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An Artist Asks, ‘Have I Just Become Fuel for the Fire?’

Wary of being reduced to an art world commodity, Rose B. Simpson tries to stay true to herself and her
community. Here, her story in five works.

By Zoé Lescaze Photographs by Sean Donnola
Sept. 2, 2025

1. “BOSQUE” (2025)

The artist Rose B. Simpson circled the raw steel skeleton of the 1964 Buick Riviera in her friend’s shop in Albuquerque,
measuring the holes riddling the chassis. “This whole thing was Swiss cheese,” she shouted above the rattles and
bangs. It was early May and the lowrider had come a long way from the rust-eaten mess Simpson, 41, had begun
patching months ago. Now that car — painted, upholstered and tentatively entitled “Bosque,” after the improbable
oases that form along rivers in the deserts of New Mexico — is part of “Rose B. Simpson: Lexicon,” a yearlong
installation that just opened at San Francisco’s de Young museum, where it joins her first custom car, from 2014.

Simpson’s art is always personal, but “Bosque” fully embodies the two places that shaped her: Santa Clara Pueblo
(Kha’p’o Owingeh, as it’s known by its inhabitants), the Tewa community north of Santa Fe where she was raised, and
its neighbor, Espafiola, a hardscrabble city where lovingly restored lowriders are objects of fierce local pride. It was
there that Simpson — whose mother is Tewa and father is white — first learned to see classic cars as social sculptures.
When she was young, she’d cruise the town’s main drag; in a time before everyone had a cellphone, “that’s how you
found your people,” she said.

Relations between the reservation and Espafiola have always been fraught, but Simpson’s cars, with their Spanish
names and Pueblo paint jobs, are hybrid creatures. The patterns on the Buick — graceful black-and-terra-cotta designs
floating on a white background — might appear abstract to outsiders, but they’ve appeared on Pueblo pots for
hundreds of years.
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Simpson is known for her clay figures, which recall androgynous warriors, seekers and guides adorned with salvaged
metal, leather and beads, but those sculptures refer less explicitly to her Tewa heritage than the cars, which she sees as
“probably the most Native” work she’s ever done. They also represent a risk for Simpson, who’s spent her career
railing against attempts to pigeonhole her as an Indigenous artist. As she told me, “I would love to be seen as an artist
who just happens to be Native.”

Simpson’s “Bosque” (2025) as a work in progress in a shop in Albuquerque. Sean Donnola

For years, Simpson got by on teaching gigs, construction jobs and local sales in Santa Fe. In the past six years, she’s
achieved a rare level of commercial success and international recognition. In January, she will install a bronze
sculpture — a monumental mother and child — at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. In March, she’ll present
new work in Australia for the Sydney Biennale. Being an in-demand artist often means traveling constantly between
shows, residencies, fairs, galas and events around the world. But for Simpson, being rooted in Santa Clara, where she
begins most mornings by talking to the earth and listening back, is essential to her practice. In Tewa, the word nung
means both “earth” and “us.” Mountains, rivers and clouds are sentient beings who observe her every decision. You
carry yourself differently, she said, when you’re surrounded by a world of witnesses. “Pueblo culture and belief
systems are place-based,” she said as we drove through the dusty brown hills with clumps of pifion and juniper
surrounding the village. “So all the ceremonies and the songs and everything are about here.” Simpson spends several
weeks a year participating in Tewa ceremonies and many more sewing clothes, weaving baskets, making pots and
preparing food for these events. “It’s about sitting together and remembering who we are as people — laughing and
joking and crying as we work — and as women,” she said. The galleries representing her have learned to mark their
calendars with feast days when she won’t leave the pueblo or answer her phone, no matter how rare the opportunity or
flattering the invitation. She sometimes chafes at these constraints but cannot imagine being free of them. “I think I
might just evaporate if there were no edges,” she said.



A year ago, Simpson had told me she wrestled daily with the “vampiristic” demands of the art world. Now, she said, it’s
more like hourly. “I really question how much it’s taking,” she said in the modest home she shares with her 8-year-old
daughter, Cedar Rain. Soon Simpson was back to making fun of herself, lamenting the incurable love of free food that

makes her say yes to art world dinners she’d rather avoid, but for a moment she was pensive. She struggles with the
thought that the energy she funnels into her career might be put to better use in her community.

Underlying Simpson’s concern is the long history of outsiders fetishizing Native cultures. Simpson remembers tour
buses trundling into Santa Clara when she was a kid and the visitors who’d take her photo. “I have this insane trigger
around white people — or tourists who happen to mostly be white people — feeling entitled to access my space, my
ideas, my physical body,” she said. As an artist, she faces a fundamental paradox. She has spent her career excavating
the deepest parts of herself, striving to make each work more honest, raw and real than the last. Any truly authentic
work she makes, however, will necessarily reveal aspects of that same vulnerable self she’s fought to protect — and a
larger belief system she doesn’t want to compromise.

The artist’s sculpture “The Remembering” (2020). © Rose B. Simpson, courtesy of the
artist, Jessica Silverman, San Francisco, and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. Photo: John Wilson



2. “THE REMEMBERING” (2020)

Simpson works with metal, wood, leather and cloth, but “clay is family,” she said. “It’s where we come from.” Her
maternal line has been working with it for 700 years.

Both of Simpson’s parents, with whom she remains close, are artists. Her father, Patrick Simpson, makes metal
sculptures she cites as an influence on her own. Her mother, Roxanne Swentzell, was among the first ceramists in
Santa Clara to make figurative sculptures instead of practical vessels. The couple split up when Simpson was a baby
and, while she often saw her father in Santa Fe, it was Swentzell who raised her and her older brother, Porter
Swentzell, who is now the director of the Kha’p’o Community School.

The family lived on the reservation in an army tent with a garden hose for a shower and no electricity before they
moved into an adobe brick house that Simpson’s mother built by hand. Simpson grew up storing seeds and gathering
wood. They kept bees for candles and raised turkeys for meat. Although Swentzell and her children lived off the land
partly out of necessity, Simpson now recognizes her mother’s decision as an act of defiance. Simpson felt deeply uncool
at the time — her cousins all ate McDonald’s and watched TV — but her childhood taught her self-reliance. The first
thing she did when she moved into her current home, she said, was to “delete” the dryer. She remains ambivalent about
having a refrigerator.

Simpson bought her first car from her mother when she was 12. (It’s not unusual for children to drive in Santa Clara as
soon as their feet can reach the pedals, she says.) The Jeep became a refuge. Native kids bullied her for being tall and
relatively light-skinned. More threatening were the drunken men, friends of a guy her mom began dating when
Simpson was about 9, whose advances she dodged by sleeping in her car. She and Porter moved into their own
apartment when she was 16.

For Simpson, personal trauma and historical injustices are inextricable. “The Remembering,” a work from 2020, speaks
to the violence and shame she sees as her tribe’s collective inheritance. Three red clay children with narrow slits for
eyes stare solemnly ahead. Their jaws are set, their full lips closed. Wooden sticks jut vertically from inside smooth
ceramic walls that encase their bodies. The figures’ large hands dangle limply from metal chains.

Simpson made the sculpture around the same time that excavations of mass graves were revealing fresh horrors of the
Indian boarding-school system that tore apart Native families across the country from the early 19th century through
the 1960s. Her great-grandmother and namesake, Rose Naranjo, was among the hundreds of thousands of children
who were abducted from their communities and sent to schools where they endured starvation, beatings and other
forms of abuse designed to convert them into tractable servants and laborers. “What kind of sociopath, what kind of
heartless ... ? How do you take humans and turn them into a natural resource?” said Simpson, her voice brittle. “To
break people, you break the children. That’s intentional.”



Simpson’s performance “Transformance” (2014), staged in a popular shopping area in Santa Fe. Kate Russell

3. “TRANSFORMANCE” (2014)

Not long after she returned to New Mexico with an M.EA. from the Rhode Island School of Design in 2011, Simpson
bought a 1985 Chevy El Camino, painted it satin black with glossy Pueblo patterns and equipped it with a drag race
transmission and an engine that only grudgingly tolerates speeds under 110 miles per hour. She named it “Maria”
(2014). “ ‘Maria’ wants to be nuking through the world,” she said. Simpson wanted something similar: to be so fast and
tough no one could touch her.

For most of Simpson’s life, being female felt like a liability. Indigenous women and girls are murdered at rates
exceeding those of other groups in the United States. Just recently, Simpson woke up from a nightmare in which a
carful of men were pursuing her and a child on her back. Finally, they caught her. “I guess this is it,” she remembered
thinking. “This is the moment that I disappear.”

Masculinity became a survival strategy. “The less I looked like a woman, the more empowered I felt,” she said. As a
student at the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque, where she began her undergrad degree before transferring to
the Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, Simpson immersed herself in skateboarding and graffiti, wore a
spike in her septum, stretched her earlobes around nickel-size plugs and slept with a 9-millimeter gun under her pillow.
She sang lead in the Native punk band Chocolate Helicopter and the hip-hop crew Garbage Pail Kidz. She sought out
romantic relationships with women, partly because they felt safer, and she dressed like the dudes who became her
surrogate brothers. “I don’t wear anything that impedes me from jumping a fence to get away from the cops,” she
recalled telling a style reporter who asked about her “fashion sense.”



When she finished “Maria” in 2014, Simpson began thinking about women in the car world, who tended to be bikini-clad
models perched on the hoods of hot rods at expos and races. She asked herself what a more empowering alternative
might be. Later that year, she shut down Canyon Road, a touristy strip of historic adobe buildings in Santa Fe, for an
unsanctioned performance. Flanked by Indigenous women and queer friends dressed in custom black leather like a
postapocalyptic battalion, Simpson drove “Maria” slowly past the boutiques and art galleries hawking paintings of
stoic Indians wearing buckskin and feathers. A heartbeat thudded from the subwoofers as the group marched past
stunned onlookers. She called the piece “Transformance.”

“Two Selves” (2023), a work inspired by Simpson’s becoming a parent. © Rose B.
Simpson, courtesy of the artist, Jessica Silverman, San Francisco, and Jack Shainman Gallery, New
York

4. “TWO SELVES” (2023)

Simpson’s daughter was born at home two years later, in 2016. Cedar Rain’s father, an old friend of Simpson’s, does not
currently share parenting duties with Simpson. “I realized that my masculine energy wasn’t going to help me in this
really difficult scenario where I have this colicky baby who’s crying all night long,” Simpson said. “You have to pull



from a source that’s so deep and so old to keep this child alive and keep yourself sane, right? And in that, I found a
source of power that I didn’t really know was there before.” She hoped that by facing her own fears and self-loathing
she could prevent her daughter from experiencing them too.

One work that resulted from that process is “Two Selves,” a dual-bodied, six-foot-high ceramic self-portrait from 2023.
The taller figure’s face is careworn — sorrowful, even. Her chin, however, is lifted and her lips are parted, as though
she has just glimpsed something hopeful on the horizon. An androgynous child bound to her chest strains forward,
arms outstretched. That being “is the little me,” said Simpson. “It’s like the heart, the vulnerable part that I haven’t let
speak, that I don’t often allow to guide me. And that’s the one that’s saying, ‘This way.’”

When it came time to sculpt the larger figure’s face, Simpson had to confront her own. She returned to an exercise she
hadn’t performed since grad school. Studying her own face — its strong jaw, high forehead and fine creases — she
concentrated on the features she hated. Simpson’s goal wasn’t to convince herself she was beautiful. It was to simply
accept what she saw, to hold her own gaze and think, “This is me. This is who I am.”

“Daughters: Reverence” (2024), a sculptural installation for last year’s Whitney Biennial. Ron Amstutz



5. “DAUGHTERS: REVERENCE” (2024)

Simpson sees her sculptures as “Trojan horses of consciousness,” slipping into spaces where they might encourage
others to examine their own bruises and blind spots. Still, she often worries she’s deluding herself, especially when
she’s confronted with evidence that, for some collectors, her sculptures are little more than trophies. “When I hear
people go, ‘Do you have a Rose? I have a Rose,; I'm like, ‘What the [expletive] is that?’” she said. “ ‘Have I just become
fuel for the fire?’” She recently had a dream in which she was gingerly trying to extract herself from a nest of snakes —
an almost too-perfect “metaphor for the art world,” she said.

Ever since the Black Lives Matter movement emerged a decade ago, commercial galleries and public museums have
been attempting to correct biases, including the dearth of Indigenous work in American institutions. In 2020, the
National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., acquired its first major work by a Native artist, Jaune Quick-to-See Smith,
who died earlier this year, and who was the first Native American honored with a retrospective at the Whitney
Museum of American Art in 2023. Just last year, Jeffrey Gibson became the first Indigenous artist to represent the
United States at the Venice Biennale. Simpson is wary of the scramble to include Native perspectives that can
sometimes result in graceless groupings of artists. When curators propose events to accompany her exhibitions, the
standard pitch goes: “ ‘Let’s find all the Indians in the area and have a powwow or somehow honor the Indians,” she
said. “And I’m always like, ‘When you had an Asian artist, did you do that?’”

Her response to tokenism is to create figures that exist unto themselves. For last year’s Whitney Biennial, she installed
“Daughters: Reverence” (2024), a group of four regal figures — in ocher, black, red and gray — adorned in cascades of
handmade beads. Simpson made no attempt to smooth or polish their skin, leaving it dappled with hundreds of her
fingerprints. The towering figures stood facing one another, seemingly unconcerned with the spectators around them.
“They’re not doing something for the audience,” she said. “They’re actually doing work with each other.”

Simpson is slowly trying to do the same, to blot out distractions and external expectations. It’s partly why she’s
learning to fly helicopters. “In every single moment, there’s like 1,000 things that could kill you,” she said — the danger
forces her to be present. She dreams of someday building one, a winged sister to “Bosque” and “Maria” painted with
similar Pueblo patterns. It would be a work of art, but also something of real use. With a helicopter, her tribe wouldn’t
have to depend on outsiders to reach remote parts of the reservation. It would be only for them, she said — “not for
anybody else.”

A version of this article appears in print on , Page 88 of T Magazine with the headline: ‘Have | just become fuel for the fire?’
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Artist Rose B. Simpson parks a 1964 Buick inside the de Young Museum

Artist bought her first car at age 12

by NOMA FAINGOLD
August 29,2025, 3:19 pm

Rose B. Simpson, Rose Simpson and team working on a 1964 Buick Riviera titled Bosque. Crew: Dylan Madri, Wanda Abeyta and Cele Sena. Photo by Kate Russell. Courtesy of
the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, Jessica Silverman, San Francisco and Jack Shainman, New York.

Artist Rose B. Simpson is more than a little preoccupied with vessels.
She views pottery, cars, her figurative sculptures, the womb, and clay — a material she most often uses in her creations — as vessels.

“I think in clay. Clay was the earth that grew our food, was the house we lived in, was the pottery we ate out of and prayed with,” Simpson told a de Young
Museum audience at a very personal lecture she delivered earlier this year.

“My relationship to clay is ancestral and it has a deep genetic memory. It’s like a family member for us.”

Coming from a long line of Native American ceramic artists of the Santa Clara Pueblo (Kha’po’oe Owingeh), based just south of Espafiola, New Mexico,
pottery is in Simpson’s DNA. While she still lives at the pueblo and has her studio close by, she has forged a different creative path, while examining the past,
present and future.

Her installation titled, “LEXICON,” which will be on view starting August 30, in de Young’s Wilsey Court, is comprised of three parts:
Bosque

A 1964 Buick Riviera, making its debut at the de Young, has been meticulously rebuilt by Simpson and painted in vibrant Tewa polychrome.
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She named the piece “Bosque,” the Spanish word for forest. Simpson made this customized car into a lowrider, since Espafiola is considered the lowrider
capital of the world.

In 2018, Simpson earned an Automotive Science Certificate at Northern New Mexico College in Espafiola with a goal of making sure she can drive her art
cars.

Simpson took the Buick apart before transforming it. She found a running engine in Detroit. She did the metalwork, smoothing out dents and patching the
numerous areas of rust.

She researched Tewa polychrome (pottery featuring multiple colors, including terracotta and cream, applied to the surface using intricate designs and
patterns). She even sewed the interior leather upholstery to match the exterior.

Rose Simpson rebuild of a Buick Riviera, leaving her shop on the Santa Claran Pueblo, loading with Dylan Madri. Photo courtesy of the artist.

Maria

The celebrated “Maria,” which she modified and customized 10 years ago from a 1985 Chevy El Camino, painting a black-on-black geometric motif, was
inspired by Tewa ceramicist Maria Martinez (1887-1980) of the San Ildefonso Pueblo in New Mexico. Martinez popularized the distinct black gloss-and-
matte contrast.

“Maria” is a hot rod Simpson occasionally drives. It has been exhibited in a few museums.

“I transformed that car. How many times I sanded it, caressing every inch of that car,” Simpson said. “The car has a heartbeat.”



Installation view of “Rose B. Simpson: LEXICON,” at the de Young Museum, San Francisco, 2025. Photograph by Gary Sexton. Image courtesy of the

Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco

Mural

A massive, colorful mural behind the cars, with an expansive geometric design, evokes the environment of the Southwest. It is not a landscape, however. It is
a mixture of figurative and familiar symbols.

“The aesthetics will provide a sense of space and place, because they are very tied to her identity and where she’s from,” Hillary C. Olcott, Curator of Arts of
the Americas for the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco (FAMSF), said.

The mural surrounds the two vehicles. It was painted by Simpson and her team during the museum’s visiting hours, from August 19-22, with the public
watching the work in progress unfold.

The sad part is the site-specific mural will be painted over when the exhibition ends next year on Aug. 2, 2026.

“Rose is continuing her exploration in her practice of the vessel. The two cars are vessels. But she takes it one step further,” Olcott said. “The mural is
also inspired by pueblo pottery designs and Southwest aesthetics.”

Born in 1983, Simpson was raised by matriarchal ceramic artists, including her mother, Roxanne Swentzell. Simpson learned by watching her DYI mother,
who turned a toolshed into a house. Simpson remembers mixing mortar for laying bricks when she was a toddler.

Simpson is best known for purposefully raw and imperfect clay sculptures, as well as working across multiple media, including metalwork, painting, fashion,
installations and performance.

Her sculptures have a post-apocalyptic “road warrior” vibe. They are often adorned with found objects like brake discs and other car parts. She calls some of
the sculptures “beings” or “ancestors.”



Her work has been exhibited at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Whitney and the Guggenheim museums in New York City, as well as the Smithsonian
American Art Museum in Washington, D.C.

Her multiple degrees include an master’s in ceramics from the Rhode Island School of Design. This year, she received an honorary Ph.D from that same
institution.

Recurring themes in her art examine identity, ancestry, gender, motherhood and marginality. She also looks inward, seeking personal growth through her
creativity.

“I still like cars,” Simpson said, who bought her first car at age 12.

“I’ve had a lot of cars in my life. I get emotionally attached to them,” she said. “I see opportunity. I see possibility. I see experience. I see beauty. I see
cruising. I see connection. I see empowerment. I see being carried. I see being in a safe, beautiful, strong womb. I see an identity.”

Rose B. Simpson’s “LEXICON” installation runs Aug. 30, 2025, through Aug. 2, 2026, at the de Young Museum, 50 Hagiwara Tea Garden Dr. Sept. 13 will
be a free opening celebration for “LEXICON, ” as well as a day focused on the four reimagined Native American galleries.

Future programming for “LEXICON” to be announced, including possibly partnering with the local lowrider community to stage a cruise around the Golden

Gate Park music concourse next year. Information: famsf.org.

> Py p
Rose B. Simpson, “Bosque,” 2024. 1964 Buick Riviera. Bodywork and customization by artist. Photograph by Kate Russell. Courtesy of the artist and
Jessica Silverman, San Francisco and Jack Shainman Gallery


https://www.famsf.org/exhibitions/rose-b-simpson
http://famsf.org/

o SFSTATION

Sat August 30, 2025 - Sun August 2, 2026
Rose B. Simpson: LEXICON

at de Young Museum (/de-young-museum-b507) (see times)

This exhibition brings together two seemingly distinct art forms: Pueblo pottery and classic cars. In
2014, Rose B. Simpson, a mixed-media artist from Santa Clara Pueblo, New Mexico, refurbished a
1985 Chevy El Camino, transforming it with a black-on-black Tewa pottery motif. Simpson titled her
work Maria in honor of renowned artist Maria Martinez (San lldefonso Pueblo, 1887-1980), who
popularized the distinctive black-on-black style. Ten years later, this exhibition debuts Simpson's
second customized car, a 1964 Buick Riviera painted in vibrant polychrome. Both cars are presented
against an expansive geometric design, evoking the environment of the Southwest and transforming
Wilsey Court into a bold, contemporary expression of Pueblo pottery traditions. Through this use of
scale and space, Simpson forges connections between the ancestral and contemporary, and forms a
new visual vocabulary, or lexicon, to assert her cultural heritage and its continuity.

Image Credit: Rose B. Simpson, Maria, 2014. Photograph by Kate Russell. Image courtesy of the artist

August 28, 2025
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Links:

Event Details (https://www.famsf.org/exhibitions/rose-b-simpson)

Category:

Art (/art/calendar), Museums (/museums/calendar)

Date/Times:

Sat Aug 30 (9:30am - 5:15pm)
Sun Aug 31 (9:30am - 5:15pm)
Tue Sep 2 (9:30am - 5:15pm)

de Young Museum (/de-young-museum-b507)
50 Hagiwara Tea Garden Drive, San Francisco, CA 94118
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Artist Rose B. Simpson Explores Connections Between
the Ancestral and the Contemporary

ON AUGUST 11, 2025 » ( LEAVE A COMMENT )

By Noma Faingold

Artist Rose B. Simpson is more than a little preoccupied with vessels. She views pottery, cars, her figurative sculptures, the womb and clay — a material she most often uses in
her creations - as vessels.

“I think in clay. Clay was the earth that grew our food, was the house we lived in, was the pottery we ate out of and prayed with,” Simpson told a de Young Museum audience at
a very personal lecture she delivered earlier this year. “My relationship to clay is ancestral and it has a deep genetic memory. It's like a family member for us.”

Rose B. Simpson and “Maria.” Photo by Minesh Bacrania courtesy of the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco.
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Coming from a long line of Native American ceramic artists of the Santa Clara Pueblo (Kha'po’oe Owingeh), based just south of Espafiola, New Mexico, pottery is in Simpson's
DNA. While she still lives at the pueblo and has her studio close by, she has forged a different creative path, while examining the past, present and future.

Her installation titled, “LEXICON,"” which will be on view starting Aug. 30, in de Young's Wilsey Court, is comprised of three parts:
“Bosque”

A 1964 Buick Riviera, making its debut at the de Young, has been meticulously rebuilt by Simpson and painted in vibrant Tewa polychrome. She named the piece “Bosque”
(Spanish word for forest). Simpson made this second customized car into a lowrider, since Espaiiola is considered the lowrider capital of the world.

In 2018, Simpson earned an Automotive Science Certificate at Northern New Mexico College in Espaiiola with a goal of making sure she can drive her art cars.

Simpson took the Buick apart before transforming it. She found a working engine in Detroit. She did the metalwork, smoothing out dents and patching the numerous areas of
rust. She researched Tewa polychrome (pottery featuring multiple colors, including terracotta and cream, applied to the surface using intricate designs and patterns). She even
sewed the interior leather upholstery to match the exterior.

“Maria”

The celebrated “Maria,” — which she modified and customized 10 years ago from a 1985 Chevy El Camino, painting a black-on-black geometric motif — was inspired by Tewa
ceramicist Maria Martinez (1887-1980) of the San Ildefonso Pueblo in New Mexico. Martinez popularized the distinct black gloss-and-matte contrasting patterns.

“Maria” is a hot rod Simpson occasionally drives. It has been exhibited in a few museums.

“| transformed that car. How many times | sanded it, caressing every inch of that car,” Simpson said. “The car has a heartbeat.”

Rose B. Simpson, “Maria,” 2014. 1985 Chevy El Camino.
Bodywork and customization by artist. Photo by Kate Russell, courtesy of the artist.

Mural

A massive, colorful mural, with an expansive geometric design, evokes the environment of the Southwest. It is not a landscape, however. It is a mixture of figurative and familiar
symbols.

“The aesthetics will provide a sense of space and place because they are very tied to her identity and where she’s from,” said Hillary C. Olcott, curator of Arts of the Americas
for the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco (FAMSF).



. Gl N R A G A WA 3 ]
Hillary C. Olcott, curator of Arts of the Americas at the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco. Photo by Noma
Faingold.

The mural will surround the two vehicles. It will be painted by Simpson and her team during the museum's visiting hours, from Aug. 19-22. In other words, the public will have
the rare opportunity to watch the work in progress.

The sad part is the site-specific mural will be painted over when the exhibition ends on Aug. 2, 2026.

“Rose is continuing her exploration in her practice of the vessel,” Olcott said. “The two cars are vessels. But she takes it one step further. The mural is inspired by pueblo pottery
designs and Southwest aesthetics. Rose is intending to transform the Wilsey Court from a sort of void into a whole.”

Born in 1983, single mother Simpson was raised by matriarchal ceramic artists, including her mother, Roxanne Swentzell. Simpson learned by watching her DYI role model, who
turned a toolshed into a house. Simpson remembers mixing mortar when she was a toddler for Swentzell to lay bricks in building their home.

Simpson is best known for purposefully raw and imperfect clay sculptures, as well as working across multiple media, including metalwork, painting, fashion, installations and
performance. Her sculptures have a post-apocalyptic “Road Warrior” vibe. They are often adorned with found objects like brake discs and other car parts. She has called some of
the sculptures “beings” or “ancestors.”



Rose B Simpson working on her 1964 Buick Riviera, “Bosque.” Photo by Kate Russell. Courtesy of the Fine Arts Museums
of San Francisco, Jessica Silverman, San Francisco and Jack Shainman, New York.

Her work has been exhibited in New York City at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Whitney and the Guggenheim, as well as the Smithsonian American Art Museum in
Washington, D.C.

Her multiple degrees include an MFA in Ceramics from the Rhode Island School of Design. This year, she received an honorary PhD from that same institution.
Reoccurring themes in her artwork examine identity, ancestry, gender, motherhood and marginality. She also looks inward, seeking personal growth through her creativity.
“| still like cars,” Simpson said, who bought her first at age 12.

“I've had a lot of cars in my life. | get emotionally attached to them,” she said. “I see opportunity. | see possibility. | see experience. | see beauty. | see cruising. | see connection. |
see empowerment. | see being carried. | see being in a safe, beautiful, strong womb. | see an identity.”

Rose B Simpson working on her 1964 Buick Riviera, “Bosque.” (Simpson’s team includes Dylan Madri, Wanda Abeyta and
Cele Sena.) Photo by Kate Russell. Courtesy of the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, Jessica Silverman, San Francisco
and Jack Shainman, New York.

Rose B. Simpson’s LEXICON installation runs Aug. 30 through Aug. 2, 2026, at the de Young Museum, 50 Hagiwara Tea Garden Dr. Sept. 13 will be a free opening celebration for
LEXICON, as well as a day focused on the four reimagined Native American galleries. Future programming for LEXICON to be announced, including possibly partnering with the local
lowrider community to stage a cruise around the Golden Gate Park music concourse next year. To learn more, go to famsf.org (http://famsf.org/).
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Opinion

We Can’t Afford to Lose the Institute
of American Indian Arts

The threat of defunding this precious, influential university is heartbreaking to those of
us who know the worth of the IAIA experience.

ﬁ Rose B. Simpson August 12, 2025

Detail of Rose B. Simpson, "Heights |, AP 2/2" (2024) on the campus of the Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, New Mexico (photo courtesy
Jason Ordaz)
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As a rebellious youngster, I didn’t want to be the third generation of my family to attend the
Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA) in Santa Fe, New Mexico. | started college at the
University of New Mexico, trying to find my own identity, my own community, my own
interests — outside of the heavy weight of Tribe, family, and a heritage of artists and
philosophers. It took a run-in with the Albuquerque Police Department, and deep faith in the
poetic creativity of an Indigenous partner who was unable to study anywhere else, to transfer
to IAIA. Almost like running home. I brought my irreverent misfit spirit and found a new
family of like-mindeds in the dorms, classrooms, studios, library, in and around the campus,
sitting like a sentinel on the juniper-tree dotted outskirts of Santa Fe. As the sky burned low

in the evenings, fellow student Kit Julianto would pull out his hand drum and sing the sun

down. I would then retreat to my dorm and parse through what White historians wrote about

Indigenous history and compare it with our seminars and my own lived truth.

Among many other attacks on DEI initiatives, First Peoples’ infrastructure and livelihood,

and environmental concerns, the Trump administration has threatened to defund TAIA.

After countless hours of writing letters and contacting senators and congresspeople alongside
the retiring [AIA President Dr. Robert Martin, my fellow Trustees, and members of the larger
[ATA community to keep the doors open, we succeeded in securing funds. But the institution
faces a drastically decreased budget that it will have to utilize to run all programs and
continue to offer the safe and healthy learning facility it has come to be known for. It will be
with grit and tenacity that we stand by this school and commit ourselves to the dream we
hold for it. We know this struggle; we dream of building healing creativity from a state of

safety, of peace. Once again, our foundations rattle.
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Installation view of Rose B. Simpson, “Heights I, AP 2/2” (2024) on the IAIA campus (photo courtesy Jason Ordaz)

In 2007, I graduated from IAIA with a bachelor’s degree in Studio Arts. The class was small
and we were very close. We walked the stage in our varied traditional regalia, proud. I shared

studios and long conversations with peers like Dyani White Hawk, and co-founded

Humble, an underground art space in a warehouse in Santa Fe, with Cannupa Hanska

Luger and our crew, where I sang in the bands Chocolate Helicopter and The Wake Singers.
It is wild to see our roads unraveling before us, together in this world. We now exhibit,
curate, lead, produce, make music, and teach, sharing our mutually influential voices far and

wide.

After earning my first graduate degree in ceramics from the Rhode Island School of Design
(RISD) in 2011, I was able to return to Santa Clara Pueblo and live on my ancestral
homelands, only an hour-long commute to teach at IAIA. I led seminars, writing courses,
and ran the ceramics department before it was headed by the wonderful Daisy Quezada

Urenla, now the institution’s dean of academic affairs.
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IAIA launched a master’s program in creative writing in 2013, and after some time at
Northern New Mexico College for Automotive Science, | realized the new program was
exactly what I had been looking for. A school where the students sitting around the table are
of a relatively similar background allows for a natural flow of learning and expressing —
something that doesn’t happen for the so-called “only Indian in the room.” After being at a
place like RISD (which challenged me in ways I value deeply), I was tired of constantly
being forced to explain my context, working my way to baseline. At IAIA, context didn’t
need to be explained — allowing for a different rate of growth and expression. Outside
IAIA, I held my breath; I changed the way I stood, spoke, and reached out, because there
was something missing. I returned for that second master’s in creative nonfiction to write the

text on Indigenous Aesthetics I felt was lacking.

Artist Rose B. Simpson (photo by Minesh Bacrania, courtesy the artist, Jessica Silverman, San Francisco, and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York)

During this time of study, I had the opportunity to co-teach a seminar on Indigenous
Aesthetics with my brother, Dr. Porter Swentzell; get feedback on my work from influential

and talented Indigenous authors like Sherman Alexie and Terese Marie Mailhot; and watch



my contemporaries like novelist Tommy Orange not only make lasting change in the

Indigenous literary landscape, but ascertain a solid footing in literature as a whole.

There is no other place in the world where I was equipped to realize that Indigenous
Aesthetics does not need to be defined in the language or sources of the colonizer, that there
1s another way to approach, teach, define, and communicate it. I found my way to this truth

— not alone, but through the quality of community that is, inherently, IAIA.

In November of 2023, I was appointed by then-President Biden to the Board of Trustees of
IAIA. I wholeheartedly believe in this university. I believe in the power of offering
Indigenous people opportunity and space for investigation — both personal and communal. I
believe in the power of collective strength to lift the voice of our people, to claim our
rightful position as leaders of creativity and aesthetic expression. The threat of defunding
this precious and influential resource is not only an added stressor to an actively rebuilding
and healing Indigenous community, but is also heartbreaking to those of us who know the

worth of an experience like the one IAIA has to offer.

I learned the term “Postcolonial Stress Disorder” in my third year of undergrad at IAIA. I
was sitting in a small, theater-style classroom with a projection of a first-phase Ute-style
Navajo Chief wearing a blanket — the legendary Native art history professor Stephen
Fadden (Mohawk) addressing the class slowly, letting the words sink in, catching our eyes,
one by one. In the pauses between Fadden’s words, we were putting our own histories into
context. We were nipping the edges of each of our stories. The spaces between our student
souls in that dark room, filled with memories and histories, and our very own communal

futures, all held in those pauses between us; there was, and is, absolutely nothing else like it.

© 2025 Hyperallergic
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What Is Art Good For?

By Emily Watlington
July 8, 2025 5:00am

Graphic By Daniela Hritcu

All artists have wrestled with the question of why they make art. The endeavor can sometimes feel
impotent or indulgent, or perhaps motivated by compulsion alone. Yet here we are, continuing a
tradition that has spanned the entirety of human history. My ears always perk up when an artist offers or
even implies an answer to art’s purpose, with their words or with their work, so I posed the question to
seven artists with evident opinions. Some responded with words to live by; others turned the prompt
into a creative or conceptual challenge—as artists are wont to do. (Still others not included declined to
answer, emailing simply, “I don’t know.”) The responses below range, as might be expected, from cynical
to sincere, with some managing neat answers and others leaning into the open-endedness that the
question—and that art—engenders. —As told to Emily Watlington
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Rose B. Simpson: Two Selves, 2023. D

Photo : Photo Addison Doty. Courtesy the artist, Jessica Silverman, and Jack Shainman Gallery

Pretty much any flight I take from Albuquerque requires a layover. I fly a lot, and always choose window
seats, alternating port and starboard sides for each leg. Why? To save my neck. I tend to spend the flight
plastered to a window, agape and in awe of the clouds, of the altered and natural skin of our Mother far
below. It almost always draws tears.

If I don’t switch sides, I've learned I will have neck pain.

Occasionally, I find myself tapping a stranger’s shoulder, disrupting their TV show to point frantically at
something in that limited oval, maybe an eclipse, an eye-to-eye with a lightning storm, a supreme
mountain sunset. Usually they humor me, take a gander, nod, smile, thumbs up, and get back to what
they were doing.

Sometimes I wonder about how detachment became the status quo. At what point did we decide to
prioritize our comfort above our connection to the world around us? How did we lose the capacity to
empathize, to feel on behalf of one another or on behalf of our environment? I am digging within my
own humanity—my own capacity to feel—to find the heartbreak this stems from.

OK, so there’s that. And then there are those who wake up in the morning and ache, those yearning to
reconnect with what was lost ... or maybe with what we have never yet known. From this place, the
choice becomes to investigate Creation through the creative process, or to perish. For some, without the
privilege of access, there is no choice. So much art caters to the intellect, tickles the wit, holds the key to
an inside joke. The cost to enter is only $200,000 in art school debt.

But there is also art that ventures into the magic, driven by a deep desire to know something besides
disconnection, to become fluent in the poetry of the supernatural.

Art is about finding our way home to our humanity. We take so many wrong turns, and each one is a
teacher.
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Art
Rose B. Simpson’s Soaring Metal Sentinels Watch Over Madison
Square Park

The artist explained that the sculptures in Seed “transform the nature of a hectic and scary city, in a sense, to a place that’s really

safe.”

@ Elaine Velie April 11, 2024

Rose B. Simpson's Seed in Madison Square Park (photo Lauren Weisberg/Hyperallergic)

Santa Clara Pueblo artist Rose B. Simpson’s first New York City solo public artwork has arrived in Manhattan.
Seven 18-foot-tall figures surround a bronze female form in Seed, on view in Madison Square Park through

September 22. The installation’s weathered steel sentinels are the artist’s tallest sculptures yet.

“They transform the nature of a hectic and scary city, in a sense, to a place that’s really safe,” Simpson said at the
work’s unveiling today, April 10. She explained that they mimic the energy of the park, a place people go to
reconnect with their humanity. “They become these protectors of what they’re looking out for, so that [the inner

sculpture] can close her eyes. So she doesn’t have to be worried or on.”
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Seed stands on Madison Square Park’s eastern lawn named for American artist Sol Lewitt in front of the historic
whitewashed Appellate Division Courthouse of New York State and Sony headquarter buildings, a stark backdrop
for the rusty red protectors and their turquoise bronze masks. Simpson first crafted the latter components in clay
before casting them in bronze, as she did the central sculpture, which she adorned with a guiding star and raised
dots representing sunlight on the woman’s skin. The artist’s rippling finger marks are still visible on everything

transferred to bronze.

The central female form, surrounded by native plants (all following photos by Elaine Velie/Hyperallergic)

Simpson is familiar with creating large-scale metalwork, but she was surprised at New York’s ability to transform
Seed’s scale and nature, noting that the cityscape not only dwarfed her installation but made it appear more organic
than she had anticipated.

“Sometimes the most powerful things can be incredibly intimate,” Simpson told Hyperallergic. On the morning of
the unveiling, commuters beelined through the park below the towering skyscrapers above. “This space is so full. I
feel like even though they’re massive to me, they’re actually quite delicate and small. This is actually an intimate

scale in this place.”



Simpson in front of Seed

The seven sentinels are cut from 10 by four-foot steel sheets. Simpson didn’t waste an inch; the works could be
disassembled and reattached into perfect rectangles, a sort of massive jigsaw puzzle. She punctured the sheets with
ovals and angular shapes, forms she attributed to her unconscious replication of the geometrical Pueblo visual

language she grew up with.

Chief Curator Brooke Kamin Rapaport of the commissioning Madison Square Park Conservancy explained to
Hyperallergic that over the next five months, the protectors’ weathered steel patina will become more uniform in
color, and the columbine, wood mint, wild strawberry, and other native plants surrounding the central form will

grow taller and taller. Simpson wanted this effect, which she said will allow the figure to “sink.”



—

Simpson added turquoise bronze masks to her sculptures.

“We all change with life, you know?” Simpson told Hyperallergic. “I live in the desert Southwest. My skin and who
I am translate the fact that I live in a dry, hot, sunny environment. Our relationship to place transforms the way we
live. I think it’ll be really beautiful.”

Seed continues in northern Manhattan’s Inwood Hill Park, where two eight-foot-tall bronze sentinels look toward
the Hudson River and the woods. Madison Square Park Conservancy worked on Simpson’s project with the Lenape
Center, which Kamin Rapaport said identified Inwood Hill Park as a meaningful site. According to legend, Dutch
colonialist Peter Minuit “purchased” what is now known as the island of Manhattan from the Lenape people there
for just a few beads and other trade goods, marked by a rock and accompanying plaque. Simpson’s two sentinels,

gazing out onto the nearby river, are planted into the ground a few feet away.

© 2024 Hyperallergic.
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Rose, Rina, Roxanne And Rose B.
Simpson: Four Generations Of Santa
Clara Ceramics At Norton Museum Of
Art

Chadd Scott Contributor ®

I cover the intersection of art and travel.

N E o Mar 21, 2024, 09:08am EDT

Rose B. Simpson with mother Roxanne Swentzell and daughter Cedar touching a sculpture. UNGELBAH DAVILA

Rose B. Simpson was hoping for a break. A rest from her busy schedule of exhibitions,

commissions, gallery shows and installations nationwide.

As one of the most in demand contemporary artists working today, Simpson says “no”
more often than “yes”—her gallerists, Jessica Silverman and Jack Shainman on her behalf,
anyway—but some opportunities remain too good to pass up. Like presenting her work
alongside her mother’s, grandmother’s and great-grandmother’s at the Norton Museum of

Art in West Palm Beach, FL on view March 23 through September 1, 2024.

“I don't feel fully understood until I feel like people can see my work in context, and my

context is so much community and family,” Simpson (b. 1983) told Forbes.com. “My work
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is only one of the words in a sentence that is my matrilineal heritage.”

The preceding word in that sentence comes from Simpson’s mother, Roxanne Swentzell.

Swentzell stands as a major figure in contemporary Native American art in her own right.
She’s not surprised by her daughter’s success.

“Rose has always been somebody who’s very naturally talented in anything she does,”
Swentzell told Forbes.com. “In elementary school, she was part of an opera performance
that was like, ‘Whoa, this girl can sing!’ Then she did flamenco dancing and was asked by
professionals to join them because she was that good. She was just good at whatever she

put her hands to, her mind to.”

When asked what she received artistically from her mother, Simpson responds with the

freedom to explore the figure in her ceramics. Swentzell’s groundbreaking clay work

expanded on customary ways of creating Pueblo pottery by introducing the human body.
How does Swentzell believe she’s most influenced her daughter?

“I nurtured in her that you're capable of more than you know and to not be afraid of
learning, of learning more,” Swentzell said. “I homeschooled my kids; the way I
homeschooled them was to take adventures, to explore the world. Try this. Let's try that.
We don't know how to do this, but let's try it out. The fear of exploring or going further
was diminished because she had that ‘go for it’ mentality. That's what I wanted to give

them—-you can do it.”

Do it she has.

Simpson’s revolutionary sculptural works connect the modern with the ancestral
addressing themes of the female body, motherhood, gender identity, and the lasting
traumas of colonialism. Composed of clay, found objects, and mechanical hardware, they
exist beyond the physical realm reaching into the psychological, emotional, social,

cultural, spiritual, and intellectual.

Whatever she has become, and wherever her artwork may yet take her, Simpson remains

grounded in northern New Mexico’s Santa Clara Pueblo where she continues to live and

work.

“She is who she is because of where she came from and she will affect those to come
because of where she came from,” Swentzell said. “A lot of the Western world don't see
that perspective, there's so much focus on individualism. For Pueblo people to stand out
as individuals is really uncomfortable and that makes sense to me because we are not
alone in this. Because Rose is successful, that means our whole tribe is successful. It's not

just her. She is doing what she is doing because of all the ancestors before her.”

Mother: Roxanne Swentzell
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Rose B. Simpson with mother Roxanne Swentzell and daughter Cedar. PAMELA SOLARES

Roxanne Swentzell’s (b. 1962; Santa Clara Pueblo) ceramic figures created over the last
four decades predominantly feature women, sometimes, a mother and child; they express

the many emotions of womanhood, including vulnerability and protectiveness.

“I wasn't thinking I'm going to be an artist or I'm an artist, it wasn't one of those

moments,” Swentzell said of her creative evolution. “You're a little kid, your mom is

playing with clay, that stuff looks really cool, I want to touch it, and I started playing with

it, just feeling it, mushing it around, tasting it.”
Swentzell’s beginnings with clay had nothing to do with artistry.

“I had a severe speech impediment as a child; I wasn't able to talk and it was very
frustrating for me to communicate,” Swentzell explains. “I started to realize that I could
make these little things out of clay that would speak for me. It was actually a language for
me. I sometimes consider clay my first language because words were not there. I was able
to start making these little figurines that would explain to my mother what I wanted her
to know. She ended up having boxes and boxes of these clay figures that I would make just

to talk to her until I was able to communicate with words.”

Swentzell’s words in clay would evolve into ceramic figures. A dramatic—and in some

quarters unwelcome—departure from “traditional” pottery.

“It was strange. No one had been doing this. I was breaking ground in this area of using
figurative clay work,” she said. “Some of the tribal people were like, ‘What are you doing?’
They didn't understand why I was making figures because we make pots. For me, I needed

to tell a story and this is how I could do it.”



The pushback, which Rose has also received for her even more radically unconventional

figures, ties back to the Pueblo ethic of humility.

“It's our life of living within a community, that we're stepping out of line in ways that
might be to some people offensive, but it's coming from a good place,” Swentzell said.
“Luckily, I'm able to keep doing the work that I do, and Rose is taking the next leap of that

journey, and who knows where it goes for other people.”

Rose B. Simpson (Santa Clara Pueblo, born 1983), ‘Genesis, 2017. Ceramic and mixed media 32 in. ... [+] ADDISON DOTY
Grandmother: Rina Swentzell

Simpson grew up close with her grandmother Rina Swentzell (1939-2015; Santa Clara
Pueblo).

Rina Swentzell was tough. A battler. Strong. Audacious for her time. An educator who

earned a doctorate and an activist on behalf of her community.



“She wasn't scared to argue with old white men,” Simpson said, laughing. “She was
incredibly brave and courageous in a world where that wasn’t ok. She would question

things and say what she thought. I was always impressed, and she was so smart.”

Listening to Simpson talk about her grandmother, it’s clear how connected her art
making’s interrogation of entrenched systems—patriarchy, capitalism, colonialism—and

the difficult conversations she raises is to Rina Swentzell.

“She had experienced some really intense hardships with postcolonial stress disorder,”
Simpson explains. “She asked questions. Why are things the way they are? She
investigated. She challenged those narratives, the common narratives, and she built

conversations around why things are the way they are in a really deep and holistic way.”
Great-Grandmother: Rose “Gia” Naranjo

Rina Swentzell and her mother Rose “Gia” Naranjo’s (1917—2004;_Santa Clara Pueblo)

small, ceramic vases on view at the Norton showcase the traditional Pueblo style of

pottery.

Simpson was fortunate to spend much time with her great-grandmother as well. She

remembers the two singing together, songs Rose Naranjo taught her.

“She was a survivor. More than a searcher, she was a survivor,” Simpson said. “She was a

beautiful person, a very strong woman, and she was an incredible potter. She taught her

children how to support themselves and how to have relationship with the clay, to see it as

the animate being that the Earth and the clay is and how to relate to it in that way.”

only includes great-granddaughter Rose B. Simpson and granddaughter Roxanne

Swentzell, but also grandchildren Susan Folwell and Jody Naranjo, children Michael

Naranjo, Nora Naranjo-Morse, and Jody Folwell, each one a highly esteemed, awarded

and collected ceramicist. And Rina, just to name a few.
The 70-generation legacy in clay won’t end with Simpson. She has a 7-year-old daughter.

“I have no doubt she will,” Roxanne Swentzell said when asked if she expects Rose’s

daughter to carry on the family tradition.

Rose B. Simpson Across America
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Rose B. Simpson (Santa Clara Pueblo, born 1983), Open, 2022. Ceramic, twine, pearls, and steel 20 2 ... [+] ADDISON DOTY

In addition to her exhibition at the Norton, Rose B. Simpson had other opportunities

come her way this year too good to pass up.

She is creating nine large-scale bronze and steel sculptures for public display in New York.

In Madison Square Park, seven 18-foot-high androgynous sentinel figures will convene

around a central sculpture of a young female figure emerging from the earth, standing


https://www.seegreatart.art/rose-b-simpson-sculptures-coming-to-new-york-parks/

guard as her ancestral protectors. Further uptown, Simpson will install two life-size
bronze sentinels in Inwood Hill Park, the site where Dutch colonial governor Peter Minuit

“purchased” Manhattan Island from the Lenape in 1626.
The sculptures will be on view from April 11 through September 22, 2024.

Also in New York, she’s been included in the Whitney Biennial, the most prestigious

presentation of contemporary American art.

For the Cleveland Museum of Art, she’s producing a pair of 25-foot-tall figural sculptures
for display in the museum’s atrium. Constructed from her signature clay in addition to
metalwork, porous concrete, and cast bronze, the figures’ layers mimic rock eroded
through geologic time and the structural materiality of man-made architecture. Intricate
welded metal structures mounted to the heads of each figure, intended to cast shadows,

mimic the structures of the mind in relationship to time and space.
These will be on view from July 14, 2024, through April 13, 2025.

She has another solo exhibition coming later this year in San Francisco.

What does the artist think of all this attention?

“I just put one foot in front the next, take out my garbage and scrub the floor on my hands
and knees and dig ditches and move things with tractors and participate in my
community because that's what matters,” Simpson said. “I'll keep doing what I do and as
long as it is meeting a need for people and people feel moved and feel like it's helping
them heal and grow something inside themselves; I will keep doing what I'm doing if it's

needed.”

It's needed. On the Pueblo and around the world.

Follow me on Twitter or LinkedIn. Check out my website.

(0]

- Chadd Scott
N 1
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View of Andrew Norman Wilson’s
exhibition “Hirngespenster (Brain
Ghosts)” at the Kunstverein

Braunschweig, 2019.

uﬁm

Stephen Shore: South of Klamath
Falls, U.S. 97, Oregon, July 21, 1973.

Simpson: Photo Addison Doty/Courtesy Jessica Silverman, San Francisco, and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York;
Wilson: Courtesy Kunstverein Braunschweig; Shore: Courtesy 303 Gallery, New York/©Stephen Shore

Rose B. Simpson:
Reception, 2023.
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Kim: Courtesy Francois Ghebaly Gallery, New York, and WHITE SPACE, Beijing/Courtesy Whitney Museum of American Art,

New York/©Christine Sun Kim (2); Jaeger: Courtesy Bortolami, New York; Raad: Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, New York/

©Walid Raad; Henrot: Courtesy Hauser & Wirth, New York

Christine Sun Kim: All. Night., 2012 (left), and Too Much Future, 2016 (right).

Walid Raad: Sweet Talk: Commissions (Beirut)_Solidere 1994-97, 2019.

Camille Henrot: 73/
37 (Abacus), 2024.

Frieda Toranzo
Jaeger: Horny for the
end of earth, 2024.

Seven artists respond to an existential question.

as told to Emily Watlington

All artists have wrestled with the question
of why they make art. The endeavor can
sometimes feel impotent or indulgent, or
perhaps motivated by compulsion alone.
Yet here we are, continuing a tradition that
has spanned the entirety of human history.
My ears always perk up when an artist offers
or even implies an answer to art’s purpose,
with their words or with their work, so I posed
the question to seven artists with evident
opinions. Some responded with words to live
by; others turned the prompt into a creative
or conceptual challenge — as artists are wont
to do. (Still others not included declined to
answer, emailing simply, “I don’t know.”) The
responses below range, as might be expected,
from cynical to sincere, with some managing
neat answers and others leaning into the
open-endedness that the question —and that
art —engenders.
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Camille Henrot: Misfits, 2022.

Jamille Henrol

I don’t think art has any inherent duty;
it’s not “good” for anything innately. Recently,
though, I went to a talk at MoMA’s R&D Salon
called “The Age of the Bully.” The first speaker
was Simon DeDeo, associate professor in Social
and Decision Sciences at Carnegie Mellon
University. He mentioned that the members

of a group best suited to stand up to bullies are
those who are highly visible and have access

to different communities, classes, and social
backgrounds. It got me thinking: That describes
artists quite well. Our purpose may lie in being
that counterpower — demonstrating alternatives
and standing up to governments, institutions,
corporations, and so on — to societal bullies.

Artists should also be a counterbalance to
trends and conformity. Existing outside the
norm is a very precious and important position
in society. This is why I'm a bit resistant to the
idea that artists should also be community
builders —which is not to say we’re not involved
or politically active. I just think there is value to
being slightly outside, on the fringes.

I think too much is expected of art. The
injunction that art should heal and redeem seems
to me a symptom of late-stage capitalism, an
extension of American puritanism. It’s an attempt
to outsource the responsibility of care and justice to
people who are maybe the most willing but are
also in very precarious positions. Ultimately, I
think art is good for representing and defending a
space for complexity, nuance, and exception.

Rose B. Simpson

Pretty much any flight I take from Albuquerque requires a layover. I fly a
lot, and always choose window seats, alternating port and starboard sides for each leg.
Why? To save my neck. I tend to spend the flight plastered to a window, agape and in
awe of the clouds, of the altered and natural skin of our Mother far below. It almost
always draws tears.

If T don’t switch sides, I've learned I will have neck pain.

Occasionally, I find myself tapping a stranger’s shoulder, disrupting their TV show
to point frantically at something in that limited oval, maybe an eclipse, an eye-to-eye
with a lightning storm, a supreme mountain sunset. Usually they humor me, take a
gander, nod, smile, thumbs up, and get back to what they were doing.

Sometimes I wonder about how detachment became the status quo. At what point
did we decide to prioritize our comfort above our connection to the world around
us? How did we lose the capacity to empathize, to feel on behalf of one another or on
behalf of our environment? I am digging within my own humanity — my own capacity
to feel —to find the heartbreak this stems from.

OK, so there’s that. And then there are those who wake up in the morning and
ache, those yearning to reconnect with what was lost ... or maybe with what we have
never yet known. From this place, the choice becomes to investigate Creation through
the creative process, or to perish. For some, without the privilege of access, there is no
choice. So much art caters to the intellect, tickles the wit, holds the key to an inside
joke. The cost to enter is only $200,000 in art school debt.

But there is also art that ventures into the magic, driven by a deep desire to know
something besides disconnection, to become fluent in the poetry of the supernatural.

Art is about finding our way home to our humanity. We take so many wrong turns,
and each one is a teacher.
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From top: Courtesy Hauser & Wirth, New York; Photo John Wilson White/Courtesy Jessica Silverman, San Francisco, and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York
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15 Native American Women Artists to Know

BY PETALA IRONCLOUD
March 31, 2025 11:34am

PHOTOCOLLAGE BY DANIELA HRITCU.

Native American artists, especially women, have only recently gained a spotlight within the
mainstream art world. For centuries, Native art was siloed on reservations, at trading
posts, and in Indian markets, with no dedicated Indigenous commercial galleries either in
urban Indian centers like New York City, San Francisco, Tulsa, or Phoenix or in other areas


https://www.artnews.com/
https://www.artnews.com/c/art-news/
https://www.artnews.com/c/art-news/artists/
https://www.artnews.com/author/petala-ironcloud/
https://www.artnews.com/

with significant Native populations. But lately they are finding their way into major galleries
and institutions from Miami to New York to Venice.

For Women’s History Month, we delve into art from 15 Native American, Alaska Native,
and Native Hawaiian women. While not an exhaustive list, these artists represent a broad
spectrum of artistic innovation spanning multiple generations and mediums, from
foundational pottery to contemporary Ravenstail weaving. Shattering conventional ideas
about fine art while honoring historical techniques and cultural knowledge, they
underscore the vitality of Indigenous women’s contributions to contemporary art and the
ongoing need to ensure that their voices and visions are centered in mainstream art
discourse.

Read more of our Women’s History Month coverage here.
(https:/www.artnews.com/p/womens-history-month-march-art/?
thumbnail id=1234735565)

Rose B. Simpson

Rose B. Simpson, Seed, 2024, installation view, Madison Square Park Conservancy, New York
Photo : Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. Photo: Elisabeth Bemstein.
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Rose B. Simpson (b. 1983) is a multimedia artist known for her ceramic and metal
sculptures, installations, and performance pieces. Her seven sentinel-like figures
(https://madisonsquarepark.org/art/exhibitions/rose-b-simpson-seed/) in Madison
Square Park and two in Inwood Park, both in New York, echo the city skyline and invite
viewers to self-reflect and consider place and time amidst the frenetic urban landscape.

Born in 1983 in Santa Clara Pueblo, New Mexico, Simpson emerged from a matriarchy of
ceramicists. Though accepted to Dartmouth, she chose to attend the University of New
Mexico to maintain formative ties to the land. She earned MFAs from the Rhode Island
School of Design and the Institute of American Indian Arts in ceramics and creative
nonfiction and studied pottery in Japan and South Korea. Her work occupies the
intersection of red clay pottery and modern technology, pushing the boundaries of Pueblo
art.


https://madisonsquarepark.org/art/exhibitions/rose-b-simpson-seed/
https://madisonsquarepark.org/art/exhibitions/rose-b-simpson-seed/
https://www.artnews.com/

artnet

Museums & Institutions(https://news.artnet.com/art-world/museums-and-institutions)

Which Artists Dominate U.S. Museums Right Now? We Crunch the Numbers

Based on looking at hundreds of shows in U.S. museums for December 2024.

From left: Hank Willis Thomas, Ming Smith and Simone Leigh. Photo: Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post via Getty Images; Steven
Ferdman/Patrick McMullan via Getty Images; Matt Winkelmeyer/Getty Images for LACMA

Ben Davis (https://news.artnet.com/about/ben-davis-93) December 9, 2024

Back in September, | looked (https://news.artnet.com/art
at which artists were showing at the most museums simultaneously in the United States. | thought that was useful, so I'm

doing it again.

The idea is the same: | looked at more than 200 museums, and counted which artists were on view any time during
December (that includes a show like the Baltimore Museum’s “lllustrating Agency,” which closed December 1). The
resulting list includes a little more than 3,400 artist names. Of these, only about 300 appear more than once—a tiny
fraction. And of these, a very few repeat multiple times, giving a sense of which voices are most resonating with curators

and institutions.
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As | said back in September: Because I'm most interested in breadth of influence, | decided not to make any distinctions
between bigger and smaller institutions. | rank career retrospectives and surveys highly, followed by special commissions
or exhibitions that spotlight a specific body of work, biennial appearances, and then inclusions in thematic group shows.

Themes: All the most visible figures are Black and Indigenous. A rhetoric of speaking for and to historically marginalized
identities surrounds a lot of the work.

More strikingly, multiple of these figures are nodes in networks of advocacy: Simone Leigh has organized events and
conferences, including “The Loophole of Retreat (https:/news.artnet.com/art-world-archives/loophole-of-retreat-
venice-simone-leigh-rashida-bumbray-laura-raicovich-2315441)” in Venice, specifically for Black women artists and
scholars; Jaune Quick-to-See Smith recently curated the touring show “The Land Carries Our Ancestors: Contemporary
Art by Native Americans, (https://www.nga.gov/press/exhibitions/exhibitions-2023/5549.html)” which began at the
National Gallery of Art.

Hank Willis Thomas has consistently stayed in the headlines (https:/news.artnet.com/art-world/new-book-artist-
billboards-for-freedoms-2498159) via a progressive artist organization he co-founded, For Freedoms, which organizes
billboard campaigns and conferences. Ming Smith emerged from the collective activity of the Kamoinge Workshop, which

has itself received museum attention (https:/whitney.org/exhibitions/kamoinge-workshop) in recent years.

Media: Jaune Quick-to-See Smith is known for painting (though she makes installations as well). Strikingly, three of the
most influential artists emerge from the world of ceramics: Simone Leigh, Virgil Ortiz, and Rose B. Simpson. Back in
December, textile art was similarly prominent, via figures like Marie Watt and Suchitra Mattai—though one of
September’s Museum Artists, Theaster Gates, also got his start in ceramics. A “social craft” upsurge, foregrounding
traditional crafts in installations about cultural identity, is a major ongoing theme.

Crossover: Finally, it's worth noting that there’s quite a bit of overlap in terms of exhibitions. Those that feature more than
one of these big names include “By Dawn’s Early Light” (about the legacy of the Civil Rights Act, at the Nasher Museum),
“For Dear Life” (about iliness and disability, at the Museum of Contemporary Art, San Diego), and “Making Their Mark”
(spotlighting women artists, at the Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive).
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From left: Andrew Fierberg, Wanda Aveda, Rose B. Simpson and India Davis attend the 2024 Whitney Biennia, on March 12, 2024 in New York City. Photo: Sean
Zanni/Patrick McMullan via Getty Images

6. Rose B.Simpson

“It goes back to Indigenous aesthetics,” Rose B. Simpson (b. 1983) told
(https://www.joanmitchellfoundation.org/journal/in-the-studio-rose-b-simpson) the Joan Mitchell Foundation about her

philosophy. “There’s no separation between art and life and there’s no separation between spirit and art and spirituality
and religious belief systems. All those things are connected.”

Simpson, who hails from a line of ceramicists from Santa Clara Pueblo in New Mexico, has racked up an astounding
exhibition history in recent years (including a spot in the Whitney Biennial earlier this year
(https://news.artnet.com/app/news-upload/2024/03/rose-b-simpson-whitney-biennial-1152x1536.jpeg), which came on
the heels of the museum giving her the solo spotlight (https:/whitney.org/exhibitions/rose-simpson-counterculture) in
2023). Her style is immediately recognizable: She is known for androgynous human figures in clay, their bodies studded

with symbolic ornamentation.

For her current special commission in the Cleveland Museum of Art’s atrium, she has created some particularly towering
figures, clay bodies made to evoke geographic layers, heads adorned with elaborate metalwork headdresses.

SPOTLIGHTS:

—"Rose B. Simpson: Strata (https:/www.clevelandart.org/exhibitions/rose-b-simpson-strata)” at the Cleveland Museum
of Art, through April 13, 2025

GROUPS:

—“lllustrating Agency (https://artbma.org/exhibition/illustrating-agency)” at the Baltimore Art Museum, through
December 1, 2024
—"Infinite Regress: Mystical Abstraction from the Permanent Collection and Beyond

(https://www.kemperart.org/exhibition/infinite-regress-mystical-abstraction-from-the-permanent-collection-and-
beyond)” at the Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art, Kansas City, Mo., through February 22,2025

—"Tha Sun Will Set: Contemporary Abstraction and the Body (https:/www.mfa.org/exhibition/tha-sun-will-set)” at the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, through April 6, 2025

—"Making Their Mark: Works from the Shah Garg Collection (https://bampfa.org/making-their-mark)” at the Berkeley Art
Museum and Pacific Film Archive, through April 20, 2025

—"That Which Binds Us (https:/buffaloakg.org/art/exhibitions/which-binds-us)” at the Buffalo AKG Museum, through May
12,2025

—"Art and Design from 1900 to Now (https://risdmuseum.org/exhibitions-events/exhibitions/art-and-design-1900-now)”

at the Rhode Island School of Design Museum, Providence, through September 1, 2026

Ben Davis
National Art Critic
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Three Indigenous Artists on Why
Community-Building is Inherent to Their

Work

Rose B. Simpson, Jaune Quick-to-See Smith, and Jeremy Dennis discuss how
their ancestral and physical homes influence their work and why creating a
better future requires confronting the past.

BY ARIANA MARSH PUBLISHED: NOV 2, 2023


https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/features/
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/author/223382/ariana-marsh/

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: JOHN SPYROU; ANGELA PHAM; COURTESY ROSE B. SIMPSON, JESSICA SILVERMAN, SAN
FRANCISCO, AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK (PHOTO: MINESH BACRANIA)

Every artist’s perspective is in some way shaped by the people who have surrounded
them and the places they’re from. But for sculptor and performance artist Rose B.
Simpson, painter, printmaker, sculptor, and collagist Jaune Quick-to-See Smith, and
photographer Jeremy Dennis, the idea of home plays an especially urgent role in
their work. All three are enrolled Indigenous American tribal members, and their
practices don’t just honor their individual Native histories, cultures, environments,
and traditions, they also seek to ignite conversations about historical oppression and

the land theft their communities continue to face.

Both Simpson and Smith have had expansive exhibitions at New York’s Whitney
Museum of American Art this year, symbolizing what is an encouraging yet long-
overdue shift in how institutions are showcasing and giving platforms to art made by

Indigenous artists.

A member of New Mexico’s Kah’p’oo Owinge tribe, Simpson is best known for her
mixed-media sculptures of large-scale beings, which she creates using a traditional
hand-coiled method that she learned from her mother, a potter. Five such sculptures,
part of a larger work called Counterculture, are on view at the Whitney through
January 21. Simpson's next show, Skeena, opening on November 9 at Jessica

Silverman in San Francisco, will debut 10 new beings alongside a hanging wall work.

Smith, a Confederated Salish and Kootenai tribal member, had her first New York
retrospective, “Memory Map,” at the Whitney this spring, bringing together nearly
five decades of her work. Her latest curatorial effort, “The Land Carries Our
Ancestors: Contemporary Art by Native Americans,” on view through January 15 at
the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., highlights work by a range of artists
who deal with Indigenous knowledge of their natural surroundings.

Dennis is the founder of Ma’s House & BIPOC Art Studio, a nonprofit and artist
residency located in his childhood home and birthplace on Long Island’s Shinnecock
Indian Reservation, which provides a space for marginalized artists to create and
engage with one another. His cinematic fine-art photographs, which comment on the
misrepresentation of Indigenous people in American media, probe subjects such as

identity, cultural practice, and the history of forced Native assimilation. Dennis’s



ongoing project On This Site maps out and documents ancestral lands throughout

Long Island.

Simpson, Smith, and Dennis recently connected to discuss how their physical and
ancestral homes inform their work, effecting change in the art world, and why

community-building is inherent to what they do.

ROSE B. SIMPSON: I don’t think I really knew how impacted by home I was as an
artist. I had to leave my ancestral homelands where I grew up and was born, in
northern New Mexico, to realize how important it is to me—that it is not just the
people but the place that is family to me. I feel like that lack of consciousness around
our beings, our physical and spiritual and social existence, keeps us from identifying

and having respect for home.

“I’'m so proud of the place I call home, and I try to
bring that with me when | leave the reservation.” —
Jeremy Dennis

JEREMY DENNIS: I'm from Shinnecock, born and raised. Everyone there is related.
There are about 600 of us, more or less. As an artist and a tribal member, I'm so
proud of the place I get to call home, and I try to bring that with me when I leave the
reservation. One way I do that as an artist is by making portraits of some of my
relatives. I do interviews. Sometimes they share stories of resilience and pride or
conflict and strain on the community. There’s so much of our important history that
isn’t represented in photos or paintings or inscriptions. So, my work is about showing
that history is always relevant and that how we’re living today is informed by the

path that our community has traveled and survived.

JAUNE QUICK-TO-SEE SMITH: I am a mixture of Métis-Cree and Salish and am
from the northern border of the United States in Montana. I was born at the St.

Ignatius Mission on the Flathead Reservation, at a time when one in 10 babies born



there lived. My dad was a horse trader and moved around often; when we were
down-and-out broke, we had to go to a reservation. My sister was born at Hoopa,
and I lived at Muckleshoot and Nisqually. In Nisqually, we had a one-room cabin that
didn’t have furniture. There were three families of us in there. We didn’t have indoor
plumbing or electricity. I remember being sick all the time and always being hungry.
That was a normal upbringing for someone my age. I knew early on that white
people had different lives than we Indian people. It was so distinct. I'm still riffing off
of that in my work and with all my Native friends. My home is with them. It is on the
reservation. But I've been living here in New Mexico for quite a few years, and it’s
like another home. I have family everywhere when I get together with all the Indian

artists because they are my family too.



JAUNE QUICK-TO-SEE SMITH

Jaune Quick-to-See Smith, Indian Madonna Enthroned, 1974, Collection of the Whitney Museum

of American Art, New York, Purchased with funds from the Director’s Discretionary Fund,
Fabricated by Andy Ambrose



JD: One experience that keeps recurring for me, unfortunately—and I'm sure we all
share it—is I'll get invited to do a show during November, Native American Heritage
Month, and then it’s quiet the rest of the year. 'm always trying to advocate for
Indigenous inclusion. We can participate anytime. It's so important for our art to be
institutionalized. When I think about themes of joy and beauty in Indigenous art, I
think they come out of approaching difficult subjects and conflicts in our history.
When we talk about these things, it’s a form of healing. The arts, especially, bring
together different communities, so when I see work about colonization or suffering, I

think it’s a step in moving toward a better future.

JS: In all my 50 years of traveling and lecturing and sharing slides of contemporary
art by Native people, George Floyd, Black Lives Matter, and Standing Rock have all
changed the scene. All of a sudden, museums and galleries were like, “Oh, we’re not

including everybody.” We’ve been saying that for 50 years now! All of a sudden,



though, arts institutions have started giving out fellowships and grants to Native
people, and my younger brothers and sisters are all having big, major museum
exhibitions. That is so incredible. That never was there for us. Before I curated “The
Land Carries Our Ancestors” for the National Gallery of Art, the museum hadn’t had
a show on Native art in 30 years. When the Whitney contacted me, I think they were
nervous about it. But it actually was a good exhibition; it brought people to the
museum, and we got a lot of press, which was shocking to me. I don’t know how
long this is going to last, it's like manna from heaven. But I'm doing it, and T'll keep

doing it if I can get the door cracked so that I can bring my community in with me.

“We are so dynamic, and we come from so many
different stories.” —Rose B. Simpson

RS: I think often about how those artists that came before us really did wedge that
door. Someone said to me recently, “The water is rising for us all.” It’s rising, and
we'’re all floating together. I have the privilege to question whether the institution is
the source of all power. Why do we give those colonial institutions the right to say we
are someone and what we say is important? The reason that I feel grateful to be
included in these exhibitions and spaces is that they reach the people I'm trying to
have the conversation with. My work isn’t directed at my community here at Santa
Clara; I'm trying to communicate something across a line that hasn’t been open to
communication for a really long time. There are all these things—exploitation,
stereotyping—that we all have to combat. I'm not Shinnecock, you know what I
mean? [ am not Salish. I'm a Pueblo person, and I'm from a specific pueblo, and I'm
from a specific family. We are so dynamic, and we come from so many different
stories. It’s so important to have that full spectrum of Indigenous experience in those

spaces.



RON AMSTUTZ

Installation view of “Rose B. Simpson: Counterculture” (Whitney Museum of American Art, New
York, October 4, 2023-January 21, 2024)



JS: They stereotype us. I remember when I was going around to all of these galleries
and museums, talking about contemporary art by Native people, and they said,
“What is that?” And I said, “Well, we are not what you would call traditional. We are
not weaving blankets, and we’re not making silver jewelry, but we are making art
from our own experience.” That’s the point. We make art from our own experience
just like all the white artists do. And there isn’t one style for white artists, but they
expect it to be one style for us. Jeremy’s making art and creating Ma’s House and
doing all those wonderful things that are community-building. I think each of us in
our own way realizes that we have to do some of that, we have to do both things. We
tend our work, and then at the same time we reach out to each other and make plans
to do stuff together. Part of it is having each other's backs. Part of it is being a support

system. Our lives and our work are so fragile because there aren’t millions of us.

“Our lives and our work are so fragile because there
aren’t millions of us.”—Jaune Quick-to-See Smith

RS: The pieces at the Whitney right now are five from an original series of 12. They
are set up outside on the museum’s roof, and they’re called Counterculture. The
original spot for them was [supposed to be] at Plymouth Rock. What I wanted to say
with the pieces was, “You're being watched.” Most people forget that we're being
watched by things that we deem inanimate. I think one of the main reasons that
colonization happened in the way that it did was that colonizers had forgotten they
were being held accountable by beings beyond people. I had qualms about putting
my work at Plymouth Rock. I felt like I didn’t have the right to speak on behalf of all
Native people. The organizers were approached by the Wampanoag community,

which said to them, “This isn’t who we want making this work there.” That was a



blessing for me. Who am I, a Pueblo person from New Mexico, having this
conversation about an experience that was very much not mine? The work then got
installed in Williamstown, Massachusetts, in 2022, where we built some
programming around it with the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican community. It felt
really good to move it to where it was wanted. Now the other seven pieces are at the
John Michael Kohler Arts Center in Wisconsin. After they were moved, we took some
of the clay from where the pieces were originally installed in Williamstown and made
beads with the Wisconsin Stockbridge-Munsee community. We sat around and told
stories and then fired the beads and made necklaces. That felt like the most
important part of the whole exhibit. That piece taught me a lot about how to trust

the art itself and where it needs to go.

JEREMY DENNIS

Jeremy Dennis, untitled from “Sacredness of Hills,” 2020, Archival Inkjet Print, 30 x 40 in

JD: I do landscape photography, portraiture, and staged photography. I have a

personal series from 2018 called “Rise,” and it’s all about reoccupying ancestral



lands. It asks, what if Indigenous people never left? What if they’d continued to
maintain their footprint and witnessed the transformation of the land, the
colonization, the desecration of sacred sites? I also explore home in terms of
expansion and abundance rather than being confined to the reservation. That's just
one of the unfortunate realities of growing up on a reservation; there are pluses, but
at the same time, many tribal members never leave the territory. It becomes a small
bubble of where we're supposed to belong. We're supposed to be not only invisible,
but also non-existent. I think about what is owed to us and what we can still do to
grant us that sense of home. Part of how I do that is through Ma’s House, which we
started in 2020. It’s in an old family home on the Shinnecock reservation that was
built in the 1960s by my grandfather, Peter Silva Sr. My mom and her five siblings
grew up in it, and I did too, with my older sister. Probably 90 percent of my
photography work gets done at residencies, so I wanted to offer that resource and
space to other artists. Of course, it opened during a time of racial awakening in the
nation, so it became a focus to support BIPOC artists. Since opening, we've had about
30 artists come through. We've had a couple of major exhibits. We’ve also had weekly
workshops by my mother, including a leather-belt-making workshop. As we’ve been

saying, new spaces are very much needed. Jaune, tell us about the show you curated
this fall.

JS: The National Gallery of Art contacted me to curate a show there through my
gallery. For two years, I worked on every committee that they offered, whether it was
for the catalog, installation, or design. I had a road map in my head. For one, I
wanted to make it about land, because the Land Back movement is front and center
right now. I wanted the show to have parity between men and women and ages.
There were limitations on the size of the space, so I came up with this idea: At home
in Montana, we have checkerboard land. In 1887, the government came to the
Flathead Reservation and divided up our land, which had been communal, and gave
us allotments, which is not our way of life. Then they took the leftover land, put ads
on posters for it in New York City, and invited people to come and farm it for free. So,
for the exhibition, I made a checkerboard wall. It was my way of getting almost 50

people in the exhibition instead of 25. That’s our secret.
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ROSE B. SIMPSON: Where clay runs
deep.
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Beneath Simpson’s hitech gear, her ancestral line runs deep. Pottery making has been in her family for 700 years.
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On the west bank of the Rio Grande,
about 25 miles north of Santa Fe, near the
mysterious Black Mesa, you will find the
Santa Clara Pueblo. Known as “Village of
Wild Roses,” it 1s famous for the
distinctive glossy-black over matte-black
pottery design pioneered by Maria
Martinez. It's here that pottery has been in
Rose B. Simpson's family for the past 700
years.

Clay runs deep in her ancestral line. Her late great-grandmother, Rose Naranjo, the matriarch,
taught pottery making to all ten of her children. Her late grandmother, Rina Swentzell, was an
architect, a potter, and a fierce activist, one of the first people in the Pueblo to get a Ph.D. Her mother,
Roxanne Swentzell, is a ceramic sculptor, educator and founder of the Flowering Tree Permaculture

Institute. As Simpson and | spoke, | kept thinking of her lineage.

In 2009, Simpson entered the master's degree program in ceramics at the Rhode Island School of
Design, in Providence. It was an opportunity to study material, process and technical and conceptual
exploration. But there was a disconnect: the school perpetuated the idea of art being separate from
life. She described the experience as having "strummed at the rubber band that connected me to
home." Back in the red foothills of the Sangre de Cristo mountains, in the Espanola Valley, clay
played a role in all aspects of life. As a young mother, Roxanne Swentzell and her two young children
built their family home with adobe. The kids would mix the mud for their mother’s brick laying. Clay
was the land they farmed. Clay was the dishes they ate off. Clay was where they laid their heads at

night. They knew the dirt. It's in their family blood.



Work in progress, Heights Il], 2023, and Road Less Traveled, 2023,




Simpson declined the traditional MFA rite of passage, “After graduating, there was this moment
where people were like, 'Let’s all move to New York City. See what we can do." And | was like, 'Nah, |

need to go grow some food," Simpson returned to the unpaved earth of northern New Mexico to
pull weeds and harvest the fields with her mother with a new respect for clay and a new
gratefulness for home. Whether true or not, in the 1980s, her town, Espafola, declared itself the

Lowrider Capital of the World. The title stuck.

In New Mexico, the Land of Enchantment, Espafola has complicated energy. It's a poor community
in a state with one of the highest poverty rates in the U.S.. Simpson remembered, as a kid, driving
through town and passing mobile homes that barely seemed habitable, with plastic over the
windows and pit bulls patrolling dusty yards. And yet, parked behind the fences were these cars
representing so much more than meets the eye. These modified cars are cornerstones of the
community, modes of self-expression, and expressions of faith. They are rolling sculptures, works of
art in everyday life. Simpson said, “As long as you can go out and feel a sense of pride, you have

something fo live for."

Simpson bought her first car at 12 years old. After grad school, her passion for cars inspired her to
enroll in an automotive science program at Northern New Mexico College. It was here where she

started to work on a 1985 Chevy El Camino that she would later title Maria, named after Maria

Martinez.
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Simpson grinding a new sculpture in her workshop. Remind, 2023. It was exhibited in her solo show at Jack Shainman
Gallery.

As an artist continuously pushing the limits of ceramic figurative sculptures, Maria is the closest
Simpson has come to making traditional pottery. She has a massive engine, and she prefers to go
fast, featuring designs created with automotive paint in a satin-black and high gloss geometric
design inspired by Tewa community pottery. The patterns mimic the rolling flow of the region's
rivers, valleys and mountain ranges. Look at the car from the right angle and the land and landscape

reflect in the gloss.

Maria, the El Camino, is a car rooted in Latino cruise culture. She was restored by a woman working
in a traditionally male pursuit. She is a pure representation of this remarkable place — an olive
branch, an attempt to find common ground. It is ultimately a symbol of strength and survival in the
face of the significant complications of history. The Pueblo was first visited when a Conquistador
expeditionary force came to the area in 1541. Simpson explained that Northern New Mexico is a "tri-
cultural area." Even before the Spanish colonizers, a layer of indigenous colonizers, Athabaskans,
modern Navajo, and Apache, were early enemies. Then the American colonizers, pushing west,
arrived. They have now all co-existed for centuries — deep, complicated relationships steeped in
memories of pain and fear. Maria is an act of empowerment for all disenfranchised people. Simpson
describes her commitment to the region: "l don't just represent the tribe; | represent the larger

community.”

Simpson has continuously inhabited and navigated various worlds. When living in Providence, many
cross-country flights were taken for a seat around the Feast Day table. Even now, as her
monumental ceramic sculptures are being shown in museums and galleries across the country, she
remains in New Mexico. "For Pueblo people, we're place-based. Our ceremonial and spiritual belief
systems are place-based, so the prayers, the songs, etcetera, reference actual mountains and
physical places here." She is grounded in her spiritual beliefs. Life pulls in many directions, but

Simpson is rooted here.



A 1964 Buick Riviera, a future project.
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The blue door to her studio.

Pueblo societies have a pervasive aversion to individualistic behavior. There is a continuous
reminder that one’s work is not solely one’s own but a story of the whole community. But Simpson
comes from a matrilineal lineage that paved the way towards pushing the boundaries. Artists have
been kicked out of the tribe for making art deemed inappropriate. This was necessary after a
tumultuous period that included oppression by assimilationists and cultural imperialism by
anthropologists and tourists. Pueblo artists used numerous tactics, such as misdirection and
masking to make their art, create what they wanted, and control the flow of information to the
outside world. But an artist that runs afoul of the tribal council with art that is inconsiderate of the

larger community, to this day, can be expelled from the tribe and lose everything they own.

| keep thinking about how art can become an intergenerational voice, rolling down the hill, gaining
power, gaining mass as it tumbles. Simpson explained that her great-grandmother Rose (Naranjo)
was in Indian boarding schools and, if she antagonized the colonizer too much, her life was in
danger. But she pushed. Simpson’s grandmother Rina was this brilliant woman who challenged
many norms both in and out of the Pueblo community, arguing for the rights of all. In the '80s, her
mother Roxanne began making realistic figurative sculptures of Koshares, or Scared Clowns, that
went against the custom of keeping these images abstract. It's the push and pull of inching toward a
line while still respecting it. Simpson says her culture has created these belief boundaries. Essentially

guides that keep one accountable and considerate of the community.



Her studio is a perfect cylinder, at 154 sq feet, taller than it is wide. Every bit of it is in use. Due to the
size, Simpson must make her sculptures in parts and then build them outside in the sun. The clay is
continuously thrown against a flat surface until it thins, a technique she calls “slap-slab.” She quickly
builds up the clay, layer on layer, before it can dry. It's both fragile and immediate: the process
demands total commitment. With the impressions of her fingertips, Simpson's presence remains
with the works wherever they might travel. The clay records her emotion. | wondered if her russet-
colored figures were from clay from northern New Mexico, but they were not. She rarely, if ever,

extracts organic matter to be used in her pieces. Her people have already given so much away.

Her studio is a perfect cylinder at 154 sq ft,

taller than wide, every bit is in use.

Simpson assembling Heighfts /I, 2023.

Many of the works feature a representation of the body. The figures frequently exclude individual
characteristics that would distract from their presence. They are stoic. Often leaning or exposing

their elongated necks as an act of faith, a willingness o connect. Despite their hollow interiors, seen



primarily through the emptiness of the eyes, the figures are watchful. To commune with them is to fill
up that space, to consider your relationship to the gifts offered by the earth. In being a witness of

self, we restore sight to all things.

Throughout her exhibition history, the number 12, as in the number of sculptures in a show, has
reoccurred numerous times, most recently in Road Less Traveled, her solo exhibition at Jack
Shainman Gallery, in New York. The number's significance originates from an old story Simpson
heard in Santa Clara Pueblo, which contains many themes and philosophies that have become
common in religious, literary, philosophical, and recovery worlds. Be it “the hero's journey” about a
character going on an unexpected journey, having their character, faith, strength and skills tested
before returning home triumphant or Matias de Stefano's belief that our souls make 12 stops before

we are reincarnated. The common thread in each of these stories is faith.

You see the same raw and honest approach in Simpson's work as you do in her social media feed.
She often shares moments of shame and vulnerability. When she thinks back to grad school, there
was this demand to explain a whole identity, the patterns, the symbolism, the cultural language. It
was just as extractive as pulling the clay from the ground. Simpson did not want to lay out her
cultural information and call it her art. She desires to be able to share without being made a noun.

She is constantly maintaining the chance fo be a verb, the opportunity to grow.
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Like life, clay is so fragile; it demands you to be present. With so many deadlines and much work to
be done, | wondered when there was a sense of peace, a pause, a moment to herself. As it did
many times in our conversation, it went back to the empowerment of being behind the wheel. "I've
been thinking so much about the idea of throwing a cruise (a key tenant in the lowrider lifestyle, a
term for the social activity of driving slow, sometimes aimlessly, sometimes on a predetermined
strip). Because they would say, ‘Let's go throw a cruise. Are you gonna hit the cruise line?’ | keep
thinking about now in my busy life and the importance of throwing a cruise. And even if that's
wandering off into the hills on foot where you have no destination, you're very present in the
moment and have an aesthetic experience. It's applied aesthetics. It's art in the everyday. And a car

is a vessel of a spiritual moment. I'm constantly searching for that cruise.”

Rose B. Simpson is represented by Jack Shianman Gallery (https://jackshainman.com).

Daniel Fuller is a curator and writer based in Atlanta, Georgia. @fuller315

Kate Orne is the founder and editor of UD.
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Art

The Top 50 Exhibitions of 2023

We asked our staff and contributors to look back on a year in art around the world, from major museum shows to unexpected
gems in alternative spaces.

@ Hyperallergic December 28, 2023

Spot some of the artworks in our Top 50 Exhibitions list in Henri Matisse's "The Red Studio" (1911). (Note: The works are not depicted to scale.)
(edit Valentina Di Liscia/Hyperallergic)

In the midst of a hyper-charged news cycle throughout 2023, we still managed to see a lot of art and celebrate
creativity in all its glorious permutations. We asked Hyperallergic staft and contributors to send us a list of their
favorite art exhibitions and experiences this year and we’ve compiled this from that call for submissions. The list
may be thin on biennials, since we’re mostly bored of them (who isn t?), but it’s heavy on work by artists who
continue to drive the conversations that artists, critics, curators, art historians, and the public are eager to have. —
Hrag Vartanian, Editor-in-Chief and Co-founder
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