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Jo Baer can be provocative, but the effect is never for the sake of mere 
provocation—without fear or apology, the artist says what she thinks. 
For example, in a 1967 letter to the editor of this magazine, she faults 
Donald Judd and Robert Morris for their high-stakes rejection of her 
preferred medium—painting—which the duo called “antique” for its 
implicit illusionism. In the final line of her communiqué, she writes, 
“An ‘inescapable’ delusion moves the above critics. It is objectionable,” 
her last word a cutting pun on Judd’s 1965 essay “Specific Objects.” 
Baer’s 2010 book, Broadsides & Belles Lettres: Selected Writings and 
Interviews 1965–2010, further showcases the vivacity of her thinking. 
In a 2003 conversation with historian Judith Stein, the artist sounds off 
on always speaking her mind: “It’s the only way to be, if you’re female. 
You don’t get anywhere otherwise.” While the art world struggles to 
reinvent and reawaken itself, Baer, with her resilience and perseverance, 
especially as an outlier within Minimalism, yet again provides a beacon 
of hope. This attitude was crystal clear in a two-part presentation at 
Pace spanning six decades of the artist’s work.

“Jo Baer: The Risen” featured five fresh hard-edge canvases modeled 
on compositions she made after arriving in New York from Los Angeles 
in 1960. She destroyed the originals, but luckily not before some pho-
tographs were taken of her posing alongside them. Baer’s renewed 
interest in these works prompted her to remake them in 2019 from the 
pictures. For me, the most important aspect of this gorgeously installed 
grouping was the way a piece such as The Risen (Wink), 1960–61/ 
2019, creates a throughline to her subsequent and probably best-
known abstractions, the tripartite Primary Light Group: Red, Green, 
Blue, 1964–65, a subtle investigation into perception and opticality via 
the Mach band effect. Today, the pallid centers of these paintings, 

framed by bold black lines rimmed with thin strips of color, prompt a 
timely meditation on “whiteness” and its long and problematic entan-
glement with art history.

The other exhibition, “Jo Baer: Originals,” spanned the mid-’70s to 
now and followed the artist’s rejection of Minimalism in favor of 
“radical figuration” (as she termed the use of image fragments) after 
she permanently emigrated from the United States to Europe on the 
heels of her 1975 survey at the Whitney Museum of American Art. (As 
she told Stein, “I didn’t like the pressures of New York. People want 
you to keep doing exactly what you’ve already done, because it makes 
money.”) Here pinned directly on the wall, these unstretched canvases 
have always seemed to me vintage Baer, particularly the earliest pieces, 
showing an artist doing exactly as she wished, changing her style to suit 
her own needs and no one else’s. The show featured the series infor-
mally known as “The Giants,” 2009–13, which I thought at the time 
of its making would be Baer’s swan song but thankfully was not. It is 
based on a group of otherworldly Neolithic standing stones in rural 
Ireland—where she lived before permanently landing in Amsterdam—
and corroborates the continuing significance of her liberating exodus 
from Manhattan and from Minimalism.

Most exciting of all the works on view were Moonstruck Armaged-
don (Meditation, on Predators and Prey), 2019–20, and Snow-Laden 
Primeval (Meditations, on Log Phase and Decline Rampant with 
Flatulent Cows and Carbon Cars), 2020. In the latter, a pocket-size 
woman genuflects with arms open under craggy cliffs and a waterfall. 
Adjacent to the figure are selected lines from the last chorus of Percy 
Bysshe Shelley’s verse drama Hellas (1822): “The world’s great age 
begins anew. . . . The earth doth like a snake renew.” Baer’s parable-like 
commentary on climate change—a theme not an uncommon in her 
output of the past few decades—again underlines the liveliness of her 
fecund mind at ninety-one and her resistance to imaging destruction as 
yet another elegy for the planet. I saw the tiny figure as a self-portrait 
of Baer, forever tough and untiring, right at the edge of the infinite. 

—Lauren O’Neill-Butler

Luigi Ghirri
MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY

Among the millions of lives changed upon seeing astronaut William 
Anders’s 1968 Earthrise image was that of a young Italian land sur-
veyor. “It was a picture of the world, and it contained all the pictures 
in the world at the same time,” Luigi Ghirri (1943–1992) later 
recalled of the photograph, taken on Christmas Eve from Apollo 8. 
Ghirri began his career as a photographer and photography critic 
shortly after this moment, alongside (though apart from) a cohort of 
Americans in the 1970s—William Eggleston, Richard Misrach, and 
Stephen Shore among them—who squired the unseemly, commercially 
tainted medium of color film into the palace of fine art. Like them, 
Ghirri tended toward unsensational subjects, in his case the empty 
landscapes and buildings, washed in a subdued palette, of his home 
province of Reggio Emilia. Ghirri is often called a nostalgist, but he 
deployed his nostalgia trenchantly, using amateur aesthetics to ask how 
images might estrange us from, or perhaps return us to, the world and 
to ourselves.

That question lingered throughout “The Idea of Building,” an exhi-
bition of Ghirri’s photos curated by American abstract painter Matt 
Connors at Matthew Marks Gallery. The show focused on the artist’s 
tendency to “conflate and confuse the physical world with the world 
of the image,” per the press release. The show commenced with the 
spectral Modena, 1979, a snapshot of anonymous hands assembling 
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or perhaps dismantling an ambrotype—a photograph made via an 
obsolete method in which a positive image on glass is placed against 
a black background—featuring a couple and their infant child. A rect-
angular velvety void is partially inserted into the frame, rendering the 
portrait only half visible. Elsewhere, we saw a postcard of a sunset 
taped onto a picture of another sunset, a thicket of music stands in a 
deserted piazza, two beds with opulently illustrated footboards, a 
bowler hat resting on the smooth, dusty surface of a nineteenth-century 
painting, and a mise en abyme of infinite archways. Like photographers 
Berenice Abbott and Manuel Álvarez Bravo, Ghirri scrutinized his envi-
rons through a documentary and Surrealist eye, locating in everyday 
illusionism metaphors for the peeling and heavily touristed (if only by 
oneself) construction of memory—reified perhaps in the Giorgio de 
Chirico–esque Fenis, 1991, which depicts a frescoed castle courtyard 
of bygone medieval splendor, its hyperlinear view of carved balustrades, 
harlequin-patterned walls, and stone staircases crudely bisected by a 
wooden pillar.

Ghirri’s pictures remind me of the short story by Jorge Luis Borges 
that describes a map preposterously coterminous with the empire it 
charts. In how they collapse reality and representation, and in their 
rigid frontality and stillness, Ghirri’s images all seem to share the same 
wan veneer, the same moment. As a prolific contributor to architecture 
journal Lotus International who frequently collaborated with architect 
and designer Aldo Rossi, Ghirri left a significant imprint on contempo-
rary architecture (and vice versa). But, for the most part, building exte-
riors themselves were intriguingly absent in this show. Instead, Connors 
grounded viewers in more intimate and cathected surfaces, such as 
crinkled starry tissue paper, the worn packaging of an album by forgot-
ten “mood music” pioneer Paul Weston, and vitrined passe-partouts 
and children’s books owned by Ghirri. We didn’t see one of Rossi’s 
dauntingly elemental postmodern edifices, but rather two photos of his 
cozy Milanese atelier, images from a well-known photo shoot that 
reflect Ghirri’s understanding of architecture as not only the built 
environment, but one of psychic interstices and embodied histories.

The exhibition materials quoted Ghirri, asserting that he pays tribute 
to the “photomontage” of “the physical world itself”; this analogy, like 
much of his art, feels at once outdated and prescient in an era increas-
ingly experienced through an endless stream of digital media. The pre-
sentation’s virtual counterpart—an online exhibition—came across as 
a missed opportunity to draw connections between Ghirri’s ideas and 

the ongoing pandemic, which has so irreversibly remade the threshold 
between real and artificial spaces, and of which this show’s memorial-
izations of vacant stages and static interiors served as chance reminders: 
exemplars of Ghirri’s ability to bring us, like Anders’s famous snapshot, 
closer to life by suggesting a world without it. 

—Zack Hatfield

José Parlá
BRONX MUSEUM OF THE ARTS

“It’s Yours,” José Parlá’s solo exhibition of recent paintings here, took 
its name from Bronx rapper T La Rock’s 1984 formative hip-hop sin-
gle, a self-reflexive anthem that sets out the genre’s parameters and its 
promise of democratic permissiveness. It was a good analogue for 
Parlá’s practice, a style of Abstract Expressionism informed by both 
the energy of street life and the built environment of the street itself. 
Parlá, a tagger at heart (a selection of his early blackbooks are fea-
tured), works in what is sometimes called a postgraffiti mode but is 
probably better understood as gestural anthropology. As T La Rock 
prescribed, Parlá samples the very stuff of New York City, such as peel-
ing paint, crumbling concrete, and oxidizing advertisements pasted one 
on top of another. In deteriorating, these ads achieve another life. To 
be clear, Parlá’s point of reference isn’t midtown. The artist’s tracings 
are of the periphery: the outer boroughs’ vast apartment blocks and 
corner bodegas—the parts of the city that can often seem to exist 
despite its ruthless cycles of neglect and gentrification. His visual lan-
guage casts a devotional eye toward urban dilapidation and ephemer-
ality; joy doesn’t exist without suffering, and Parlá’s work internalizes 
both. His large-scale paintings position the wall as living organism, 
their impasto surfaces and calligraphic gestures tracing the textures of 
neighborhoods that build up over time, dissolve, and recede into col-
lective memory, evoking a full sweep of movements, both local and 
diasporic. They touch upon displacement, disenfranchisement, poverty, 
institutional racism, and a deeply felt sense of ownership, even if that 
ownership is more sentimental than deeded.

These ideas are intense, and the paintings, which are fully saturated 
and almost ecstatically chromatic, were intense to look at. Writers’ 
Bench: Grand Concourse and 149th Street, The Bronx (all works cited, 
2020), a paean to the titular forum that developed in the 1970s in the 
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bowler hat resting on the smooth, dusty surface of a nineteenth-century 
painting, and a mise en abyme of infinite archways. Like photographers 
Berenice Abbott and Manuel Álvarez Bravo, Ghirri scrutinized his envi-
rons through a documentary and Surrealist eye, locating in everyday 
illusionism metaphors for the peeling and heavily touristed (if only by 
oneself) construction of memory—reified perhaps in the Giorgio de 
Chirico–esque Fenis, 1991, which depicts a frescoed castle courtyard 
of bygone medieval splendor, its hyperlinear view of carved balustrades, 
harlequin-patterned walls, and stone staircases crudely bisected by a 
wooden pillar.

Ghirri’s pictures remind me of the short story by Jorge Luis Borges 
that describes a map preposterously coterminous with the empire it 
charts. In how they collapse reality and representation, and in their 
rigid frontality and stillness, Ghirri’s images all seem to share the same 
wan veneer, the same moment. As a prolific contributor to architecture 
journal Lotus International who frequently collaborated with architect 
and designer Aldo Rossi, Ghirri left a significant imprint on contempo-
rary architecture (and vice versa). But, for the most part, building exte-
riors themselves were intriguingly absent in this show. Instead, Connors 
grounded viewers in more intimate and cathected surfaces, such as 
crinkled starry tissue paper, the worn packaging of an album by forgot-
ten “mood music” pioneer Paul Weston, and vitrined passe-partouts 
and children’s books owned by Ghirri. We didn’t see one of Rossi’s 
dauntingly elemental postmodern edifices, but rather two photos of his 
cozy Milanese atelier, images from a well-known photo shoot that 
reflect Ghirri’s understanding of architecture as not only the built 
environment, but one of psychic interstices and embodied histories.

The exhibition materials quoted Ghirri, asserting that he pays tribute 
to the “photomontage” of “the physical world itself”; this analogy, like 
much of his art, feels at once outdated and prescient in an era increas-
ingly experienced through an endless stream of digital media. The pre-
sentation’s virtual counterpart—an online exhibition—came across as 
a missed opportunity to draw connections between Ghirri’s ideas and 

the ongoing pandemic, which has so irreversibly remade the threshold 
between real and artificial spaces, and of which this show’s memorial-
izations of vacant stages and static interiors served as chance reminders: 
exemplars of Ghirri’s ability to bring us, like Anders’s famous snapshot, 
closer to life by suggesting a world without it. 

—Zack Hatfield

José Parlá
BRONX MUSEUM OF THE ARTS

“It’s Yours,” José Parlá’s solo exhibition of recent paintings here, took 
its name from Bronx rapper T La Rock’s 1984 formative hip-hop sin-
gle, a self-reflexive anthem that sets out the genre’s parameters and its 
promise of democratic permissiveness. It was a good analogue for 
Parlá’s practice, a style of Abstract Expressionism informed by both 
the energy of street life and the built environment of the street itself. 
Parlá, a tagger at heart (a selection of his early blackbooks are fea-
tured), works in what is sometimes called a postgraffiti mode but is 
probably better understood as gestural anthropology. As T La Rock 
prescribed, Parlá samples the very stuff of New York City, such as peel-
ing paint, crumbling concrete, and oxidizing advertisements pasted one 
on top of another. In deteriorating, these ads achieve another life. To 
be clear, Parlá’s point of reference isn’t midtown. The artist’s tracings 
are of the periphery: the outer boroughs’ vast apartment blocks and 
corner bodegas—the parts of the city that can often seem to exist 
despite its ruthless cycles of neglect and gentrification. His visual lan-
guage casts a devotional eye toward urban dilapidation and ephemer-
ality; joy doesn’t exist without suffering, and Parlá’s work internalizes 
both. His large-scale paintings position the wall as living organism, 
their impasto surfaces and calligraphic gestures tracing the textures of 
neighborhoods that build up over time, dissolve, and recede into col-
lective memory, evoking a full sweep of movements, both local and 
diasporic. They touch upon displacement, disenfranchisement, poverty, 
institutional racism, and a deeply felt sense of ownership, even if that 
ownership is more sentimental than deeded.

These ideas are intense, and the paintings, which are fully saturated 
and almost ecstatically chromatic, were intense to look at. Writers’ 
Bench: Grand Concourse and 149th Street, The Bronx (all works cited, 
2020), a paean to the titular forum that developed in the 1970s in the 
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harlequin-patterned walls, and stone staircases crudely bisected by a 
wooden pillar.

Ghirri’s pictures remind me of the short story by Jorge Luis Borges 
that describes a map preposterously coterminous with the empire it 
charts. In how they collapse reality and representation, and in their 
rigid frontality and stillness, Ghirri’s images all seem to share the same 
wan veneer, the same moment. As a prolific contributor to architecture 
journal Lotus International who frequently collaborated with architect 
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grounded viewers in more intimate and cathected surfaces, such as 
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and children’s books owned by Ghirri. We didn’t see one of Rossi’s 
dauntingly elemental postmodern edifices, but rather two photos of his 
cozy Milanese atelier, images from a well-known photo shoot that 
reflect Ghirri’s understanding of architecture as not only the built 
environment, but one of psychic interstices and embodied histories.

The exhibition materials quoted Ghirri, asserting that he pays tribute 
to the “photomontage” of “the physical world itself”; this analogy, like 
much of his art, feels at once outdated and prescient in an era increas-
ingly experienced through an endless stream of digital media. The pre-
sentation’s virtual counterpart—an online exhibition—came across as 
a missed opportunity to draw connections between Ghirri’s ideas and 
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tured), works in what is sometimes called a postgraffiti mode but is 
probably better understood as gestural anthropology. As T La Rock 
prescribed, Parlá samples the very stuff of New York City, such as peel-
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ownership is more sentimental than deeded.

These ideas are intense, and the paintings, which are fully saturated 
and almost ecstatically chromatic, were intense to look at. Writers’ 
Bench: Grand Concourse and 149th Street, The Bronx (all works cited, 
2020), a paean to the titular forum that developed in the 1970s in the 

Luigi Ghirri,  
Modena, 1979, 

C-print, 101⁄4 × 15".

José Parlá, Writers’ 
Bench: Grand 
Concourse and 149th 
Street, The Bronx, 
2020, acrylic, ink, 
collage, enamel, 
plaster, and oil on 
canvas, 60 × 96". 

MAR.REVS_US.indd   175MAR.REVS_US.indd   175 2/5/21   12:11 PM2/5/21   12:11 PM

174   ARTFORUM

REVIEWS

NEW YORK

Jo Baer
PACE

Jo Baer can be provocative, but the effect is never for the sake of mere 
provocation—without fear or apology, the artist says what she thinks. 
For example, in a 1967 letter to the editor of this magazine, she faults 
Donald Judd and Robert Morris for their high-stakes rejection of her 
preferred medium—painting—which the duo called “antique” for its 
implicit illusionism. In the final line of her communiqué, she writes, 
“An ‘inescapable’ delusion moves the above critics. It is objectionable,” 
her last word a cutting pun on Judd’s 1965 essay “Specific Objects.” 
Baer’s 2010 book, Broadsides & Belles Lettres: Selected Writings and 
Interviews 1965–2010, further showcases the vivacity of her thinking. 
In a 2003 conversation with historian Judith Stein, the artist sounds off 
on always speaking her mind: “It’s the only way to be, if you’re female. 
You don’t get anywhere otherwise.” While the art world struggles to 
reinvent and reawaken itself, Baer, with her resilience and perseverance, 
especially as an outlier within Minimalism, yet again provides a beacon 
of hope. This attitude was crystal clear in a two-part presentation at 
Pace spanning six decades of the artist’s work.

“Jo Baer: The Risen” featured five fresh hard-edge canvases modeled 
on compositions she made after arriving in New York from Los Angeles 
in 1960. She destroyed the originals, but luckily not before some pho-
tographs were taken of her posing alongside them. Baer’s renewed 
interest in these works prompted her to remake them in 2019 from the 
pictures. For me, the most important aspect of this gorgeously installed 
grouping was the way a piece such as The Risen (Wink), 1960–61/ 
2019, creates a throughline to her subsequent and probably best-
known abstractions, the tripartite Primary Light Group: Red, Green, 
Blue, 1964–65, a subtle investigation into perception and opticality via 
the Mach band effect. Today, the pallid centers of these paintings, 

framed by bold black lines rimmed with thin strips of color, prompt a 
timely meditation on “whiteness” and its long and problematic entan-
glement with art history.

The other exhibition, “Jo Baer: Originals,” spanned the mid-’70s to 
now and followed the artist’s rejection of Minimalism in favor of 
“radical figuration” (as she termed the use of image fragments) after 
she permanently emigrated from the United States to Europe on the 
heels of her 1975 survey at the Whitney Museum of American Art. (As 
she told Stein, “I didn’t like the pressures of New York. People want 
you to keep doing exactly what you’ve already done, because it makes 
money.”) Here pinned directly on the wall, these unstretched canvases 
have always seemed to me vintage Baer, particularly the earliest pieces, 
showing an artist doing exactly as she wished, changing her style to suit 
her own needs and no one else’s. The show featured the series infor-
mally known as “The Giants,” 2009–13, which I thought at the time 
of its making would be Baer’s swan song but thankfully was not. It is 
based on a group of otherworldly Neolithic standing stones in rural 
Ireland—where she lived before permanently landing in Amsterdam—
and corroborates the continuing significance of her liberating exodus 
from Manhattan and from Minimalism.

Most exciting of all the works on view were Moonstruck Armaged-
don (Meditation, on Predators and Prey), 2019–20, and Snow-Laden 
Primeval (Meditations, on Log Phase and Decline Rampant with 
Flatulent Cows and Carbon Cars), 2020. In the latter, a pocket-size 
woman genuflects with arms open under craggy cliffs and a waterfall. 
Adjacent to the figure are selected lines from the last chorus of Percy 
Bysshe Shelley’s verse drama Hellas (1822): “The world’s great age 
begins anew. . . . The earth doth like a snake renew.” Baer’s parable-like 
commentary on climate change—a theme not an uncommon in her 
output of the past few decades—again underlines the liveliness of her 
fecund mind at ninety-one and her resistance to imaging destruction as 
yet another elegy for the planet. I saw the tiny figure as a self-portrait 
of Baer, forever tough and untiring, right at the edge of the infinite. 

—Lauren O’Neill-Butler

Luigi Ghirri
MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY

Among the millions of lives changed upon seeing astronaut William 
Anders’s 1968 Earthrise image was that of a young Italian land sur-
veyor. “It was a picture of the world, and it contained all the pictures 
in the world at the same time,” Luigi Ghirri (1943–1992) later 
recalled of the photograph, taken on Christmas Eve from Apollo 8. 
Ghirri began his career as a photographer and photography critic 
shortly after this moment, alongside (though apart from) a cohort of 
Americans in the 1970s—William Eggleston, Richard Misrach, and 
Stephen Shore among them—who squired the unseemly, commercially 
tainted medium of color film into the palace of fine art. Like them, 
Ghirri tended toward unsensational subjects, in his case the empty 
landscapes and buildings, washed in a subdued palette, of his home 
province of Reggio Emilia. Ghirri is often called a nostalgist, but he 
deployed his nostalgia trenchantly, using amateur aesthetics to ask how 
images might estrange us from, or perhaps return us to, the world and 
to ourselves.

That question lingered throughout “The Idea of Building,” an exhi-
bition of Ghirri’s photos curated by American abstract painter Matt 
Connors at Matthew Marks Gallery. The show focused on the artist’s 
tendency to “conflate and confuse the physical world with the world 
of the image,” per the press release. The show commenced with the 
spectral Modena, 1979, a snapshot of anonymous hands assembling 
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or perhaps dismantling an ambrotype—a photograph made via an 
obsolete method in which a positive image on glass is placed against 
a black background—featuring a couple and their infant child. A rect-
angular velvety void is partially inserted into the frame, rendering the 
portrait only half visible. Elsewhere, we saw a postcard of a sunset 
taped onto a picture of another sunset, a thicket of music stands in a 
deserted piazza, two beds with opulently illustrated footboards, a 
bowler hat resting on the smooth, dusty surface of a nineteenth-century 
painting, and a mise en abyme of infinite archways. Like photographers 
Berenice Abbott and Manuel Álvarez Bravo, Ghirri scrutinized his envi-
rons through a documentary and Surrealist eye, locating in everyday 
illusionism metaphors for the peeling and heavily touristed (if only by 
oneself) construction of memory—reified perhaps in the Giorgio de 
Chirico–esque Fenis, 1991, which depicts a frescoed castle courtyard 
of bygone medieval splendor, its hyperlinear view of carved balustrades, 
harlequin-patterned walls, and stone staircases crudely bisected by a 
wooden pillar.

Ghirri’s pictures remind me of the short story by Jorge Luis Borges 
that describes a map preposterously coterminous with the empire it 
charts. In how they collapse reality and representation, and in their 
rigid frontality and stillness, Ghirri’s images all seem to share the same 
wan veneer, the same moment. As a prolific contributor to architecture 
journal Lotus International who frequently collaborated with architect 
and designer Aldo Rossi, Ghirri left a significant imprint on contempo-
rary architecture (and vice versa). But, for the most part, building exte-
riors themselves were intriguingly absent in this show. Instead, Connors 
grounded viewers in more intimate and cathected surfaces, such as 
crinkled starry tissue paper, the worn packaging of an album by forgot-
ten “mood music” pioneer Paul Weston, and vitrined passe-partouts 
and children’s books owned by Ghirri. We didn’t see one of Rossi’s 
dauntingly elemental postmodern edifices, but rather two photos of his 
cozy Milanese atelier, images from a well-known photo shoot that 
reflect Ghirri’s understanding of architecture as not only the built 
environment, but one of psychic interstices and embodied histories.

The exhibition materials quoted Ghirri, asserting that he pays tribute 
to the “photomontage” of “the physical world itself”; this analogy, like 
much of his art, feels at once outdated and prescient in an era increas-
ingly experienced through an endless stream of digital media. The pre-
sentation’s virtual counterpart—an online exhibition—came across as 
a missed opportunity to draw connections between Ghirri’s ideas and 

the ongoing pandemic, which has so irreversibly remade the threshold 
between real and artificial spaces, and of which this show’s memorial-
izations of vacant stages and static interiors served as chance reminders: 
exemplars of Ghirri’s ability to bring us, like Anders’s famous snapshot, 
closer to life by suggesting a world without it. 

—Zack Hatfield
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its name from Bronx rapper T La Rock’s 1984 formative hip-hop sin-
gle, a self-reflexive anthem that sets out the genre’s parameters and its 
promise of democratic permissiveness. It was a good analogue for 
Parlá’s practice, a style of Abstract Expressionism informed by both 
the energy of street life and the built environment of the street itself. 
Parlá, a tagger at heart (a selection of his early blackbooks are fea-
tured), works in what is sometimes called a postgraffiti mode but is 
probably better understood as gestural anthropology. As T La Rock 
prescribed, Parlá samples the very stuff of New York City, such as peel-
ing paint, crumbling concrete, and oxidizing advertisements pasted one 
on top of another. In deteriorating, these ads achieve another life. To 
be clear, Parlá’s point of reference isn’t midtown. The artist’s tracings 
are of the periphery: the outer boroughs’ vast apartment blocks and 
corner bodegas—the parts of the city that can often seem to exist 
despite its ruthless cycles of neglect and gentrification. His visual lan-
guage casts a devotional eye toward urban dilapidation and ephemer-
ality; joy doesn’t exist without suffering, and Parlá’s work internalizes 
both. His large-scale paintings position the wall as living organism, 
their impasto surfaces and calligraphic gestures tracing the textures of 
neighborhoods that build up over time, dissolve, and recede into col-
lective memory, evoking a full sweep of movements, both local and 
diasporic. They touch upon displacement, disenfranchisement, poverty, 
institutional racism, and a deeply felt sense of ownership, even if that 
ownership is more sentimental than deeded.

These ideas are intense, and the paintings, which are fully saturated 
and almost ecstatically chromatic, were intense to look at. Writers’ 
Bench: Grand Concourse and 149th Street, The Bronx (all works cited, 
2020), a paean to the titular forum that developed in the 1970s in the 
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