
Tyhurst, Rosa. “John Knight at Cabinet.” Contemporary Art Review Los Angeles, February 2023: 60-62.

G R E E N E  N A F TA L I

T 212.463.7770        508 WEST 26TH STREET GROUND & 8TH FLOORS NEW YORK NEW YORK 10001        WWW.GREENENAFTALIGALLERY.COM

60

the sculptures in Holding Water 
narrated Warr’s personal 
history, they did so in a manner 
equally resistant to clarity  
and discordant with linear time.

nothing is ever finished 
(2020) likewise scrambled 
disparate moments. As the 
central sculpture in the exhibi-
tion, it occupied a majority  
of the gallery’s girth and 
required viewers to navigate 
around it in wide, looping  
orbits. Welded on one end  
of its ancient I-beam base  
and plugged into a trail  
of discolored iPhone cables,  
a rusted steel bowl sat  
at hip level with a dull disc  
of cast paper set across its  
rim, obscuring all but a central 
hole. Leaning over to peer 
inside, I found a video. Its  
shimmery blue light danced 
like the surface of water.  
One shot panned across grey 
wreckage—likely from the  
fire in Warr’s father’s shop—
while, superimposed onto  
this footage, a green digital 
rendering of a cliff-face swirled 
on its side. I felt a kind of 
vertigo, becoming nauseated 
by the images as they panned 
and twisted, the rendering  
of the cliff circling like shit  
in the excruciatingly slow flush 
of an old toilet. Unable to 
watch any longer, I looked  
up to find a small, aerial  
model of the same cliff—the 
aforementioned Popotla—
looming on a nearby wall,  
its topography flanked by  
a deep blue epoxy ocean.  
In mild physical distress and 
recalling the near-death  
experience shared by the  
artist and his father, I sensed 
with treacherous clarity  
the expansiveness and total 
power of this ocean despite  
the miniature rendering.

Like a plumber (the artist  
is trained in this trade), Warr 
knows that, even when we seek 

to disappear the thing we no 
longer want among  
us, it doesn’t actually go away,  
and so the images continue  
to resurface. If we’re lucky, 
there’s a metabolic function  
to sifting through personal 
wreckage and, by extension, its 
attendant histories, as  
the artist has done here. In 
Holding Water, Warr restaged 
memories and transformed 
their material ephemera—
perhaps nonsensically,  
but that is beside the point.  
The exhibition seemed to assert 
that we make the work that we 
make in response to a bodily 
need to do so, not in service  
of the message it may produce.  
It is in this spirit of relentless 
return that Warr is moved  
to endlessly turn and fiddle 
with his materials, the embod-
ied approach of his practice 
permitting him to absorb 
something otherwise insoluble. 
As viewers, we’re left sorting 
the indigestible bolus, the 
fibrous remains cast out upon 
the wall—evidence of some-
thing, but void of a clear 
message or moral. Still, these 
relics of bodily sense- making 
grant us access to the digestive 
fire that has so transformed 
them. The nutritive force may 
be indeterminate, but its power 
is profound.

1. Chris Warr, “Tales and Tails: Story as 
Material,” abstract of thesis (University of 
California, Irvine, 2020), 16.
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In 2013, John Knight carefully 
removed the weather-beaten 
wooden cladding from the 
exterior walls of Galerie Neu, 
located within a hodgepodge 
former industrial building  
in Berlin due for demolition. 
The panels were then trans-
ported to the gallery’s new 
project space in an elegant 
nineteenth- century apartment 
building, where they hung  
like oversized wainscoting 
around the internal perimeter. 
Adjustments made them fit 
snugly around the door frames 
and windowsills—neat cutouts  
for the light switches and 
power outlets. With this 
deceivingly simple gesture, 
Knight drew attention  
to the sites and systems  
manifesting in the German 
capital at the time. The piece 
spoke to a rapidly changing 
city experiencing an influx  
of galleries, an exponential 
increase in housing prices,  
and changes to working  
conditions for artists.

Titled Bohemian Grove 
(2013), the artwork was 
recently in its fourth and final 
iteration at London’s Cabinet 
gallery. Much like a guest  
book, the installation is marked 
each time it’s displayed,  
simultaneously growing and 
diminishing with time. And  
as was the case with its first 
display, each space it’s shown 
in adds context to the work.  
In 2014, it was included  
in a group show at the blue-
chip Gladstone Gallery in New 
York, where further incisions 
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uninitiated. Because he 
predominantly works site- 
specifically, this context is  
no doubt important to Knight. 
His inferred critique of the 
gallery’s location might be 
found in the fact that his  
work is tricky to buy or sell, 
negating the “commercialized 
leisure” of the art market  
and suggesting a more 
complex conclusion.

Further insight can  
be offered by Knight’s title, 
Bohemian Grove, which  
references a 2,700-acre  
campground in the Californian 
redwoods where the highly 
secretive and powerful male-
only “Bohemian Club” meets 
annually. The gathering,  
which has been convening  
for over 150 years, is ostensibly 
an opportunity to “get back  
to nature,” yet it’s also purport-
 ed to be the location for  
high-level political decisions 
and business deals. With this 
detail, Knight offers his scant 
context: The gallery, the 
gardens, and the grove can  
all be read as environments  
for the bourgeois.

The art world, much  
like the grove and the limited- 
access pleasure gardens,  
is an exclusive realm, welcom-
ing of and accessible to few. 
Knight’s recent installation 
acts as a key to these broader 
ideas, as it has for each  
of its previous installments.  
By bringing something that 
was outside—and widely 
accessible to a public—inside, 
to be viewed by a more exclu-
sive and initiated audience,  
this work imbues waste mate-
rial with powerful and urgent 
dialogues that question the 
very systems that support it.

1. Danielle Thom, “Welcome to Vauxhall 
Pleasure Gardens,” Museum of London, 
last updated October 24, 2017, https://
www.museumoflondon.org.uk/discover/
vauxhall-pleasure-gardens.

he removed aluminum panels 
from the building’s exterior  
and installed them inside  
the building’s storefront-like 
windows. Grappling with  
the idea that the MCA’s grow-
ing art collection was largely 
out of view and inaccessible  
to the public, when Asher’s 
work wasn’t on display inside 
the museum, the panels were 
reinstalled on the exterior  
of the building. Paradoxically, 
the work’s public storage also 
subjected it to the elements 
outside, and thus, its slow 
decay. Alongside artists  
like Daniel Buren and Dan  
Graham, Asher and Knight 
were progeni tors of an  
ultra- conceptual movement  
in the late 1960s, following  
the Light and Space and mini-
malist movements, in which 
the art object itself started  
to become obsolete. These 
artists, and others, no longer 
required studios as sites of 
material production, empha-
sizing ideas over objects.  
Many took to addressing  
the ideologies of constructed 
spaces where they were  
invited to exhibit—institutional 
critique’s nascence.

Cabinet opened its new 
custom-built space in 2016 
after operating from a former  
office block in East London  
for a number of years. The  
idiosyncratic, freestanding, 
12-sided, five-story building is 
located on the former grounds 
of the Vauxhall Pleasure 
Gardens—an eighteenth- 
century outdoor entertainment 
space featuring what histori-
ans call “commercialized 
leisure.”¹ Places of dancing, 
eating, and drinking, these 
exclusive sites welcomed  
only certain clientele, as they 
required a paid ticket for entry. 
Built at Vauxhall’s original  
site, Cabinet’s space may feel 
equally as exclusive to the 

were made in the sheet mate-
rial and the gallery’s location 
within the former industrial 
zones of Chelsea was placed 
under scrutiny. In 2017,  
the work traveled to Belgium’s 
Museum Cultuur Strombeek 
Gent (the only time the  
work has been installed in  
a public institution), carrying 
the attendant context of the 
museum’s relationship to  
larger economic fluctuations.

For its final outing at 
Cabinet this fall, Bohemian 
Grove appeared in its  
most fragmented state yet.  
The panels were cracked  
and splintered at their  
extrem ities, battered not  
only from the Berlin weather 
but from the subsequent shifts 
in climate as they moved 
repeatedly from storage to 
transit to gallery. Punctured 
with specters of its previous 
displays (an outline in  
the shape of an upside-down 
envelope, where a gallery’s 
sign was once positioned,  
or the recognizable perimeter 
of a window trim), new  
cuts accommodated Cabinet’s 
antithetical touchscreen 
climate and window controls. 
Old cutouts left the gallery 
walls exposed, the bright  
white masonry dissociated 
with the tired brown and  
gray wood. Some parts of the 
wood were weathered and 
discolored; others cracked  
like bark on a tree, its surface 
shifting in a moiré pattern  
of decomposition.

Exhibited with few  
didactics, Knight’s work is 
sometimes criticized for being 
impenetrable. Yet the paucity 
of Bohemian Grove allows  
for context and broader  
ideas to shift into view. Slowly 
dematerializing each time  
it’s shown, it recalls Michael 
Asher’s 1979 intervention  
for the MCA Chicago, in which 
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John Knight, Bohemian Grove (installation views) (2022). 
Images courtesy of the artist and Cabinet, London. 

Photos: Mark Blower.
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John Knight, Bohemian Grove (installation views) (2022). 
Images courtesy of the artist and Cabinet, London. 

Photos: Mark Blower.


