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THIS PAST SUMMER, I spent a muggy morn-
ing with the artist Nayland Blake at their 
central Brooklyn apartment, where they’ve 
lived for the past 17 years. On their walls 
hung a few drawings by Tom of Finland, a 
graphic painting by Margaret Kilgallen, col-
umns of collectible baseball caps and several 
hooks for leather harnesses. Piles of books 
were stacked at eye level, while a collection 
of meerschaum and chillum pipes lay in a 
bowl on the mantel. Hidden below the art-
ist’s great beard, a bubblegum-pink shirt ad-
vertised a pigunicorn, with a smiley face for 
its snout. I flipped through several binders 
of Blake’s drawings, which, since 2015, have 
become a daily routine. Some are minimal 
sketches of orifices with protest signs stick-
ing out of them: ‘NO WRONG HOLE,’ reads 
one. Some depict decorative scenes and fluffy 
animals; others celebrate what sex and gen-

der might feel like. ‘Cunt Envy Is Real!’ reads 
the caption for one early drawing; ‘A Guy I 
Like to Fuck’ reads another, in which the art-
ist is portrayed naked, smoking a pipe and 
strapped to a corner. As Blake’s retrospective, 
‘No Wrong Holes’, was opening at the Insti-
tute of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, they 
spoke to me about the freedom granted by 
writing and drawing which, in their words, 
‘can transform and transmute bodies’ and 
‘means I get to have a cunt, too!’

Blake’s remarkable sculptures, videos, 
performances, drawings and writing revel 
in the infinite modes of communal pleasure 
and in the attendant transmutations of gen-
der that they allow. Furry costumes, mangled 
puppets, marionettes, leather restraints and 
other props populate the artist’s work, often 
taking the form of animals or animal-hy-
brids. For Blake, who is nonbinary and pan-



Kotecha, Shiv.   “Bear Hug.” Frieze, no. 208, January/February 2020, pp. 132–36. 

sexual, the child of a white mother and a black 
father, the practices initiated by queer subcul-
tural communities – such as kinky play and fur-
ry fandom – establish the foundations of an art 
that traverses possible constructions and recon-
structions of identity, both within and without 
the category of ‘human’. In relishing the forms 
a body might want to take – from a femme Bugs 
Bunny to the racially ambiguous Br’er Rabbit 
and a bloodless homunculus – Blake draws our 
attention to the ways in which commodities can 
be wrenched from the morass of our cultural de-
bris only to become, as the novelist Kathy Acker 
wrote in Low: Good and Evil in the Work of Nayland 
Blake (1990), ‘commodities unrelated to meaning. 
Commodities that, at best, pretend to mean.’

Acker reads Blake’s works as if they were de-
tached from normative modes of making mean-
ing and, instead, suspended in a nether, libidi-
nous region ‘between hysteria and restraint’. The 
operations of pleasure, both Acker and Blake 
recognize, do not always express themselves in 
terms we already know: a new vocabulary may 
need to be invented. Take Blake’s early sculpture 
Restraint Chair (1989), for instance. To a sleek 
Breuer chair – the classic coil with two taut piec-
es of black leather for one’s back and buttocks – 
Blake attaches extra leather restraints, presum-
ably to hold the sitter’s arms and legs. Rope hangs 
below the base of the chair for another user or 
play partner. Blake conflates Bauhaus minimal-
ism with restraint play, turning sleek modernist 
design into an erogenous zone of sexual enact-
ment. The work articulates their private prefer-
ences concerning sexual behaviour while also 
functioning within a porous public space – that 
of the gallery – as a realization of possibilities 
originally created within queer spaces. As Blake 
writes in a 1995 essay about Tom of Finland’s 
drawings of well-hung, half-naked men, these 
works provide ‘the props for the viewer to hang 
a fantasy on rather than a specific person for the 
viewer to be aroused by’.

Born in 1960 in New York, Blake attended 
Bard College before moving west, in 1982, to at-
tend California Institute of the Arts (CalArts) in 
Los Angeles, where they received their MFA. Af-
ter graduating in 1984, they moved to San Fran-
cisco, a city that promised a bounty of queer-
centric communities. They showed at, and 
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eventually curated exhibitions and worked as 
the programme coordinator for, New Lang-
ton Arts in the city’s SoMa district – then a 
sparsely populated but cruisey area where 
small galleries, like New Langton Arts, were 
neighbours with various kinky bars and clubs. 
Blake recalls seeing men ‘right outside the 
gallery window’ visiting The EndUp, a nearby 
leather bar, ‘where they’d pop the trunks of 
their cars and change out of business attire 
into leather gear’, harnessed or ball-gagged, 
ready to explore the night. Blake joined the 
more inclusive bear scene, which had broken 
off from the militant – and predominantly 
white – leather community to make room for 
the scruffier, hairier, bigger bodies that didn’t 
fit in. ‘I love those cultural moments’, the art-
ist told me, ‘where a group of people […] come 
to a definition of themselves and the things 
that they like doing.’ According to Blake, San 
Francisco was New York’s biggest blind spot 
in the early 1990s: the former’s art, literature 
and music scenes were, like the gay bars and 
clubs, scrappier and more hybridized, with-
out the visible definitions demanded by their 
respective markets. While the artist’s peers at 
CalArts stayed in Los Angeles or rushed to 
the east coast to hustle and sell work – or get 
lost in the process – Blake chose a place where 
they could fuck as well as ‘fuck up for a little 
while’, as they told me, ‘without too much 
scrutiny’.

Blake moved fluidly between these aes-
thetic scenes and the emergent leather, bear 
and BDSM communities; the artist’s sexual 
and social experiments became extensions 
of the ways they worked in the studio. The 
ritualistic forms of permission enacted within 
kinky bars – consent, for example, or reveal-
ing your HIV status – became conduits by 
which Blake could, in early performance and 
video works, explore the rhetoric of play that 
these communities engaged with in offering a 
safe place to express their fears and anxieties 
in the wake of the HIV/AIDS crisis. Negative 
Bunny (1994), for instance, is a 30-minute vid-
eo in which the artist ventriloquizes a plush 
red rabbit that manically repeats its nega-
tive HIV status, cajoling the viewer’s sexual 
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affections: ‘’Cus yea, why not, come on. I was 
just tested a little while ago, two or three hours 
ago, and they said I was negative, and I’ve got a 
note somewhere – I’ve got it written down that 
I’m negative – and I really, really feel like you 
should really face up to this, and let me, and 
why not? What the hell, it’ll be fun, because like 
I told you, I’m really good at it, and I’m negative, 
and I’m really negative. I’m really, really, really 
negative.’ Blake’s caricature, perverse and tragi-
comic, calls attention to the modes of refusal 
possible within a sexual encounter as well as to 
the false hegemonies that delimit the pleasure 
that can be had by non-white or not-muscular 
bodies, even within the space of queer sex and 
inclusion. The sculpture Hole Variations (1996) 
provides an antidote. It is comprised of a wood-
en slab set atop two emptied Hershey’s choco-
late syrup tins. Several holes are drilled through 
the wood and five black and brown abstract 
cloth figures, with one or two buttons for eyes, 
are squeezed through the holes and tucked in 
different positions – none of which is ‘wrong’.

This dynamic is, perhaps, most apparent in 
Gorge (1998) – an hour-long video and, through-
out the 1990s, a durational performance staged 
in various galleries – in which Blake, who is 
biracial but white-presenting, sits shirtless on 
a chair and omnivorously accepts whatever is 
given to him by a ‘feeder’, who is, in this case, a 
recognizably black man. (The performance is a 
visual play on Édouard Manet’s Olympia, 1863, 
in which a nude white woman reclines while 
a black servant hovers by her side, proffering a 
bouquet of flowers.) To each of the feeder’s of-
ferings in Gorge, Blake acquiesces: slices of piz-
za, tummy rubs, a sandwich popped into their 
mouth, a towel wiped across their beard, glasses 
of wine and milk. These actions incorporate the 
subcultural behaviours of ‘gaining and encour-
aging’ – a fetish community to which Blake and 
their fellow performer belonged. The video is 
tense, as the question of who’s on top – who has 
the power in the situation – keeps flipping back 
and forth. By presenting various modes of inter-
action, including some that carry potential risk, 
Blake’s performance gives both participants the 
chance to discover the limits of their engage-
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ment with one another, and raises questions about how 
both race and consent are enacted.

In the more recent video Stab (2013), Blake depicts the 
ambient ways in which queer friendships can enable both 
physical and psychological healing. Here, the camera fol-
lows the hands of the artist Liz Collins (whose practice at 
the time involved ‘knitting interventions’) as she repairs a 
sock monkey, an important memento of Blake’s relation-
ship with their former partner, Philip Horvitz, which had 
been mauled by Blake’s dog. Offscreen, Blake talks to Col-
lins and two lesbian friends about pets, queer coupledom 
and their shared interest in cult films. (They laugh about 
one movie in which a twink is, like the puppet, ‘fed to 
the dogs’.) It’s a sweet scene of repair, of re-memberance, 
which reveals how queer relations, like the scenes of sexu-
al play in Blake’s other works, are enabled by expressions 
of empathy and the mutual acknowledgement of trust.

For Crossing Object (inside Gnomen) (2017–18), performed 
as part of the exhibition ‘Trigger: Gender as a Tool and a 
Weapon’ at the New Museum in New York, Blake wore an 
animal-hybrid costume – part bear, part bison – of unfixed 
gender, and stood in the museum’s elevator. There, the art-
ist held out a tray of badges for visitors to whisper secrets 
into before pinning them to the creature’s fur. Then, once 
gallery-goers had given their permission, Blake would hug 
them. This is a work that speaks to its audience about sex 
and protection in a language all lovers would like to hear.

As with these video and performance works, Blake’s 
sculptures restage social and sexual situations familiar 
to the kink and BDSM communities, but often with their 
terms – and accoutrements – appearing only in scrambled 
quotation. In Dust (1987–ongoing), for instance, Blake rear-
ranged the letters of the name of an iconic San Francisco 
leather bar, The Stud, so that it read ‘Dust’ and hung it, 
as a flag, at a gallery just three blocks from the bar. By of-
fering a potential slippage – whereby the audience might 
see the artwork before encountering its real-world refer-
ent – Dust enables its viewers to engage with the world of 
the other without imposing a prescriptive reading. ‘The 
delayed reaction’, Blake told me, ‘is a thing that art can do 
really well, but we normally don’t let happen.’ A similar 
effect occurs in Flahp (1990), a neon sculpture that spells 
out the titular portmanteau in lowercase letters, conflating 
a sexual position (a ‘flip’) with a possible furry accoutre-
ment (a ‘flap’) and the quick, breathy utterance that might 
accompany penetration or flatulent release (‘ah’). By open-
ing up the word, Blake dissociates it from its purpose as 
a code or identifying marker and renders it – like a body 
– a composite of feelings, movements and daily functions. 
The slippage leads to something new.

Blake told me that their interests have returned lately 
to the comics and cartoons they grew up with – not only as 
images, but as stand-ins for their cultural and racial heri-
tages. They described becoming transfixed by the figure 
of the bunny and its various connotations within popular 
culture: specifically Uncle Remus’s Br’er Rabbit, a trickster 
character whose songs resemble racist minstrel songs and 
whose ‘tricks’ are rooted in folkloric tales from western 
Africa. Blake’s practice indulges in derivation and in the 
minute shifts of meaning that any one image can try on or 
dispose of. Upsetting received images of wholesomeness 
(the icons of our youth) by relocating them within the con-
texts of BDSM and kink, as well as within a history of racial 
caricature, Blake’s works prompt viewers to consider how 
desire is as tied to childhood experiences and to the opera-
tions of gender across racial divides as it is to the erotically 
charged present. The artist’s daily drawing practice has 
the gleeful abandon of a fan-fiction writer who – rather 
than contribute to the culture industry’s churning-out of 
character-themed commodities – enthusiastically creates 
artworks that can be shared with other fans and artists at 
themed conventions and on online forums.

Blake also teaches workshops within the kink commu-
nity: one on cigar and pipe play, one on using impact and 
one titled ‘The Artist’s Way to Designing Scenes’, which 
shows students how to set up an S&M scenario to facilitate 
both pleasure and safety. When I confessed that I was keen 
to engage in the kink and leather scenes, but had been hes-
itant due to attendant anxieties (my fursona being more 
sheep than bunny), Blake responded reassuringly: ‘You 
don’t have to overextend yourself, honey.’ They then gave 
me a whole set of protocols and resources that might help 
me figure out my own desires in arenas outside of the bar 
or club; I could go to a ‘munch’, for instance – a casual day-
time meet-up of kinky fellows, where I could explore my 
interests without the imperative to play. Blake’s penchant 
for interactivity is intrinsic to their exploration of under-
standing how a body feels in different circumstances – in 
costume or furs, tied up or strapped down with restraints 
that serve only to liberate our minds. ‘It’s more than okay,’ 
Blake assured me, ‘to make up your own fun.’
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The Briar 
and the Tar

Nayland Blake at the ICA LA 
and Matthew Marks Gallery

At either end of a stainless-steel  
industrial countertop are two sprays  
of white nylon on poles, hacked some-
where between a mop top and a Warhol 
wig. The table is stocked with three 
cardboard buckets of tar. Workstation 
(_baby, _baby) (2000) stands ready— 
for what, it’s unclear: either a backstage 
dance routine á la Britney Spears, or  
to concoct a monstrous asphalt  
doughboy. Either way, for your safety or 
your pleasure, a pair of leather cuffs 
hangs from a chain. 

Nayland Blake’s 30-year  
retrospective at the ICA LA, No Wrong 
Holes, bristles with suggestive work.  
The artist practices a found-object 
formalism of loops, collars, straps, and 
restraints; some sculptures demonstrate 
their potential uses on stuffed toys, 
while others imply that the viewer could 
be next. Some look ready to fit the body, 
others’ proportions (such as a series of 
long poles with cuffs, or a tabletop with 
a rod in its center) might require some 
contortions. The results aggressively 
obey the rules of contemporary art,  
the better to define their own freedom. 
This from a queer, mixed-race artist 
buoyed by the “identity art” of the 1990s, 
yet—as the present bounty of work 
makes clear—irreducible to any one 
moment or movement. Blake is known 
for their daring collapse of categories, 
often taking up the formal limits of both 
art (minimalism, appropriation) and 
society (repression, bigotry) in the same 
object. As a result, the petroleum  
acridity in their work is often sweetly 
masked and must be sussed out. 

The momentum of Blake’s formal-
ism is such that even decontextualized 
lists of their materials can seem 

portentous: “Sock monkey and wooden 
chair”; “Two stuffed bunnies, wood, 
leather, rope, plastic knife, birthday 
candles, and plastic bell”;  “Steel  
and gingerbread.” The east gallery  
at the ICA, in fact, features the scent 
emanating from the gingerbread  
shingles of a small cabin (Feeder 2, 1998), 
part Brothers Grimm, part Uncle Tom. 
(Part spiced molasses; part tar.) Blake’s 
work leverages its charged subtext,  
in which the pain of bondage simmers 
within the pleasures of BDSM, against 
its pinioning on the artworld floor  
and wall.

Just as important as their  
kineticism, though, is the sculptures’ 
inertia. Meaning arrives in bursts— 
a stuffed rabbit hanging from a plastic 
Christmas tree in Wrong Banyan (After P.) 
(2000), is obviously lynched—yet it is 
also viscous, like the six glass bottles  
of “Brer Rabbit” brand molasses 
harnessed together in Molasses Six Pack 
(1998). For most folks, that’s a lifetime 
supply—a grotesque amount of syrup. 
(That is, unless—like Blake—you  
need to bake enough gingerbread to 
shingle a small log cabin.) For most folks, 
too, the thick problematics of those six 
bottles will take a minute to pour out. 
Today, molasses conjures up those  
items printed on its label: pecan pie,  
a gingerbread man. Molasses also  
has a history as the sweetener of the 
poor. Further back, in more colonial 
times, molasses arrived in the United 
States from sugar plantations in the 
Caribbean; it still retains the bitterness 
of slave-grown commodities.

You may know the story of Br’er 
Rabbit—a cautionary tale brought to 
North America by enslaved Africans, 
racistly deformed into Uncle Remus, 
then bastardized by Walt Disney—about 
a wily hare who uses reverse psychology 
on his captors (a bear and a fox). He 
convinces them to throw him into the 
briar patch then breaks out laughing: 
the briar is his beloved birthplace. You 
may not remember how Br’er Rabbit got 
himself in a position to be tossed in the 
first place. The canny predators, Br’er 
Fox and Br’er Bear, construct a little 
black child out of tar (yes, it’s a racist 
story). When Br’er Rabbit, passing on  
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Nayland Blake, Vanity 1 (2019).  
Wood, steel, tin, plastic, Plexiglas, enamel paint, 

acrylic, and clay, 85.75 × 39 × 10 inches.  
© Nayland Blake. Image courtesy of the artist  

and Matthew Marks Gallery.
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Nayland Blake, Bottom Bunny (1994).  
© Nayland Blake. Courtesy of Matthew Marks 

Gallery. Gift to LACMA of Linda and Jerry Janger. 
Photo: © Museum Associates/LACMA.
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Above: Nayland Blake, Starting Over (video still) 
(2000). DVD video projection, 23 minutes.  

Image courtesy of the artist and Matthew Marks 
Gallery, New York.

Below: No Wrong Holes: Thirty Years  
of Nayland Blake (installation view) (2019).  
Image courtesy of the artist and ICA LA.  

Photo: Jeff McLane.
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the road, says “Howdy-do!,” the tar baby 
won’t reply. Br’er gets hopping mad, 
punches it, and gets stuck. 

Blake’s work falls somewhere 
between the tar baby and the briar 
patch. The artist approaches the struc-
tures of contemporary art with a gleeful, 
unbound quality, playful, and trickster-
ish—and they are equally willing to 
confront moral stickiness, at the risk of 
throwing the wrong punch. Restraint 
Shoes (1992) consists of five shiny, black, 
leather shoes chained to the wall at  
a single point: enough for permutations 
of two to five individuals. The shoes 
prompt images of how these figures, 
anchored together with only a little slack, 
would negotiate their footwear and,  
by extension, one another. Legs cross, 
bodies recline. It’s a little funny; a little 
sexy, and sinister; a little whatever the 
viewer brings. Like the rabbit in the 
bear’s clutches, Blake plays to survive. 
Installed beside the lynched, stuffed 
brown rabbit is a video, Gorge (1998), 
that depicts the white-passing artist 
being force-fed donuts and watermelon 
by a black-presenting lover/friend, while 
the bunny hop plays in the background.

Who is the rabbit, to Blake? They 
seem to have been working that out in  
a suite of six dozen drawings circa 2000, 
hung at the ICA in a handful of grids.  
In one, a thumbnail-sized rabbit is on  
fire. In another, a cottontail ass is below 
a sign that reads, “I have betrayed my 
race.” Race is a big reason for that 
bunny: Blake points to the stereotype—
pinned to Bugs and Br’er alike—that 
black men are flighty, anal, and sexually 
obsessed. This stereotype gets a maca-
bre, punny mascot in the video Negative 
Bunny (1994), in which a stuffed brown 
bunny tries to convince the viewer to 
sleep with them. Negative, because  
the bunny is HIV negative; negative, 
because the answer seems to be no.  

“Do I remind you of your father? Is that  
it? Well I’m not him,” the bunny prods. 
Having explored the rabbit as image,  
as lover, and as legacy, Blake themself 
puts on the skin. A number of hoods  
and full costumes at the ICA resemble 
bear-sized bunnies, like the raver gold 
Heavenly Bunny Suit (1994). In Costume 
#4 (Two Act Comedy) (1992) a pair of 

square nylon masks—one in white, one 
black—are linked together by an arc  
of chain weighted with a testicular pair  
of medieval clubs. The eye and mouth 
holes are the barest slits, stitched with 
thread, a hint of burning cross.

In their video Starting Over (2000), 
Blake takes on the rabbit image in a feat 
of endurance. The video begins with  
the artist on their back being tied into  
a pillowy white bunny suit. It is weighted 
with dry beans to equal the 146 pounds 
of Blake’s partner of many years. 
Once dressed and standing, the artist 
begins a rough, heavy clogging routine. 
A soundtrack of weary footsteps booms 
in the gallery. The suit’s weight becomes 
apparent as the performance drags  
on, and Blake grows visibly exhausted. 
Wrestling the rabbit, in more ways than 
one, Blake takes on pain for our pleasure. 
The rabbit suit, and the idea of rabbit, 
like the distinctly racialized subject, are 
treated like a debilitating armature 
daring to be performed. 

Blake does one better: they 
outperform. A concurrent exhibition at 
Matthew Marks Gallery compliments 
Blake’s retrospective with three recent 
bodies of work. A 2019 series of tall, thin 
assemblages combine cans, paint, new 
and old wood, and chains, in arrange-
ments reminiscent of the restraints of 
the 1990s. Like melted Gary Indiana  
plop art, drippy candles shaped like  
the letters L-O-V-E cover three low 
aluminum racks. But another, untitled 
series from the 2000s best sums up 
Blake’s attitude towards the restraints  
of the white wall, the buttoned-up  
kunsthalle- style contexts where his work 
appears: a row of small rectangles of 
acrylic, roughly and expressively drilled 
through with holes, laminated on top of 
mirrored acrylic and panel. Each piece 
hangs cheekily on a foot-long piece of 
wire, wrapped around a single screw. 
For such an expansive, dynamic artist, 
not afraid to show us tar babies, they’re 
sure comfortable in the briar patch.

Travis Diehl lives in Los Angeles. He is a 
recipient of the Creative Capital / Andy Warhol 
Foundation Arts Writers Grant (2013) and the 
Rabkin Prize in Visual Art Journalism (2018).
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Nayland Blake, Untitled (2007).  
Plexiglas with mirror coated Plexiglas paper, 

mounted on panel and wire, 14 × 11 inches.  
Image courtesy of the artist and  

Matthew Marks Gallery.
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Stromberg, Matt. “Nayland Blake Welcomes You Into Their Mess, Funny, and Tragic World.” Hyperallergic, October 22, 2019.

LOS ANGELES — “What does it mean to try to make work that has space for other people 

in it?” Nayland Blake asked recently during the installation of the current retrospective No 

Wrong Holes: Thirty Years of Nayland Blake at the Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA), Los 

Angeles. Blake has eschewed easy categorization throughout their career (Blake uses gender 

neutral pronouns), incorporating motifs from the BDSM scene, medical equipment, pop music, 
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food, and stuffed animals to investigate race, sexuality, and gender. One through-line across 

their sculptures, videos, and performances is the invitation to participate, either literally or 

figuratively. In some works, this takes a playful tone, but sometimes, often in the same work, 

there is a more foreboding quality.

Take, for instance, “Feeder 2” (1998), a life-size gingerbread house whose appetizing aroma 

fills the ICA’s galleries. It recalls warm childhood rituals of baking with family, but has a 

darker connotation as the cottage of the carnivorous witch in the Hansel and Gretel fairytale. 

According to the story, the children came upon the gingerbread house in the woods and started 

eating its roof, only to be enslaved by the witch. When “Feeder 2” was shown at the Tang 

Teaching Museum in upstate New York, audience members were so enticed by the work that 

they surreptitiously nibbled bits of the walls. (Blake says it is edible, but probably not very tasty 

due to the structural material.)
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“My work is always about people being able to sort of mentally try it on, mentally get inside 

the suit, or to see the effort of me trying to learn this dance, or to think about eating food,” they 

said.

One work that the audience is actually supposed to touch is “Ruins of Sensibility” (1972–2002), 

a DJ setup with hundreds of records from Blake’s personal collection. Interested parties can 

sign up for DJ slots each day that the exhibition is open, selecting from Blake’s eclectic archive 
featuring avant-jazz legend Anthony 

Braxton, all-female rock group the 

Shaggs, punk pioneer Iggy Pop, and 

much more. A painting in the style of 

Jackson Pollock that Blake says they 

painted at the age of four with their 

father hangs above the record stacks, a 

stand-in for the artist watching over the 

proceedings.

“To create a kind of play space for 

somebody else is to me the best way for 

that project to live,” they said. “I think 

that there’s something powerful when 

it’s running and you realize that you’re 

providing the soundtrack for other 

people’s experience in a museum.”

Blake was born in 1960 and raised on 

Manhattan’s upper West Side, the son of 

an African American father and white 

mother. They attended Bard College 

(where they are now the chair of the 

ICP-Bard MFA program) before heading West to get their MFA at CalArts just outside of Los 

Angeles. The move would knock Blake out of their comfort zone. “I had figured out a way to 

be charming and successful at Bard, and CalArts made me realize that there’s larger stakes than 

that,” they recalled.

After graduating in 1984, Blake chose to move to San Francisco rather than follow most of their 
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classmates to the artistic center of New York or then-emergent Los Angeles. (“I don’t drive 

so staying in LA wasn’t really viable,” they joked.) “San Francisco was at that time not really 

looked at by the mainstream art world and it was also the queer capital,” they said. “I was 

fortunate enough to be part of an influx of people into the Bay Area who basically didn’t know 

what the rules were for how you were supposed to conduct yourself, and so we were able to 

make up a whole bunch of stuff and entertain ourselves.

“I always want artists to know that there are other possibilities, and that you can really make 

your own path. It’s important to have time where you can screw around and people are not 

paying attention to it.”

Blake landed in San Francisco during the height of the AIDS crisis and their work reflected 

the reality of a community under siege. One of the first works in the ICA LA show is a flag 

bearing the word “DUST,” using the same font as the logo of the popular San Francisco gay 

bar, the Stud. Blake rearranged the letters, turning a term of sexual bravado into a reminder of 

mortality.
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Blake’s other works from the 1980s resemble medical devices, or instruments of confinement, 

torture, or BDSM play. The body is absent but implied, the viewer meant to imagine themselves 

in various physical situations.
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In one work, a stainless steel table holds cartons of tar, mops, and a basin, as a chain with 

restraints hangs from above, a pristine kit for the brutal punishment of tarring and feathering. 

“Which one are you?” the work seems to ask us, “the one in shackles, or the one committing 

torture?”

Around the time that Blake moved back to New York in 1996, they began to focus more intently 

on race and on the notion of “passing” that they experience as a light-skinned, biracial person. 

A turning point was their inclusion in the Black Male exhibition at the Whitney in 1994, curated 

by Thelma Golden. “That was one of the most important moments of my career, because I had 

not been visible to the art world,” they recall, “like people didn’t get that I was Black until 

Thelma put me in that show.”

No Wrong Holes is filled with costumes, avatars, and disguises that serve both as symbols of 

individual expression, but also socially constructed identities. “There are toys and costumes 

that are about the relationship between one’s appearance or presentation and then one’s lived 

experience or how one experiences systems like racism or homophobia or misogyny.”
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A prominent alter-ego for Blake is the rabbit, a playful trickster that has roots in African folk 

tales as well as racist connotations from American popular culture. In the video “Starting Over” 

(2000), Blake wears a ridiculously oversized bunny suit weighing 146 pounds — the weight 

of their partner at the time, Philip Horvitz. As they perform simple dance moves dictated 

by Horvitz offscreen, they become increasingly exhausted, finally collapsing. The video is a 

humorous yet disturbing meditation on the challenges of relationships.

Next to the video stands the “Gnomen,” a bear-bison hybrid costume that Blake calls their 

“fursona,” a reference to furry culture 

which Blake is involved in. (“It’s one 

thing to talk about your stuffed animal, 

but what does it mean to be somebody 

else’s stuffed animal?” they asked.) 

During the recent New Museum group 

show Trigger, they wore the outfit in the 

museum’s lobby, soliciting secrets from 

visitors.

Blake had early success with their 

inclusion in the 1991 Whitney Biennial 

and the Black Male show in 1994, but No 

Wrong Holes is significantly Blake’s most 

comprehensive survey, and their first 

institutional show in Los Angeles. Blake 

is the first to admit that their refusal to 

stick to one aesthetic path has made it 

harder to gain mass appeal with curators 

and collectors. “Why not try to make 

every sort of thing in every sort of way if 

I had the chance?” they asked. “I knew 

in some ways from the beginning that that was going to narrow the audience for what I do.”

Despite the challenges that Blake’s work may present in the art market, they just had a show 

of recent work at Matthew Marks Gallery in West Hollywood cheekily titled Nayland Blake’s 

Opening, featuring recent assemblages, bondage-inspired sculptures, and candles that spell out 

LOVE — a timeless affirmation expressed through a cheap novelty item intended to fade into 

smoke. Although Matthew Marks may have a high-powered gallery today, when Blake began 
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showing with him in 1992, he didn’t even have a space yet. “It’s kind of funny to see what it has 

grown into, right?” they laugh.

As playful as No Wrong Holes is, there is a darkness, a sense of danger, of loss, of history, both 

personal and political. The power of Blake’s work is in welcoming visitors into that messy, 

complicated, funny, tragic world. As in “Feeder 2,” there is a sweetness coupled with menace. 

Blake’s work is not simply provocative, but an honest reflection of their lived experience. As 

they put it, “to me the process of making work is about me trying to externalize my internal 

stuff as it is.”
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No Wrong Holes: Thirty Years of Nayland Blake continues at the Institute for Contemporary Art, 

Los Angeles (1717 E 7th St, Downtown, Los Angeles) through January 26, 2020.
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Romack, Coco. “An Artist’s Personal Museum in Brooklyn.” T: The New York Times Style Magazine, October 14, 2019.

When Nayland Blake’s ever-expanding vinyl collection threatened to take over their railroad-

style one-bedroom apartment in the Flatbush neighborhood of Brooklyn, the artist and 

educator, who uses “they” and “them” pronouns, transformed the 2,500 or so records into an 

immersive installation. Blake, whose work explores the fluidity of race and gender, has long 

been an accumulator as much as a creator. The resulting multimedia assemblage, “Ruins of a 

Sensibility 1972-2002,” is currently installed at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles 

within the exhibition “No Wrong Holes,” the largest survey of the artist’s three-decade career 

to date, where it functions as an interactive self-portrait of sorts. There is a D.J. booth where 

visitors can sign up to play records from the collection, including rare albums from the likes of 

the Afrofuturist Sun Ra Arkestra.

Blake, 59, is a self-professed “borderline hoarder,” whose penchant for holding onto things 

(tobacco pipes, a dog-chewed postcard from John Waters) has become a curatorial exercise 

unto itself. “There’s a particular way that culture is articulated in museums and galleries,” Blake 

says, “but then there’s another way that we all experience it through the stuff that we put in our 

houses.” It’s no surprise, then, that Blake’s 1,100-square-foot home, where they have lived for 

the past 17 years, is crammed floor-to-ceiling with kitschy novelties and personal totems. The 

native New Yorker has been represented by Matthew Marks Gallery since 1993, and their career 

is marked by sexually charged sculptures featuring stuffed animals; life-size edible gingerbread 
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house assemblages; and visceral, durational performances that draw upon the visual language of 

kink, which Blake uses as a tool to meditate on the complex nature of queer and racial identities. 

“I look at the things that I do in a kink context with other people as being as much my art as the 

thing that gets shown in a gallery,” Blake says. “The aim, for me, is the same in both — to be able 

to come to some sort of self-understanding.”

Throughout the apartment, bunny figurines of varying materials, some made by Blake and 

others gifts, echo the animal’s recurring appearance in the artist’s work. (In the video piece 

“Starting Over,” for example, Blake tap dances inside a 146-pound bean-filled rabbit suit until 

they collapse from exhaustion.) Atop their bed, which sits just inches from the drafting table, 

rests a crocheted re-creation of Gnomen, the gender-transcendent bear-bison “fursona” (as 

human-animal avatars are known in the furry fandom subculture) that Blake once dressed as to 

greet visitors at the New Museum in New York. Throughout their work, Blake evokes a sense of 

fantasy and play through transformative costuming, and among the treasures in their makeshift 

walk-in closet — an entire curtained-off room in the center of the apartment — are a candy-hued 

stack of trucker hats, a knot of studded belts, ball-gags and leather floggers and a PVC raincoat 

with a hood shaped like a pig’s head from the Belgian designer Walter Van Beirendonck’s fall 

2018 collection.
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Video can be viewed here.

Just off Blake’s living room, through a doorway festooned with a garland of multicolor pipe 

cleaners made at one of their craft parties, is their archive, a library jammed with old journals 

and art books. “A lot of what I have in my house is work that friends of mine have made that 

we’ve sort of traded for,” Blake says, noting that collecting, for them, particularly as a queer 

person who lived through the AIDS crisis, is “an act of love” — and of preservation. “How is 

this stuff going to perpetuate itself? How are we going to bring these things forward? It doesn’t 

function online. You have to hold things.” Highlights of their art collection include a portrait in 

nail polish by Jerome Caja, a painter and performer known for using materials such as eyeliner 

and human ashes, and a photogram from the graphic artist Rex Ray, which juxtaposes an ivory 

bust with a butt plug. Navigating Blake’s apartment feels, at times, akin to interacting with 

one of their immersive sculptures: When viewed as a whole, the home becomes a monument. 

“The only way that queer or marginalized cultures survive is through somebody loving them 

and somebody acting as the curator of their own museum,” Blake says. “That kind of intimate 

culture is just as valid as the high cultures that museums often traffic.”

“Nayland Blake’s Opening” is on view through Oct. 19 at Matthew Marks, Los Angeles, 1062 

North Orange Grove, matthewmarks.com. “No Wrong Holes: Thirty Years of Nayland Blake” 

is on view through Jan. 26, 2020, at the Institute of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, 1717 East 

7th Street, theicala.org.

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/14/t-magazine/nayland-blake.html
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Artist Nayland Blake’s “Feeder 2” (1998), a sculpture made out of  gingerbread, is on exhibit at the ICA LA.(Mel Melcon / Los Angeles Times)

Playful works imbued with darkness, kink and sugary baking scents are part of Nayland Blake’s 
30-year retrospective “No Wrong Holes” at ICA LA.

You smell it before you see it.

A waft of butter. The sharp snap of ginger. Soon you realize you’re inhaling the earthy sweetness of 
gingerbread. But you are not in a bakery. You are in the middle of the Institute of Contemporary Art, 
Los Angeles — standing before a massive gingerbread house by artist Nayland Blake.

The piece, from 1988, is titled “Feeder 2” and was inspired by “Hansel and Gretel,” the Brothers 
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Artist Nayland Blake stands before the 2017 sculpture “Crossing Object (Inside Gnomen)” at the ICA LA.(Mel Melcon / Los Angeles Times)

Grimm fairytale about a pair of siblings who are lured into a tasty gingerbread cottage only to find 
that it’s a trap set by a cannibalistic witch. Like the story, this adult-sized gingerbread house, which 
checks in at a height of 7 feet, seduces with its scent and its proportions. But linger too long in its 
vicinity and the sweetness can begin to overwhelm.

“It’s about what happens when you get exactly what you want,” says Blake, who on this warm 
Thursday afternoon is accessorized with a doughnut headband and a T-shirt that reads “Daddy 
Against Patriarchy.” The New York-based artist (who uses nonbinary gender pronouns) navigates 
around half-opened crates at the ICA LA as they prep for their most comprehensive career 
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“Ibedji (Quick),” 1996-97, by Nayland Blake. (Nayland Blake / Matthew Marks Gallery)

retrospective to date, “No Wrong Holes: Thirty Years of Nayland Blake.”

“You can’t spend a lot of time inside of it really,” says Blake of the gingerbread installation. “It’s 
really intense, the butteriness.”

They originally made the sculpture on a lark, a one-off to be shown at Matthew Marks Gallery in 
New York in the late 1990s, the commercial gallery that has represented them since 1992.

“It was never going to sell,” Blake thought. Yet it ended up becoming a signature piece. (In fact, it 
was shown at the Hammer Museum in 2014.)

Blake does not regularly make architectural installations out of baked goods, but with its overtones 
of temptation, surrender and foreboding, it touches on themes regularly explored in the artist’s 
multifarious work.

Over a career that dates to the 1980s, including formative years in San Francisco and Los Angeles, 
the influential artist, curator and teacher (Blake chairs a joint master’s program run by Bard College 
and the International Center of Photography in New York) has become known for visceral works. 
These include performance, but also sculpture and assemblage that take everyday objects — shoes, 
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toys, record albums, bondage gear — and uses them to pick apart social categories such as gender, 
race, queer sexuality and the fraught points at which they can meet.

A sculpture in the retrospective titled “Ibedji (Quick),” from 1996-97, for example, synthesizes 
a number of the artist’s concerns in a single glass case. The assemblage references the ibeji of 
Yoruban culture (carved effigies of twins) — in this case expressed as a pair of matching Nesquik 
bunny bottles. Buttons reading “Master” and “Boss” are also included, objects acquired through the 
artist’s involvement in fetish and BDSM (bondage and discipline, dominance and submission and 
sadomasochism) scenes, and words that echo the argot of slavery.

“Ibedji (Quick)” conjures the complexities of Blake’s hybrid status: queer and mixed-race, the fair-
skinned child of a white mother and black father who is frequently confused for white. Of the piece, 
Blake says, “I was thinking about being the inheritor of two traditions.”

Like the artist’s larger body of work, the piece tackles difficult ideas with mordant humor and the 
detritus of everyday life. The modestly scaled piece is a portable altar of sorts, with cork, cigars and 
beads — a ritual ceremony-to-go. At its heart are the Nesquick bunny bottles: one chocolate brown, 
the other strawberry red.

Jamillah James, curator of the exhibition, says that Blake, throughout their career, has taken difficult 
topics such as “racial relations and the history of racial terror” and found ways “to undercut that 
with an incredible sense of humor and playfulness.”

In conceiving the retrospective, this was something James sought to highlight.

“The way we thought about it is the idea of play and the way that play can be articulated in different 
ways,” she says. “Play with dolls, but also intimate play, things that are suggested to the viewer, 
imagining oneself in one of those contraptions that Nayland has made.”

The artist has made frequent use of bondage play in their work, including latex masks, cuffs and 
restraints. These are objects that address sexuality, but also connect with larger issues of literal 
human bondage.

“What does it mean,” Blake says, “for a descendant of slaves to be interested in imagery of chains 
and shackles?”

When installed in pristine, white-box spaces, the works also read as biting critiques of Modern and 
Minimalist cool — Dan Flavin or Donald Judd through the lens of spanking.

There are cuddlier elements, too: dolls and plush toys, particularly rabbits, an animal that embodies 
elements of cunning, heightened sexuality, and gender play. Bugs Bunny, after all, was famous for 
cross dressing.

Perhaps most poignant is the video piece “Starting Over,” from 2000, which shows the artist in a 
massive bunny costume that has been stuffed with 140 pounds of dried beans — the weight of 
Blake’s partner, Phillip Horvitz at the time. (Horvitz, a performance artist, died in 2005.)
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“Kit No.7 (Flush),” 1990, a sculpture by Nayland Blake that draws from fetish culture.
(Collection of  Doug McLemont and Eric Bryant)

In this cumbersome ensemble, Blake proceeds to execute a series of dance moves at Horvitz’s 
command. It is as a reflection on coupledom, dominance and struggle — all in a dancing bunny.

“I like the idea of it being kind of pathetic,” they say. “I like the idea of it being disarming.”

Blake was born in New York in 1960, partly through the vagaries of fate. Their parents were from 
New Bedford, Mass., but moved to New York City.

“When a twenty-something black man got an 18-year-old white high school student pregnant, their 
families kicked them out,” says Blake, noting that this was an era in which interracial marriage was 
still illegal in numerous states. “They basically ran away to New York.”

New York ultimately supplied some of the artist’s most formative experiences: gazing at the 
dioramas at the American Museum of Natural History, going to the 1964 World’s Fair and standing 
over the Panorama of the City of New York, a sprawling 3D model of the city that renders all five 
boroughs at 1:1200 scale. (It’s now on long-term view at the Queens Museum.)
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A video still from “Starting Over,” 2000, by Nayland Blake. (Nayland Blake / Matthew Marks Gallery)

The artist loved the idea of these invented worlds.

“The idea that I could project myself into those spaces,” they say, “that same kind of space as a 
Joseph Cornell diorama, that I could escape into there.”

Blake came of age in Manhattan in the 1970s. This was a time when swaths of the city were 
going up in flames and President Ford was refusing a federal bailout of the nearly bankrupt city, 
generating headlines such as the infamous “Ford to City: Drop Dead.”

“The thing that was amazing about New York in the ‘70s is that no one wanted it,” they say. “So there 
was this possibility of making stuff out of it.”

In high school, Blake fell in with a group of “art nerds,” attending Fluxus events and happenings 
staged by the likes of Charlotte Moorman, the avant-garde cellist who was once arrested for playing 
topless.

“The art world I grew up seeing was not one where anyone was making money or even necessarily 
having careers,” says Blake. “That was super important.”

A devotee of film (they were a regular at the Anthology Film Archives, which specializes in 
experimental work), Blake decided to study cinema when they were accepted to Bard College. 
But they ultimately shifted to sculpture under the influence of artists such as Jonathan Borofsky 
(of the famous “Ballerina Clown” sculpture in Venice and “Molecule Man” in downtown L.A.) and 
exhibitions such as “Times Square Show,” the immersive contemporary art show staged by the 
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Nayland Blake peers through the window of  their gingerbread sculpture “Feeder 2,” 1998.(Mel Melcon / Los Angeles Times)

group Colab in 1980.

“That diorama I’m fascinated being inside? I could do that,” Blake says. “The only name I could give 
to that was sculpture.”

After Bard, they moved to Los Angeles to complete their master’s in fine arts at CalArts. (They 
received their degree in 1984.) But the school, segments of which could be doctrinaire, wasn’t a 
great fit.

“A visiting artist would come and it would be blood sport to see who could be the first person to ask 
the first question that stumped the person,” Blake recalls. “It was a critical pile-on that was theory-
based, and it was very pessimistic about the act of art making.”

The school, however, “did knock me off of presuppositions ... that’s a really valuable experience,” 
they add. It also put Blake in a cohort that included artists who were also toying with themes of 
gender and identity, such as L.A. painter Judie Bamber and performance artist Guillermo Gómez-
Peña.

It was Blake’s move to San Francisco in 1984, however, that changed everything.

“It was the gay capital,” they say. “And also this place that was off the radar of the serious art world 
at the time.”

A place that, like the New York of the 1970s, was rife with possibility: “A whole generation of people 
arrived there and we didn’t have an understanding of why we couldn’t do what we were doing, so 
we just did it.”
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“Ruins of  a Sensibility,” 1972-2002, by Nayland Blake, is an interactive DJ station.(Nayland Blake / Matthew Marks Gallery)

Blake found their voice in San Francisco and became known not only as an artist but a curator. 
Along with Lawrence Rinder, Blake organized the ground-breaking show “In a Different Light,” 
which explored LGBTQ experience in 20th century art.

Blake’s own work was inspired by important Bay Area conceptualists such as David Ireland and 
William T. Wiley, whose “hippie funkiness” bore none of the austerity of East Coast minimalism and 
conceptualism.

“It was messy and inelegant for people to look at,” says Blake. “That seemed interesting to me.”

In that period, the artist became known for pushing art in San Francisco in new directions. They 
incorporated gay porn and fetish objects into assemblages and installations, which referenced 
queer identity, BDSM and San Francisco’s leather daddy scene.

One work from the early ‘90s assembles musical album covers that show the ways in which popular 
singers have toyed with gender, such as Lou Reed’s 1972 album “Transformer,” which showed a 
man in both macho and feminine poses and dress.

“I was thinking about that kind of gender performance,” says Blake. “This catalog of sexuality.”
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“Untitled,” 1997, a drawing by Nayland Blake. (Nayland Blake / Matthew Marks Gallery)

These explorations invariably bumped into the issue of race.

“When I was first around gay men in New York, they would use terms like ‘coal digger,’” the artist 
recalls. “If you were a white guy into a black guy, you were a ‘coal digger.’ ... This casual racism 
around, particularly black men, was matched by misogyny.”

Blake’s fair skin has made the artist privy to the things people say when they think a black person 
isn’t in the room — and how to confront those moments. “For me to be like, well, you’re in the room 
with a black man,” they say. “The incredulity that I would get from people.”

Themes of race and racism are perhaps most potently sardonic in Blake’s drawings, which they 
began to produce in greater volumes after moving back to New York City in 1996.

Their imagery includes charged symbols such as chains and nooses, but also cartoonish figures 
evocative of Brer Rabbit (a folk tale inspired by African folklore) and Krazy Kat, the early 20th 
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“Untitled,” 2005, a graphite drawing by Nayland Blake.(Nayland Blake / Matthew Marks Gallery)

century comic created by George Herriman, a cartoonist of mixed race who passed for white.

The range of subjects that Blake has addressed in their work, and the range of materials they have 
occupied, has made it difficult for them to occupy a tidy niche in the art world.

“The art world has very little patience or ability to deal with hybridity, to deal with these things 

across bandwidth,” Blake says. “It likes to file people in one location.”

But the retrospective at the ICA LA has gathered all of the artist’s concerns under a single roof.

James says they have produced work “in such an elegant way, and in a darkly comic way.”

To see their life’s work in a single space, “it’s really moving,” Blake says. “It was all this stuff that I 
made relatively quickly. It’s interesting to see it turned into history.”
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