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The genealogical origin of the use of the 
term ‘queer’ in queer theory is deeply connect-
ed to gay and lesbian US rights; however, as per-
formance and queer studies scholar José Este-
ban Muñoz and others have powerfully argued, 
there is nothing necessarily queer, for example, 
about the fight for the right to marry.1 Muñoz 
does not mean to imply it is not an important 
struggle, but that such pursuits can become 
normative, ironically exclusive, and can margin-
alize those that do not fit into a certain agenda 

of gay pragmatism.2

Indeed, the stakes in-
volved in the slippage 
in the usage of gay/
lesbian and queer as 
interchangeable has 

never been more pronounced in academic schol-
arship. Whereas gay and lesbian might refer to 
an identity in a fixed time and space, queer is a 
doing or a practice that never quite settles; it is 
constantly in a state of flux.

Brice Brown’s works are queer. They are un-
stable signifiers that exist in between here and 
there as well as now and then; and operate on 
a meta-level through the production of a pal-
pable destabilizing affect. In the process, these 
works make felt the impossibility of the closure 
of identity, broadly construed. To be clear, there 
are no overt visual references to sexuality, race, 
gender, class, nationality, or any other singular 
identity category; instead, Brown explores the 
affective properties of identity––those that are 
felt and not necessarily seen by a disembodied 
eye.3 His works privilege the moment of trans-
formation between identities or states—usually 
of objects, which importantly are activated by 
the viewer.

It is perhaps not surprising, then, that al-
chemy—the science of transformation of one 
state to another—loosely features as a point of 
departure in various ways in the exhibition.4 In-
deed, the exhibition title, HOMUNCULUS, tan-
gentially refers to a vision the mystic Zosimos 
of Panopolis—the founding figure of alchemy—
is reputed to have had around 300 AD. In his vi-
sion, he sees a vat of boiling water with a figure 
inside who says to him: “the sight you see is 
the entrance, and the exit, and the transforma-
tion.” This cryptic statement is uttered as this 
figure—who psychoanalyst Carl Jung believes is 
the first homunculus, or little man, in alchemi-
cal literature—consumes himself to become an-
other, a more transcendent version of himself; 
but this is an unending process. In this way, the 
homunculus personifies transmutation.5

“Brazen man,” one of the homunculi Zo-
simos encounters in his vision, is the title of 
each archival pigment print in the exhibition. 
Each one is an amalgam of various 19th cen-

tury etchings of alchemical processes. From 
afar, the prints appear to be authentic and 
seamless etchings. Yet, randomly drawn pastel 
markings—hot pink, yellow, lavender and in-
digo, for example—that are visible upon closer 
inspection challenge—but do not necessarily 
completely break—this illusion. The barely per-
ceptible traces that belie Brown’s use of Photo-
shop to produce the works also undermine the 
illusion. As one moves throughout the gallery 
where the works are installed, they seem to slip 
and slide between being etchings and prints—
forever in flux much like the homunculi. More-
over, the sub-title of each print is a folio num-
ber, but there is no referent for them in the real 
world; this only seems to further question our 
initial assumptions of what the work is and to 
push us to consider what the work does through 
our engagement with it.

The prints are installed around a table on 
which are displayed 27 turkey feathers cast in 
bronze. More than any other work in the exhi-
bition, they conjure the stereotypical trope as-
sociated with alchemy: the transubstantiation 
of a common object into gold or another pre-
cious metal. Here, the feathers of a relatively 
unglamorous turkey have become precious 
metals—or at least look like they have. The fact 
that the titles of these works—such as “Ardent 
Desire Baby;” “Letter Lover;” and “Jealousy 
Merriment”—are randomly derived from a deck 
of tarot cards by the artist only seems to rein-
force the occult-like nature of the alchemical 
process.

The sense of not being able to pin the works 
down—that deconstructive quality embedded 
in the notion of queer—binds the work togeth-
er throughout the exhibition. In the second 
gallery are 12 glass casts of an antique English 
table modified by Brown. Each table is cast in a 
different color of glass—maroon, amber, ceru-
lean blue, green tea, ruby red, etc. Brown has 
often used decorative art objects, such as this 
antique table, as a type of readymade. The pa-
rodic repetition of the ‘original’ seems to re-
inforce the notion that the original is nothing 
“other than a parody of the idea of the natural 
and original.” Interestingly, the latter is philos-
opher and gender studies scholar Judith But-
ler’s observation regarding sexual identity. She 
writes that “gay is to straight not as copy is to 
original, but, rather, as copy is to copy.”6

The installation, though, is neither an illus-
tration of a theory—queer or otherwise—nor 
is it one that awaits completion by a theory. 
Brown’s artistic practice is somewhere in be-
tween theory and practice. It materializes con-
cepts, makes ideas and multiplies variations of 
meaning as it enfolds ‘theory’ with/in ‘prac-
tice’ in a vital, corporeal exchange with bodies 
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in the world. Alchemy has also been described 
as being somewhere between theory and prac-
tice.7 That is, alchemists bridged the gap be-
tween philosophers interested only in the work-
ings of the mind, and artisans who produced 
objects with their hands. Jung makes explicit 
connections between the work of alchemists 
and his own work as a psychoanalyst.8 The form 
of Brown’s work, then, is the engagement of 
the viewer with the work rather than the works 
themselves as disembodied objects.

It is useful to invoke what is known as the 
“homunculus fallacy.”9 First coined by Brit-
ish philosopher Anthony Kenny, it refers to a 
theorem of sorts that explains vision, or what 
we see, as being the interpretation of a “little 
man,” living in our brain, who processes the vi-
sual world through images that enter our pu-
pils as if they are scenes projected onto a movie 
screen. Yet, how can the homunculus see the 
images on our pupils? Presumably, he must in 
turn have his own homunculus and so forth. 
Though it is easy to dismiss the notion that 
there is a homunculus in our brains, American 
philosopher Daniel Dennett notes that attribu-
tions of psychological characteristics to the 
brain (as if distinct from the body to which it 
is attached) linger in neuroscience.10 Brown’s 
work rejects this deeply ingrained dualism that 
cleaves mind from body and world by keeping in 
tension what we think we see and do not see as 
being tied to what we feel.

Wallpapering the entirety of three of the 
gallery walls surrounding the aforementioned 
glass table casts is an invented landscape in the 
style associated with the Hudson River School, 
often described as America’s first coherent art 
school. Key to the artists associated with this 
school was the depiction of the sublimity, or 
awesomeness, of nature; the paintings were 

thought to be an agent of spiritual and moral 
transformation. Indeed, when medieval alche-
mist Albert Magnus wrote that alchemy is the 
art that most closely imitates nature, he is re-
ferring to its potential to reproduce the divine 
act of creation through experimentation.11 In 
this sense, painting is alchemy.

Brown’s mural, though, operates to disrupt 
or challenge the promise of getting closer to 
any kind of truth. That is, the pastiche of the 
mural and casts function together as part of a 
tableau to shore up each other’s inauthentic-
ity. In contradistinction to alchemists who at-
tempted to speed up the processes of nature 
to produce other “natural” materials—usually 
more valuable—here, the pastiche accelerates 
the speed with which artifice becomes palpable. 
It is worthwhile to note that Butler—invoking 
pastiche as a metaphor for gender and sexual 
identity—writes “there is a subversive laughter 
in the pastiche-effect in which the original, the 
authentic, and the real are themselves consti-
tuted aseffects.”12 Brown’s works operate in 
just such an aesthetic.

His work may point to a much more phenom-
enological understanding of the world in which 
the identity of objects is deeply intertwined 
with those who view them; in other words, what 
is an object and subject is blurry at best. This 
kind of thinking breaks free from identity-based 
rhetoric that implicitly posits a stable coherent 
subject, and points to a much more complex, 
queer organization of the world between and 
among subjects, where a subject is as much an 
artwork as it is a person.
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Brazen Man; Folio V; recto, 2012
Pastel and archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches

Brazen Man; Folio X; verso, 2012
Pastel and archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches



Brazen Man; Folio XXX; verso, 2012
Archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches

Brazen Man; Folio XXI; verso, 2012
Pastel and archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches



Brazen Man; Folio XXV; verso, 2012
Pastel and archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches

Brazen Man; Folio XX; recto, 2012
Pastel and archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches



Brazen Man; Folio XVI; recto, 2012
Pastel and archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches

Brazen Man; Folio IX; recto, 2012
Pastel and archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches



Brazen Man; Folio VIII; verso, 2012
Pastel and archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches

Brazen Man; Folio II; verso, 2012
Pastel and archival pigment print on paper
42 x 36 inches





Bronze and beeswax
2012
Each 12–16 inches in length

Left to right:
Falseness Widower
Thought Malady
Constancy Sadness
Ardent Desire Baby
Letter Lover
Jealousy Merriment
Sweatheart Money
Enemy Thought
Gift Judge

Constancy Message
Judge Sweetheart
Thought Fortune
Merriment House
Fidelity Death
Hope Money
Thief Unexpected Joy
Officer Journey
Widower Falseness

Widow Unexpected Joy
Death Fortune
Ecclesiastic Anger
Fidelity Thief
Officer Lover
Journey Falseness
Widow Gift
Ardent Desire Malady
Baby Misfortune



The entrance, the exit,  
the transformation, part one, 2012
Cast and cold-worked glass,  
Fortuny fabric
1 1/4 x 1 1/4 x 12 inches
Edition of 4



The entrance, the exit, the transformation, part two, 2012
Dimensions variable





Left to right:
Burnt Scarlet
Green Tea
Juniper Blue
Rhubarb Shift

Lavender Green Shift
Emerald Green 
White
Aquamarine

Aqua Blue
Gray
Lilac Shift
Pale Yellow

Cast and cold-worked glass
2012
Each 12 x 24 x 12 inches



Pigment print on vinyl
2012
124 1/2 x 652 inches
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