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DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE

Carol K. Brown speaks freely about her technical processes and materials, her anxiety about the
state of the world, even the health challenges that have triggered significant shifts in her work
over the decades.
But the story behind this current series, “Down the Rabbit Hole,” has a slower reveal.
The probing of social dynamics consistently underlies Brown’s work, but usually in the form of a
specific subject: homeless men, women warriors of the art world, family arguments, costumed selfportraits. As the artist noted in a recent interview, “It’s hard to take a political concept, express it in
an abstract form and expect it to be effective.”
Does she succeed? Brown’s immediate goal is to make strong paintings.
Upon entering Nohra Haime Gallery, the visitor’s gaze is arrested by a 21-foot tangle of ropey
forms, arrayed in a repeat tiling pattern. From 40 feet away, they appear to be black and white.
Actually, they are more nuanced in tone. This “wallpaper,” composed of identical three-foot-square
printed motifs, covers the entire back wall.
The clearly delineated segmentation and careful shading of the installation convey the solidity of
a Bosch-inspired digestive system, its repeated spiral forms suspended in front of a dark matrix. A
single glossy painted version is mounted against – and overlays – the wallpaper, effectively hiding
in plain sight.
Images in other paintings are similarly ambiguous in subject and enigmatically titled. They vary in
size, palette, density, cropping, tonal mood and backgrounds, but Brown is consistent in her approach. They readily conjure anything from root systems, to neural networks, seaweeds, molecular
chains or other convolutions.
“A Few Were Quite Loud” is a close-up view; its harlequin-like striping pattern suggestive of a surface adornment, rather than the fabrication joints of one of Brown’s welded sculptures. “Down
the Rabbit Hole,” like “Most of them Fought,” seems particularly fraught. Fat and skinny tendrils vie
for dominant position. Diminishing in size, they form a great knot that seems to recede from the
picture plane. A cavernous background gapes beneath an icy, blue-gray form. This is one reading.
Your mileage may vary.
“I wanted it to look like something physical that is tactile,” said Brown. However, representation
is avowedly not her goal, and that generates creative tension. Abstraction or object? Her titles
(“Others Were Pale,” “Some Danced,” etc.) and the implied action among entwined forms further
conjure a tangible, if imaginary, world – like those proposed by Miró, Gorky or Klee, but more focused in its formal vocabulary.

One painting is flanked by an upright, sinuous sculpture, one of three in the exhibition. It appears
ready to enter the composition and mingle among similarly undulating forms. “I just wanted a way
to include this, to say, ‘Hey these forms didn’t come out of nowhere,” Brown explained.
Deep down, she still considers herself a sculptor, not a painter. “Besides the paintings, I always
want something else,” she said. She originally cast these aluminum sculptures, “skins,” almost 20
years ago, revitalizing them recently with multiple layers of paint and pigment.
In reflecting on individual titles, Brown said, “I wanted to stay away from outer space and sea life
and amoebas. I wanted to keep it more generalized.”
“It’s a visually compelling space that draws you in, but at the same time reflects the absolute insanity that’s happening in the world right now.”

She doesn’t hesitate to paint, scrape out and over-paint surfaces – even with the theoretically
unforgiving medium of watercolor, which she has enthusiastically adopted during the past two
years. Utilizing a paintable absorbent ground that serves as liquid paper, she’s able to re-work surfaces and even apply the product to wood veneer panels as a painting substrate.
“It’s kind of the fumbling that interests me. It’s the not knowing how something is going to happen
or turn out. There’s always an element of surprise. Worse comes to worst, it’s a disaster.”
This might sound discouraging, but for Brown, it’s what propels her.
“I spent 35 years hunched over a grinder – welding and grinding all day long, while wearing a
respirator, ear and eye protection” she recalls. By contrast, her latest ongoing series is physically
easier, but equally challenging, and definitely more “fun”.

A news junkie, Brown listens while she works and readily acknowledges her distress and anger.
“It’s beyond any logic; beyond any comprehension; it’s just totally convoluted and has no sense
whatsoever.”

What’s next? “Once I feel the work’s not going to teach me anything more, or I can’t go anywhere
else with it, it’s time to change”.

Does she see any signs of hope? “Not really,” she says.

Essay by George Fishman

Hence, “Down the Rabbit Hole.”
Triggered by that title, many viewers will see parallels in the segmented curve motif that features
prominently in the Walt Disney animation of Lewis Carroll’s Cheshire Cat – a purveyor of paradoxes, madness and misdirection.
Spirals were a signature motif of Louise Bourgeois, who said they represented an attempt to control chaos, but also symbolized freedom. Brown’s roiling curves originated in a systematic doodling
exercise she undertook about two years ago. They generated a language that resembled a prior
series of segmented aluminum sculptures – similar in shape, but lacking the authoritative presence
of her contemporaneous steel sculptures. She had dismissed the aluminum works as “lightweight.”
During an interval when she switched from metal working to a more malleable clay-like thermoset
plastic, she created an enormously varied series of relief sculptures, suggestive of fantastical birds,
organs, fruits, seeds, insects and crustaceans. She gave them a range of slick to densely textured
surfaces.
Returning to aluminum, she sought similar effects that she had achieved in the plastic. Wielding
an electric welding torch, she applied ferocious eruptions of molten wire to dimple and scarify the
aluminum surfaces of her “Skins” series.
That tactic is characteristic of Brown’s obsessive, iconoclastic methodology, whether in conceiving
of a project’s theme or in resolving fabrication challenges. She is obstinate and daring. She prefers
to “try something different,” rather than follow convention. “You can’t do that!” has always been
a strong motivator.

ANOTHER ONE STRUGGLED, 2018
mixed media on paper, 46 x 40 in. 116.8 x 101.6 cm.

DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE, 2018
watercolor & ink on paper with archival UV Varnish, 46 x 40 in. 116.8 x 101.6 cm.

OTHERS WERE PALE, 2018
watercolor & ink on paper with archival UV Varnish, 46 x 40 in. 116.8 x 101.6 cm.

SOME DANCED, 2018
watercolor & ink on paper with archival UV Varnish, 46 x 40 in. 116.8 x 101.6 cm.

SOME HAD NO COLOR, 2018
watercolor & ink on paper with archival UV Varnish, 46 x 39 in. 116.8 x 99.1 cm.

A FEW WERE QUITE LOUD, 2018
watercolor, gesso, watercolor ground and archival varnish on wood panel, 36 x 36 in. 91.4 x 91.4 cm.

ONE OF THE OTHERS, 2018
watercolor, gesso, watercolor ground and archival varnish on wood panel, 36 x 36 in. 91.4 x 91.4 cm.

THEY THOUGHT IT A GAME, 2018
mixed media on wood panel, 36 x 36 in. 91.4 x 91.4 cm.

OTHERS JUST FROZE, 2018
watercolor, gesso, watercolor ground and archival varnish on wood panel, 36 x 36 in. 91.4 x 91.4 cm.

ONE WAS MUTE, 2018
watercolor, gesso, watercolor ground and archival varnish on wood panel, 24 x 24 in. 61 x 61 cm.

NONE GOT AWAY, 2017
watercolor on paper, 19 x 21 in. 48.3 x 53.3 cm.

STUDY FOR “CAT’S CRADLE”, 2018
watercolor and ink on paper, 15 x 12 in. 38 x 30.5 cm.

Carol K. Brown in her New York studio

SMALL SKIN VARIATION #3, 1996-2019
aluminum and mixed media, edition 3/8 unique castings, 27 in. high 68.6 cm.

SMALL SKIN VARIATION #4, 1996-2019
aluminum and mixed media, edition 4/8 unique castings, 27 in. high 68.6 cm.

SMALL SKIN VARIATION #6, 1996-2019
aluminum and mixed media, edition 6/8 unique castings, 27 in. high 68.6 cm.

SEDUCTION FOREST INSTALLATION DETAIL AT CHICAGO NAVY PIER, 1997
aluminum, 11’ high (dimensions vary)

Ms. Brown’s work is owned by numerous museums and public collections including: Museum of
Contemporary Art San Diego; The Denver Art Museum; The Herbert Johnson Museum of Art, Cornell University; The Frost Art Museum at FIU; Pérez Art Museum Miami; The University of Colorado,
Boulder; The Tampa Art Museum; The Jacksonville Art Museum; The University of Florida, Gainesville, The Polk Museum of Art; The Lowe Museum of Art; The Memphis Brooks Art Museum; The
Arkansas Arts Center – Museum of Arts; The City of Orlando, the State of Florida and Miami-Dade
County’s Art in Public Places programs.
Brown has been the recipient of several local and national grants. She was twice awarded a National Endowment for the Arts Grant for an individual artist.
This is Brown’s 37th solo exhibition, her ninth at Nohra Haime Gallery. She has taught for many
years at New World School of the Arts in Miami, a division of the University of Florida.
While primarily known as a sculptor and metalworker, Ms. Brown has recently been working in a
wide variety of media. She divides her time between New York and Miami Beach.

Scan to hear Carol K. Brown’s exclusive
commentary on Down the Rabbit Hole.
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