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NEXT LEVEL FIGURE 11, 2014 WOOD, WIRE, ROPE, CLOTH, BELLS, ACRYLIC AND SPRAY PAINT SCULPTURE: 13 1/4 X 15 X 3 1/2 INCHES

INSTALLED ON METAL STAND: 58 1/2 X 15 X 5 INCHES

CULTURE & ARTS

Native American Folk Art Meets Punk In One Artist's
Search For Identity

Katsina dolls, dream catchers and graffiti, oh my.
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By Priscilla Frank

09/08/2015 09:12am EDT | Updated September 17, 2015

Traditionally, katsina dolls, essential to Hopi and Zuni Native

American traditions, serve as messengers between the earthly and

spiritual realms, often imparting moral lessons to young children.

Representing the spirits of deities, animals, natural growths and

deceased ancestors, the dolls are often made from cottonwood root,

featuring crescent-shaped mouths, beaks or snouts, as well as bird

wings, feathers, and animal horns.

Artist Brad Kahlhamer riffs of the katsina tradition with his wiry

assemblage sculptures, weaving the spirit of Native American folk art

through the impetuousness of abstract expressionism and the

rebellious fever of New York punk. The raggedy talismans, made

from canvas and nails and shirts and hair, resemble the abject

cousins of the traditional totems, not so much imparting moral

lessons but busking through gritty New York streets imparting

frenzied and sometimes wildly intuitive tidbits.

ADVERTISEMENT

Kahlhamer is Native American. However, he was adopted by a

German-American family in infancy and does not know his biological

parents nor his tribal affiliation. As such, his art is pumped with a

certain ravenous hunger, with multiple influences both cultural and

personal surgically attached at a quick pace.
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NEXT LEVEL FIGURE 12, 2014 WOOD, WIRE, ROPE, FEATHERS, CLOTH, BELLS, LEATHER, ACRYLIC AND SPRAY PAINT SCULPTURE: 17 X 13 X

6 1/2 INCHES INSTALLED ON METAL STAND: 48 1/2 X 13 X 6 1/2 INCHES

"I grew up in Tucson and at 14 moved with the family outside a small

Wisconsin town," Kahlhamer explained to The Huffington Post Arts. "I

had tremendous freedom as a kid. Lots of desert adventures -- a

childhood filled with only-come-home-when-hungry treks and nature

encounters in the Sonoran Desert. I think that instilled me with some

nomadic impulses. The Midwest was about personal growth,

developing my curiosities and early encounters with the 'other.'"

In 1982, Kahlhamer moved to New York City, specifically the Lower

East Side in the midst of its cultural rebirth. "I witnessed Glenn

Branca’s apocalyptic guitar symphony. I was also playing in a band --

I recall one gig at Danceteria that was on the same bill as the Cro-

mags’ beer-can-throwing crowd. At the time, I worked at Topps

chewing gum as an art director and met some of the underground

cartoon heavies. Art Spiegelman brought in the first copy of Raw, and

he showed the first chapters of Maus. I was attracted to the whole

movement’s sense of mission."

The raucous pace of 1980s New York is tangible in Kahlhamer's

sculptural works -- part subway graffiti, part performative nightlife,

part post-punk DIY. And a hefty dose of that New York transplant

angst, opting to search for a home and an identity somewhere

between the future and the past. A whimsical darkness runs

throughout. Holland Cotter described the vision as "morbid, death-

haunted, a circus risen from the grave."

"Native American history has long been central to my 'yonderings,'"

Kahlhamer continued. "By that I mean the treks and explorations I

take through urban street culture, music, cinema, Native American

art and the American West. The Arizona landscape of my childhood

was so powerful to me, as were the tribal objects that originated

there."
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Specifically, Kahlhamer was inspired by the Barry Goldwater

collection of katsina dolls at the Heard Museum, which he first visited

in the 1970s. "I’ve always marveled at the collection’s power and the

interconnectedness of its cosmology. It’s an entire universe." The

artist's "Bowery Nation," featuring over 100 figures, is an ode to this

obsession, as is his newest sculptural series, "Super Catcher," which

shifts from katsina dolls to dream catchers.

Aside from crafting sculptures, Kahlhamer also plays guitar, a

practice he sees as a natural extension of his visual work. "The

sounds I play are like the forms in my work -- skeletal, jangly, wirey,"

he said. "I prefer the raw and immediate. A music video I made, 'Dark

Hair,' has lyrics that have ended up in paintings.

"There’s a perpetual sonic loop between the painting studio and my

musical interests. This translates to writing, too. I recently wrote an

essay on the painter Fritz Scholder for the Denver Art Museum, and

approached the text with a songwriter’s attitude. I always travel with

a sketchbook so I can jam out visually in the same way I would with a

guitar. The sketches then live on as entries on my Instagram, which I

keep as visual diary. It’s all a lyrical loop."

There is a loop-like feel to Kahlhamer's entire handmade practice as

well; perhaps, that is, if loops could be jagged. Authentic obsessions,

whether artistic influences or personal quests, drive the time-

travelling sculptures with ferocious intensity. Traditional Native

American folk art is stitched together with a hint of Paul Klee's

diminutive monsters, a whiff of Jean-Michel Basquiat's calligraffiti,

some of Alexander Calder's delicate mobiles, a bit of Robert

Rauschenberg's scrap storytelling. It's a search for identity that

doesn't just look backwards, but forwards, sideways, inside, and

upside down as well.

http://www.heard.org/katsinadolls/faq.html
http://heard.org/
http://www.bradkahlhamer.net/music.html
http://denverartmuseum.org/article/press-release/denver-art-museum-debuts-super-indian-fritz-scholder-1967-1980-2015
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Next Level Figure 15, 2014 wood, wire, bells, leather, acrylic and spray paint sculpture: 21 x 8 1/4 x

8 1/2 inches installed on metal stand:53 1/2 x 8 1/4 x 8 1/2 inches
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Bowery Nation (installed at A Fistful of Feathers, Jack Shainman Gallery, October 18 â��
November 16, 2013), 1985-2012 Bowery Nation: construction made with wood, wire, rubber,

feathers, oil paint, acrylic paint, spray paint, cloth, string, rope, hair, leather, metal, pencil, bone,

clay, and sage Approximately 10 x 24 x 4 feet installed ©Brad Kahlhamer. Courtesy of the artist

and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.
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Next Level Figure 32, 2014 wood, wire, rope, fur, metal, mirror, acrylic and spray paint sculpture:

18 x 11 1/2 x 6 inches installed on metal stand: 58 1/2 x 11 1/2 x 6 inches

Bowery Nation (installed at A Fistful of Feathers, Jack Shainman Gallery, October 18 November

16, 2013), 1985-2012 Bowery Nation: construction made with wood, wire, rubber, feathers, oil

paint, acrylic paint, spray paint, cloth, string, rope, hair, leather, metal, pencil, bone, clay, and sage

Approximately 10 x 24 x 4 feet installed ©Brad Kahlhamer. Courtesy of the artist and Jack

Shainman Gallery, New York.
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Bowery Nation, 1985-2012 Bowery Nation: construction made with wood, wire, rubber, feathers,

oil paint, acrylic paint, spray paint, cloth, string, rope, hair, leather, metal, pencil, bone, clay, and

sage Approximately 10 x 24 x 4 feet installed Collection Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary,

Vienna. ©Brad Kahlhamer. Collection Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary, Vienna.
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Chandelier Nest, 2013 mixed media, wire, feathers, rope, cloth, and bells54 x 39 x 20 inches

(dimensions variable)
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44 Next Level Figures (installed at Fort Gotham Girls + Boys Club, Jack Shainman Gallery, March

28 – April 26, 2013), 2013 mixed media dimensions variable ©Brad Kahlhamer. Courtesy of the

artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.
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Also on HuffPost:

Chandelier Nest, 2013 mixed media, wire, feathers, rope, cloth, and bells 65 x 28 x 11 inches

(dimensions variable) Inventory #BRK13.015 ©Brad Kahlhamer. Courtesy of the artist and Jack

Shainman Gallery, New York.
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