” Bomblog. 9 September 2011. Web. 9 September 2011. <http://bombsite.com/articles/6057>. 



KVS Your work is so unique. Who first gave you a big break? Was it difficult to crack the visual art world with 
work that has its roots in multiple and disparate disciplines – fashion, performance art, costume, sculpture –
 so many things, but not one thing. Is what was once a challenge now perceived as an asset? 

NC I think Jack [Shainman] is the individual who provided me with the greatest opportunity. I look back at 
myself as a gypsy. I was traveling around, looking for the right relationship. I was willing to wait. I was 
showing my work, continuing my studio process, feeling it out, seeing what other artists were doing. My 
career has always moved upward in a horizontal way. I’m in a place where I’m understood and that I 
understand. I like knowing how I arrived where I am as an artist. Once the first show happened, it felt like 
overnight. 

KVS The upcoming show Ever-After has a new angle and takes a new direction compared to previous 
exhibits. What excites you about this new direction? 

NC It’s nice to know I can work in this abundance of materials. I’m an artist that can work in this multi-
disciplined way. The show at Jack Shainman is my being more internal and stripping down to myself at its 
purest form and raw. That’s the core of this exhibition. Everything is black and white. It represents the loss of 
an important person in my life. My friend Matthew came to me at a dark time in my life as an artist. It’s me 
regaining that belief again and resurrecting. In Mary Boone’s show, I’m inviting everyone to the playground. 
I’m working with pipe-cleaners, a material I have a repulsive feeling about, which is amazing. It’s about not 
excluding anything. I’m going to fall into the abyss of experience. 

 
Nick Cave, “Soundsuit,” 2011. Buttons, wire, bugle beads, basket, upholstery, and mannequin. 114×32 x 32 inches. Jack Shainman 

Gallery, New York. Photo by Jim Prinz. 

Von Speidel, Krystian. “Art: Nick Cave.” Bomblog. 9 September 2011. Web. 9 September 2011. <http://bombsite.com/articles/6057>. 



 

 

KVS By your count, how many Soundsuits have you made? How many did you make on your own, and when 
did you first employ additional workers to help? 

NC I have no idea, I’ve probably made 500. There are 50 in the upcoming show. What is so critical is the 
detail and craft and high level of execution. I really have to think this through, how can I maintain the quality. 
It’s about making the work for myself. It’s devastating when I come home and a piece is finished. Looking at 
options has me in the state of mind to find a solution but it has to be appropriate: creating exhibitions three 
years out that will allow the work to maintain its integrity in a setting. 

 KVS The traveling show that originated at Yerba Buena Center for the Arts is still going strong, opening next 
week at The Taueman Museum of Art in Roanoke, Virginia. Did you imagine that the show would have such 
legs? 

NC I’m not there anymore. I just have to be in the present. I think about how the work performs. How does 
this exhibition change the performance. How is it changing, in this sense. Then I’m interested in its 
responsibility. It’s amazing how I’m not connected to my work. It’s amazing how I can turn my back on it and 
keep going. I think when I give the lecture to introduce the show at Taueman, I’m only going to speak about 
the new exhibition in New York. 

KVS As head of the fashion department at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, what are your 
inspirations? Being in town during Fashion Week, are there any collections you’re excited about seeing? 

NC A lot of my friends are designers. I don’t really look at fashion. It’s a small interest of mine. It all somehow 
filters into my work. I’m interested in couture principles. I’m interested and excited about presentation and how 
it informs the collection. 

KVS How important is it for you to see a Soundsuit in performance? In your mind does it forego its fulfillment 
or mission if it remains static, like in a museum display case? 

NC If I’m at MoMA looking at an African object, I’m interested in the notion that it has a function. I’m interested 
in the duality of its purpose. It keeps flipping. It keeps my processing or thinking very organic. Am I wearing 
these in a performance or in a gallery setting? 
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Nick Cave, “Soundsuit,” 2011. Mixed Media. Mary Boone Gallery, New York. Photo by Jim Prinz. 

 

KVS You’ve used your Soundsuits as a means of reaching underserved arts communities. 

NC There are so many amazing artists that have gone underground. To bring them up is exhilarating for me. I 
move into a city for two months and create a lab with 40 Soundsuits and have the city build a performance: 
seeing what is available in a city, what musicians are in a city. With these labs I’m curious to see if I can put 
on a performance. I’m building 90 Soundsuits and my focus will be that. I’ll allow them to be choreographed 
into performances, working with youth. For me it’s trying to see what can I do to leave an impression. By 
working with a city, people are shown that they matter. I’d like to think of myself as an artist with a civic 
responsibility. 

KVS Early on in your career, the Soundsuits were described in the language of fashion—as alien haute 
couture, for example. How did the transition to the Soundsuits as high art develop? 

NC Art, craft, fashion, I don’t really care. I do like that there is this broad dialogue in the art community. We 
can all fit together. I really avoid associations and keep going. I’ve reached a point where I make what I make. 
To work in the way I work I have to be fearless. 

Von Speidel, Krystian. “Art: Nick Cave.” Bomblog. 9 September 2011. Web. 9 September 2011. <http://bombsite.com/articles/6057>. 
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Shake that Thing
If from the headlines on the cover of this magazine you were expecting to see 
the musings of a moustached Australian singer, then a man dancing in suits of 
twigs might not quite add up. The work of this Nick Cave makes a different noise, 
swished, stuffed and plucked with cultural references, all crafted with a fashion 
designer’s attention to pattern and texture. 

The sound of the other Nick Cave

DAMn° magazine # 23 / 

text LYLE REXER
photos JAMES PRINZ PHOTOGRAPHY, COURTESY THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY

Untitled, 2009 (above)
Found woven and sequined bags 
and hats, vintage hot pads, shoe 
laces & vintage knit material

Untitled, 2009 (facing page)
Buttons & found vintage abacuses

You can imagine how it must have looked, how it must 
have felt: You’re a white man, say from Portugal or Eng-
land or some other country indulging the fantasy of 
untold wealth there for the taking in the heart of the 
Dark Continent or Haiti or the desert of Mali or some 
Pacific island, and after days of stumbling through the 
jungle, or tramping across a burning plain, and bitten 
by insects as big as your hand, suffering from dysen-
tery, dengue fever, river blindness or sleeping sickness, 
you come upon a clearing in which trees, plants, ani-
mals, stones, everything is alive and dancing. And you 
still think you’re the civilised one.

Wild Abandon
In Nick Cave’s art, celebration and terror are never far 
from each other. Not that he would put it that way. 
The former Alvin Ailey dancer and visual artist has no 
intention of terrifying anyone with his Soundsuits, as 
he calls them. Just the opposite. He thinks of the full-
body outfits he constructs from mostly found materi-
als - everything from sticks to hair to fabric swatches 
- as vehicles to dream in. And yet his uncanny amal-
gams of the world’s tribal traditions, from Congo to 
the Northwest Coast of North America celebrate more 

than just the rhythm of dance. They recall with wild 
abandon the transformational ritual costumes that al-
low human beings to become one with the forces of 
the natural world and, in certain situations, with the 
spirits of the dead.

Cave, who was born in Chicago and directs the fashion 
department at the School of the Art Institute of Chica-
go, got the idea for the suits from reflecting on his own 
identity as an African American after the Rodney King 
beating in Los Angeles in 1992. He made his first suit 
entirely of twigs, each of which had to be drilled and 
threaded so it could be hung from the suit itself. He 
thought of it as sculpture, a shield against the world, 
and it is still one of his simplest and most powerful 
costumes. When Cave tried it on and heard the sticks 
rustle, he realised that the aural experience of such a 
costume was as important as the visual. 

Conceptions of Identity
Since then, Cave has built more than 50 of the suits. 
He has assistants to help him construct the complicated 
ones, but he himself sews the sequins and other ap-
pliqués with a fashion designer’s attention to pattern 



84 85

and texture. And they do get complicated – culturally 
as well as architecturally. Take the issue of human hair. 
Cave has constructed several of his suits with human 
hair, often dyed in an extreme range of colours. One 
stunning creation features long blonde hair whose 
wave motions during a dance are hypnotic. It adds new 
meaning to the old hair colouring ad that went, ‘If I 
have but one life to live, let me live it as a blonde.’ Cave 
remarked in an interview that one intention behind the 
costumes is to remove an identity and give him access 
to an ‘other.’ In that regard, the costumes, especially 
the hair-based versions, fit right in to contemporary 
art’s attempts to explore and overthrow gender and 
race-based conceptions of identity, everything from 
Lyle Ashton Harris’ masquerades and drag homages to 
Nikki S. Lee’s oriental Puerto Rican girl bonding. Not to 
mention Rudi Gernreich’s 1960s gender-bending fash-
ion designs.  

In fact, identity – rigidly experienced – is the problem 
and transformation is the answer. And so Cave’s de-
signs take advantage of many traditions that involve 
ritual opportunities to cross over. Modern art in the 
West has an underground history of it. The Dadaists, 
for example, would costume themselves in geometric 
shapes of cardboard, looking like brightly coloured ro-

bots or harlequins, with huge conflicting shapes and 
joints that would not move properly. Much later Joseph 
Beuys’ shamanism, the wearable art movement, and 
Yayoi Kusama’s dot costumes, to name just a few ex-
amples, all testify to an ongoing need to find ways out 
of the boxes that an increasingly stratified, consumer-
oriented society constructs. 

It might seem ironic that what began as a reflection on 
and an embrace of his identity should result in the tran-
scendence of it, but that is inherent in the deeper roots 
of Cave’s art, in the cultures of black Africa and its Car-
ibbean diaspora. Some of Cave’s most recent Sound-
suits involve architectural creations that cantilever 
out and up from the body. They look like explosions 
in a toyshop, with tops, jack-in-the-boxes and Fer-
ris wheels all held together in crazy suspension. They 
recall the impossibly elaborate architecture of Dogon 
masks, taller even than the carnival costumes of Brazil. 
But Cave’s creations also draw on what anthropologist 
Claude Levi-Strauss called the tradition of bricolage, in 
reference to myth, that is, the combining of disparate 
elements in structures that resolve or at least attempt 
to give a form to profound contradictions in the nature 
of things. 

DAMn° magazine # 23 / 

SCAD, 14 November 14 2009

Untitled, 2009 (facing page, 
main image)
Found woven and sequined bags, 
vintage hot pads & vintage knit 
material

Untitled, 2009 (facing page)
Dyed human hair, found vintage 
toy stuffed animal bear head, 
knit material & found woven bags 
and hats
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www.jackshainman.com

Untitled, 2009 (left)
Human hair, vintage knit sweaters, 
taxidermy bear’s head

Untitled, 2009 (right)
Dyed human hair

Untitled, 2009 (facing page)
Found vintage cat mask, beads, 
knit sweaters, decorative birds and 
beaded circles along with metal 
armature

Untitled, 2009
Found vintage cat mask, 
beads, knit sweaters, 
decorative birds and beaded 
circles along with metal armature.

Untitled, 2009 
(facing page, top left)
Human hair, vintage knit sweaters, 
taxidermy bear’s head.

Untitled, 2009 
(facing page, top right)
Dyed human hair

SCAD, 14 November 2009 
(facing page, bottom)
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Primitive & Futuristic 
These Soundsuits constitute a fusion of worlds on the 
physical and symbolic levels, in which the arrange-
ments are more important than the specific content of 
any element. In bringing together fragments of child-
hood, of games and amusement park rides that involve 
circular motion, Cave unites the experience of dance 
with flights in space (the Ferris wheel) and abandon-
ment to trance (the spinning top). Childhood, as it’s 
represented in these suits, is a doorway to ecstasy, and 
beyond it to a cosmic motion.  ‘Imagination is more 
important than knowledge,’ wrote Albert Einstein. He 
is echoed by the Haitian artist and voodoo priest Andre 
Pierre. ‘We are made by magic. All of us in general are 
magicians.’ Nick Cave teaches us how to be primitive 
and futuristic again. 

Installation view Nick Cave’s 
Meet me at the Centre of 
the Earth installation at 
the Scottsdale Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Arizona

Untitled, 2006 (facing page)
Twigs

Nick Cave is represented by the Jack Shainman Gallery in New York
www.jackshainman.com

The exhibition ‘Nick Cave: Meet Me at the Centre of the Earth will be at the 
Fowler Museum at UCLA, Los Angeles, from 10 January - 30 May 2010
www.fowler.ucla.edu
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