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What kind of an exhibit ion makes a legend most? One is the kind that l ingers in 
a v iewer’s mind wel l  after  i ts conclusion and prompts reconsiderat ions of one or 
more art ist ic genres.   “David Gi lbert :   House & Garden,” presented at Klaus von 
Nichtssagend Gal lery,  New York,  f rom October 26 to December 23, 2018, was an 
example of  one such exhibit ion.

Upon viewing this show, one asks, “Does photography depict matter or l ight?” and 
ult imately concludes that what matters is that Gi lbert ’s work shines a new l ight on 
the act of  regarding color photography. 

Gi lbert ’s works ostensibly depict  common objects and sculpted mater ia ls,  com-
bined to funct ion, a long with the environments in which they are placed, as subject 
matter that is s imultaneously recognizable and inscrutable.   Man Ray’s photographs 
of enigmatic objects come to mind, but Gi lbert ’s works are in no way surreal ist ic.  
L ikewise,  one would not necessar i ly  categor ize these photographs as st i l l  l i fes, 
as the content of  each work is too inextr icably intertwined to be teased out and 

David Gilbert, “Lit,” 2018, 
archival inkjet print, 39 x 20 
inches.  Courtesy of Klaus von 
Nichtssagend Gallery, New 
York.
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seen as scenes or displays.   L ikewise,  neither the i tems nor the  sett ings are merely 
l ight-catchers.   They are,  perhaps, McGuff ins -  subject ive distract ions that a v iewer 
might focus upon whi le taking in fol low-up looks at what are f i rst-glance knockouts 
of  luminosity.

I t ’s hard to witness a miracle twice,  but the way to see “House & Gardens” is to wan-
der into the venue’s rear gal lery,  be stunned by the work,  take a look at the detai ls 
of  two or three works that draw one in most,  walk out of  the space, look at some-
thing else in the gal lery,  and strol l  back into the rear gal lery.   I t  wi l l  happen again; 
the l ight wi l l  jump out and be start l ing.

I t  would be logical  to explain what is going on with Gi lbert ’s work,  but that would be 
l ike try ing to explain what happens when one takes a s ip of  champagne for the f i rst 
t ime.  Explanat ions could be offered about i ts unique and bubbly qual i t ies,  but the 
sensual i ty of  i t  a l l  would be denatured, and a descr ipt ion of  the phenomenon would 
not act as a subst i tute for the exper ience i tsel f .

One’s wonderment at  Gi lbert ’s accompl ishments is palpable,  and his works may 
draw one in for a closer analysis of  what they do for a v iewer.

Surface and subject matter are both s igni f icant here.  As one might -  with a Giorgio 
Morandi paint ing - go from looking at a bott le to looking at brushstrokes and back 
again,  one f inds oneself  going from looking at a sculpture or a surrogate sculpture 
in Gi lbert ’s work to looking at the al l-around uniformity of  the surface of the work 
i tsel f .

David Gilbert, “Three Trees,” 
2018, archival inkjet print, 47 x 55 
inches.  
Courtesy of Klaus von 
Nichtssagend Gallery, New York.
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I t ’s the kind of th ing one might do whi le contemplat ing “Pastrycook,” by August 
Sander.   In Gi lbert ’s “Three Trees,” three table-top sculpture,  the table,  the wal ls, 
the windows, the Venet ian bl inds, and the sunl ight shining through the bl inds (which, 
themselves,  bear cast shadows) are al l  made of di fferent mater ia ls,  but one can’t 
help but not ice that they exist  on an admirably consistent plane - that of  the archival 
inkjet  pr int  upon which they inhabit .   In the Sanders work,  the chef ’s pate and the 
cooking vessel  echo each other,  but,  for  a v iewer,  they don’t  exist ,  respect ively,  as 
human f lesh and metal ;  they s ingular ly exist  as a s i lver gelat in pr int .

The back-and-forth engagement is what one may exper ience upon closely inspect-
ing a Morandi or a Diego Velázquez.  The effect of  being in the presence of some-
thing real  that is a lso a representat ion is except ional ly st imulat ing to both the mind 
and eye.

In Gi lbert ’s “Li t ,”  an arrangement of  one-by-one-inch lengths of  lumber,  painted and 
encumbered with rough str ips of  white fabr ic and a strand of wire with turquoise in-
sulat ion and l ight sockets ( f i l led with smal l ,  i l luminated, t ransparent,  g lobular bulbs) , 
leans against the s ide of a house in what appears to be an al leyway in a suburban 
resident ia l  area.  The i tems are not junk, not decorat ion, not natural ,  and certainly 
humanmade.  They were not haphazardly placed; perhaps, they were intent ional ly 
a l lowed to appear poised. Pecul iar ly,  these i tems cal l  attent ion to themselves,  the 
space in which they exist ,  and the panel ing and the house upon which they co-habit 
within a v isual  fu lcrum of an arrangement.  Whi le the house i tsel f  may not physical ly 
fa l l  i f  the wooden shafts were moved, the composit ion would.
 

David Gilbert, “Indoor Branch,” 
2018, archival inkjet print, 86 x 
58 inches.  Courtesy of Klaus von 
Nichtssagend Gallery, New York.
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As a museum vis i tor to an Édouard Manet exhibit ion might invest igate the kindred 
nature of  Velázquez, James A. M. Whist ler,  and Thomas Eakins,  a v is i tor to Gi l-
bert ’s exhibit ion might comparat ively evaluate the exper ience of engaging with ac-
tual  works of  abstract sculpture by v iewing other concurrent ly-held exhibit ions.  The 
i l lusory power of  Gi lbert ’s work very effect ively stands up in the memory,  as one 
views Zac Hacmon’s exhibit ion of  t i led sculpture in the courtyard space at  LMAK 
Gal lery and Sarah Bednarek’s exhibit ion of  polychromed works at  Tiger Str ikes As-
teroid.  Interest ingly,  Gi lbert ,  Hacmon, and Bednarek al l  appear to share an interest 
in objects,  the l ight they emit  and ref lect,  and the spaces they inhabit ,  and, in doing 
so, they cal l  to mind Barbara Kasten’s works of  the 1980’s.

At Klaus von Nichtssagend Gal lery,  there’s an actual  instal lat ion that’s comparable 
to what may be seen in Gi lbert ’s photographs, as there had been at Kasten’s exhi-
bit ion at  John Weber Gal lery in 1982. Kasten was, however,  working at a t ime when 
color photography was st i l l  considered a new phenomenon in academic art  c i rc les. 
She made her work specif ical ly about the range and intensity of  colors that she 
orchestrated with electr ical  l ights,  gels,  and ref lect ive mater ia ls.  Gi lbert ,  however, 
effects a  harmony that often appears to be achieved amidst natural  l ight ing, and, in 
doing so, attracts the attent ion of the v iewer to the phenomenon but does not cal l 
attent ion to i t  in a conspicuous manner.   To a degree, Gi lbert ’s la id back instal lat ion 
resembles a natural  h istory environment,  created by unnatural  means.

Another means of comparat ively evaluat ing Gi lbert ’s work comes with a v is i t  to the 
exhibit ion of  Helmut Newton photographs at 10 Corso Como.  After one f i les past an 
extraordinary array of  displays of  the designer world of  the day, one encounters a 

David Gilbert, “Gone Girl,” 2018,  
archival inkjet print,  42 x 27-1/2 
inches.  Courtesy of Klaus von 
Nichtssagend Gallery, New York.
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stately gal lery with a select ion of v intage, s i lver gelat in pr ints of  Newton’s most no-
table works.  The famous and the fashionable are portrayed in astonishing inter iors 
and exter iors in Newton’s photographs, which are comparable in s ize to Sander’s 
portrai ts and as impactful  in their  a l l -around composit ional  integr i ty as Gi lbert ’s 
works.  In disparate ways, Newton and Gi lbert  st imulate the senses subt ly yet per-
vasively.   Gi lbert ’s “Gone Gir l ,”  “ Indoor Branch,” and “Inter ior  Tweet” are more than 
depict ions.  They are tableaux – the kinds that one might imagine as counterparts to 
what Jean-Honoré Fragonard might have done i f  he l ived and worked in Southern 
Cal i fornia in the 21st century.

With one Gi lbert  on a wal l ,  a picture window is possible.  With an ent i re room of Gi l-
bert  photographs, a pavi l l ion is certainly plausible.  WM

 


