RICKY SWALLOW
born 1974, San Remo, VIC, Australia
lives and works in Los Angeles, CA
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BORROWED SCULPTURES, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA

2018

Shoulders, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
4, Modern Art, London, England

2017

*New Work, Maccarone, New York, NY

2015

*/SKEWS/, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA

2013

*Darren Knight Gallery, Sydney, Australia
*Stuart Shave/Modern Art, London, England

2012
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Marc Foxx, Los Angeles, CA
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Ballad of a Thin Man, The Suburban, Oak Park, IL
Recent Work, Darren Knight Gallery, Sydney, Australia
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1998
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The Lighter Side of the Dark Side, Grea Area Art Space, Inc., Melbourne, Australia
Small World, Teststrip, Auckland, New Zealand
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*In Quest of Beauty: Assemblage, Assemblage in the Ahmanson
Collection, Ahmanson Gallery, Irvine, CA
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2018 Invitational, Home@735 Gallery, Redfern, Australia
Wiggle, A sculpture show, Galerie Greta Meert, Brussels
The shape of things to come, curated by Melissa Keys, The Michael
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Bronze Age c. 3500 BC - AD 2018, organized by Dr. Neil Wenman
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L'esprit du Bauhaus, l'objet en question, curated by Olivier Gabet, Les
Arts Décoratifs, Paris, France
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Theories of Modern Art, Stuart Shave/Modern Art, London, England
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London
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France
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Notes on Neo-Camp, curated by Chris Sharp, Office Baroque, Antwerp,
Belgium; Studio Voltaire, London
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Aquatopia, Nottingham Contemporary, Nottingham, England; Tate St
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(Oslo), Oslo, Norway
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Effigies, Stuart Shave/Modern Art, London, England
Makers and Modelers: Works in Ceramic, Gladstone Gallery, New York,
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Sculpture, Darren Knight Gallery, Sydney, Australia
*Red Eye: Los Angeles Artists from the Rubell Family Collection, Miami,
FL
Goth: Reality of the Departed World, Yokohama Museum of Art,
Yokohama, Japan
Sculptors Drawing, The Aspen Art Museum, Aspen, CO
Existence – life according to art, Waikato Museum, Hamilton, New
Zealand
Snap Freeze: Still Life Now, TarraWarra Museum of Art, Healesville,
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Across the board, Wallspace Gallery, Sydney, Australia
DE OVERKANT/DOWN UNDER – DEN HAAG SCULPTUUR 07, The
Hague, Netherlands
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Stuart Shave/Modern Art, London, England
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Kiss of the Beast, Queensland Art Gallery, Australia
Lapped, Campbelltown Art Centre, Campbelltown, Sydney, Australia
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Getting Emotional, The Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, MA
Before Night – After Nature, Monash University Collection, Monash
University Gallery, Melbourne, Australia
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Strange Weather, Modern Art, London, England
Sticks & Stones, Academy Gallery, University of Tasmania, Sandy Bay,
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Living Together is Easy, Contemporary Art Center, Art Tower Mito,
Japan; National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia
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Hygiene-Museum, Dresden, Germany
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Still Life, Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia
Variations on the Theme of Illusion, Emily Tsingou Gallery, London,
England
Guided by Heroes, curated by Raf Simons, Z33, Hasselt, Belgium
The Fourth Sex, curated by Raf Simons, Pitti Uomo, Stazioni Leopalda,
Florence, Italy
Home Sweet Home: Works from the Peter Fay Collection, National
Gallery of Australia, Canberra, Australia
A Modelled World, McClelland Gallery and Sculpture Park, Victoria,
Australia
Fair Game. Art + Sport, NGV Response Gallery, Melbourne, Australia
Arcadia: the other life of video games, Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, New
Plymouth, New Zealand; The Gus Fisher Gallery, University of
Auckland, New Zealand
See here now: Vizard Foundation Art Collection of the 1990’s, The Ian
Potter Museum of Art, The University of Melbourne, Melbourne,
Australia
The future in every direction: Joan Clemenger Endowment for
Contemporary Australian Art, Ian Potter Centre, National Gallery of
Victoria, Melbourne, Australia
Art + Film, Centre for Contemporary Photography, Melbourne, Australia
Possible Worlds, Artspace, Auckland, New Zealand
Some Things We Like, Asprey Jacques, London, England
Extended Play: Art Remixing Music, Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, New
Plymouth, New Zealand
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*Remix: contemporary art & pop, Tate Liverpool, Liverpool, England
Gulliver’s Travels, College of Fine Arts, Sydney, Australia; Monash
University Museum of Art, Melbourne, Australia; Institute of Modern Art,
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Australia; Contemporary Art Centre of South Australia, Adelaide,
Australia; and Perth Institute of Contemporary Art, Perth, Australia
1st Floor Final Exhibition, 1st Floor, Melbourne, Australia
People, Places + Ideas, Celebrating Four Decades of the Monash
University Collection, Monash University Museum of Art, Australia
Half The World Away, Hallwalls Contemporary Arts Center, Buffalo, NY
Big Bang Theory: Recent Chartwell Acquisitions, Auckland Art Gallery,
Auckland, New Zealand
Possible Worlds, Artspace, Auckland, New Zealand
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*Casino 2001, S.M.A.K., Ghent, Belgium
Good Work, Dunedin Public Art Gallery, City Gallery, Wellington, New
Zealand
*Swallow Swenson, Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, Australia
Utopia / ROR, Kiasma, Museum of Contemporary Art, Helsinki, Finland;
Kunsthalle zu Kiel, Kiel, Germany; Skulpturens Hus, Stockholm, Sweden
None More Blacker, 200 Gertrude Street, Melbourne, Australia; Geelong
Gallery, Geelong, Australia; Shepparton Art Museum, Shepparton,
Australia; Wollongong City Gallery, Wollongong, Australia; Global Arts
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Multistylus Programme: Recent Chartwell Acquisitions, Auckland Art
Gallery, Auckland, New Zealand
So you want to be a rock star: Portraits and rock music in Australia,
National Portrait Gallery, Canberra, Australia
Bootylicious, Ian Potter Museum of Art, Melbourne University,
Melbourne, Australia
A person looks at a work of art…, The Michael Buxton Contemporary Art
Collection, Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne, Australia
Low-down: Recent Acquisitions, Monash University Collection, Monash
University Gallery, Melbourne, Australia
Rubik, Sarah Cottier Gallery, Sydney, Australia
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Keith Edmier, Ricky Swallow, Erick Swenson, Andrea Rosen Gallery,
New York, NY
*Uncommon World, National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, Australia
*Brand New Master Copy, UKS Gallery, Oslo, Norway
Rent, Overgaden Gallery, Copenhagen, Denmark; ACCA, Melbourne,
Australia
The Retrieved Object, Linden Art Gallery, Melbourne, Australia
Are You Experienced?, The Physics Room, Christchurch, New Zealand
*Spin Me Round, Metro Arts, Brisbane, Australia
Drawn From Life, Marianne Boesky Gallery, New York, NY
Terra Mirabilis: Wonderland, Centre for Visual Arts, Cardiff, Wales

1999

*Contempora 5, The Ian Potter Museum of Art, The Melbourne
University, Melbourne, Australia
Signs of Life, Melbourne International Biennial 1999, Melbourne,
Australia
Walkmen, Synaethesia Music, Melbourne, Australia
Spellbound, Karyn Lovegrove Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
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Make it yourself, 200 Gertrude Street, Melbourne, Australia
Hamish McKay Gallery, Wellington, New Zealand
Multiples, Ivan Anthony Gallery, Auckland, New Zealand
Fifty Bucks - a benefit show, Gallery 19, Sydney, Australia
No Jokes, Stripp Gallery, Melbourne, Australia
1998

Rubik 3, Video versus Watercolour, 36 Wellington Street, Melbourne,
Australia
*All This And Heaven Too, Adelaide Biennale Exhibition, Art Gallery of
South Australia, Adelaide, Australia
Misty V's City Lights 2000, City Lights, Hosier Lane, Melbourne,
Australia
Institutional Transit Lobby, 200 Gertrude Street Gallery, Melbourne,
Australia
Injection/Acquisition, Performance Space, Sydney, Australia
Video Soup, Collective Gallery, Edinburgh, Scotland
Taken, curated by Jon Cattapan, RMIT Project Space, Melbourne,
Australia
Beaux Arts Art in The World '98, Passage de Retz, Paris, France
Metamorphosis, Mornington Peninsula Regional Gallery, Mornington,
Australia
Wild Kingdom, Institute of Modern Art, Brisbane, Australia

1997

*Diorama, curated by Charlotte Day, 200 Gertrude Street, Melbourne,
Australia
Going Nowhere, curated by Julia Gorman, Grey Area Art Space Inc.,
Melbourne, Australia
Ear to the Ocean, Grey Area Art Space Inc., Melbourne, Australia

1996

Before My Eyes A Bedroom Monster, Stop 22, Melbourne, Australia
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Honoree, Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden Fall Gala, New York,
NY

1999

Contempora 5 Art Award, Victoria, Australia

1998

Emerging Artists Grant, The Australia Council
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RESIDENCIES
2015

Artist in Residence, The Chinati Foundation, Marfa, TX

2000

Dunedin Public Art Gallery, Dunedin, New Zealand
Centre of Visual Arts, Cardiff, Wales

CURATORIAL PROJECTS
2020

Doyle Lane: Weed Pots, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA

2013

*GRAPEVINE~, Magdalena Suarez Frimkess, Michael Frimkess, John
Mason, Ron Nagle, and Peter Shire, David Kordansky Gallery, Los
Angeles, CA
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Roll Out, Karyn Lovegrove Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
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Hobby Core, Stripp Gallery, Melbourne, Australia

1997

Gathering, Platform 2, Melbourne, Australia
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Following the tangle of rope comprising
Ricky Swallow’s sculpture (0), 2016–18,
is both a demanding and rewarding task.
Twenty-six feet of the braided cotton material, cast in bronze and painted the light
wheat color of ship rigging, functions
like a portal onto Swallow’s meticulous
process. Look in the tiny crevices of the
twisting rope and sense (see would be too
strong a word) the bronze underneath—
a dark jumble under a light exterior. The
work’s casting is as convincing as its disavowal: Rope? Nope. In Floor Sculpture
with Pegs #1 and #2 (both 2018) cast
bronze Shaker pegs are lined up on their
rounded points and attached to coursRicky Swallow, (0), 2016–18, bronze and oil paint, 45 x 29 x 6 1/4”.
ing, curvilinear banisters; the sculptures’
monochrome treatments formally suggest
that these two handily recognizable domestic embellishments are a new, quixotic thing. Installed
on the floor, they relay a centipede-like energy (each has close to a hundred pegs)—playfully
recalling Louise Bourgeois’s many-legged wooden composite, The Blind Leading the Blind,
1947–49/1989.
Swallow’s most rewarding and confounding sculpture here is Cap #2, 2018—a coffee cup cast in
bronze, patinated silver, and installed with its base flat to the vertical wall. Four perfect spheres
are affixed like compass points inside the cup’s rim. A small, shallow abstract diorama in the
midst of much larger gestures, Cap #2 calls attention to the artist’s signal material substitutions
via the linguistic transit from cup (vessel) to cap (costume), leveraging the doubt inherent in acts
of sculptural and linguistic representation.
—Andy Campbell
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IVAN MORLEY & RICKY SWALLOW
at David Kordansky Gallery
By Avery Wheless

David Kordansky Gallery’s opening this past Saturday featuring the work of Ivan Morley and Ricky Swallow was a full
house–and well worthy of the audience.
A line of cars built up to the gallery, making it clear from
the get-go that Kordansky was an anticipated stop for many.
Strolling through doors, we were enveloped in a bustling
crowd, all of whom were excited to see Morley’s paintings in
“Olvera St.,” and Swallow’s exhibition of sculptures for his
show “Shoulders.”
Morley’s paintings drew us into the first room with their intrinsically appealing color, texture and narrative. Most of the
paintings in were not merely paint on canvas, but rather exIvan Morley, Olvera St., David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA, Installation view
tended into use of materials such as leather, glass and embroidered canvases. An eclectic array for sure, but together the
works weaved a narrative alluding to cultural shifts in Los Angeles over the last 200 years. The actually DTLA Olvera Street served as
the artist’ main inspiration as it was considered the first street of downtown and where artists such as Philip Guston and Jackson Pollock
resided. Morley utilizes symbols of social life, food and color from imagined stories from the street’s early years as well as personal
anecdotes. This combination of playful storytelling, allows us to consider how streets of the past have led into ours today. Morley’s
personal investment in the intricate pieces was obvious. This became even more evident when I talked to the artist about his process
for the embroidered work, which fluctuated between drawing and working on a sewing machine. When asked if these woven works
were paintings the artist was certain, reflecting that although some consider them to be tapestries, once stretched and pulled together,
they truly become paintings. Morley’s work contained as much ornamental quality as subtle intricacies, allowing us to consider how
memories are stitched together and inevitably distort over time. In the mind’s eye, a past moment may exist as a vibrant mapped-out
picture, but when reflected upon deeper, one remembers that more lies underneath, just as in Morley’s paintings.
The next room of Swallow’s whimsical, yet intentionally curated sculptures invited viewers into a display of poetic and animated
composition. The cast bronze works remained static yet were displayed in a nuanced way that alluded to movement. The negative
space between the works and the wall or the floor created a tension which hinted at a calm before the storm—an inhale before a fall.
The theme of suspension of gravity extended beyond the work as I witnessed a mesmerized viewer whose attention was absorbed by
one piece on the wall, almost trip on a piece in front of him on
the floor—thankfully an attentive gallery monitor saved him
and the piece. Swallow’s challenge of sculptural presentation through lack of pedestals was my favorite element of the
show. The mysterious objects existed as if holding themselves
rather than a need for traditional display support. I briefly engaged with the popular artist who graciously took a moment
to talk about the work’s connection to Shaker culture as well
as the sculptures’ tensions between movement and stillness,
which became heighten when relocated from studio to gallery.
The opening remained occupied throughout the evening with
a continuous energy. Invested gallerygoers seasoned in the art
world remained stimulated by the work and merriment as well
as those just beginning, such as a young girl who remained
settled on the floor in front of one of the works with a set of
markers and a sketchbook, inspired to conduct her own masterpiece.

Ricky Swallow, Shoulders, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA, Installation
view
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Inside the Home of an L.A. Sculptor Finding Magic in the Familiar
Where Ricky Swallow’s art meets life
Text by Amanda Sims with photographs by Tim Hirschmann | November 8, 2018

When Ricky Swallow moved to Los Angeles from his native Australia back in 2002, the
landscape reminded him of home. “The flora,
the fauna—it has this immediate appeal of feeling familiar, but it’s also radically different,”
the sculptor explains. The same could be said
of someone encountering his work for the first
time.

Photo: Tim Hirschmann

Enter David Kordansky Gallery in L.A., where
Ricky’s Shoulders show will be on exhibit until mid-December, and you’ll see some shapes
you know: a black dining chair at center stage,
a mass of rope woven into an oblong ring. In
his earlier works, it might have been a simple
tube with the exact texture of a cardboard biscuit can, right down to the crease you’d dig your
thumbs into to pop it open.

It takes a moment to realize that none of it’s real.
The sculptures are actually painted bronze castings, what Ricky calls “permanent ephemeral
gestures” of the original recognizable shapes.
The rope, the chair—at one point they existed,
Ricky Swallow at home.
readymade objects that he found, took a liking
to, and brought to the Burbank studio he bought and renovated with his wife, artist Lesley Vance.
There they are disassembled, collaged together in gravity-defying arrangements, and then burned
to ashes during the casting.
“It is a reconstitution of an object, in a way,” Ricky says. Look a little closer and you’ll also find
weightlessness, even magic, despite the heft of the cast pieces. Long pieces of rope—okay, bronze
replicas of rope—are tied to that chair, as if tugging it to one side, and end in a big knot, suspended
midair. A snaking floor installation reflects against the polished concrete, an aqueduct above a waterway at 40,000 feet. “You know, it’s an intense time,” says Ricky when asked about what current
events have propelled his work. “I think that one of the rewards of being an artist is to make works
that give people some escape.”

Sims, Amanda, “Inside the Home of an L.A. Sculptor Finding Magic in the Familiar,” ArchitecturalDigest.com,
November 8, 2018

Ricky’s own personal getaway from the studio is the Hollywood Hills home he’s lived in with his
family for a decade. He renovated it himself. “The only time in 20 years I stopped work, I started
working on the house,” he recalls. “I did a lot of demo work and then, rather than hire a contractor, I was the contractor. That was budgetary and also [for] control.” In its present state, the home
is bright white inside. Artwork covers the walls and every ledge, much of it swaps from friends in
the artist community.
Ricky describes the structure as an elongated cabin with a bank of windows across the back wall,
the feeling of being in it akin to being in a treehouse.

Sims, Amanda, “Inside the Home of an L.A. Sculptor Finding Magic in the Familiar,” ArchitecturalDigest.com,
November 8, 2018

Squint and you’ll see faint pencil marks beside a measuring stick in the doorway—proof positive
there’s a growing kid in the house.
On the neighboring wall hang two Hopi Tabletta works above an Alvar Aalto coffee table, which
is topped with a David Gilhooly vessel. The small bronze work above the growth chart is by the
London-based artist David Musgrave, a friend.
Throughout the house are a few rugs from Chimayo, New Mexico, that are modeled after Bauhaus
designs; Ricky and Lesley use them as accents on furnishings.
When Ricky first came to L.A., he noticed that many artists and collectors
he met had furniture by Roy McMakin. “It was so bizarre to me why everyone had this furniture,” he says, but
then a number of years went by and
he had the opportunity to buy some
pieces—now it’s all over his house.
“Some of it’s like a biomorphic form.
Weirdly, when you sit in them, they
make perfect sense.” The mobile is by
their friend, artist Peter Shire, a gift
upon the birth of Ricky and Lesley’s
son.

Sims, Amanda, “Inside the Home of an L.A. Sculptor Finding Magic in the Familiar,” ArchitecturalDigest.com,
November 8, 2018

Artwork dots the walls above a Roy McMakin rocker and ottoman. From left to right: painting by
Walter Swennen, Tiger Tail by Richard Tuttle, Symbols by Ree Morton (the latter a gift from Ricky
to Lesley on her 40th birthday).
Even at home, Ricky is sculpting.
What is now an “ongoing family
sculpture project” on the brick
wall outside began as a playdate
in the sandbox with his son: Objects from their home are pressed
into the sand, removed, and then
plaster is poured into the relief.
They’ve been doing this periodically over the years, taking inventory of their favorite items. There’s
his son’s rubber snake, and a piece
they did for Lesley one Mother’s
Day. “I consider them folk art or
something…the crude version of
sand casting,” he says. The chairs
in front were designed with help
from a book called How to Construct Rietveld Furniture.

Sims, Amanda, “Inside the Home of an L.A. Sculptor Finding Magic in the Familiar,” ArchitecturalDigest.com,
November 8, 2018

Ricky and Lesley got the idea
to do small open shelves under the upper cabinets from
an early Alvar Aalto summer
house kitchen, and then painted
it all—plus the bookshelves,
baseboards, and trim in other
rooms—in Fine Paints of Europe’s Hollandlac finish oil
paint, a material known for its
super-pigmented, deep sheen.
“If I could make sculptures out
of that paint, I would,” Ricky
says. “You could paint anything in that and it would be
good.” The piece above the
range is a Peter Shire relic, and
all the ceramics in the cubbies
are Akio Nukaga from Mashiko in Japan.
A photograph by Torbjørn Rødland—yet another artist friend whom Ricky traded work with—
hangs above a large ceramic basket by Ruby Neri. The rabbit bowl is by Karin Gulbran.
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A rug on the couple’s bed was also sourced in Chimayo, New Mexico, on their first trip there.
Ricky traded his friend Jimi Lee a sculpture for these Alvar Aalto sconces from Paimio.
“They are perfect sculptures,” he says, “and perfect bedside table lamps, the illumination being so
dim.”
This dresser is by Peter
Shire—one of his first
pieces of furniture that
Ricky traded a sculpture
to acquire.
Like so many surfaces in
the Swallow-Vance household, it serves “as a pedestal for many other objects,” Ricky points out.
Here more art from friends
like Magdalena Frimkess
and Michelle Grabner.
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When standing in as their contractor, Ricky designed this corner cabinet with a carpenter to fit in
his son’s room. The drawing is Pianissimo, by John Wesley, a gift from David Kordansky.
As for the statuettes? “Boys love dinosaurs,” says Dad.
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Carry That Weight: Sculptor Ricky Swallow, Alchemist of Everyday Objects, on His New
Show at David Kordansky in Los Angeles
By Annie Armstrong | October 17, 2018

Most galleries are white cubes—clean,
spotless spaces—and Los Angeles’s
David Kordansky Gallery is no exception, save for the ivy crawling up the exterior of its concrete walls. But artist Ricky
Swallow aims to add some pizazz to the
gallery’s interior with his new solo show,
“Shoulders,” which opens November 2.
The artist thinks of the works in the exhibition as little exclamation points, he said
in a phone interview from his studio in
Burbank, California. “When I do a show,
it’s very much like adding some punctuation to the walls or the floor of the space.”
The Kordansky exhibition will present
eight works by the 44-year-old artist,
who has become known for rendering
everyday objects—a shoe, an umbrella,
a flashlight—in materials like wood,
metal, and cardboard. His new pieces—
including a ball of rope suspended, and
tubular lengths of rattan cane that lie on
the floor—will be made with a favorite
medium, bronze, and will also involve
more humble ingredients, like rope and
and tape. Of his choice to use that metal
alloy, Swallow said that wood is sometimes too lightweight for what he wants
to achieve in his sculptures. It’s “almost
related more to furniture in its scale and
weight,” he explained. “When it’s cast
into bronze, it’s a very different thing: it
becomes more industrially weighted.”
Ricky Swallow, Corner Burst (after F.B.), 2018. FREDRIK NILSEN / DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY

Weight is central to Swallow’s latest
works. Corner Burst (after F.B.) (2018)
was made by the artist using patinated bronze. The sculpture, which constitutes eight spokes that hold the abstract,
structural piece in a corner through tension, is an unnatural cerulean blue because Swallow has added oil paint.
Using patinated bronze, he said, “is my way of locking [materials] down into some kind of permanence, because a

Armstrong, Annie, “Carry That Weight: Sculptor Ricky Swallow, Alchemist of Everyday Objects, on His New Show at David
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lot of the pieces are made really rapidly
in the studio, and they do have a kind
of ephemeral or scratched-built quality.”
The bronze “can sort of formalize” such
materials “into more realized things or
resolved things.”
Bronze naturally has all sorts of art-historical connections, from ancient Greek
statues to the curving forms of modernist
Henry Moore, and that legacy appeals to
Swallow. “I like the challenge of working
in very traditional techniques in unconventional ways,” he said, adding that, for
him, it also refers to the earliest stages of
his career.
Swallow got his start in sculpture when
he was a child living in a town just outside of Melbourne, Australia, which has
a strong fishing industry. He would often
watch his father, a fisherman, pouring
molten lead into molds for boat weights,
and sewing fishing nets. Ropes and other
industrial elements appear frequently in
the artist’s work. (Representing Australia
at the 2005 Venice Biennale, he showed
Killing Time, a wooden table with tools to
clean a day’s haul of fish that was strewn
atop it, all alchemized into the same
wood.) “It was very much a craft-based
upbringing,” he said. “I always was making things.”
Though Swallow’s new pieces may not be
useful for fishers, he does want them to
serve a purpose within a gallery setting
by activating the bones of the space. None of the sculptures appear on pedestals or mounts; instead, they are anchored directly to the wall or floor. In this way, Swallow sees them as communicating directly with the space in
which they’re installed. Because of the way they’re situated in the Kordansky show, lodged in corners, they come to
resemble furniture that isn’t for human use.

Ricky Swallow, Double E (with pegs), 2015–18. FREDRIK NILSEN / DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY

Other pieces in “Shoulders,” which runs through December 15, play with the history of readymades. One is a new
untitled work, which was made by casting a chair in bronze and combining it with groups of braided ropes to make
it impossible to sit on. When speaking about his technique, Swallow often refers to his work in terms that recall interior design. “Some of the finishes I’m trying to give to the pieces are more related to furniture finishes or ceramic
glazes,” he said. “There’s a kind of warmth and domesticity to the material.”
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New York
Ricky Swallow

MACCARONE | 630 GREENWICH STREET
630 Greenwich Street
March 3–April 17

For his first solo exhibition in New York since his
2006 survey at MoMA PS1, Los Angeles–based
Australian sculptor Ricky Swallow embraces an
unprecedented degree of abstraction. The
artist has made bronze casts of configurations of
studio scraps—cardboard, rope, leather, wood—
that could be called a kind of found or incidental
abstraction. On several occasions, Swallow has
talked about his “built-in moral resistance” to
abstract modes, yet his folk version of the genre,
for lack of a better term, complicates our
understanding of what abstraction can do.
Swallow is, above all, most interested in the
beauty and emotional charge everyday objects
can carry, as he elevates their humble functions
and properties aesthetically and empathically.

Ricky Swallow, Split (with ball) #5, 2017, patinated bronze, oil paint, 14 1/2 x 17
x 10 1/2”.

The verisimilitude and craftsmanship of his painted and patinated bronze pieces invite careful and
extended looking. Swallow’s newer works here play with balance, weight, and tension. In Split (with
ball) #5 (all works cited, 2017), for instance, white rope has been looped through what look like four
small sections of red tubing. The object, a soft parallelogram, stands on a pair of rounded corners and a
gold-colored ball bearing. The whole composition is bound by a single piece of taut string. Such considerations of physics are also present in Bow/Drop #2, which asks us to contemplate a length of rope that
does not slacken from the pull of gravity—a force that has been neutralized by the bronze. Throughout
the exhibition we constantly question how these sculptures came to take on these particular
arrangements. Perhaps it is because Swallow is a bricoleur—an uncommon mind with the unique skill to
cull the marvelous from the ordinary through playful and surreal transmutations and juxtapositions.
—Alex Bacon

Strzelecki, Gloria, “Bones Brigade,” fineprintmagazine.com, 2016

Ricky Swallow, b.1974, Australia, The exact dimensions of staying behind,
2004-05, laminated lime wood, Art Gallery of South Australia, courtesy of
the artist and Darren Knight Gallery, Sydney

Bones Brigade
by Gloria Strzelecki
The passage of time is at the heart of Ricky Swallow’s The exact dimensions of staying behind (2004-2005). Meticulously carved out
of a single piece of lime wood, a lone skeleton sits on a chair. It holds a staff in one hand and a carving knife in the other. Its skull balances precariously from its neck, raised upward to the heavens awaiting spiritual enlightenment, like a saint. A hooded jumper, strewn
across the chair’s back, cushions the shoulder and spine, while the left foot rests on a mound that protrudes from the base of the wooden
surface.
The skull and skeleton are quintessential signifiers and constant reminders of death. They appear throughout the course of history in
classical memento mori images surrounded by fruit, time pieces and extinguished candles, and cross over and saturate contemporary
culture, appearing in abundance in heavy metal posters through to Powell-Peralta skateboards. By drawing on all these influences The
exact dimensions of staying behind becomes a life-sized vanitas, announcing that everything in life is transient and perishable. The
work reminds us of our mortality.
This preoccupation with time is not only a universal statement, but a personal one looming over Swallow. Merged together with the
classical symbols, of the skull and skeleton, is reference to the artist’s personal items, the hooded jumper and the carving knife. This
work is a self-portrait. It presents a moment in time, Ricky Swallow’s time. By placing himself into the work, Swallow reflects on his
own existence as well as our collective presence.
Reinforcing this fleeting nature of life is Swallow’s careful and painstaking method of creation. Intricate woodcarving takes time. Lots
of time and ultimately, time is not on our side. The sands of time pass quickly by. We are born, we live, and we die. As we know it,
death is finite. Even the word death, with one syllable, sounds abrupt and final. The end.
Gloria Strzelecki is a writer and curator in Adelaide, South Australia.
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Ricky Swallow:
/SKEWS/
by: Catherine Wagley

Ricky Swallow made five posters for his current show at David Kordansky Gallery. They’re all lined up on the shelf along the front desk,
so you’ll seem them when you walk in. One shows a brick wall with a
messily organic, odd red shape embedded in it, another an unkempt
front lawn with alligator figurines lining the walkway. The sculptures
in the show that work best have the same unexpectedly compelling
awkwardness as these images. A black patinated bronze shape that
waves like a flag hangs unusually close to the ground. A small sculpture called Bulb (open), also made of bronze, emulates the shape of
a light bulb and leans on its side.
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Critic’s Choice Ricky Swallow sculpture: Where
zero plus zero equals eight
By LEAH OLLMAN

SEPTEMBER 27, 2015

The 10 sculptures in Ricky Swallow’s show at David Kordansky occupy their spacious gallery quietly but potently, releasing their force and intelligence over slow deliberation rather
than at a glance.
Swallow works in bronze, casting objects he has fashioned
from cardboard, wood and rope. The casual, utilitarian nature
of the original materials lingers in these handsome forms (all
from 2015) like a fondly regarded past life and spurs the frisson of illusion, the tactile ventriloquism of one surface passing
as another.
In “Double Zero With Rope,” Swallow stacks two mustard yellow block numerals, joining them with humble twine to form
a figure 8, empowering the zeros to add up to more than the
sum of their parts: Nothing plus nothing now equals something. The coy play of signs mimics the play of materials. Swallow patinates the surfaces to appear worn, aged, suggesting the
sculpture as an assemblage of found cast-offs, raised, synergistically, to elegant significance in enduring metal.
The L.A.-based Swallow engages in serious mischief again and
again here. A stretch of cherry-red molding cast from conjoined cardboard tubes of different diameters registers as a
long italicized dash, punctuation scaled to the room.
“Double Zero With Rope,” bronze sculpture by Ricky Swallow
at David Kordansky Gallery. (Fredrik Nilsen / Courtesy of David
Kordansky Gallery)

In three tabletop sculptures that give the show its name -“/SKEWS/” -- he sends fat white rope meandering through
structures that slant open. The pieces induce a shiver of art
historical resonance, back to one of the milestones of art incorporating “the real,” Picasso’s 1912 cubist collage encircled
by actual rope. There is also a tinge of the surreal to these semi-wrapped fetishes, as well as straightforward association
with the nautical. Swallow works fairly small, but his sculptures never stop expanding in the mind.
David Kordansky Gallery, 5130 W. Edgewood Place, Los Angeles, (323) 935-3030, through Oct. 31. Closed Sunday and
Monday. www.davidkordanskygallery.com
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Rain Dance
Andrew Beradini
7/20/2015

A RUMBLE SHUDDERED across the sky and lightning set fire to palm trees as the hot wet spatter of
a tropical storm washed over a startled Los Angeles this past weekend. It hardly seemed to discourage the hordes that capered across the city for a deluge of openings and performances. Dave Muller
began the weekend early on Tuesday with the inauguration of a year’s worth of his legendary Three
Day Weekends at Blum & Poe. Muller manned the turntables, spinning records so strange it felt like
he invented them. “This one’s psychedelic reggae,” he said. Inside, posters from Muller’s collection
angled in weird places, Ricky Swallow sculptures sat next to the bathroom sink, a green glow courtesy Julian Hoeber covered the office fluorescents, and poems by seventy-one-year-old poet Aram
Saroyan were painted by Muller behind the DJ booth. CRICKETS CRICKETS CRICKETS . . . flowed
down the window, over and over. “This is thrilling,” said Saroyan. “It’s my Los Angeles debut, and right
at the top!”
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GRAPEVINE~ was conceived as way of
exhibiting a group of artists who have all worked
in clay, in California, for more than 40 years.
Throughout that time these artists have always
sought to contradict the limitations of the medium
in terms of its craft parameters. It might sound
obvious, but there is something about this work
brewing on the West Coast. I can’t imagine it
surfacing anywhere else with its strangeness
paired with such dedication to finish and quality.
The show is intended to reflect a fan’s perspective
rather than an exhaustive attempt to chronicle the
history of the ceramics movement in California,
as the Pacific Standard Time exhibitions recently
performed this function perfectly.
It’s revealing to consider the works on view
in light of the current state of ceramics in the
contemporary art world. Though clay is drawing
new attention among younger artists, these
‘visitors,’ as one ceramics elder described them
to me, seem to be focused on bringing out the
medium’s malleable qualities. Meanwhile
the ‘permanent residents’ are very much still
exceeding themselves in the studio, their
contributions deserving of a renewed focus.
The specific agendas put forward by publications
like Craft Horizons in the 1960s and 1970s, calling
for the promotion of new directions in ceramics,
could today seem like a fence, limiting any
cross-pollination between craft and contemporary
practices. The work in GRAPEVINE~, much
of it created during the extended ‘lost weekend’
the medium experienced over the previous
decades, resonates more than ever right now as
a retroactive influence.
Historically the very nature of the ceramic
medium implies the tradition of setting up a
studio (or pottery), building the appropriate kilns,
and constantly performing glaze and clay body
tests in order to attain the desired effect. To me,
this romantic (some might say dated) discipline
is the thing that separates the work of the
permanent residents from that of the visitors.
For instance, John Mason still mixes his own
clay body in an archaic industrial bread mixer,
and Michael Frimkess develops latex gloves with
stainless steel fingernails in order to throw his
large vessels to the desired thinness. This rigor
results in specific families of forms that can be
identified throughout each artist’s body of work—
in many cases recurring motifs span decades of
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object-making—and a sense of serious play is
always checked by technical discipline. With
Mason, for example, we see the ‘X’ motif evolve
from an applied compositional graphic on early
vessels, through to the monolithic form of
Red X (1966), and then into a more spatially open
plan in his slab-built geometric crosses and orbs
of recent years, which function as turnstiles
directing space, cycling back to the rotational
roots of pottery.
Perhaps even more surprising is the range
of cultural information that makes appearances
in so many different ways: I’m thinking about
how art deco, custom car culture and vernacular
architecture inform Peter Shire and Ron Nagle’s
work; how popular staples of American comic
imagery adorn the classically-inflected pots
of Michael Frimkess and Magdalena Suarez
Frimkess; or the way Mason’s work has such
a Jet Propulsion Laboratory-engineered vibe.
The more familiar gestural ‘abstract
expressionist’ style of the 1950s and 1960s,
which for many defines ceramics-based work
from California, is only a small part of the story.
In subsequent decades these artists found their
own specific languages, a natural evolution as
the medium was applied toward more purely
sculptural ends and technical developments
expanded possibilities. At the same time, they
were crossing paths in studios and universities,
influencing each other and the course of the
ceramics movement at large. For instance, Nagle
was in San Francisco paying close attention to
the gang surrounding Peter Voulkos (who is
represented in the exhibition by a small work
gifted to Mason during their time as studio
mates); this gang eventually became the group
of ceramicists associated with Ferus Gallery here
in Los Angeles, though I was surprised to learn
how influential Michael Frimkess’ early works
were for Nagle at the time.
Revered by other artists working with clay,
Frimkess never received the same ongoing
exposure as Ken Price, Billy Al Bengston and
Mason, who were his peers studying under
Voulkos in the mid 1950s at the Los Angeles
County Art Institute (later Otis College of Art
and Design). Whilst Frimkess, or ‘Frim’ as he
was known back then, would describe himself
as a ‘bonafide kook’ in his formative years,
Mason recalls him possessing an uncanny ability
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on the potter’s wheel from the day he arrived
in Voulkos’ class. (He had requested entry in
the class after receiving the vision of a perfect
pot being thrown during a peyote trip.) Michael’s
paper-thin pots are thrown from hard clay
without water and high fired in just under an hour.
In solo pieces from the late 1960s and 1970s,
scenes of satire, American family values and race
politics are depicted in a cartoon narrative format,
played out around the contours of the pots.
Though Magdalena Suarez Frimkess came
from a sculpture background, studied in Chile,
and never trained formally as a potter, her
indifference to her talents, and her incidental
predicament within the medium, are refreshing.
She began by working collaboratively, glazing
Michael’s pots from the time they met in the
early 1960s in New York, before starting to make
her own sculptures and hand-formed pots in
1970. Arriving a few thousand years after the
Greek and Chinese vessels they resemble, and a
few decades before the pictorial pots of Grayson
Perry, these objects occupy a place between
many genres and continue a rich tradition of
narrative storytelling through pottery. In doing
so they collapse any rational expectation between
the pot’s form and its glazed design; in one pot,
Dizzy Gillespie is paired with the repeated font
for the stomach medication Tagamet, and Disney
characters pose alongside Magdalena’s own
family members in another.
Peter Shire, some years younger than the
others in the show, was also a keen observer,
later becoming friends with Nagle and Mason
—it was Peter who first introduced me to John.
Interestingly, there was already an existing
connection between Shire and Frimkess, as their
fathers were acquainted through labor unions
in Los Angeles in the 1940s and 1950s, and both
artists were raised in creative households
infused with progressive politics, modernism,
and craftsmanship. Since the mid-70s his
brightly colored, blocked-assembled vessels and
abstracted teapots have allowed him to funnel
an encyclopedic passion for design from every
angle: automotive, Bauhaus, and Russian
Constructivist aesthetics all inform his own
mediations of functional domestic forms.
Furthermore, one can perhaps trace
connections between Shire’s Memphis-associated
work and the moment when Nagle’s earliest,
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more malleable cup variations gave way to a
pre-Memphis form of architecture. (To fully
appreciate the extremity of both Shire’s and
Nagle’s aesthetic is to locate its influence—and
humor—in the experimental forms of American
potter George Ohr [1857–1918]. ‘The Mad Potter
of Biloxi’ had the weirdness dialed in 70 years
before the public was ready to receive it.) More
recently Nagle’s work has featured stucco-like,
spongy, ikebana-core tableaux, and ‘archimetric’
structures made with a model maker’s precision;
parts are shaped, adjusted and fitted together, and
glazed with multiple firings to wizardly effect.
Indeed, they are ‘things’ that have an abstract
pulse, a distilled temperament, asserting
themselves with an authority beyond their scale.
The fastidious steps behind all of the
works in GRAPEVINE~ remain available to
the viewer as tight information, yet always with
enough variation and nuance to locate them
within the studio environment as opposed to more
familiar traits of outsourced fabrication. The
formal training of a potter (a skill which is now
weeded out of the few ceramics programs still
in place) is visible in all of this work: proportion,
the lift provided by a well-trimmed foot, and the
energy and circulation of the clay itself are still
defining factors.
For the most part all included works have
come directly from the artists, and I am grateful
to have been allowed such a degree of physical
searching and selecting during studio visits.
The privilege of this access has both shaped the
show in a very tactile and subjective manner, and
allowed a greater understanding of the historic,
technical, and conceptual conditions that inform
each artists work.

Ricky Swallow GRAPEVINE~
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3 Questions with Ricky Swallow

JULY 25, 2014

Why L.A.? Why did you choose to work in this city in particular?
I moved to Los Angeles in 2002, initially it was going to be a 6 months stay to complete the final
works for my first solo exhibition here… I got hung up on the place without any hesitation. I was
renting a live/work space in Highland Park, Liz Larner was my next door neighbor, and Jason
Meadows had a studio a few doors down, it seemed like a pretty inspiring strip of geography to be
making objects. Around the corner was Mr T’s bowl and these sisters-identical twins from Wisconsin had reopened the diner there as “The Gutter”, the first time I went there Lux Interior (R.I.P.)
and Poison Ivy were having breakfast….I needed no more signs.
How has your time in L.A. shaped your work?
Indelibly… the very nature of this city keeps you in the studio for stretches of time, the distractions require slightly more effort, more planning-which is a good thing for an artist… hard to be a
flaneur in L.A.
Favorite place in L.A. Go.
Laurel Canyon’s County Store-esp the annual photo day for residents…Bob’s Doughnuts in the
Farmers Market on Fairfax and South Willard just around the corner on 3rd….Rose Bowl and
Long Beach Flea Market, Freak Beat records in studio city, El Pique taco truck on York followed
by Permanent records across the street, Leo Carrillo state beach and fire trails for hiking off Mulholland….the L.A. book fair once a year-and proof bakery daily (receipts filed under “materials”).
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Ricky Swallow
Magnifying Glass with Rope No. 1
2014,
Patinated bronze and oil paint. 9 3/4 x 8 1/2 x 5/8 in. (24.8 x 21.6 x 1.6 cm). Photography by Fredrik Nilsen.
Magnifying Glass with Rope No. 1
2014,
Patinated bronze and oil paint. 9 3/4 x 8 1/2 x 5/8 in. (24.8 x 21.6 x 1.6 cm). Photography by Fredrik Nilsen.

“3 Questions with Ricky Swallow,” Hammer.UCLA.edu, July 25, 2014

Ricky Swallow
Flag (soot)
2013,
Patinated bronze. 10 x 11 1/2 x 3 1/2 in. (25.4 x 29.2 x 8.9 cm). Courtesy of the artist; David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles; and Stuart Shave/Modern Art, London. Photography by Fredrik Nilsen.
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Ricky Swallow
Chair Form with String
2014,
Patinated bronze and oil paint. 10 1/2 x 5 x 6 in.(26.7 x 12.7 x 15.2 cm). Courtesy of the artist; David
Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles; and Stuart Shave/Modern Art, London. Photography by Fredrik
Nilsen
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RICKY
SWALLOW
CURRENTLY
ON VIEW
Works by Ricky
Swallow appear in
the Whitney Biennial,
Whitney Museum
of American Art,
New York, through
May 25.

Interview by Leah Ollman
Studio photography by Jay Hanna

LEAH OLLMAN
is A.i.A.’s
corresponding
editor for
Los Angeles and
San Diego.
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Ricky Swallow:
Red Pipe with
Smoke, 2011,
patinated bronze,
8 by 7½ by 1¾
inches. Courtesy
Darren Knight
Gallery, Sydney.
Photo Fredrik
Nilsen.
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“QUIET SCULPTURE” reads a sheet of paper on the wall of
Ricky Swallow’s studio in Los Angeles. The words, stacked one
atop the other and encircled by lightly drawn dashes, double
as a declaration of intent and a wry, cautionary plea. They add
their charge to the wall’s dense collage of images, notes and
objects, a continually circulating pool of source material that
currently includes two beaded panels that Swallow guesses are
the unsewn sides of a Sioux tobacco pouch; a dozen sculptural
sketches in bare and painted cardboard; a newspaper article on
Donald Judd; several small Hopi Kachinas; postcards of work
by Duchamp and Picasso; pages of rhythmic patterns (featuring letters, circles, tadpoles, variations on the shapes of wooden
chair backs) painted by Swallow in bold gouache.
Beyond the fertile clutter, the rest of the studio is whitecube-gallery spare. A few pedestals hold humbly vibrant
sculptures, cast in bronze from objects “scratch-built” in
cardboard and tape. Several other pieces are mounted on the
walls. One, a broad, undulating ribbon of black, about eight
inches high, unfurls like a makeshift flag. Another, in white,
riffs on a pair of staggered arches and hints at de Chirico.
The alteration of familiar, everyday forms (from guitars
to cups to clocks) has been a through-line in Swallow’s work
since 1996, when he graduated from the Victorian College
of the Arts, Melbourne, in his native Australia. He learned
to work with wood from a how-to book on carving realistic
birds, but is weary of telling the story, however amusing and
unlikely it is as an introduction to the refined still-lifes in

wood that followed. He has long used cardboard, initially as
an end material in itself, and later as the basis for bronzes
alluding to Cubism’s fracturing of space and time, Futurism’s
exaltation of motion, Surrealism’s unlikely marriages. Smoke
in the form of a French curve rises from a pipe in one recent
bronze sculpture. In another, a hammer meets the body of a
guitar with a surprisingly gentle kiss.
Swallow moved temporarily to Los Angeles in 2002 and
ended up staying, interrupted only by a 2004-05 sojourn in
London. He’s emboldened, he says, by the prolific history of
small-scale sculpture in L.A., citing work by Ron Nagle, Ken
Price and the early Robert Therrien. He will be included in the
Hammer Museum’s “Made in L.A. 2014,” opening in June.
On a warm, late February afternoon, Swallow, 39, sat
down for a conversation in the Eagle Rock studio adjacent to
that of his wife, painter Lesley Vance. He had just returned
from New York, where he installed his work in the Whitney
Biennial. On our way to his broad worktable, stacked with
books and paintings on paper, we passed the cardboard genesis of Stair with Contents, which, at 22 by 35 by 22 inches, is
the largest and most complex of his five pieces in the show.
Perched upon the four-step, angular cascade are variants
of shapes basic to Swallow’s visual lexicon—a multi-spout
pitcher, an abstracted cross form that he calls “a spinning P,”
and a zigzag snake with three hissing S’s resting between
its jaws. The setup, he says, falls somewhere between a flea
market display, a tableau and an altar.

Stair with
Contents, 2014,
patinated bronze,
22 by 35 by 22
inches. Courtesy
Stuart Shave/
Modern Art,
London, and
David Kordansky
Gallery, Los
Angeles. Photo
Brian Forrest.
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Opposite,
The Days
Aren’t Different
Enough #1, 2009,
bronze, 8½ by
6½ by 1 inches.
National Gallery
of Victoria. Photo
Simon Hewson.

LEAH OLLMAN Stair with Contents is a relatively
large piece for you. You tend to work on a more intimate scale.
RICKY SWALLOW I arrived at working small fairly
intuitively, but it feels like a position in some way, to not pander
to scale. Inherent in sculpture is an expectation of monumentality. Working smaller provides a concentration of looking.
There is some reciprocal relationship between the concentration of making at that scale and how you receive the piece, or
how you hope an audience receives the piece. In all the art that
I admire and that I’d say was an influence, it’s all about the
energy an object or painting can give off. Much of that work is
on a smaller scale, what I’d call a Morandi scale of things.
OLLMAN What was the visual landscape like in the small
coastal town of San Remo, in Victoria, where you grew up?
SWALLOW Now that I live in a bigger city, where
everyone is a stranger, I think of the town that I grew up
in as almost a folkloric place. It was a narrative-rich town,
everybody knowing everybody. My father was a fisherman.
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His father was a fisherman. A lot of the colors I’ve been
introducing into the bronzes in the last couple of years, a
combination of white, black and red, which can be read
through the lens of Russian Constructivism or modernism,
also relate to the heavy gloss enamel used on fishing boats
and fishing equipment.
My dad was always managing or maintaining his fishing
boat, and those projects seem now like my first idea of sculpture. You weld rope baskets from stainless steel tubing and
they kind of look like Sol LeWitt forms. Pouring lead into
molds to make anchor weights in the backyard or upkeeping
the nets through weaving—I was around a lot of that craft.
There’s an honesty or accountability in it that I like and is
related to the kind of work I chose to pursue in the studio.
OLLMAN In art school, you majored in drawing. Were
you also working in three dimensions then?
SWALLOW I happened to enroll in the drawing
department, because that was the focus of my portfolio when
I began. You could opt to do one other subject once a week
and that subject for me was sculpture, so more and more I’d
introduce sculpture into the drawing process. It was fun to
learn in that backdoor way, having access to materials but not
necessarily the lectures or techniques. That was an important
step in terms of learning to be self-sufficient, or realizing
that sometimes it’s important to approach materials more
intuitively.
OLLMAN The language you use in talking about your
work usually has to do with change in status or identity,
transformation, even alchemy.
SWALLOW I’ve always been involved in a process
of object translation. Before I started making the wood
carvings, I was making replicas out of cardboard much the
same way an architect would make a model of a building.
They were of first-generation handheld computer games, old
stereos—things I took for granted, that I was feeling some
nostalgia for as technology was changing. I thought of the
finished things still existing as a proposal. I like that space of
the industrial prototype or the monument, where something
is being suggested or remembered—not being used, but
looked at as a form.
OLLMAN When, in 2008, you discovered some cardboard archery targets cratered with arrow punctures, you started
working with them, casting the panels in bronze and also casting
vessels and masks fashioned from fragments of the targets.
What was it about that material that resonated with you?
SWALLOW The cardboard I was using before was
dense. It was like a mat board you’d use for framing. It was
chosen specifically for how uncharacteristic the surface was.
When I found the first few archery targets, they were the
opposite. They were these very active, abstract panels—of a
texture and materiality that I was completely not responsible
for. Something felt nice about that. I wasn’t really attracted
to them as objects that had been produced through weaponry. It was more their abstract, [Lucio] Fontana quality.
OLLMAN For the last several years, you’ve been
building forms—cups, pitchers, notebooks, human fig-

IN THE STUDIO

4/2/14 6:05 PM

Ollman, Leah, “Ricky Swallow in the Studio,” Art in America, May 2014, pp. 148-157

Ollman, Leah, “Ricky Swallow in the Studio,” Art in America, May 2014, pp. 148-157

Ollman, Leah, “Ricky Swallow in the Studio,” Art in America, May 2014, pp. 148-157

Cup with Mounts,
2013, patinated
bronze, 3½ by
6 by 5 inches.
Courtesy Darren
Knight Gallery.
Photo Fredrik
Nilsen.

ures—mainly out of cardboard tubing of different scales
and gauges. You’ve referred to these pieces as “bootlegs.” Is
there something illicit about them? What are you trying to
smuggle?
SWALLOW I never think of a bootleg as an unauthorized thing, but as a private rendition of something. I collect
what I consider a lot of bootlegs, like Native American Zuni
Disney character pins, for example, which are weird, crude,
messed-up versions of cartoon characters. I like when versions become more and more removed from their origin but
they still stubbornly hold on to a source image or a source
object. Sometimes I’m even bootlegging my own things.
OLLMAN You also collect pottery, and many of your
patinations derive from ceramic glazes. What other points of
intersection are there between your work and work in clay?
SWALLOW One of the things that’s been instructive
about looking at wheel-based ceramics or pottery is how
inherently abstract the technique is, as a meditative or ritualistic, repetitive task. You learn to throw a cylinder or tube
and from that you pull everything. It’s the mother form, this
singular form from which you’re able to produce an array of
objects or vessels. That’s how I treated the cardboard tubing
form, not as limited, but as malleable, despite its being an
industrial readymade material.
OLLMAN “Grapevine,” the show you curated for L.A.’s
Kordansky Gallery in 2013, was an homage of sorts to a constellation of ceramic artists in Southern California [Ron Nagle,
Magdalena Suarez Frimkess, Michael Frimkess, John Mason,
Peter Shire]. Each of them, you wrote in your catalogue essay,
approached clay with an irreverence toward tradition.

SWALLOW There’s something about ceramics as a
material that can both acknowledge itself and disguise or
contradict itself. All the artists in the show dealt with that in
different ways. In their work, there’s a respect for and technical understanding of what clay can do. They don’t use clay to
make pottery but to make sculpture, which seems very much
a straightforward proposal now, but it’s easy to forget how
radical a lot of that work once was.
Like bronze, ceramics goes through a process where
you start with an earthen or natural substance. You try to
micromanage all the steps in order for the firing to produce
a certain effect, but there’s all this stuff you can’t control, and
those embellishments, those subtle fluctuations in color and
material, end up being part of the success of the finished
object. You succumb to them. Each of those artists really
followed through with an object’s conception and finishing,
and that’s a dated idea that I like. You’re not surfing while
something’s being made. You’re staying up all night watching
the kiln.
OLLMAN What is shared by the sculptures you make
and the objects you collect, including basketry and furniture, is
a strong sense of visual integrity. You seem very committed to
the culture of artifacts, the ritual objects of everyday life, and,
ultimately, to William Carlos Williams’s notion “no ideas but
in things.”
SWALLOW I’ve always believed that the ideas your art
contains should extend from the making of them and what
the object is doing, not something that’s overlaid. Meaning
should be extrapolated out of the thing, rather than an object
extrapolated out of meaning.
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Opposite, Retired
Instruments with
Disc (yellow), 2012,
patinated bronze,
10¼ by 6¼ by 5½
inches. Courtesy
Stuart Shave/
Modern Art and
David Kordansky
Gallery. Photo
Fredrik Nilsen.
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John Mason
sculptures in
the exhibition
“Grapevine,”
2013, curated by
Swallow. Courtesy
David Kordansky
Gallery. Photo
Fredrik Nilsen.

I have a romantic notion of what the studio is as a place and
what it’s capable of. There’s a famous Coco Chanel quote: “Look
in the mirror and remove one accessory.” It’s to do with elegance
and removing anything that is extraneous to your successful look.
That can be applied in sculpture, too. Ron Nagle and Ken Price
had this saying, “TMT,” which means “too much touching,” if
they felt something wasn’t working and was being fussed with
too much, or if you went too far. I think with sculpture it is also
about removing stuff and knowing when to stop.
OLLMAN You’re avid about music, and certain players
crop up in your conversations—[the English guitarist] Derek
Bailey, especially. But what about the underlying affinities in
your work to structural elements in music—repetition, for
instance, and rhythm?
SWALLOW That’s a tough question. Music to me is so
abstract. I’m such an absorber of it. It’s almost inhaled in the
studio, but it’s not something I understand. I think all artists
ultimately envy the effects of music, the indelible effects.
That would be the ultimate compliment, for a sculpture to
stick in somebody’s head in the same way that a song does,
for someone to associate a sculpture with a particular time or
event or vacation or something like that.
OLLMAN In Looking at the Overlooked, Norman
Bryson’s 1990 book about still-life painting, he discusses the
distinction between rhopography, the depiction of so-called
unimportant things, and megalography, the depiction of grand
events—history with a capital H. Rhopography, he writes, has
the “potential for overturning the scale of human importance.”
That rings true of your work with mundane subjects.
SWALLOW I don’t see any limitations in humble
objects. A lot of the things that I’ve remade in sculpture are
things of ritual to one person, a small personal reading lamp

or one cup. Something you have a direct relationship to,
that you use in a daily way. There’s something about selecting those things that have a one-to-one relationship with
someone and then having a one-to-one relationship with the
making of them. There is a meditative quality to overlooked
things that allows them a different kind of energy or power.
The guitar, or certain cup forms—they’re veterans of art
in terms of still life. They are forms that have been pushed
through every strainer. That makes them durable. They’re not
exhausted, they’re not closed. To me, the most natural way of
participating in art-making is to accept that you are a visitor
to all this material, you’re reinterpreting standards.
OLLMAN Your most recent work strays confidently
from familiar, recognizable referents to more fragmentary,
less functional subjects. But you’re wary of the A word. You’re
on record as having a “built-in moral resistance to abstraction” that you’ve tried for years to overcome. Where did that
resistance come from and why the need to transcend it?
SWALLOW Some of my older work is so narratively
drunk. To go completely cold turkey was impossible. I’ve always
been attracted to abstraction but never thought it was something I was supposed to do or the work that I was supposed to
make. Part of the new pieces becoming more formal or abstract
is about enjoying and accepting the terms of what the pieces
want to do, or appreciating a different way they can lean.
It’s an abstraction I feel OK about, because it comes from
manipulation of tactile materials in the studio. It’s not preordained. It’s a cause-and-effect thing—nurture, not nature.
As abstract as some of the recent things are, they have a
vulnerability to the surface; they have creases or dents; they’re
not quite hard-edged. They look like used abstraction. Like
abstract sculptures that have been badly treated.
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Opposite, Twin
Pots/After P.S.
(malachite), 2011,
patinated bronze,
6 by 5 by 4 inches.
Courtesy Darren
Knight Gallery.
Photo Fredrik
Nilsen.
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In 1950 and then again in 1951, David Smith received a John Simon
Guggenheim Memorial Foundation Fellowship, an award that permitted
the artist to set aside, at least temporarily, his teaching responsibilities
and commit himself unfettered to the studio. Unsurprisingly, those years
proved productive for Smith, yielding at least three enduring master
pieces: Australia (1951), Hudson River Landscape (1951), and The Letter
(1950) (fig. 9). Variously interpreted as a series of deliberately unintel
ligible glyphs, a plea to an exlover, a transcription of the famous letter in
James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake, and a note to his mother about Ohio, The
Letter is above all and most vitally a translation of one thing into another.
The Letter is made intelligible as such by an inscription and a salutation
that bracket a body of text made up of what Smith called “object sym
bols.”1 Yet everything Smith achieves in the work turns the traditional
function of the letter on its head: the weightlessness of paper is given the
heft and rigidity of steel, its fundamental portability nullified, the object
tethered to the earth by a base; the letter’s opening salutation is reduced to
an abstract squiggle in space; and the body of the text does not communi
cate via a shared language, but dumbfounds with a succession of hermetic
symbols known only to the author. The only element that can be easily
understood as content is the signature, and not because the words are eas
ily read, but because Smith’s autographic mark is eminently recognizable
as an image (or brand), making language, in turn, irrelevant. Smith, then,
takes a form—the letter—with a standard cultural application defined by
language, and denies that conventional utility, making it function only as
an image to be looked at.
That the Australianborn sculptor Ricky Swallow would feel a kinship
with David Smith and with The Letter in particular should come as no
surprise to anyone familiar with the former’s work. Consider the following
quotes, the first from Swallow and the second from Smith:
Growing up around a more workingclass environment, the closest things
to sculpture I was exposed to were the crafts related to the fishing profes
sion my father was involved in—cray pots (lobster baskets) made from
tea tree limbs, lead net weights poured into molds in our yard, or my
23
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Fig. 9 David Smith
The Letter, 1950
Welded steel, 37⅝ × 22⅞ × 9¼ in.
MunsonWilliamsProctor Arts
Institute, Utica, NY

father’s welded cube structures for storing ropes . . . there was always this
anxious necessity to keep oneself occupied . . . So I went off to art school
with a fairly limited understanding of what constitutes being an artist, yet
this observed daily ritual of work—of stubborn traditions followed and
rudimentary materials employed—was something I adopted myself and
I still believe in those basic principles . . . “hands out of pockets!” as my
father would say.2
The mystic modeling clay in only Ohio mud, the tools are at hand in
garages and factories. Casting can be achieved in almost every town.
Visions are from the imaginative mind, sculpture can come from the
found discards in nature, from sticks and stones and parts and pieces,
assembled or monolithic, solid form, open form, lines of form, or, like a
painting, the illusion of form.3

Both artists point resolutely to a philosophy of making that is grounded
practically and ideologically in the labor activities of the working class,
and to the materials, objects, tools, and processes of that world as the
literal genesis of their efforts to forge a new world of images, a world of
and about the one we all occupy. Smith believed that work begets work,
24
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and Swallow shares that conviction. But while both artists champion the
notion of a laboring class, and count themselves as workers, their respec
tive stagings of that position are somewhat different. As a practicing artist,
Smith’s relationship to the working class ideal was intentionally indexical,
hinging on a set of processes and materials that related directly to the
physical work done by men in foundries and factories, men with whom he
felt a deep affinity. That Swallow shares Smith’s investment in the virtues
and value of work is clear, but his materials and processes do not parallel
the labor performed by working men in the same way. Instead, the link
back to “common people and common things” is actuated on the level of
imagery, or as Swallow notes, “ritual” acts and objects familiar and acces
sible to all.
Take, for instance, Swallow’s interest in domestic subjects, particularly
vessels. Stacking Cup/Tapered (Bone), 2011, is a modest object, measur
ing 4¼ × 5¼ × 4¼ inches—domestically scaled, one might say—cast in
bronze and then patinated, in an edition of three with one artist’s proof.
Like many of his most recent vessels, the object is sketched from memory
using a flexible system of cardboard and tape, its form continually embel
lished and improvised to eventually yield a splintered vision of its former
self. Once cast and patinated—this one a soft, matte white—the surface
of the object faithfully captures its deliberately rough means of construc
tion; the imperfect joins in the cardboard and folds in the tape mark out a
peculiar kind of facture that has become Swallow’s signature. Quite clearly,
then, neither mimesis nor trompel’oeil are of interest to the artist. His
effort isn’t to faithfully reproduce a likeness, but to denote the process of
thinking and working from the quotidian to the quietly extraordinary;
from the observed world, to something other. The central principle at
work here is the same one that governs Smith’s The Letter, namely transla
tion: the process by which the artist makes of the familiar and useful, an
object that is markedly neither.
While Smith relied on his processes and materials to tether his work
to the working milieu that was his intended point of reference, Swallow’s
approach to the same idea is, as we’ve already seen, more oblique and less
specific. He gravitates to objects defined by what he calls an air of “collec
tive ownership,” their utter familiarity as things in the world making them
particularly effective as blank canvases for the imposition of new mean
ing.4 Though workingclass ethics, craft, and tools may be his point of ref
erence, his objects signify more democratically than that, being everyday
and common in the broadest sense. As a result, perhaps, Swallow’s work
exerts a magnetism that seems disproportionate to his choice of subject
matter; one might even say that his sculptures should not be as interesting
as they are! Single Pot with Lid (Bone/Soot), 2011, could be a teapot or a
shrunken watering can—old, discarded, or hurriedly fixed up to extend its
life just a little. But the pot and the lid, both cast in bronze with a delicate
white patina, sit atop two bronze pedestals cast from sawn wooden blocks,
25
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Fig. 10 Ricky Swallow, Installation view, the artist’s studio, Los Angeles, 2011

signifying immediately their status as objects to be looked at. As a still life,
Single Pot with Lid (Bone/Soot) conforms to the basic conventions of the
genre in that it proposes the forthrightly mundane as an object for con
templation. But this sculpture, like much of Swallow’s work, scrupulously
avoids the laden symbolism associated with the highest achievements of
the genre. His assemblies do not, for instance, follow in the footsteps of
Netherlandish vanitas painting of the sixteenth and seventeenth century,
or the Renaissance memento mori tradition, and nor, for that matter, does
he appear interested in advancing the radical formal experiments enacted
on the genre during the artistic ferment of the early twentieth century.
If Swallow has a kinsman within the ranks of the stilllife tradition, that
person might be the Italian painter Giorgio Morandi, who, like Swallow,
returned again and again to the same subjects, but even this comparison,
while formally apposite, lacks any deeper logic.
Single Pot with Lid (Bone/Soot), and many other works like it, com
mand one’s total attention not because they are allegorical, represent a self
evidently important subject, advance a wildly radical formal agenda, are
pointedly topical or political, or trade in the easy appeal of modernday
spectacle. Rather, they embody the possibility—modestly and simply—
of pure invention: a message made all the more accessible, direct, and
resonant because Swallow performs his transformations on the most
commonplace objects, objects available and used by each of us daily.
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When he reimagines the form of a lamp in Table Lamp Study (Cadmium
Yellow), 2011—casting his cardboard invention in bronze, and finishing
the composition in yellow—the resultant proposition is remarkable pre
cisely because Swallow wrings the elusively new from the familiar with the
opposite of extravagance. The same applies to the aforementioned Single
Pot with Lid (Bone/Soot). Perched atop their diminutive black mono
liths, the two components are quiet and unassuming in their scale and
subject; yet in the curiousness of their construction and in their subtly
orchestrated flirtation with familiarity and utility, they achieve the same
autonomy as objects that Smith achieved so memorably with The Letter.
If one of Smith’s objectives was to parlay the life, ethics, and materials
of the working man into the basis for a life in art, then Swallow’s still
evolving practice might be understood as a comparable effort to demystify
artmaking—to strip it of its hermeticism and specialization—and argue
through his own subjects and working processes that everyday contexts
and the most incidental objects can be the basis for a compelling idea; in
other words, to make aesthetic ideas seamless with the common world in
a very concrete sense.
Ricky Swallow builds himself into the material world through this
method of translation, complicating common objects through his labor,
inscribing in them a new order of meaning that has everything to do with
his eye, mind, and hand, and little to do with the object’s former outward
signification. What they were made for is now immaterial; what matters
now is how they were made and that they demand a new kind of atten
tion. The artist himself notes: “this economy of labor and materials toward
something that’s a translation of a traditional object, a replacement of its
former self, is something I love.”5 As Swallow works to further populate
his world of former selves, the force of his ideas and the reach of his vision
into our world become more and more apparent.
1 David Smith, quoted in David Smith: A Centennial, ed. Carmen Giménez (New York:
The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 2006), 404.
2 Ricky Swallow, email message to the author, March 12, 2012.
3 David Smith, “Tradition and Identity,” transcript of a speech given on April 17, 1959,
at Ohio University in Athens, Ohio, which Smith attended for a year in 1924–25,
http://www.davidsmithestate.org/statements.html.
4 Ricky Swallow, “500 Words,” Artforum, Jan. 30, 2011, http://artforum.com/words
/id=27455.
5 Swallow, “500 Words.”
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The assembling of an art collection is a creative act. Great art collectors
require vision and passion, qualities that count to a greater degree than
any of the more prosaic interests that might come into play, such as investment potential or cultural validation. Arabella and Henry E. Huntington
were great art collectors. Their history is ably told elsewhere.1 Nevertheless, it is useful to recapitulate it briefly here.
Henry Edwards Huntington moved to San Francisco at the age of
forty-two to help his uncle, railroad magnate Collis P. Huntington, manage the Southern Pacific Railroad. On a trip to Southern California, he
visited a ranch in the San Gabriel Valley, northeast of Los Angeles, and
fell in love with the property (fig. 1). Henry’s attraction to the climate and
the natural beauty of the area, coupled with his interest in the commercial
and cultural potential of the region, led him to move to Los Angeles in
1902—two years after Collis’s death—and buy the beloved ranch when
the opportunity presented itself the following year.

Fig. 1
The Huntington
residence from
the south, set
against the San
Gabriel Mountains,
circa 1911–12.
Reproduced by
permission of the
Huntington Library,
San Marino, CA
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Fig. 2 Henry E. Huntington standing in front of the north façade of the Huntington residence,
circa 1915. Reproduced by permission of the Huntington Library, San Marino, CA

In 1910, at the age of sixty, Huntington began to devote most of his
time to the collecting of rare books, a lifelong passion. While his book collection was growing, Henry Huntington was also developing an interest
in art, influenced in large part by Arabella Huntington, Collis’s widow,
with whom he had become personally involved following Collis’s death.
His art collecting accelerated just at this time. She was one of the wealthiest women in America and one of the most important collectors of her
generation. Henry and Arabella eventually married in 1913 when they
were both in their early sixties.
Henry hired the Pasadena architecture firm of Myron Hunt and Elmer
Grey to design the San Marino residence, which was to serve as a parttime home. Construction began in 1908 and the Huntingtons finally
occupied their Beaux-Arts style residence in 1914 (fig. 2). Five years later,
with the intention of eventually opening the collection to the public,
Henry and Arabella transferred the property and collections to a nonprofit
trust. Following Arabella’s death in 1924 and Henry’s in 1927, the institution opened to the public in 1928 (figs. 3, 4).
Their collecting activity was in accord with the standards of Gilded
Age taste—eighteenth-century British and French painting and decorative
arts as well as a smattering of Italian works of art—as advocated by their
primary art dealer, Joseph Duveen. While these standards were popular as
a means of linking newly rich Americans with an august past, more mundane circumstances influenced what they collected. These circumstances
10
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Fig. 3 Large drawing room in the Huntington residence. The image was published in the
Los Angeles Times, January 2, 1930. Reproduced by permission of the Huntington Library,
San Marino, CA

Fig. 4 Dining Room in the Huntington residence soon
after opening to the public in 1928. Reproduced by
permission of the Huntington Library, San Marino, CA

included increased access to European art coming on to the market; a
new and vibrant art market that capitalized on the unprecedented wealth
they and their fellow industrialists accumulated during the second half
of the nineteenth century; and a new affordability of imported works of
art thanks to the repeal of certain tariffs. Within this new arena, Duveen
proved to be ever perceptive and opportunistic. He “noticed that Europe
had plenty of art and America had plenty of money and his astonishing
career was the product of that simple observation.”2
Other than what was available, why such an emphasis on British and
French art? Henry’s penchant for British art probably grew out of an interest in British material for his library. Might Arabella’s Francophilia be
traceable to the fact that her grandmother was French, whose surname—
Duval—she carried as her middle name? Certainly, she was following
in the path of notable British collectors of the early nineteenth century
whose interest in French eighteenth-century art sprung from the desire to
be linked with the French ancien régime. The taste for this material continued into the late nineteenth century as displayed in such aristocratic
British residences as the Wallace Collection and Waddesdon Manor, both
of which served as important models for Henry and Arabella.
Within this collecting scheme, they appear to have been only marginally concerned with either art of their time or American art, with a few
notable exceptions. They acquired a bronze sculpture of a Bacchante and
Infant Faun directly from its American artist, Frederick MacMonnies, who
11
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also advised on the placement of the sculpture among cycads just northeast of the mansion, where it stands today. In addition, a pair of carved
stone dogs by Arabella’s daughter-in-law and Henry’s niece by marriage,
Anna Hyatt Huntington, entered the collection in 1923.
American art interested them to the degree that it related to their
other collecting areas. His adopted home in the American West inspired
Henry to acquire contemporary photographs by Carl Moon and Frederick Monsen, while presidential portraits—in photographs, paintings, and
sculpture—aligned with Henry’s library holdings. Paintings by AngloAmerican John Singleton Copley and Benjamin West, and furniture by
Franco-American Charles Honoré Lannuier fit in well with their other
works of art.3
What sense, then, does an installation of contemporary American art
have in the setting of the Huntington mansion?
All art was at one time contemporary. For Henry and Arabella, the
most significant contemporary work of art on their San Marino property was the house itself, as it continues to be in the narrative of the
place. When it was built, the mansion constituted a remarkable addition to the landscape of southern California. Not only was it one of the
first important examples of Beaux-Arts architecture in the region but
also, at 35,000 square feet, it remained the region’s largest residence for
many decades.
Little is known about the disposition of art and furnishings in the
mansion. And although room-by-room inventories were compiled after
Henry’s death in 1927, no photograph remains of the interior spaces
from the time the couple inhabited them. A few photos document gorgeous exterior views from 1915 to 1920, but only one records an interior view, of the dining room, set for a luncheon with the Crown Prince
of Sweden in July 1926, two years after Arabella’s death and one before
Henry’s (fig. 5). The paintings on the walls in that photograph tell us that
before the Portrait Gallery was constructed in the early 1930s, the Grand
Manner portraits crowded the smaller-scale domestic settings. The dining room retains its early twentieth-century chandelier—matching the
corner wall lights that remain in the room—that was replaced with an
eighteenth-century crystal one in 1959. The space appears ornate and
varied, formal yet inviting.
Why Arabella and Henry chose not to document the carefully constructed and installed interiors may be explained by their interest in
privacy and their conception of the place as a supremely private home,
not intended for the parties one might associate with other Gilded Age
mansions. Nevertheless, their synthesized amalgam of art, decoration,
and architecture must have been purposeful and personalized, though it
was certainly less quixotic than those of Isabella Stewart Gardner in her
Fenway Park home, Albert Barnes in his Merion, Pennsylvania, complex,
or Louise and Walter Arensberg in their Hollywood residence.4
12
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Fig. 5 Dining Room in the Huntington residence set for a luncheon, July 1926.
Reproduced by permission of the Huntington Library, San Marino, CA

Henry and Arabella reinstalled their collection as it grew and surely
they organized the displays in intentional groupings to create relationships
among the works and within the design of the house. Their collection
was a growing and shifting ensemble, creatively conceived and assembled,
varying with changes in circumstance and desire, and set against the architectural backdrop of their house. Although little is known about what
those displays looked liked, much less signified, curatorial interventions
and acquisitions since the house opened to the public in 1928 continue
the creative process of display. Additions are made to engage with the
Huntingtons’ collections in ways that enhance and enlarge their original
vision. Two of the most significant are surely Anthony van Dyck’s Anne
(Killigrew) Kirke of about 1637, acquired in 1983, and Joseph Wright of
Derby’s Vesuvius from Portici of about 1774–76, acquired in 1997. These
works effectively communicate with other works of art around them so
that the public is encouraged, by their very presence and through effective textual information, to create thoughtful links and meanings, be they
intellectual, visual, or personal.
Such is the intent of the display of artwork by Lesley Vance and Ricky
Swallow. Like Arabella and Henry, they are married to one another, and,
like Arabella and Henry, they have distinct creative visions. Nevertheless,
sharing studio space provides Vance and Swallow the opportunity to assess
and discuss their work with one another. To what degree conjugality and
propinquity affect the results is an interesting question.
13
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Since theirs is a temporary installation, the presentation can be more
eccentric, provocative, and challenging than any longer-term addition to
the Huntington’s permanent collection. This situation is a special and
valuable one. It allows for a vital and lively examination of the surrounding painting, sculpture, decorative arts, and architecture. Both Vance’s
and Swallow’s work links with artwork of the past: Old Master paintings,
patinated bronzes, still lifes, glazed ceramics, objects of virtue. Their presence among the Huntington’s collections will strike a familiar note while,
perhaps, provoking new associations and evaluations.
1 Shelley M. Bennett, “The Formation of Henry E. Huntington’s Collection of British Paintings,”
in British Paintings at The Huntington, ed. Robyn Asleson and Shelley M. Bennett (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 2001), 1–15; Shelley M. Bennett, “Henry and Arabella Huntington:
The Staging of Eighteenth-Century French Art by Twentieth-Century Americans,” in French
Art of the Eighteenth Century at The Huntington, ed. Shelley M. Bennett and Carolyn Sargentson
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), 1–27.
2 S. N. Behrman, Duveen (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1952), 1.
3 My thanks to Jenny Watts, Curator of Photographs, the Huntington Library; and Jessica Todd
Smith, Chief Curator of American Art, the Huntington Art Collections, for the information
they provided on these points.
4 See, for example, Nicolai Ouroussoff, “Eccentricity Gives Way to Uniformity in Museums,”
New York Times, March 26, 2011; available online: http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/27
/weekinreview/27ouroussof.html ; and Naomi Sawelson-Gorse, “ ‘For the Want of a Nail’: The
Disposition of the Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection” (master’s thesis, University of
California, Riverside, 1987).

14

Myers, Holly, “Review: Ricky Swallow’s modern sculpture feels right at home at Huntington,” LATimes.com,
December 23, 2012

Review: Ricky Swallow's modern sculpture feels right at home at
Huntington
Works by the Australian-born, L.A.-based sculptor are paired with abstract
paintings by artist and wife Lesley Vance. The contrast between setting
and art benefits the art and the gallery.
Holly Myers

Lesley Vance, 2012 oil on linen 12x10
inches. (Fredrik Nilsen / The Huntington)

In a sunny, wood-paneled, south-facing room on the second floor of the Huntington Art
Gallery, visitors who've come to peruse the Flemish Madonnas and Constable
landscapes, the cases of stately British silver and florid French porcelain, will happen
upon something a little unusual over the next couple of months.
It's not obvious at first. At the end of a hallway at the top of the staircase, a tall, slender
sculpture appears framed in a window. It has a delicate and graceful mien, not dissimilar
from those of the 18th century ladies in the portrait gallery downstairs.
Come closer, however, and you will see that this is not a lady at all but a loosely
abstracted pair of legs, replicated and stacked in shrinking scale, in a manner
reminiscent of Marcel Duchamp's "Nude Descending a Staircase."
Could it be — modern? Come closer still and you will find a curious detail on one corner
of the base: a tear revealing a corrugated surface underneath. Could it be cardboard?
Could it be — contemporary?

Myers, Holly, “Review: Ricky Swallow’s modern sculpture feels right at home at Huntington,” Los Angeles Times,
December 23, 2012

The piece is "Descending Figure" by Australian-born, L.A.-based sculptor Ricky
Swallow, and it is indeed contemporary: part of a two-person show that marks the first
occasion on which real estate in the gallery of the beaux-arts mansion at the
architectural heart of the the Huntington Library, Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens
has been given over to a living artist.
Contemporary work has appeared from time to time in other areas, most often in the
gardens or wound into other shows. Another example appears in the exhibition "A
Strange and Fearful Interest: Death, Mourning, and Memory in the American Civil War"
in the Boone Gallery, where a room of truly harrowing photographs documenting the
aftermath of the Battle of Antietam is accompanied by a haunting soundtrack by painter
and sound artist Steve Roden.
The show pairs Swallow with painter Lesley Vance, who also happens to be his wife.
The two have never shown together, but it is an inspired pairing. Swallow's sculptures —
which are bronze, in fact, though cast from cardboard — riff on the forms of common
objects like coffee cups, clocks and magnifying glasses to produce playful,
idiosyncratically elegant works that ride the line between realism and abstraction.
Most are much smaller than the piece in the window, with an objet d'art scale that feels
right at home in these galleries. They have a weight here, a sense of gravity and
substance, that wasn't as apparent in Swallow's 2011 show at Mark Foxx, where the
playful character could more easily be mistaken for glib.
Vance's paintings, strikingly sophisticated abstractions conceived at a wonderfully
modest scale — the largest is 21 by 14 inches — involve the layering and scraping away
(with a palette knife) of multiple veils of wet oil paint to produce curling, moody
compositions that seem to be lighted from within.
As with Swallow's deceptively refined sculptures, whose curves and hollows they feel
loosely but constructively in dialogue with, the paintings have a subtle dignity, a classical
air, that would be easy to miss or underestimate in the often grosser milieu of the
contemporary art world — in an art fair, for instance.
Here, among the wainscoting and the marble fireplace, this quality is happily allowed to
come to the fore. It is, indeed, a strikingly beneficial exchange all around: these two
young, dynamic artists bring life to these august but static galleries, while the galleries
lend the artists a venerable context, illuminating their place in a continuum that goes
back for centuries.
In our obsessively up-to-the-minute culture — and in an art world geared almost
exclusively to the new and the hot — this isn't an opportunity that many young
contemporary artists enjoy.
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Huntington mansion to house works from Lesley Vance,
Ricky Swallow
Jori Finkel
It's hard to keep a house museum from seeming dusty and static, even one as full of
surprises -- and British paintings and French porcelain -- as the Huntington mansion.
That's one reason why the powers-that-be at the Huntington Library, Art Collections, and
Botanical Gardens have decided to introduce new work by living artists into the mansion
for the first time in its 84-year history.
Huntingon curator Catherine Hess and guest curator Christopher Bedford (of the Rose
Art Museum) have been working with two L.A. artists, Lesley Vance and Ricky Swallow,
to exhibit their art in an upstairs room in the mansion for a show that will open Nov. 10.
Usually this room holds 18th century British paintings and objects like silverware and
musical instruments, but the contents will be removed for the occasion.
It will mark the first time Vance and Swallow, who are married and show here at the
David Kordansky and Marc Foxx galleries, respectively, have showed their work
together in the same gallery space.
Vance, who makes abstract paintings with the glimmering chiarascuoro effects of an Old
Masters palette, will have eight or nine works on view. Swallow, whose enigmatic
sculptures often speak to everyday objects, will have 12 small sculptures on display.
Much of the work is new, but they said it was not made in response to any particular
artworks at the Huntington as much as inspired by the idea and texture of domestic life.
So is this another example of a contemporary art intervention into an established
historical site?
"It could be considered an intervention in that it will be contemporary art in a place you're
not used to seeing it," said Swallow. "But both of our work references historical models
and modernism, so won't be such a radical shift. I'm hoping it will seem at home there."
"I don't consider it an intervention -- I think that's too disruptive a term," said Vance.
But she did acknowledge that the room itself will look a lot different come November.
"What I'm most excited about is the chance to lighten up the room. I'm excited to lift the
curtains and paint the room white and hang it more sparingly than most of the rooms are
hung with different display mechanisms -- simple pedestals -- for Ricky's sculptures."
"It's also an exciting opportunity to see what happens when our work does come
together in the same room," she said.
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Art review: Ricky Swallow at Marc Foxx
Leah Ollman

Image: Ricky Swallow, "Blowing Hats." From Marc Foxx.

Each of the little alchemical wonders in Ricky Swallow’s show at Marc Foxx started as a
cardboard tube. The Australian-born, L.A.-based Swallow cut, folded and otherwise altered
the humble, functional tubes of various diameters, turning them into jaunty tabletop
sculptures cast in bronze. Three “Penguin Pots” in soot black stand in ascending sequence,
angular handles aimed in one direction, extended beak-like spouts in the other. Two bonewhite mugs, both split in half, nest into each other like double parentheses. A cigarette
sends up a waft of blue smoke in the shape of a French curve.
The transposition of an everyday object into something else, materially and psychologically,
brings to mind Therrien and Gober, as well as the ceci-n’est-pas sly humor of Magritte. Four
small, gray top hats, stilled at different points in a windblown tumble, make “Blowing Hats” a
stop-motion animated sculpture, one with the bittersweet charm of Charlie Chaplin and
Buster Keaton antics. Figures are implied throughout, gracefully distilled into a pair of halfpipe legs or a row of coat buttons.
Swallow dips into an Art Deco idiom when he renders letters and numbers out of snippets of
tubing, and elsewhere adopts a sort of Cubist approach to a single subject’s multiple planes.
Art historical echoes resound among these works, yet they have distinctive character of their
own, a highly appealing mix of modesty, tenderness, elegance and wit.
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Sharing is Caring at Independent
Yasha Wallin

If the Armory Show were cut down to a fourth of
its size, moved to a less tedious location, and
featured the most dynamic galleries with a mix
of emerging and emerged artists, it would look
more like Independent.
Now in its second year, Independent hosts 40plus international galleries. Conceived by
gallerists Elizabeth Dee and Darren Flook of
Hotel, London, the fair is spread out over three
floors of the old Dia Center in Chelsea. It is
testament to the mistake made when the nonprofit moved out and gave up its cavernous
urban space.

INSTALL BY RICKY SWALLOW

The trick to Independent is that it sublimated
the commercial side of things by presenting
itself as one large group exhibition. Booths
were open and bathed in a bright-white paint
job and industrial-strength neon lights. Because
the selection of galleries was tight, and because
there were few clear divisions between booths
(galleries spilled out of their loosely defined
borders), a convivial atmosphere prevailed.

The first to greet visitors upon entrance to the main floor was the affable Hudson of Feature
Inc, whose playful area was dotted with colorful abstractions by Andrew Masullo. The
gallerist, who recently moved from Chelsea to the Lower East Side, hadn't participated in the
Armory Show since it moved west a decade ago. Looking relaxed in bright ethnic prints and
lounging in a chair in a position more suitable for a lazy Sunday than an art fair, he noted
how manageable in size Independent was, adding that, "this fair is more realistic."
Upstairs, it was White Columns's second time at Independent. The nonprofit had a
successful four-year run at the Armory, but opted out in 2009, shortly after the Merchandise
Mart took over (in 2007) and significantly raised the price for a non-profit booth. Xeroxed
editions made specifically for the fair by Dan Colen and Ricci Albeda hung salon style on the
gallery's only wall. Sold to benefit their ongoing programs, these were some of the most
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affordable works at the fair ($150–$1,000). Three hours into the opening only a few of the 50
unique "garbage" collages by Colen ($150 each) remained, and they had sold out of
Margaret Lee's potato sculptures ($1,000 a piece).
Further down it was Anton Kern's first year participating and the dealer dedicated his booth
to sculptural works like Matthew Monahan's skewed totem-figure desk and David Shrigley's
cheeky faux-taxidermy puppy holding a sign stating "I'm dead," which, in this context, felt
like a jab at how art and commerce intersect at an art fair. Kern was enthusiastic about his
debut at Independent largely because he was in good company. "If you're looking for a great
group of galleries you're going to find them here."
And—Dia and Armory, pay heed—there was no soul-crushing land-grab given the luxury of
plenty of room. Folke Koebberling and Martin Kaltwasser's dissected Saab transformed into
two motorcycles at Jack Hanley recalled Duncan Campbell's Delorean in the Artists Space
booth last year. Katinka Bock's "Miles and Moments," a masculine ceramic series of tire
marks that nearly spanned the entire length of the floor, and Michel Francois's mind-bending
magnetic cube at Bortolami Gallery, were among the standouts.
And while booth prices increased slightly from the previous year, the fair's organizers claim
that didn't deter anyone from taking part. A few galleries—Bortolami, Gallery Ben Kaufmann,
The Modern Institute, Andrew Kreps and Stuart Shave/Modern Art—hedged their bets by
participating in the Armory and Independent. Shave, who went with a solo of Ansel Krut at
the Armory and, at Independent, a stunning grouping by Los Angeles-based Ricky Swallow,
whose delicate, bronze sculptures created a moment of quiet on an otherwise sensory-filled
floor, reported strong sales at both venues.
Some galleries, like Milan's Gio Marconi and Frankfurt's Neue Alte Brucke, who both
represent Simon Fujiwara, collaborated. Among his three pieces was a witty sculpture that
incorporated ephemera from the artist's childhood to re-create memories. When he was 11,
his mother took him camping to a nudist colony, essentially "inducing his homosexuality."
This experience was relived using a portable picnic table the family brought on the trip, and
the remainder of a meal consisting of an apple, a half-eaten sandwich and a long, jarred
sausage (which its collector would need to replace periodically). Shared experience, that's
what it's all about.
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