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ART IN REVIEW 

Brad Kahlhamer: ‘A Fist Full of Feathers’ 

 
Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary, Vienna; Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 

Some of the handmade figures included in “Bowery Nation,” a room-size installation that is part of Brad Kahlhamer’s 
show “A Fist Full of Feathers,” at the Jack Shainman Gallery. 
 

By HOLLAND COTTER 
Published: November 14, 2013 
 
Jack Shainman Gallery 

524 West 24th Street, Chelsea 

Through Saturday 

 
The four new paintings in Brad Kahlhamer’s show, his first local solo since 2006, spin out 
references to contemporary Native American and postpunk urban culture in figures drawn in 
filament-fine-ballpoint lines, in graffiti-like phrases and in spray-painted stains that look like  
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scorch marks. Basics of Mr. Kahlhamer’s personal history are embedded here: a Native 
American born in Tucson, he was adopted by a German-American family as an infant and has 
lived in New York City, near the Bowery, for decades. 

The major work, though, is the room-size installation called “Bowery Nation,” an assemblage 
that incorporates 100 handmade, roughly foot-high figures that the artist has been working 
on since 1985. Composed primarily of street finds — scraps of fabric and wood, coat hanger 
wire, pigeon feathers — along with taxidermy pieces, the figures are roughly modeled on Hopi 
and Zuni katsina dolls, cult objects that embody forceful spirits and are used to convey moral 
lessons to children. 

After keeping the figures to himself for years, Mr. Kahlhamer recently began exhibiting them 
as a group on a platform put together from studio furniture: a work table, stepladder, 
sawhorses. The result was meant to suggest a flatbed float of the kind that appears, carrying 
costumed performers, in powwow parades, though the effect isn’t exactly celebratory. The 
float is decorated not with Native American “traditional” designs, but with the repeated logo 
of the Lakota Thrift Mart. Two dozen figures of scrawny, predatory birds hang from wires 
overhead. 

And the sculptures themselves convey mixed messages. No two alike, together they’re as 
vivaciously inventive as Calder’s “Circus.” But they’re also morbid, death-haunted, a circus 
risen from the grave. 

A version of this review appears in print on November 15, 2013, on page C27 of the New York edition with the headline: BRAD 

KAHLHAMER: ‘A Fist Full of Feathers’. 
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In "Fort Gotham Girls + Boys Club," Brad Kahlhamer explores his Native American 
heritage in some of the most evocative paintings, sculptures and works on paper he 
has produced to date. His unusual approach combines elements of graffiti and other 
pop-culture references with familiar Native American imagery. One wall is covered 
with drawings and watercolors, including a number of portraits that convey a 
psychological intensity. In Super Catcher, a large ceiling-hung sculpture 10 feet in 
diameter, Kahlhamer uses the dream catcher motif, transforming it into an elaborate 
circular mesh construction. One of the best works is an imaginative series of objects 
inspired by Hopi Katsina dolls. 



And you had just been working on that book for a period of time. It wasn’t commissioned, was

Originally from Arizona, Brad Kahlhamer is known for his vibrant, frenetic paintings
incorporating in�uences like his native American roots and ‘80s punk culture, as well as
sculptures and installations. His work has been shown at museums and galleries across the
U.S. and beyond, and his Supercatcher installation will be featured at the new SF MoMA when it
reopens this spring. He lives in Manhattan and maintains a studio in Bushwick.

How many of your sketchbooks are in the Wythe Hotel? 

They acquired one book so there’s probably about 20 sketches, 22, 24 spread to spread, and
they hung selected spreads in the penthouse, which is kind of cool because the idea is sort of
to record Brooklyn’s creative class.

http://www.bkmag.com/author/lauraitzkowitz/


And you had just been working on that book for a period of time. It wasn’t 
commissioned, was it?
No, I don’t really do commissioned work. I’m represented by Jack Shainman Gallery in Chelsea
and I pretty much do what I do and the gallery takes it. I do museum shows. I think Kimia met
me through Deitch Projects, I think she worked there for a while and I believe we met around
then, and you know, I’ve seen her around. I didn’t realize she was at the Wythe. But when she
came out here, she was interested in the sketchbooks speci�cally because I was drawing local
Brooklyn. I had this idea that it was gonna be like Weimar Germany or something—you know,
artists always project these crazy ideas. So it’s really an update of the old �âneur tradition, you
know the French �âneur, walking around observing.

Do you draw upon those when you’re thinking about your paintings? 

Not speci�cally. I’m sort of reworking the portrait as an idea of contemporary native art
colliding with whether it’s ‘80s Bowery punk culture or contemporary Bushwick. The
sketchbooks are more just notes really, but probably coming into this next year, I will be
conceptualizing paintings and sketchbooks, so maybe I can work it out. But it’s just one of the
things, like I used to play a lot of guitar, so it’s just like that, just nervous creative energy. But
now through venues like Kimia’s project and Instagram where I’m posting selected things fairly

regularly that all comes out of—this is probably the 26th or 27th book—and at some point I
could probably see a show.

How long have you been here in Brooklyn? 

This studio will be �ve years in August. Right now it’s not cheap, but it’s a good base. Before
that, actually I had a great studio on Wythe, about eight blocks up from the hotel. When I was
there, that was just a storage facility. I did a number of great paintings. I’ve been on and off in
Brooklyn. Now I seem to be more entrenched here, but I still live in Manhattan.

What was it like then being over there? 

It was great. I mean Williamsburg was in one of its earlier phases and you still had a lot of
vintage clothing stores, the music venues were still alive then, big studios, more artists, the
parties were great. Jeffrey had a warehouse about three, four blocks away so he hosted events
at Deitch Projects. PS1 was less formalized. It was really fun. The waterfront was undeveloped.
There were no bike lanes, no bike helmets. Zebulon was across the street, so that was a great
venue to hang out at. It seemed more local.

https://www.instagram.com/bradkahlhamer/


So tell me about your path. Did you study art history, studio art? 

Well, I’ve always been super curious and always a direct, impulsive person. I grew up in Tucson,
Arizona in the desert, so I had a lot of freedom for wanderings or yonderings as I sometimes
call them, and just instilled this kind of do it over and do it again kind of practice, so if I do one
painting or one sketch, I just have to do dozens, like the sketchbook. And I’ve always been
sketching. But I was born and raised in Tucson Arizona, then went to Wisconsin at 14. Typical
kid life. Went to Oshkosh University, BFA, never went beyond that. I was in a band, so we’d go
out on the road.

New York City in ‘82 and then I got a job at Tops Chewing Gum, working with Arty Spiegel. And
through him got interested in their purpose and sense of mission. At that time New York was
crazy interesting, punk. Then through the ‘90s, I started working with Jeffrey Deitch in ‘97, ‘98
and that was the �rst bigger stage in the art world. And now I’m with Jack Shainman, but not so
academic, just kind of hands-on doing it experience. And I just got named the new Diebenkorn
fellow for 2016, so I’ll be teaching out at the San Francisco Art Institute. I’m doing a residency
at the Headlands in Marin County, which is super cool. It’s an old army barracks. It’s quite a
well-known art residency.

What was it like when you �rst moved here? 

It was rugged. I mean, the Lower East Side was amazing. Huge rooftop parties. Pre-AIDS. It was
‘82. Madonna. My band played at Danceteria, which was a crazy experience. Ed Maxey, who’s
Robert Mapplethorp’s brother, took me to one of the original balls, the kind of Paris is Burning
thing up in Harlem—that was crazy. Just a lot of energy. At that time, we were all probably
outsiders in our towns and cities outside of New York and we came here, all sort of crazy
creative types amassing on the Lower East Side, and now you don’t really have that.

Well, now it’s here, right? 

Well it’s here, but you know, I think because of the internet more people are staying outside of
New York City. It’s gotten very expensive. At that time, you could come here and make
something with not tons of money, so you had probably a wider variety of creative class coming
in. It was great. I mean, it was CBGB. Everybody was in black leather. Everybody was dancing at
the club over on Avenue A.

Check out Brad’s website and follow him on Instagram @bradkahlhamer.

Photos by Maggie Shannon.
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Installation view: Island States, TOPS Gallery, April 23 –
June 11, 2016. Courtesy Tops Gallery, Memphis, TN.

ArtSeen

July 11th, 2016

Subterranean Sculptural Blues
by Samuel Feldblum

Island States
TOPS GALLERY | APRIL 23 – JUNE 11, 2016

In Memphis, a sun­baked blues town where history oozes from ramshackle brick façades, the musician’s
studio often trumps the painter’s. Perhaps it’s fitting, then, that downtown Tops Gallery is underground, in
a basement behind a working stained glass factory. From April 23 – June 11, Tops exhibited Island States,
a group show featuring the sculpture of twelve artists. Many have Memphian ties, including the curator,
Memphis­born and New York­based, Corinne Jones. The curatorial statement sets up the show as a
meditation on individuality via standing up and standing for; ultimately, though, the pieces point toward a
more relational vision of the self, of islands amid archipelagos. 

Jones also contributed the first piece in the show, Res Nullius
sundial II (2016), a sundial on the sidewalk outside the gallery.
A black boomerang indicating six o’clock is painted beside a
white circle, which the viewer is to stand within in order to
become the gnomon, casting the shadow that tells the time. I
arrived, like a gunslinger, at high noon. It was both a welcome
engagement with the surrounding environment—the sun in
Memphis is a formidable companion—and an upfront
reminder that the individual is shaped by circumstances; one’s
representation in the piece depends on the time of encounter. 

Downstairs, Memphis native Derek Fordjour offers Topdog
(2016), the most striking work in the show: six clay­and­coal busts stand atop one another, alternating
between right­side­up and inverted. Clad in old football helmets, the heads suggest a particular strain of
masculine self­definition, predicated on conquering and competition, while also positing that such an
identity is a house of cards, turtles all the way down. We see how easy it would be to flip the tower. The
sculpture channels a totemic magnetism in its simple power—coal set atop a solid tree stump. Beside it is
Terri Phillips’s Soul Blueprint (2016), a round wooden pedestal with nine colored glass chunks contoured
to look like crystals. In a time in which our choices of what to consume define us, these ersatz stones
remind us of the poverty of that process. Squint, and we become just so many mantelpieces.
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Derek Fordjour, Topdog, 2016. Clay, coal, steel, wood.
84 × 16 × 16 inches. Courtesy Tops Gallery.

Brad Kahlhamer’s Next Level Figure 12 (2014), a multimedia
bird emerging from a central woodblock head, was more
traditional in its depiction of individuality: figure atop stand.
In LaKela Brown’s Ground Beneath My Feet (2016), two lower
legs are cast in plaster and covered in black glitter, reflecting
the sparkle of Fordjour’s nearby coal. Scrolled paper pokes out
where the tibiae and fibulae would emerge, giving a lopped­off
feel and suggesting the violence that shapes many
communities. Renee Delosh’s Tropical Staycation (2016) and
Josef Bull’s Sustainable Earth (by Staples) (2016) reconstruct
a stalked plant and a head­like monument in kitschy materials.
Atop Bull’s sculpture sits a shining piece of Arctic mud. As our
natural bounties wane, our dreams become more plastic. As
Delosh and Bull suggest, so do we.

Abutting the industrial miscellanea at the entrance, we
encounter Jim Buchman’s Zoe (2016). A white inch­thick layer
of polyethylene flutters around a steel pole holding it upright,
bringing to mind an abstracted Winged Victory of
Samothrace. The marble­like appearance of the work and its
industrial core echo the process of rechristening industrial
ruins as art spaces, à la Tops and seemingly everywhere else.
An offset room—less post­industrial than just industrial, full as it is of working HVAC pipes and valves—is
dark, lit by the aura of Robbie McDonald’s Strange Loop (2016). In it, twin wires threaded through
baseball­bat pillars connect to purplish tubes of excited noble gases, twisting like arteries. The title—
presumably a reference to Douglas Hofstadter’s Gödel, Escher, Bach—suggests that meaning comes from
mapping empirical observations about the world onto meaningless sets of symbols. To a cynic, the piece
might aptly describe love (and could double as an ironic take on art criticism). But strange though the
connection may be, the tubes loop together, and, in linking, glow.

At the center of the exhibition, Anne Eastman’s États (2016), slightly bent polygonal mirrors hang from a
hexagrammatic wooden frame. The mirrors twist slowly to and fro, the other sculptures entering and
exiting their frames, sometimes recursively repeating themselves into a distant infinity as the mirrors catch
one another just so. Alongside Strange Loop and Topdog, it casts individuality as intimately related to
others. Here, then, is the capstone vision of autonomy in the show. Standing up, standing for, cannot
possibly happen in isolation; we are in fact reflecting one another, borrowing and learning from others—
who themselves do the same—in order to become who we are. Nobody’s state is in fact an island.
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Review: ‘The PlainV IndianV,’ America’V (arl\

ArtiVtV, at the Met
%\ HOLLAND COTT(R MARCH 12, 2015

Some of the earliest surviving art by native North Americans left America long
ago. Soldiers, traders and priests, with magpie eyes for brilliance, bundled it up
and shipped it across the sea to Europe. Painted robes, embroidered slippers
and feathered headdresses tinkling with chimes found their way into
cupboards in 18th­century London and Paris, and lay there half­forgotten.
Now, in “The Plains Indians: Artists of Earth and Sky” at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, some of those wondrous things have come home.

Of the about 130 pieces in the show, on loan from more than 50
international collections, those sent by the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris are
exceptional: a drawing, on animal hide, of a half­abstract bird with prismatic
wings; a raven­plume bonnet with feathers swept back as if hit by wind; and a
bead­encrusted shoulder bag with a double­crescent design. They are all part
of an exhibition that has to be one of the most completely beautiful sights in
New York right now: But what would Europeans have thought when they first
unpacked these objects in Paris centuries ago?

They might have noticed that the crescent emblems stitched on the beaded
bag looked vaguely familiar. But from where? Moorish Spain. And the beads?
They were glass, probably Venetian. Even a viewer who found the plumed
bonnet outlandish might have admired the skill that had gone into weaving its
headband from porcupine quills. And surely to 18th­century eyes, as to ours,
the drawing of the great bird had a undeniable majesty and a sophistication
that spoke of a deep history.

http://www.nytimes.com/
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/m/metropolitan_museum_of_art/index.html?inline=nyt-org
http://nyti.ms/1C9rgjP
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/c/holland_cotter/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/design/index.html


That history long predated the arrival of Europeans, as is demonstrated by
the precious archaeological remains that open the show. The oldest is a carved
stone pipe in the form of man with a double­bun hairdo and wearing a feather
bustle, a feature of ritual attire to this day. The small sculpture may date to the
first century B.C. and was found in a burial mound in what is now Ohio.

Its relatively heavy material suggests that the people who made it had
settled lives. And its function is evidence of traditions sustained over time. For
the first Americans, for as far back as we know, the sharing of a tobacco pipe
was a ceremonial way to strengthen friendships and cement alliances. It was a
gesture of intimacy and trust, like a mingling of blood, an exchange of breath.
For this reason, pipes became as elaborately made and richly decorated as
liturgical vessels in European churches.

With the arrival of Europeans on the Plains, life began to change. Spanish
soldiers and ranchers, coming north from Mexico in the 16th century,
introduced horses, which Indians quickly adopted, mastered and bred. Horses
dramatically extended the range and efficiency of the buffalo hunt, a primary
source of food and of hides for clothing and shelter. Plains people became
increasingly mobile, moving seasonally with the herds and carrying their lives
with them. Portability became a requisite, and never has the genre of art­you­
can­wear been more inventively explored.

Painted robes, covered with figures and symbols and accessorized with
leggings and gloves, became storyboards of oral history and epic adventure.
One monumental example from the Branly collection, fittingly known as the
Grand Robe, depicts, in more than a dozen episodes and with a cast of some 60
figures, the Homeric exploits of two Lakota warriors. There are debates over
the gender of the artists of certain robes. But in general, paintings and
drawings were done by men, and tanning, sewing and beadwork by women.
And outstanding examples of beadwork, positioned throughout the show, glow
with a kind of self­generated light.

An early­19th­century man’s shirt from the Upper Missouri River region,
on loan from a museum in Bern, Switzerland, is sewn with just a few glass
beads, like a sprinkling of fresh rain. A Central Plains woman’s dress, from



around 1855, has more: rivers of blue beads flow from both shoulders.
Elsewhere, that flow becomes a flood, completely drenching a rare fully beaded
and fringed dress from around 1900, and washing over moccasins, gloves,
tobacco bags, cradleboards, and masks for horses that turn horses into
supernatural beings.

It’s a cliché to say that Native Americans were particularly in tune with
nature. But everything in the show, organized by the Branly in partnership
with the Met and the Nelson­Atkins Museum of Art in Kansas City, Mo., backs
up this idea. You’re not in a humanist world where man is central, the crown of
creation. You’re in a creaturist universe, where humans are just one more
beast, and the most aggressive of all.

Images of animals, alive and dead, are ever­present. Most objects in the
show are made from, or incorporate, parts of them. One extraordinarily
elaborate early­19th­century pipe stem from the Eastern Plains or Western
Great Lakes is the equivalent of a zoological reliquary, ornamented with matter
from the bodies of sacred beings: horsehair, deer hair, porcupine quills, wood
duck feathers and the scalp of an ivory­billed woodpecker, a bird now
terminally endangered and possibly extinct.

At the same time, no culture produced more vivacious and emotionally
empathetic depictions of animals, who were regarded as having sensitivities
and knowledge beyond a human’s range. Sometime around 1850, an Arikara
artist in North Dakota had a vision of his guardian spirit in the form of a
buffalo, and for protection he painted its portrait on his shield. It’s in the show
and the buffalo’s direct, candid gaze is unshakable and unforgettable.

So is an image, carved in wood some 30 or 40 years later by a Hunkpapa
Lakota artist of a horse apparently dying in battle. Now in the collection of the
South Dakota State Historical Association, the figure was conceived as a
tribute to a beloved animal killed under fire. Streaked with blood­red and
stretched out as if strained beyond endurance, it has the pathos of a crucified
Christ. In a history of great sculpture, past and present, from the North
American continent, it has a place in the highest pantheon.

By around 1880, when this piece was carved, mourning was becoming a



way of life on the Great Plains and its native populations needed whatever
protection they could find. The United States government, with the Army and
frontier settlers as its enforcer, stripped Native Americans of their land and
contributed to all but wiping out the natural resources that sustained them.
Reduced to the status of hostile aliens, American Indians battled one another
over whatever scraps were left.

There are few saints in any history, and even fewer in a history of warrior
culture, which is what American history, Native and otherwise, is built on.

At the same time, martyrdom exists, and the fate of native populations in
the United States in the late 19th and early 20th centuries is just that. It
remains a nation’s self­inflicted and unhealing wound. And to some extent, the
show can’t help but be a memorial to it.

In the 1880s, a millennial spiritual movement arose among Plains
Indians, expressed in a ceremony called the Ghost Dance. In a fit of hopeful
miraculous thinking, its adherents envisioned the return of a precontact lost
world, where the buffalo would be plentiful, the beloved dead restored to life,
and the Plains would be American Indian lands again.

Material associated with the Ghost Dance comes toward the end of the
exhibition: a woman’s dance dress, flame red, and painted with avian spirits —
magpies, eagles, crows — and a shield with an image of a thunderbird
divebombing from the heavens. More personal is a little dream­drawing owned
by the Fenimore Art Museum in Cooperstown, N.Y. Done in pencil and ink on
lined ledger­book paper, it depicts an avenging horned deity on a half­eagle,
half­bison mount that could come straight from Revelations. It was drawn by
the artist named Black Hawk, a traditional medicine man who may have died
with other Ghost Dance followers at Wounded Knee. The exhibition’s curator,
Gaylord Torrence of the Nelson­Atkins Museum of Art, assisted in New York
by Judith Ostrowitz, could have ended the show there, on a tragic vanishing­
people note. But wisely, and realistically, they did not. Instead, they bring the
story into the present with work by inspired artists who carry Plains traditions
into the 21st century.

There are classic pieces here by painters from the early­ and mid­20th



century, like Dick West, Francis Blackbear Bosin and artists known as the
Kiowa Six, who depicted native life and religions — including the Native
American Church and its peyote cult — in an illustrative mode that became the
accepted “Indian” mode for a generation. Native art has since broken up into
many styles and media, while resolutely monitoring the pulse of tradition.

The photographer Wendy Red Star spoofs the view of the Indian being
particularly attuned to nature; in contrast, T. C. Cannon (1946­1978), in a
painting of his grandmother as a kind of sky­walker, pregnant with his father,
affirms that view. Some artists are politically very direct. In a painting, Arthur
Amiotte, who has a terse, moving essay in the catalog, revisits Wounded Knee,
where distant members of his family died. Others are what might be called
spiritual activists. Through film images and sonorous chants — you can hear
them as pure as a Gregorian chant in the distance as you enter the show —
Dana Claxton evokes meditative rituals still very much alive today.

Clothing remains the great statement­maker and storyteller it has always
been. The young California artist Jamie Okuma transforms store­bought shoes
into killer­heel sculptures glinting with 24­karat gold beads. Rhonda Holy Bear
stitches, in minute detail, doll­size versions of the hide­painted narratives from
the past. And Bently Spang, a Northern Cheyenne from Montana, has made a
protective “war shirt” that is really a peace shirt, stitched together entirely
from family snapshots taken at home. We all wear our histories on us, whether
we know it or not. Mr. Spang knows it, and loves it, and makes it art.

Cor r ection: Ma r ch 12, 2015 
An earlier version of this review referred incorrectly to the curation of the
exhibition. Gaylord Torrence of the Nelson­Atkins Museum of Art is the curator,
and Judith Ostrowitz of the Met is the organizer of the exhibition in New York. It
is not the case that they are both curators of the show.
“The Plains Indians: Artists of Earth and Sky” continues through May 10 at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art; 212­535­7710, metmuseum.org.

A version of this review appears in print on March 13, 2015, on page C19 of the New York edition with
the headline: America’s Earliest Artists.



Priscilla Frank
Arts Writer, The Huffington Post

Native American Folk Art Meets Punk In One Artist's
Search For Identity
Katsina dolls, dream catchers and graffiti, oh my.

Posted: 09/08/2015 09:12 AM EDT

Traditionally, katsina dolls, essential to Hopi and Zuni Native American traditions, serve as
messengers between the earthly and spiritual realms, often imparting moral lessons to young
children. Representing the spirits of deities, animals, natural growths and deceased ancestors,
the dolls are often made from cottonwood root, featuring crescent­shaped mouths, beaks or
snouts, as well as bird wings, feathers, and animal horns. 

NEXT LEVEL FIGURE 11, 2014 WOOD, WIRE, ROPE, CLOTH, BELLS, ACRYLIC AND SPRAY PAINT SCULPTURE: 13 1/4 X 15 X 3 1/2 INCHES INSTALLED ON METAL STAND: 58 1/2 X 15 X 5 INCHES INVENTORY #BRK14.002

©BRAD KAHLHAMER. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.
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Artist Brad Kahlhamer riffs of the katsina tradition with his wiry assemblage sculptures,
weaving the spirit of Native American folk art through the impetuousness of abstract
expressionism and the rebellious fever of New York punk. The raggedy talismans, made from
canvas and nails and shirts and hair, resemble the abject cousins of the traditional totems, not
so much imparting moral lessons but busking through gritty New York streets imparting
frenzied and sometimes wildly intuitive tidbits. 

Kahlhamer is Native American. However, he was adopted by a German­American family in
infancy and does not know his biological parents nor his tribal affiliation. As such, his art is
pumped with a certain ravenous hunger, with multiple influences both cultural and personal
surgically attached at a quick pace.  

NEXT LEVEL FIGURE 12, 2014 WOOD, WIRE, ROPE, FEATHERS, CLOTH, BELLS, LEATHER, ACRYLIC AND SPRAY PAINT SCULPTURE: 17 X 13 X 6 1/2 INCHES INSTALLED ON METAL STAND: 48 1/2 X 13 X 6 1/2 INCHES

INVENTORY Â©BRAD KAHLHAMER. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.

http://www.bradkahlhamer.net/


"I grew up in Tucson and at 14 moved with the family outside a small Wisconsin town,"
Kahlhamer explained to The Huffington Post Arts. "I had tremendous freedom as a kid. Lots of
desert adventures ­­ a childhood filled with only­come­home­when­hungry treks and nature
encounters in the Sonoran Desert. I think that instilled me with some nomadic impulses. The
Midwest was about personal growth, developing my curiosities and early encounters with the
'other.'"

In 1982, Kahlhamer moved to New York City, specifically the Lower East Side in the midst of its
cultural rebirth. "I witnessed Glenn Branca’s apocalyptic guitar symphony. I was also playing
in a band ­­ I recall one gig at Danceteria that was on the same bill as the Cro­mags’ beer­can­
throwing crowd.  At the time, I worked at Topps chewing gum as an art director and met some
of the underground cartoon heavies. Art Spiegelman brought in the first copy of Raw, and he
showed the first chapters of Maus. I was attracted to the whole movement’s sense of mission."

The raucous pace of 1980s New York is tangible in Kahlhamer's sculptural works ­­ part
subway graffiti, part performative nightlife, part post­punk DIY. And a hefty dose of that New
York transplant angst, opting to search for a home and an identity somewhere between the
future and the past. A whimsical darkness runs throughout. Holland Cotter described the
vision as "morbid, death­haunted, a circus risen from the grave."

"Native American history has long been central to my 'yonderings,'" Kahlhamer continued. "By
that I mean the treks and explorations I take through urban street culture, music, cinema,
Native American art and the American West. The Arizona landscape of my childhood was so
powerful to me, as were the tribal objects that originated there."

BOWERY NATION (INSTALLED AT A FISTFUL OF FEATHERS, JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, OCTOBER 18 NOVEMBER 16, 2013), 1985­2012 BOWERY NATION: CONSTRUCTION MADE WITH WOOD, WIRE, RUBBER, FEATHERS,

OIL PAINT, ACRYLIC PAINT, SPRAY PAINT, CLOTH, STRING, ROPE, HAIR, LEATHER, METAL, PENCIL, BONE, CLAY, AND SAGE APPROXIMATELY 10 X 24 X 4 FEET INSTALLED BRAD KAHLHAMER. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST

AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/15/arts/design/brad-kahlhamer-a-fist-full-of-feathers.html


Specifically, Kahlhamer was inspired by the Barry Goldwater collection of katsina dolls at the
Heard Museum, which he first visited in the 1970s. "I’ve always marveled at the collection’s
power and the interconnectedness of its cosmology. It’s an entire universe." The artist's
"Bowery Nation," featuring over 100 figures, is an ode to this obsession, as is his newest
sculptural series, "Super Catcher," which shifts from katsina dolls to dream catchers.

Aside from crafting sculptures, Kahlhamer also plays guitar, a practice he sees as a natural
extension of his visual work. "The sounds I play are like the forms in my work ­­ skeletal,
jangly, wirey," he said. "I prefer the raw and immediate. A music video I made, 'Dark Hair,' has
lyrics that have ended up in paintings.

"There’s a perpetual sonic loop between the painting studio and my musical interests. This
translates to writing, too. I recently wrote an essay on the painter Fritz Scholder for the Denver
Art Museum, and approached the text with a songwriter’s attitude.  I always travel with a
sketchbook so I can jam out visually in the same way I would with a guitar. The sketches then
live on as entries on my Instagram, which I keep as visual diary. It’s all a lyrical loop."

There is a loop­like feel to Kahlhamer's entire handmade practice as well; perhaps, that is, if
loops could be jagged. Authentic obsessions, whether artistic influences or personal quests,
drive the time­travelling sculptures with ferocious intensity. Traditional Native American folk
art is stitched together with a hint of Paul Klee's diminutive monsters, a whiff of Jean­Michel
Basquiat's calligraffiti, some of Alexander Calder's delicate mobiles, a bit of Robert
Rauschenberg's scrap storytelling. It's a search for identity that doesn't just look backwards,
but forwards, sideways, inside, and upside down as well.  

NEXT LEVEL FIGURE 15, 2014 WOOD, WIRE, BELLS, LEATHER, ACRYLIC AND SPRAY PAINT SCULPTURE: 21 X 8 1/4 X 8 1/2 INCHES INSTALLED

ON METAL STAND:53 1/2 X 8 1/4 X 8 1/2 INCHES INVENTORY #BRK14.007 Â©BRAD KAHLHAMER. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK

SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.
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Brad Kahlhamer: Fort Gotham Girls + Boys Club 

Jack Shainman  
513 W. 20th St., (212) 645-1701  
Through Apr. 26 

Brad Kahlhamer (b. 1956) has lived quite a life. He's an American Indian from Tucson, Ariz., 
who was adopted by a German-American family and has lived much of his life here on the 
Lower East Side. A musician who played at the legendary CBGB club, he's also an artist—
formerly in the stable of the equally legendary Deitch Projects gallery—whose efforts range 
through painting, drawing, sculpture, installation and performance. 

Mr. Kahlhamer's deftly expressionist art understandably comprises a plethora of subjects, 
from Indian imagery (including decorative motifs lifted from totems), to the vagaries of gritty 
New York, to the intersection of American consumer culture and Indian life, e.g., Lakota 
Thrift Store (there's one in North Eagle Butte, S.D.). His work also employs just about every 
stylistic device under the contemporary sun: graffiti skeins, delicate ink lines, paint stains, 
wire arabesques and found objects. Unsurprisingly, Mr. Kahlhamer's art is remindful-in-
combination of any number of other artists, including Francis Bacon, Marlene Dumas and 
Ralph Steadman. 

This is a daunting, almost manic exhibition that, for all its appearance of reckless passion, 
looks like it wants to say more, to have more of a political point of view, than it actually 
does. In short, it's social comment without quite enough comment. 

http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702303603904579493523021033400?KEYWORDS=brad+kahlhamer&mg=reno64-wsj
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Brad Kahlhamer: Bowery Nation

July 15, 2012, to February 24, 2013  

The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum

Kahlhamer 



Brad Kahlhamer 

In the late 1970s, Brad Kahlhamer visited the Heard Museum in Phoenix. 
The Heard’s mission is Native American arts and culture, and Kahlhamer was 
drawn there because of a growing interest in his Native blood and a resultant 
fascination with indigenous American art, particularly from the Southwest. 
His memories of the visit, however, are primarily not of cultural awakening, but 
are rather based in a profoundly aesthetic experience. Kahlhamer, who was then in 
his mid twenties, encountered the Heard’s extraordinary collection of Hopi katsina 
dolls, the majority of which were donated to the museum by Barry Goldwater, 
former Arizona Senator and Republican Presidential candidate. Kahlhamer’s life-
altering experience with the katsina collection did not so much involve the unique 
character of each doll, but instead revolved around the overwhelming presence of 
hundreds of dolls as a group: the cumulative power of the wildly inventive—and 
often bizarre—Hopi cosmology.

Katsinas are masked and costumed figures that personify supernatural beings that 
live in the sacred landscape surrounding the Hopi’s ancestral land in northeastern 
Arizona. There are hundreds of katsinas in the Hopi pantheon, and specific katsinas 
are tied into seasonal rituals that occur in an eight-month period from December 
through July. Small, effigy-like versions of katsinas are crafted by Hopi artists to 
be given as gifts, particularly to young girls, to act as teaching tools to explain the 
complex Hopi belief system. These katsina “dolls” began to be collected by non-
native people in the late nineteenth century, and they are still produced by the Hopi 
for both religious and commercial purposes.

Kahlhamer started making small, figurative sculptures reflecting his interest 
in katsinas during a series of fishing trips to the Hudson River Valley in 1985. 
The artist began cobbling together the works out of detritus such as wire, fabric, 
and bicycle tire inner tubes that he found in a local basement workshop. His 
initial impulse was spontaneous and organic: the sculptures were provisional and 
experimental, with no grand scheme or plan as to their eventual future. There was no 
attempt to actually replicate specific katsinas, with the nature of the sculptures more 
reflective of the artist’s hybrid artistic sensibility than Hopi belief or aesthetics. As 
the group expanded over the ensuing years, Kahlhamer shied away from exhibiting 
them publically and began to regard them as “companions,” strange studio mates 
that complemented the extensive collection of taxidermy and other objects that 
informed his practice as a painter. After a move in 1990 to the Lower East Side 
Bowery neighborhood that has been his home ever since, Kahlhamer’s alternative 
“tribe” slowly grew to its current one hundred figures, with about two dozen 
additional bird-like companions. The decision to assemble them as a group and 
finally pursue their exhibition was partially governed by the series having reached 
the century mark, but also by the fact that, just like Kahlhamer’s experience at the 
Heard three decades earlier, the power of the individual “dolls” is amplified by their 
gathering. Kahlhamer’s personal mythology has been made manifest through the 
truism of strength in numbers.

A consistent thread in Kahlhamer’s work is identity, or rather the juggling of a 
tripartite identity: his Native-American background, his formative years being 
raised in a middle-class, German-American family (he was adopted as an infant), 
and his adulthood in New York’s burgeoning art world of the 1980s and early 90s.
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Kahlhamer’s aesthetic is also hybrid, a combination of his early influences from 
the world of comics and cartoons, high-art Expressionism, the attitude and style 
found in punk and the more rough-and-tumble side of country music, and the very 
American DIY lifestyle of the garage and basement tinkerer. Because he lives in New 
York City, one is tempted to label the artist an “urban Indian,” but Kahlhamer’s 
connection to Native culture has always been somewhat second hand due to his 
being raised by adoptive parents. As an adult he has spent significant time with 
Native people (particularly in the West), but in the present day Indian culture is 
defined as much by things such as basketball (Kahlhamer is an avid player) and 
skateboarding as it is by traditional Native spiritual belief. Kahlhamer eschews the 
stereotypical role of Indian as spiritual being, attuned to and more a part of nature, 
but his art consistently exhibits a spiritual longing and is frequently touched by the 
animism found in traditional cultures. Firmly grounded in modern existential angst, 
Kahlhamer’s homesickness is as much American as American Indian, reflecting the 
restlessness (and rootlessness) that has characterized much of American identity.

Kahlhamer has spoken of Bowery Nation as an “alternative tribe” and the fact that 
the majority of the work’s individual elements were born on New York’s Lower 
East Side (the part of city with the most extensive history of immigration) makes a 
certain kind of sense. Bowery Nation can be looked on as a small, but tightly-knit 
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ethnic group or clan, owing its spirit to the zeitgeist of New York City as much 
as to the influence of the inventive vitality of Hopi woodcarvers. The Lower East 
Side, well before the construction of the New Museum and the recent explosion of 
galleries, was a focus for New York’s alternative communities, from Walt Whitman 
in the nineteenth century to Bela Bartok, Mark Rothko, William Burroughs, 
Andy Warhol, the Hell’s Angels (their headquarters is still on East Third Street), 
Kate Millett, and Eva Hesse in the twentieth; both the artist and the characters 
in Bowery Nation fit comfortably into this tradition. The individual figures in 
Bowery Nation share a certain affinity with the personages pictured in the New 
York street drawings of Saul Steinberg, another artist who was an immigrant to 
the city. Steinberg’s street characters reflect the polyglot nature of New York, and 
like the figures in Bowery Nation, their style is based on an amalgam of influences, 
including cartoons, Cubism, and folk art. 

Kahlhamer’s work has always had an outsider flavor, and this quality is particularly 
apparent in Bowery Nation due to the extensive use of non-art materials. Some of 
the things that comprise the individual sculptures include (in no particular order) 
rope, coat hanger wire, rubber inner tubes, leather (primarily from a shoemaker on 
Lafayette Street), found wood, nails, the artist’s own hair, thumbtacks, oil paint, 
spray paint, sage, discarded clothing, buffalo hair, bells, and red broadcloth (from 
a Native trading post in Rapid City, South Dakota). Feathers are used extensively 
(Kahlhamer has stated that “it’s tough for me to walk by a feather”), with their 
origins including the pigeons of New York, pricey tackle shops, as well as those 
found by the artist on his western treks. The folk aesthetic in Kahlhamer’s 
sculpture, particularly its graphic and material quality, owes a debt to one of 
the artist’s other obsessions, handmade fishing lures from the 1940s and 50s. 
Kahlhamer has an extensive collection of lures from this period (a time before mass 
production took over the fishing paraphernalia industry) and their inventive use of 
form, their material palette (besides feathers, animal hair was used extensively), 
and their lively, cartoon-like painting deeply inform the visual vocabulary of the 
artist’s work.

Contemporary pow-wows are events where Native people (often from different 
tribal groups) gather for intense dancing, drumming, and singing competitions that 
last from one day to as much as a week. The pow-wow performers dress in elaborate 
outfits that reflect their tribal identity and history, and most pow-wows include 
“Fancy Dancers” who wear vivid costumes that features bright colors and a range 
of traditional materials like feather bustles, beads, bells, and sheep hair in addition 
to modern materials such as plastic and synthetic fur. Kahlhamer has frequently 
attended the larger pow-wows, including the Crow Fair that occurs annually near 
Billings, Montana, and North American Indian Days held adjacent to the Blackfoot 
Reservation in Browning, Montana. These festive events incorporate parades with 
floats (often made from hay wagons or flatbed trucks) and include contingents of 
military personnel and veterans, tribal officials, and tribal members dressed in 
pow-wow regalia, war bonnets, reservation hats, and extravagant beadwork. The 
form taken by the pow-wow float—a repurposed vehicle crowded with costumed 
figures—provided Kahlhamer with the inspiration for the mass display of his 
growing tribe of small sculptures. A table-like platform was constructed out of 
repurposed studio furniture, including saw horses, an old painting table, a step 
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ladder, plywood, and wooden benches, its surface covered with raw canvas that 
Kahlhamer has hand-stenciled with his Bowery Nation logo: a skull dressed up in 
a feathered war bonnet. The edge of the platform has been draped in color copies 
of the shopping bag supplied by the “Lakota Thrifty Mart” in Eagle Butte, South 
Dakota, a convenience store owned and operated by the Cheyenne River Sioux 
tribe. The Bowery Nation logo and the Thrifty Mart logo slyly acknowledge both 
the worlds of artistic authorship and corporate sponsorship, dragging the work’s 
overall ethnological associations into our present environment of consumer culture.

Besides the Native American and folk sculptural associations, Bowery Nation’s 
lineage includes Modernism’s incorporation of bricolage, a French term that refers 
to the technique of making creative and resourceful use of whatever materials are 
at hand (regardless of their usual purpose). One of the best-known Modernist 
works to use bricolage is Alexander Calder’s Circus (1926–31), a miniature circus 
ring that incorporates seventy small figurative sculptures and over one hundred 
accessories such as flags, nets, and trapeze equipment, handmade by Calder out 
of materials like wire, cork, and fabric. Calder’s Circus, however, was made for 
the sophisticated entertainment of both adults and children, while Kahlhamer’s 
bricolaged tribe, as playful as it is, has darker overtones. These beings don’t 
seem to inhabit the peaceful, high desert mesas of the Hopi, but rather the arid 

5



apocalyptic landscape of Mad Max, where bricolage is used as a survival tool 
rather than a pastime. 

In the collection of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington is a remarkable 
katsina made in the 1930s: its head is unmistakably that of Mickey Mouse. Even 
eighty years ago the larger world culture was infiltrating and mutating Hopi 
tradition. Similarly, Kahlhamer’s Nation is standing between two worlds: that 
of the past and that of the future. The cloud of birds that Kahlhamer made to 
accompany his rag-tag tribe is not comprised of innocent, twittering songbirds, but 
rather spirits attending an act of creation and evolution.

Richard Klein, exhibitions director

Bowery Nation is accompanied by a wall work made by the artist that narrates 
the cosmology of his alternative tribe, as well as by the Bowery Nation lounge 
with reading materials relating to Kahlhamer’s work, katsinas, Native American 
culture, and New York’s Lower East Side.

1 Katsina is now preferred over the more popular transliteration katchina as the Hopi spoken language has  
   no ch sound.

2 Kahlhamer was born in 1956 in Tucson, Arizona, and is uncertain of his tribal ancestry. His family lived in  
   Tucson until Kahlhamer was eleven, when they moved to Mayville, Wisconsin.

3 From 1983 to 1993, Kahlhamer worked as Design Director for Topps, the company that produced Bazooka  
   Bubble Gum, baseball cards, and “Garbage Pail Kids,” the comic trading card parody of the then-popular  
   Cabbage Patch Kids dolls.

4 The New Museum has compiled a historical timeline of artistic culture on New York’s Lower East Side.  
   Entitled Bowery Artist Tribute, it can be accessed at http://mediaspace.newmuseum.org/boweryartiststribute

5 Calder’s Circus is in the collection of the Whitney Museum of American Art and for many years was on  
   extended exhibition in the museum’s lobby.

Works in the Exhibition

All dimensions h x w x d in inches unless otherwise noted

Bowery Nation, 1985–2012
Construction made with wood, wire, rubber, feathers, oil paint, acrylic paint, spray paint, 
cloth, string, rope, hair, leather, metal, pencil, bone, clay, sage
Installation dimensions variable

Bowery Nation Studio Couch, 2012
Couch with spray paint stenciled pillows and cover
32 x 82 x 40  

Bowery Nation Wall Work, 2012
Mixed media on unstretched canvas
101 x 134 1/2

All works courtesy of the artist    
Photography: Gregory Goode
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look. look again.

The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum advances creative 
thinking by connecting today’s artists with individuals and 
communities in unexpected and stimulating ways.

Board of Trustees

Mark L. Goldstein, Chairman; Eric G. Diefenbach, Vice-Chairman;  
John Tremaine, Treasurer/Secretary; Annadurai Amirthalingam; 
Richard Anderson; William Burback; Chris Doyle; Linda M. Dugan; 
Georganne Aldrich Heller, Honorary Trustee; Neil Marcus; Kathleen 
O’Grady; Donald Opatrny; Gregory Peterson;  Peter Robbins;  
Martin Sosnoff, Trustee Emeritus 

Larry Aldrich (1906–2001), Founder

Brad Kahlhamer: Bowery Nation is part of united states, a semester 
of solo exhibitions and artist’s projects that approach both the nature 
of the United States as a country and “united states” as the notion 
of uniting separate forms, entities, or conditions of being. Timed to 
coincide with the 2012 American election season, united states also 
includes solo exhibitions by Pedro Barbeito, Jonathan Brand, Brody 
Condon, Brian Knep, Erik Parker, and Hank Willis Thomas, and projects 
by Jane Benson, Alison Crocetta, Celeste Fichter, Erika Harrsch, Nina 
Katchadourian, Matthew Northridge, Risa Puno, John Stoney, Sui Jianguo, 
Frances Trombly, Rosemary Williams, and Jenny Yurshansky.

The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum  

258 Main Street, Ridgefield, CT 06877

Tel 203.438.4519, Fax 203.438.0198, aldrichart.org
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And you had just been working on that book for a period of time. It wasn’t commissioned, was

Originally from Arizona, Brad Kahlhamer is known for his vibrant, frenetic paintings
incorporating in�uences like his native American roots and ‘80s punk culture, as well as
sculptures and installations. His work has been shown at museums and galleries across the
U.S. and beyond, and his Supercatcher installation will be featured at the new SF MoMA when it
reopens this spring. He lives in Manhattan and maintains a studio in Bushwick.

How many of your sketchbooks are in the Wythe Hotel? 

They acquired one book so there’s probably about 20 sketches, 22, 24 spread to spread, and
they hung selected spreads in the penthouse, which is kind of cool because the idea is sort of
to record Brooklyn’s creative class.

http://www.bkmag.com/author/lauraitzkowitz/


And you had just been working on that book for a period of time. It wasn’t 
commissioned, was it?
No, I don’t really do commissioned work. I’m represented by Jack Shainman Gallery in Chelsea
and I pretty much do what I do and the gallery takes it. I do museum shows. I think Kimia met
me through Deitch Projects, I think she worked there for a while and I believe we met around
then, and you know, I’ve seen her around. I didn’t realize she was at the Wythe. But when she
came out here, she was interested in the sketchbooks speci�cally because I was drawing local
Brooklyn. I had this idea that it was gonna be like Weimar Germany or something—you know,
artists always project these crazy ideas. So it’s really an update of the old �âneur tradition, you
know the French �âneur, walking around observing.

Do you draw upon those when you’re thinking about your paintings? 

Not speci�cally. I’m sort of reworking the portrait as an idea of contemporary native art
colliding with whether it’s ‘80s Bowery punk culture or contemporary Bushwick. The
sketchbooks are more just notes really, but probably coming into this next year, I will be
conceptualizing paintings and sketchbooks, so maybe I can work it out. But it’s just one of the
things, like I used to play a lot of guitar, so it’s just like that, just nervous creative energy. But
now through venues like Kimia’s project and Instagram where I’m posting selected things fairly

regularly that all comes out of—this is probably the 26th or 27th book—and at some point I
could probably see a show.

How long have you been here in Brooklyn? 

This studio will be �ve years in August. Right now it’s not cheap, but it’s a good base. Before
that, actually I had a great studio on Wythe, about eight blocks up from the hotel. When I was
there, that was just a storage facility. I did a number of great paintings. I’ve been on and off in
Brooklyn. Now I seem to be more entrenched here, but I still live in Manhattan.

What was it like then being over there? 

It was great. I mean Williamsburg was in one of its earlier phases and you still had a lot of
vintage clothing stores, the music venues were still alive then, big studios, more artists, the
parties were great. Jeffrey had a warehouse about three, four blocks away so he hosted events
at Deitch Projects. PS1 was less formalized. It was really fun. The waterfront was undeveloped.
There were no bike lanes, no bike helmets. Zebulon was across the street, so that was a great
venue to hang out at. It seemed more local.

https://www.instagram.com/bradkahlhamer/


So tell me about your path. Did you study art history, studio art? 

Well, I’ve always been super curious and always a direct, impulsive person. I grew up in Tucson,
Arizona in the desert, so I had a lot of freedom for wanderings or yonderings as I sometimes
call them, and just instilled this kind of do it over and do it again kind of practice, so if I do one
painting or one sketch, I just have to do dozens, like the sketchbook. And I’ve always been
sketching. But I was born and raised in Tucson Arizona, then went to Wisconsin at 14. Typical
kid life. Went to Oshkosh University, BFA, never went beyond that. I was in a band, so we’d go
out on the road.

New York City in ‘82 and then I got a job at Tops Chewing Gum, working with Arty Spiegel. And
through him got interested in their purpose and sense of mission. At that time New York was
crazy interesting, punk. Then through the ‘90s, I started working with Jeffrey Deitch in ‘97, ‘98
and that was the �rst bigger stage in the art world. And now I’m with Jack Shainman, but not so
academic, just kind of hands-on doing it experience. And I just got named the new Diebenkorn
fellow for 2016, so I’ll be teaching out at the San Francisco Art Institute. I’m doing a residency
at the Headlands in Marin County, which is super cool. It’s an old army barracks. It’s quite a
well-known art residency.

What was it like when you �rst moved here? 

It was rugged. I mean, the Lower East Side was amazing. Huge rooftop parties. Pre-AIDS. It was
‘82. Madonna. My band played at Danceteria, which was a crazy experience. Ed Maxey, who’s
Robert Mapplethorp’s brother, took me to one of the original balls, the kind of Paris is Burning
thing up in Harlem—that was crazy. Just a lot of energy. At that time, we were all probably
outsiders in our towns and cities outside of New York and we came here, all sort of crazy
creative types amassing on the Lower East Side, and now you don’t really have that.

Well, now it’s here, right? 

Well it’s here, but you know, I think because of the internet more people are staying outside of
New York City. It’s gotten very expensive. At that time, you could come here and make
something with not tons of money, so you had probably a wider variety of creative class coming
in. It was great. I mean, it was CBGB. Everybody was in black leather. Everybody was dancing at
the club over on Avenue A.

Check out Brad’s website and follow him on Instagram @bradkahlhamer.

Photos by Maggie Shannon.
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Brad Kahlhamer: Bowery Nation on view at 
the Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum 
 

 
Brad Kahlhamer, Bowery Nation (Detail), 1985–2012. Photography: George Goode. 

 
By: Richard Klein 
September 2013 
 
RIDGEFIELD, CT.- In the late 1970s, Brad Kahlhamer visited the Heard Museum in Phoenix. 
The Heard’s mission is Native American arts and culture, and Kahlhamer was drawn there 
because of a growing interest in his Native blood and a resultant fascination with indigenous 
American art, particularly from the Southwest. 
 
His memories of the visit, however, are primarily not of cultural awakening, but are rather based 
in a profoundly aesthetic experience. Kahlhamer, who was then in his mid twenties, 
encountered the Heard’s extraordinary collection of Hopi katsina dolls, the majority of which 
were donated to the museum by Barry Goldwater, former Arizona Senator and Republican 
Presidential candidate. Kahlhamer’s life-altering experience with the katsina collection did not so 
much involve the unique character of each doll, but instead revolved around the overwhelming 
presence of hundreds of dolls as a group: the cumulative power of the wildly inventive—and 
often bizarre—Hopi cosmology.  
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Katsinas are masked and costumed figures that personify supernatural beings that live in the 
sacred landscape surrounding the Hopi’s ancestral land in northeastern Arizona. There are 
hundreds of katsinas in the Hopi pantheon, and specific katsinas are tied into seasonal rituals 
that occur in an eight-month period from December through July. Small, effigy-like versions of 
katsinas are crafted by Hopi artists to be given as gifts, particularly to young girls, to act as 
teaching tools to explain the complex Hopi belief system. These katsina “dolls” began to be 
collected by nonnative people in the late nineteenth century, and they are still produced by the 
Hopi for both religiousand commercial purposes. 
 
Kahlhamer started making small, figurative sculptures reflecting his interest in katsinas during a 
series of fishing trips to the Hudson River Valley in 1985. The artist began cobbling together the 
works out of detritus such as wire, fabric, and bicycle tire inner tubes that he found in a local 
basement workshop. His initial impulse was spontaneous and organic: the sculptures were 
provisional and experimental, with no grand scheme or plan as to their eventual future. There 
was no attempt to actually replicate specific katsinas, with the nature of the sculptures more 
reflective of the artist’s hybrid artistic sensibility than Hopi belief or aesthetics. As the group 
expanded over the ensuing years, Kahlhamer shied away from exhibiting them publically and 
began to regard them as “companions,” strange studio mates that complemented the extensive 
collection of taxidermy and other objects that informed his practice as a painter. After a move in 
1990 to the Lower East Side Bowery neighborhood that has been his home ever since, 
Kahlhamer’s alternative “tribe” slowly grew to its current one hundred figures, with about two 
dozen additional bird-like companions. The decision to assemble them as a group and finally 
pursue their exhibition was partially governed by the series having reached the century mark, 
but also by the fact that, just like Kahlhamer’s experience at the Heard three decades earlier, 
the power of the individual “dolls” is amplified by their gathering. Kahlhamer’s personal 
mythology has been made manifest through the truism of strength in numbers. 
 
A consistent thread in Kahlhamer’s work is identity, or rather the juggling of a tripartite identity: 
his Native-American background, his formative years being raised in a middle-class, German-
American family (he was adopted as an infant), and his adulthood in New York’s burgeoning art 
world of the 1980s and early 90s.  
 
Kahlhamer’s aesthetic is also hybrid, a combination of his early influences from the world of 
comics and cartoons, high-art Expressionism, the attitude and style found in punk and the more 
rough-and-tumble side of country music, and the very American DIY lifestyle of the garage and 
basement tinkerer. Because he lives in New York City, one is tempted to label the artist an 
“urban Indian,” but Kahlhamer’s connection to Native culture has always been somewhat 
second hand due to his being raised by adoptive parents. As an adult he has spent significant 
time with Native people (particularly in the West), but in the present day Indian culture is defined 
as much by things such as basketball (Kahlhamer is an avid player) and skateboarding as it is 
by traditional Native spiritual belief. Kahlhamer eschews the stereotypical role of Indian as 
spiritual being, attuned to and more a part of nature, but his art consistently exhibits a spiritual 
longing and is frequently touched by the animism found in traditional cultures. Firmly grounded 
in modern existential angst, Kahlhamer’s homesickness is as much American as American 
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Indian, reflecting the restlessness (and rootlessness) that has characterized much of American 
identity. 
 
Kahlhamer has spoken of Bowery Nation as an “alternative tribe” and the fact that the majority 
of the work’s individual elements were born on New York’s Lower East Side (the part of city with 
the most extensive history of immigration) makes a certain kind of sense. Bowery Nation can be 
looked on as a small, but tightly-knit ethnic group or clan, owing its spirit to the zeitgeist of New 
York City as much as to the influence of the inventive vitality of Hopi woodcarvers. The Lower 
East Side, well before the construction of the New Museum and the recent explosion of 
galleries, was a focus for New York’s alternative communities, from Walt Whitman in the 
nineteenth century to Bela Bartok, Mark Rothko, William Burroughs, Andy Warhol, the Hell’s 
Angels (their headquarters is still on East Third Street), Kate Millett, and Eva Hesse in the 
twentieth; both the artist and the characters in Bowery Nation fit comfortably into this tradition. 
The individual figures in Bowery Nation share a certain affinity with the personages pictured in 
the New York street drawings of Saul Steinberg, another artist who was an immigrant to the city. 
Steinberg’s street characters reflect the polyglot nature of New York, and like the figures in 
Bowery Nation, their style is based on an amalgam of influences, including cartoons, Cubism, 
and folk art. 
 
Kahlhamer’s work has always had an outsider flavor, and this quality is particularly apparent in 
Bowery Nation due to the extensive use of non-art materials. Some of the things that comprise 
the individual sculptures include (in no particular order) rope, coat hanger wire, rubber inner 
tubes, leather (primarily from a shoemaker on Lafayette Street), found wood, nails, the artist’s 
own hair, thumbtacks, oil paint, spray paint, sage, discarded clothing, buffalo hair, bells, and red 
broadcloth (from a Native trading post in Rapid City, South Dakota). Feathers are used 
extensively (Kahlhamer has stated that “it’s tough for me to walk by a feather”), with their origins 
including the pigeons of New York, pricey tackle shops, as well as those found by the artist on 
his western treks. The folk aesthetic in Kahlhamer’s sculpture, particularly its graphic and 
material quality, owes a debt to one of the artist’s other obsessions, handmade fishing lures 
from the 1940s and 50s. Kahlhamer has an extensive collection of lures from this period (a time 
before mass production took over the fishing paraphernalia industry) and their inventive use of 
form, their material palette (besides feathers, animal hair was used extensively), and their lively, 
cartoon-like painting deeply inform the visual vocabulary of the artist’s work. 
 
Contemporary pow-wows are events where Native people (often from different tribal groups) 
gather for intense dancing, drumming, and singing competitions that last from one day to as 
much as a week. The pow-wow performers dress in elaborate outfits that reflect their tribal 
identity and history, and most pow-wows include “Fancy Dancers” who wear vivid costumes that 
features bright colors and a range of traditional materials like feather bustles, beads, bells, and 
sheep hair in addition to modern materials such as plastic and synthetic fur. Kahlhamer has 
frequently attended the larger pow-wows, including the Crow Fair that occurs annually near 
Billings, Montana, and North American Indian Days held adjacent to the Blackfoot Reservation 
in Browning, Montana. These festive events incorporate parades with floats (often made from 
hay wagons or flatbed trucks) and include contingents of military personnel and veterans, tribal 
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officials, and tribal members dressed in pow-wow regalia, war bonnets, reservation hats, and 
extravagant beadwork. The form taken by the pow-wow float—a repurposed vehicle crowded 
with costumed figures—provided Kahlhamer with the inspiration for the mass display of his 
growing tribe of small sculptures. A table-like platform was constructed out of repurposed studio 
furniture, including saw horses, an old painting table, a step ladder, plywood, and wooden 
benches, its surface covered with raw canvas that Kahlhamer has hand-stenciled with his 
Bowery Nation logo: a skull dressed up in a feathered war bonnet. The edge of the platform has 
been draped in color copies of the shopping bag supplied by the “Lakota Thrifty Mart” in Eagle 
Butte, South Dakota, a convenience store owned and operated by the Cheyenne River Sioux 
tribe. The Bowery Nation logo and the Thrifty Mart logo slyly acknowledge both the worlds of 
artistic authorship and corporate sponsorship, dragging the work’s overall ethnological 
associations into our present environment of consumer culture. 
 
Besides the Native American and folk sculptural associations, Bowery Nation’s lineage includes 
Modernism’s incorporation of bricolage, a French term that refers to the technique of making 
creative and resourceful use of whatever materials are at hand (regardless of their usual 
purpose). One of the best-known Modernist works to use bricolage is Alexander Calder’s Circus 
(1926–31), a miniature circus ring that incorporates seventy small figurative sculptures and over 
one hundred accessories such as flags, nets, and trapeze equipment, handmade by Calder out 
of materials like wire, cork, and fabric. Calder’s Circus, however, was made for the sophisticated 
entertainment of both adults and children, while Kahlhamer’s bricolaged tribe, as playful as it is, 
has darker overtones. These beings don’t seem to inhabit the peaceful, high desert mesas of 
the Hopi, but rather the arid apocalyptic landscape of Mad Max, where bricolage is used as a 
survival tool rather than a pastime. 
 
In the collection of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington is a remarkable katsina made in 
the 1930s: its head is unmistakably that of Mickey Mouse. Even eighty years ago the larger 
world culture was infiltrating and mutating Hopi tradition. Similarly, Kahlhamer’s Nation is 
standing between two worlds: that of the past and that of the future. The cloud of birds that 
Kahlhamer made to accompany his rag-tag tribe is not comprised of innocent, twittering 
songbirds, but rather spirits attending an act of creation and evolution. 
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Six Degrees of Jay-Z:  
Meet the Artists Who Showed Up for the 

"Picasso Baby" Showdown 
by Mark Guiducci and Thessaly La Force | photographed by Mimi Ritzen Crawford | July 12, 2013 

 
 

 
Brad Kahlhamer, Artist 
 
What did you give Jay-Z when you were out there? 
Love, all love. 
 
What’s one word you’d use to describe him? 
Gold. Gold. 
 
Why do you think he wanted you here? 
Connections, friends, family, summer. 
  
Photographed by Mimi Ritzen Crawford  
 

On Wednesday, the Pace gallery on Twenty-fifth Street was 

empty of art. Instead, the room contained just a low white rope, 

cordoning off a simple wooden bench and a white square stage. 

The set-up was an homage to Marina Abramović’s  MoMA 

retrospective “The Artist is Present,” in preparation for the 

filming of Jay-Z’s new music video, “Picasso Baby.” (The 

upcoming single is from his latest album Magna Carta Holy 

Grail.) Directed by Mark Romanek, the final video will be 

edited from the six hours Jay-Z spent that day performing 

“Picasso Baby” over and over again in the white gallery space. 

And the crowd was not just any crowd, but an assemblage of 

hundreds of artists, actors, writers, designers, producers, and directors (along with their assistants, publicists, and 

children). Some were old friends of Jay-Z, such as Lyor Cohen and Rosie Perez. Others were artists whose work he and 

his wifeBeyoncé collect, like Laurie Simmons, Aaron Young, and Marilyn Minter. Above is a collection of 

portraits featuring the kaleidoscopic universe of people that orbit around a talent like Jay-Z’s. 

http://www.vogue.com/culture/
http://www.vogue.com/culture/article/vd-art-marina-abramovi263s-last-sit/#1
http://www.vogue.com/culture/article/vd-art-marina-abramovi263s-last-sit/#1
http://www.vogue.com/voguepedia/Beyonce_Knowles
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Museum of Art 
Brad Kahlhamer and Kelsey Barrett: “Yondering” 
Posted by: Nicholas O'Brien on January 23, 2012 

 
When 
Friday, October 7, 2011 @ 7:30 pm - 9:30 pm 
 

 
Friday, October 7 at 7:30 p.m. at the Olin Arts Center Concert Hall 

 
Brad Kahlhamer and Kelsey Barrett’s performance work has been described as path-minding stories, spirit 
meandering, signseeker-walkabouts that combine voice, guitar, drums, and sound. Their performances include 
pointed stage visuals, sound effects supporting grass-fed stories and desert tales gathered from personal experience, 
with occasional music vignettes hawk-circling the rising narrative smoke…at times with a few shreds of the words of 
Diné (Navajo) poet Sherwin Bitsui poetry woven in… 
 
Kahlhamer and Barrett recently performed “Yondering” at The Stone in the East Village, a New York space 
dedicated to the experimental and avant-garde, as part of Laurie Anderson and Lou Reed’s month of curated 
performances. 
 
Brad Kahlhamer has been long active in the lower Manhattan music scene, and has played at CBGB’s, Zebulon, 
SouthPaw, and many other NYC/Brooklyn venues. He was commissioned by the Smithsonian National Museum of 
the American Indian to write a score for the silent film Red Skins, 1929, which he performed as National Braid 
(Kahlhamer and violinist Laura Ortman) at film festivals in the US and Europe. For 
more: http://www.bradkahlhamer.net/ 
  
Kelsey Barrett resides between the music and fashion community of NYC and Esalen Institute in Big Sur 
California.  Drawing inspiration, breath, and prayer from the dependent co-arising of industrial city playgrounds 
and nature based communion.  Kelsey has been preforming and recording since 2006 providing chilling vocals for 
world-psych band EFFI BRIEST.  She cut her teeth touring the vast lands of America, Europe and British Isles, and 
slews of festivals.  At present Kelsey engages with song-birthing in ritual sound healing ceremonies. 
 
Kahlhamer’s work is featured in the current Tale Spinning exhibition at the Bates College Museum of Art through 
Dec. 17. His visual art fuses expressionist painting with the visionary tradition of Native American art, comics and 
urban street culture to create narrative work that blurs the line between autobiography and invention. He has 
exhibited extensively internationally, and was represented by the fabled Deitch Projects in New York from 2001 
until Jeffrey Deitch closed his doors to direct the LA Museum of Contemporary Art in 2010. Kahlhamer is based in 
New York. 

http://www.bates.edu/museum
http://www.bradkahlhamer.net/
http://www.bates.edu/museum/?attachment_id=5523
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Brad Kahlhamer, Bowery Bird Roost (detail,) 2012. Mixed media. 

http://flavorwire.com/author/paul/
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