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painted along the walls, matching the palette of the book cover. 
Viewers were required to remove their shoes or wear cotton foot 
coverings to walk on the four large carpets that covered most of 
the gallery floor. Woven in Oaxaca, Mexico, by Zapotec artisans, 
the panels are emblazoned with the de Harak head. In working 
with these artisans, Apfelbaum alludes to the profound influence 
that Zapotec weavers had on Anni Albers when she and Josef first 
visited Oaxaca in 1936.   

A welcome respite from the precisely rendered motif, more 
than seventy funky handmade glazed ceramic wall reliefs, rather like 
shaped abstracted canvases, were hung along the central white band 
on the walls, just a few inches apart from one another. These abject-
looking, irregularly shaped platters, which the artist produced over the 
past three years, could pay homage to artists like Richard Tuttle and 
Lynda Benglis. They also introduced a welcome absurdist element 
into the show. While the works are completely abstract, their titles 
bear proper names. Joanne has a richly textured surface covered with 
pink and white blobs, bifurcated by a line of green; Myra, an elon-
gated composition in red, is punctured by three perfectly round holes. 

On some level, the installation begs comparison to Judy 
Chicago’s The Dinner Party (1974–79), but in contrast to the overt 
feminist iconography featured in that work, Apfelbaum’s ceramic 
pieces appear as painterly abstractions. Nevertheless, their titles make 
reference to individuals, and, hung in close proximity, they suggest 
a community, or perhaps a symposium. Indeed, in “The Potential of 
Women,” Apfelbaum proposed a new kind of gathering, echoing the 
one documented in the book but with a stronger, more knowing, and 
more playful feminist agenda. 

—David Ebony

“LUCID DREAMS AND DISTANT  
VISIONS: SOUTH ASIAN ART 
IN THE DIASPORA”
Asia Society Museum
“Lucid Dreams and Distant Visions: South Asian Art in the 
Diaspora” was the first exhibition since the Queens Museum’s 
“Edge of Desire: Indian Artists in the American Diaspora” (2007) 
to explore works by United States–based artists of South Asian 
descent. Organized by artist and curator Jaishri Abichandani, 
Smithsonian Asian Pacific American Center curator Lawrence-
Minh Davis, and Asia Society Museum director Boon Hui Tan, 
the show included works by nineteen artists, most of whom are 
based in New York and were born in the 1960s or ’70s. “Lucid 
Dreams” was hardly comprehensive, but it was not intended to be. 
Its strength was in focusing on a selection of artists who put forth 
an array of materials and aesthetic practices.

Pakistani-born and Brooklyn-based Khalil Chishtee’s wall-
mounted cut-metal scene History is a nightmare from which I am trying 
to awake II (2017) is at first glance a series of horseback-riding and 
sword-wielding figures that appear to be moving from right to left, the 
way one would read Arabic or Urdu. On closer inspection, the metal 
forms are shown to be composed of tightly rendered calligraphic script: 
an Urdu verse written by Muhammad Iqbal, a poet who is widely 
regarded as a driving force in the formation of a Muslim-majority 

screen. But whatever is interesting about these works is lost in the 
petrified versions on the wall.

 —Rachel Wetzler

POLLY APFELBAUM
Alexander Gray Associates
A tone of whimsy, eccentricity, and pop irony permeated “The 
Potential of Women,” a colorful and engaging exhibition of 
recent work by Polly Apfelbaum. The New York–based artist is 
well known for elaborate installations featuring small pieces of 
hand-dyed and cut fabric that she typically arranges on the floor 
in complex, abstract designs radiating out from the gallery walls, 
corners, or support columns. Textiles remain central to her most 
recent endeavors, but ceramics and paintings on paper have also 
become prominent features.  

 “The Potential of Women” was inspired by an image of 
an abstracted female head created in 1963 by the American 
modernist graphic designer Rudolph de Harak (1924–2002). The 
hard-edge, logo-like motif consists of an oblong head with two 
black dots for eyes and a helmetlike black hairdo. The original 
design was used on the cover of The Potential of Woman, a book of 
essays by authors who participated in a 1963 San Francisco sym-
posium on the emancipation of women and the shifting dynam-
ics of gender roles. Though regarded as progressive at the time, 
the event featured a discussion of the patronizing notion that one 
day women would make important contributions to society. For 
Apfelbaum, the book provided not only a unifying visual motif 
for the show but a conceptual one as well, since it subtly links her 
work to a broad range of feminist issues and themes.

 The street-level gallery was filled with medium-size gouaches 
repeating the schematic head image in grid patterns and various 
high-key tones. Apfelbaum derived her palette from the studies in 
Interaction of Color, Josef Albers’s seminal theoretical work on design 
and perception published the same year as The Potential of Woman.

The main, upper-level gallery featured a striking installation. 
Four wide horizontal bands in pink, red-orange, and white were 

View of Polly 
Apfelbaum’s 
exhibition “The 
Potential of 
Women,” 2017, at 
Alexander Gray 
Associates.
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BERNADETTE MAYER 
Canada 
Poet and artist Bernadette Mayer’s prolific writing on the quotid-
ian, the domestic, and the experience of motherhood has filled the 
pages of numerous books since the 1960s. Her task- and time-
based writing protocols are textual profusions after Gertrude Stein 
or Marcel Proust—expansive and relentless expressions of her 
hyper-acute awareness. For the installation Memory (1971), unique 
in her oeuvre in its combination of text, image, and sound, Mayer 
shot a roll of thirty-six color exposures every day in July 1971, 
while also keeping a written diary. Both photographs and text 
emphatically register her prosaic activities and social encounters in 
and around New York, from performance rehearsals to car rides on 
the Taconic. In the months following, Mayer revisited the original 
diary to write a new text in response to the processed photographs. 
She generated a third version of the text, editing it from the two 
others, that she read and recorded on tape, producing a nearly 
seven-hour soundtrack for the installation.

Memory was first shown in February 1972 at 98 Greene 
Street, a gallery run by pioneering dealer Holly Solomon. By 
then Mayer was already a fixture on the downtown scene, having 
coedited the influential mimeograph journal 0 to 9 with Vito 
Acconci in the late ’60s. In an April 2016 discussion at the Poetry 
Foundation in Chicago, where Memory was restaged with new 
prints from the original slides, Mayer recalled that the 98 Greene 
Street show was installed with the help of Gordon Matta-Clark. 
The recent showing of Memory at Canada reflected this original 
presentation. All 1,116 of the three-by-five-inch photographs 
hung in a horizontal grid—perfectly scaled to the gallery’s thirty-
six-foot-long wall, with fourteen rows of images in a four-foot-
tall band. The recording of Mayer reading played continuously. 
With Memory, as she remarked in 1978, Mayer aimed to move 
away from the printed book and configure a space that would 
problematize the position and task of the reader. 

Though Memory seems to demand this complete installa-
tion, the sheer volume of images, duration of the audio track, 
and length of the accompanying text make the work difficult to 
show in full. Partial presentations followed the 1972 exhibition, 
including in Mayer’s SoHo loft (by appointment only) and in 
Lucy Lippard’s all-women Conceptual art show, “c. 7,500,” at 

Pakistan in the 1940s. Chishtee has merged form and content as a 
critique, perhaps, of the violence embedded in the selection of Urdu 
as the official language of Pakistan.

New York artist Chitra Ganesh was represented by two 
large-scale drawings on paper of famous early twentieth-century 
actresses in India: Gopa in the Garden (2012) depicts the Anglo-
Indian Seeta Devi playing the role of Gopa, one of the wives of 
the Buddha, and Devika Rani (2012) portrays the eponymous 
actress as Savitri, the Hindu goddess who bargains with death to 
restore her husband’s life. Both are photorealistic and rendered 
so the actresses’ gazes confidently meet the viewer’s. The loose 
graphite powder Ganesh used to create the images, however, gives 
the figures’ agency a certain precariousness—a fitting choice, since 
the archival stills on which the works are based are from films by 
German filmmaker Franz Osten, who has been criticized for his 
primitivist and sexualized depiction of darker-skinned women. (It 
is worth noting here the ironic transnational nature of the forma-
tion of a national cinema.)

The photographs of the “Rumpty-Tumpty” series (1997/2017) 
by Kenyan-born, California-based artist Allan deSouza depict 
Donald Trump’s now-defunct Taj Mahal hotel in Atlantic City, 
New Jersey. However, the building does not immediately read as a 
simulacrum of Islamic architecture in South Asia, since the artist 
zooms in on details, such as onion domes, and gives only partial 
views. Not only place but also time is blurred. While the photos 
were taken two decades ago, the subject matter clearly resonates 
with aspects of the contemporary moment, in particular the xeno-
phobia of President Trump.

Several artists declined to participate in the show—pre-
sumably because they were concerned that the complexity 
of their works would be overshadowed by the focus on their 
backgrounds. The exhibition, though, pulled a sleight of hand 
in this regard: if viewers entered “Lucid Dreams” expecting a 
presentation highlighting the artists’ biographies, the diverse 
forms and materials on display ensured that the works could not 
be reduced to such details.

—Alpesh Kantilal Patel

Bernadette Mayer: 
Memory (detail), 
1971, 1,116 photos, 
3 by 5 inches each; 
at Canada. 

Allan deSouza: 
Rumpty-Tumpty 
Series #5, 
1997/2017, digital 
print from film, 
20 by 30 inches; in 
“Lucid Dreams and 
Distant Visions: 
South Asian Art in 
the Diaspora.” 
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