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JJ PEET - Why I Create 
Exploring the inspirations and attitudes of artists working with clay and ceramic, featured in 
Vitamin C 
Share 

 
JJ PEET - photo by Danny Peet 

‘Brain, to hand, to object’ goes the terse manifesto of the radical ceramicist and multimedia artist 

JJ PEET, who prefers to work under highly pressurized conditions where the formal realization 

of his artworks seeks impact rather than elegance. This unfussy, insurgent aesthetic sits at the 

heart of PEET’s practice, from the elaborate, hacker-esque codes with which he titles his works 



– their offbeat spellings and capitalizations (including his name) and frequent use of 

underscores stem from cyber-argot – to his use of ad-hoc materials and the occasional currents 

of violence that appear in his art. From this outsider position PEET explores contemporary 

society. Here we publish what the Vitamin C: Clay and Ceramic in Contemporary Art featured 

artist sent us when we asked by email why he works in the medium, what particular challenges 

it holds for him and why he thinks there's a huge interest in the medium right now. 

 
DECOY_Cup_2, 2013 Stoneware, porcelain blade, cardboard, granite - JJ PEET - courtesy the artist and On Stellar Rays 

http://www.phaidon.com/store/art/vitamin-c-clay-and-ceramic-in-contemporary-art-9780714874609/


Who are you and what’s your relationship to clay and ceramics? I'm a LifeForm on this 

planet  / Direct object making material. 

Why do you think there’s an increased interest around clay and ceramics right 

now? Ceramics, clay is a direct object making machine. It shows an imprint - window into the 

maker of the Object. It’s a guttural touch response to the material, we need that in our fake 

screen society. 

 
Armies Arming Armies, 2016 Porcelain, newspaper, cement and acrylic - JJ PEET - courtesy the artist and On Stellar Rays 

Ceramics is sometimes regarded as decorative, rather than fine arts. Does the distinction 

bother or annoy you? We make, bricks, brakes, toilets, teeth, heat shield tiles, transducers, 

figurines, plates, cups, sculpture… endless Objects with this material. 



Whose work in this field do you admire? X. 

What are the hardest things for you to get ‘right’ and what are your unique 

challenges? Slowing my firing speed to normal levels. Usually last minute - 12 hour cone 10 

turn around… gotta work on that. 

 
Silencer Supressor, 2015 Porcelain, granite, aluminum, rubber, and paper and acrylic on panel - JJ PEET - courtesy the artist and 

On Stellar Rays 

Is how you display a piece an important element of the work itself? Do you ever suggest 

how something might be displayed? It’s an inherent trait that the viewer /user of the object 

has to consider, leaving the interaction of the object to an intimate experience. 

What’s next for you, and what’s next for ceramics? HomeBase for an object is mandatory in 

my way of making. Ceramics has pretty much been the same from past to future, we the user 



change our direct “Brain to Hand to Object” way of making.                                                           

                  Next - bronze stations, featuring a Magical Porcelain eyeball. 

 
Vitamin C: Clay and Ceramic in Contemporary Art 

Clay and ceramics have in recent years been elevated from craft to high art material, with the 

resulting artworks being coveted by collectors and exhibited in museums around the 

world. Vitamin C: Clay and Ceramic in Contemporary Art celebrates the revival of clay as a 

material for contemporary artists, featuring a wide range of global talent selected by the world's 

leading curators, critics, and art professionals. Packed with illustrations, it's a vibrant and 

incredibly timely survey - the first of its kind. Buy Vitamin C here. And if you're quick, you 

can snap up work by some of the artists in it at Artspace here. 
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“When the Magic Happens: A conversation with JJ PEET and Laura Morsch-Kihn.” The New 
 Spirit of Vandalism (February 27, 2016) [online]  

 
 

 



The 25 of October 2015, was a sunny afternoon so JJ and I decided to use walking, in a Parisain 
park, to have our conversation. It turned out to be a good place to catch the feeling of his artistic 
practice: take a haphazard itinerary, make some detours, go in the opposite direction, deviate 
from the path…choose a slow pace over efficiency, capture the environment, be guided by 
imagination… 
 
In this park is Paris’ oldest merry-go-round (1860), known for its white elephant. Rielke sang 
about it in his motion poem, “ Das Karoussel “. Here the fascination of the poet is focus on this 
great observation instrument that represents the merry-go-round an assembly of colors whirling 
around. What is born here by the grace of the merry-go-round is a modern perception of reality. 
There is something like that in the way that JJ capture reality trough is different instrument : 
viewer, record keeper, station, ….. 
 
JJ Peet and Rielke have many things in common as power to transfer the slightest thing affected 
by talisman, a way to correspond with something invisible, the hidden soul of matter. 
  
× THE BEGINNING × 
 
Laura: JJ, how did you come into art? 
 
JJ: That’s the first question you’re asking me (laughs)? I can tell you about when I was five years 
old. The teacher was playing Mozart and we had to paint to the music and everybody was 
painting in rhythmic motion and I listened to the music and I attacked the paper the way I wanted 
do to attack it. The teacher said that was wrong and I had to do it again so I drew just what I 
wanted, over and over, listening to the music. She said ‘you’re doing it wrong’. Ever since then 
I’ve been making art. 
 
Laura: From drawing you came to ceramics? 
 
JJ: Ceramic and drawing are very similar because both release information that doesn’t have any, 
like sort of blockers. You don’t have to use tools besides a pen or a paper, or hands and clay. It’s 
very simple and direct. 
  
× CERAMICS : ENERGY AND INTERACTION × 
 
Laura: About ceramics, the way you work with them, they always show the trace of your body, … 
 
JJ: Ceramics show the hand more than any other three dimensional material on the planet. I like 
to translate what my individual hands do to the clay. So, if I make something with ceramics my 
finger prints are on there, and it’s on there for 5,000 years. When I teach ceramics I push that 
thought to the student. Whatever you make, it will be there that long so you better make it good. 
Ceramic has so different ways you can work with it: pinching, slabs, coils, pressing it into molds. 
There are so many different opportunities that most materials don’t have, but when you do that 
the hand shows. For me that’s really important. If I want not to show that, I use aluminum, steel, 
and some other cold materials, because ceramic has the warmth of what we do to it. 
 
Laura: With your Proxy Cup project, you really have this idea to give your energy to another 
person and it’s also a way to make an interaction? 
 
JJ: A proxy cup is a functional vessel; something made to be used for drinking water, coffee, 
wine. The word proxy means for me that when you use this vessel from me, my being is 
integrated into the vessel. You’re actually drinking from me, or the maker. When I make a Proxy 
Cup most of the time I’m pinching it so I’m rhythmically making the object from the same ball of 
clay and I make it over and over again until is correct. That has to do with formalism: my transfer 
of that energy has gone into that ball of clay. Once it does that it becomes something that speaks 
about me. You’re drinking out of that. 
 
The vessel is something that I’ve used since I was little. I came up with this idea to barter for each 
proxy cup. The barters become very individualistic: one to one. There are about 52 barters we 
have done now. People come to me with an idea and I shoot the idea down and I pull from them 
what else they have to offer. It’s mostly services like photographing my own work, cooking me 
breakfast, lunch and dinner, helping me to design a studio or a space. 



It’s really this interaction between people and sometimes I don’t know who these people are and 
how they came to me so it’s usually an adventure that is taking place. When we make an 
agreement there is a contract which has to be signed, and you have to use this vessel. If it’s 
going on your shelf I will come back and break the vessel and take it away from you. It’s really 
functional and that’s why you can’t put a price on it. 
  
× AN EYES IN YOUR BRAIN × 
 
Laura: Besides these functional objects another side of your pieces is linked with the dream and 
imagination. Can you explain these two different ways of knowing about the world and human 
experience? 
 
JJ: There’s a functional part in what I do and it has always been there because it’s really 
interesting and really part of what that material does, whether it be toilets, knives, brakes on cars 
or drinking vessels. But the other thing that I do, I love to throw function out of the window and 
use science-fiction or sort of your eyes in your brain to make a moment out of it. 
 
The things I made recently are called Stations and they are still a little bit functional in the way 
you come to this object that is big enough to stand on or sit on, interact with. They’re more like a 
way to transform into different parts of the universe. Physically or in your brain. But you’re 
transferring to that, you’re holding an eyeball which is seeing and collecting information, like a 
camera or a viewer and then a lot of the time you’re collecting information, whether that be fingers 
or teacups, something that’s kind of strange. You go and you’re collecting information and you’re 
bringing that back. This is a Station. 
 
A lot of the work is very image-based so it might look like a camera or a viewer or a knife or 
something but it represents bigger issues that are going on the planet and a lot of the sculptures 
that I make are thinking about that and I tend to take a global look at the planet. I pretend I’m 
back in a spaceship and look at the planet as just a ball and not trying to pinpoint certain groups 
of people but just as human. Looking at that and saying like: how can I react to beheadings on 
the planet or people creating wars for a reason, or the destruction of the planet. Why do we do 
that? And these objects are sort of meant to question our own society. 
  
× PHOTOGRAPHY AS A MENTAL AND PHYSICAL PRATICE × 
 
Laura: Besides this little camera you make from ceramics, an object made for collecting 
information in a mental way, you also have a big practice in photography, video and you also 
transform your own camera. What is the difference between the mental images and real images? 
How do you manage this? 
 
JJ: That’s the hardest thing to manage for me because one part of my brain is questioning being 
in the moment and throwing the camera out the window and just looking with my eyeballs, taking 
information that I put in my brain and that comes out through objects, sculptures, paintings, and 
drawing. I’m filtering my own images in my brain. And there is this other way where I’m like loving 
equipment and carrying things to capture moments in time. Sometimes I forget or I lose what I 
capture with my eyeballs so I want actually to capture it with an image machine, which is a 
camera or a viewer. I constantly battle that back and forth so there was this moment where I 
decided to not take pictures or video anymore and I started to make these ceramic cameras with 
a little hole that I would use like a binocular to look and pinpoint a moment and time that’s 
happening and goes in my brain. But I still love photography and I grew up with a photographer 
brother and I love the older images of photography, the heavy hitters in the documentary 
photography world because those images are so powerful and give information to society as a 
whole because it’s universal language of images. This certain moments in my life where I strive to 
capture images as strong as I can and use those sometimes comes in the form of capturing 
images in a movement or in video or time-based capturing and then what I love about that is 
putting those images next to each other and making a montage or sort of rhymes of images. It’s 
for that reason I’m sort of attracted to these moments. 
  
× BOOK REPORT × 
 
Laura: Do you think the rhythms of the fanzines you make as another form to put together 
images? 



JJ: I call my fanzines Book report× because it’s in a book form and it’s a report of something. It 
can be a manifesto of ceramics or an episode of a new program going on in our world. But 
actually what’s really happening was that I was collecting all these time-based video and Super 8, 
16mm films. I was doing this and at a certain point I was just making a gigantic archive that was 
not saying anything so I decided to pull back and instead of collecting all these time-based 
materials I just collect one single image or photograph and try to do what I do when I’m editing, 
try to do that with an image and a text or image and drawing. Use that almost as editing. Those 
Book Reports take me so long because it’s like a slow motion of editing two things together like a 
page in the left and a page in the right. When those two pages meet it has to be perfect like the 
right way. It’s a slower path of making time-based material in a way. 
 
Laura: Are those books in a certain way a form to combine ceramics and photography ? 
 
JJ: The first few are actually when I was using the ceramic cameras as just a viewer, a little hole I 
was looking through, there I drew what I was seeing or feeling so the images of the ceramic 
camera were translated to the Book Report in a drawn form or even in written form: poetry, text, 
space materials. 
 
Laura: Finally, ceramics is a record-keeper like a camera? 
 
JJ: Yes. The weird way they come together in my world, there are links between the viewer and 
ceramics, there are a lot intersections between photography and the ceramic object because they 
show where they came from at that moment in time you were at. 
  
× JJ PEET WOLRD × 
 
Laura: Your art practice has a strong identity with its own tools, archive system, alphabet and 
language, … When we enter your work we feel that we enter your own world with its own codes. 
 
JJ: Yeah I think I filter this world and then make my own world from that. Some things that I do 
tend to build and repeat so the languages start to build upon themselves, so it’s a sort of self-
sustaining universe I guess. It’s my universe. It’s taken a long time to get there, it’s a slow 
process but it’s really separate, my view from society, view and trust that the images that I’m 
doing make sense to me and try to make sense to the viewer, to you. 
 
Laura: Your aesthetic is kind of rough, brut, sometimes radical and really imaginatively poetic at 
the same time. 
 
JJ: A lot of what I do, sometimes it’s really rough, sometimes it’s really straightforward and there 
is a moment where it’s really soft and sensual. But ceramic for me is a way of showing like the 
greater side of me, the way to attack something, showing emotion and feeling and it can be rough 
but I know when I do something in clay and I vitrify, it’s like this record, this capture, so when I 
punch it you see that I punch it. My aesthetic it’s forty-two years of working, talking and being. I 
don’t really think about my own aesthetic, it’s the way it is. 
 
Laura: It makes me feel that there is no limit between your art and your life? 
 
JJ: No, there is no limit. It’s all one thing, and it’s mandatory that it is. There are very few 
moments where I don’t make art everyday and I feel like I failed that day if I didn’t do that. 
  
× CERAMICS AS A MANIFESTO × 
 
At this moment we are looking at the small little insect house with some clay pots inside. 
 
Laura: Working with clay is an old practice that starts with humans in prehistory…. 
 
JJ: My favorite rumor about how humanity learned to use ceramics and make it somehow vitrify is 
this: we were taking wet clay and pushing that into baskets that had been woven and the clay 
would dry and was sticking to the basket placed on the fire. That burnt the basket away and the 
clay got hard. When the heat comes in it can happen, if you bring it up to the right temperature. 
 
Laura: In a way isn’t it funny to use such an old practice to project yourself in the future? 



JJ: Yes because there is no limitation. You can bring something in your brain and you translate it 
into your hands and it’s down, it’s there. There is nothing, just your own ability. And that’s why it’s 
such a wonderful material; it’s why I have a manifesto, why I try to push students or other people. 
This material that you squeeze forms a record of your hand immediately. It’s magical. 
 
Laura: Sometimes instead of selling or bartering your work do you leave little pieces of ceramics 
in nature? 
 
JJ: Oh yeah, for sure. There is a lot of leaving bits of vitrified objects around the world because 
it’s like this trail of your hands; it’s a record of that. Usually when I go to a place I have a little clay 
in my pocket. I call them “ Yaps “ I did that in the train the other day. That trace of clay makes up 
the planet and it’s for that we know about our history. 
 
Laura: Can you explain why, nowadays, there are so many artists working with ceramics in a 
society where technology is so widespread, where everything is trying to be digital and virtual and 
not physical? 
 
JJ: I think at least for me I can throw the computer out the window. You can talk about this for 
days and days but I think it’s the stake, this redaction of all the tools we need to make a video or 
a website, a car to get that job done, instead of ceramics: we make the things, we put heat to it, 
then it’s done. It’s the most direct material we have. 
 
Laura: To work with ceramics nowadays can be a position to say that we do not agree with this 
society? 
 
JJ: Definitely, that’s a great statement you just made! 
  
× THE DUTCH OVEN PROJECT × 
 
Laura: You have this crazy new project “Dutch Oven,” a little kiln that you can carry with you all 
over the world. With this project will ceramics become a way to travel? 
 
JJ: Yes that’s the plan. It’s a kiln supposed to go in my luggage and be used in the street or all 
different places. I use local materials in it, the Proxy Cup goes in a little kiln and I use wood, trash 
or a combination of many things to bring that up to temperature and I vitrify the Proxy Cup. It will 
travel wherever I go, that’s the plan. This is the next level of the Proxy Cup, really making a sort 
of extreme. It will take at least seven hours to burn a cup so it will be a time for interaction with 
people. 
 
Laura: Can we look at the project as a fire ritual, like in the way humanity used to be together a 
long time ago? 
 
JJ: When you fire with a wood kiln, which I have done for many years, there is an investment of 
time and a reflection of what you put in: it’s reflected in the cup. Certain wood gives you a color 
tone, so it’s a record of what I was when I fired that. And the time involved in that really depends 
on the material put in there. One cup can be three to twelve hours. I can be alone in my studio 
and I also need to be with people and interact with them and you create like a fire circle and the 
conversation comes from there. It’s the same way when I’m bartering with somebody. 
I believe that ceramic, unlike most materials, really reflects the human who made it. There is a 
sort of magical power in ceramic because it’s all made with two hands or your feet, whatever 
you’re using to make the object it’s a reflection of you and you put something into it so when other 
people come in it sort of expands that breadth of information. 
 
× THE MAGIC × 
 
Laura: How do you know the magic happens? 
 
JJ: A lot of time with the ceramics it’s a constant balance because you can work on something, 
you can wrap on it and come back to it later and there is always this record of what you are. 
The first Proxy Cup in the Dutch Oven I pinched thirteen times to get it right and I transferred 
those moments. And in the same way as my other sculpture, I move pieces around the studio 
over and over, until the magic happens. My studio has this way of lighting that reflects moments 



that are really magical moments and when it’s happening the object’s right and it’s complete. Until 
that happens I never come out of the studio. But ceramics is the way this happens, there are no 
other parts, it’s just this ball of clay turn into something. I’m in, my magic is in, and you get to use 
that and I think that’s really important. 
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Ghorashi, Hannah. “Rose Art Museum Names JJ PEET Recipient of the 2016 Pearlmutter 
Artist-In-Residence Award.” ARTnews (April 4,2016) [online]

Brandeis University’s Rose Art Museum announced 
today that JJ PEET has been named the recipient of 
the 2016 Ruth Ann and Nathan Perlmutter Art-
ist-in-Residence Award.

PEET’s residency will occur at various locations 
across the Brandeis campus, including the Rose 
Art Museum’s new satellite gallery in downtown 
Waltham, Rosebud, this April and May. PEET, who 
is represented by On Stellar Rays in New York, is 
primarily known for his ceramics, but also works in 
a range of mediums, including installation, video, 
painting, and sculpture.

From April 15 through 17, PEET will be presenting a performance series, FIELD_WORK, at Brandeis’s 
Leonard Bernstein Festival of the Creative Arts. It will feature pop-up video installations and artist 
interactions both on campus and at Rosebud. PEET will also contribute an edition of his project BAR-
TER_STATION to the Rose Art Museum on April 15, for which he will “invite participants to barter 
for a PROXY_Cup in exchange for their assistance or participation in the realization of the final work,” 
according to a press release.

Additionally, new work by PEET will be on view at Rosebud from April 15 through June 5. During 
FIELD_WORK, Rosebud will also present Pysche_UP Animation, a 20-minute video collection of every 
stop-motion image PEET has ever created. His residency will conclude with a Rosebud show of new work 
created during his time at Brandeis.

Past recipients of the Perlmutter Award include Roxy Paine (2002), Barry McGee (2004), Xavier Veilhan 
(2005), Dana Schutz (2006), Clare Rojas (2007), Alexis Rockman (2008), Michael Dowling (2009–10), 
Sam Jury (2011) and Dor Guez (2012), Mika Rottenberg (2013–14), and Mary Weatherford (2015).

Copyright 2016, ARTnews Ltd, 40 W 25th Street, 6th Floor, New York, N.Y. 10010. All rights reserved.

http://www.artnews.com/2016/04/04/rose-art-museum-names-jj-peet-recipient-of-the-2016-perlmutter-artist-in-residence-award/



Sedacca, Matthew. “Artist Hacks Photojournalism with Readymade Assemblage Sculptures.” 
 The Creators Project (July 2, 2015) [online] 



BRONBINDER_, 2015. Porcelain, aluminum, pine, cotton, correction fluid, and c-print. 20 

by 15-1/2 by 5 inches. Photo Credit: Lisa Albaugh. Courtesy of On Stellar Rays 

 
For JJ PEET, the aware are still unaware. After analyzing BRONBiNDER_, one 
of several pieces comprising his fourth solo exhibit, MAGiCSTANCE, currently at 
On Stellar Rays Gallery, you might believe that you've exhausted any further 
intuitive understanding. But for PEET, the artworks in his latest series capture the 
idea that with any source of information, there's always something more. 
 
Attentiveness and its ability to forge connections are at the heart of the exhibition, 
a feature that ironically clicks at On Stellar Rays once you think hard and long 
about it. "MAGiCSTANCE is a_Way, a_Way of Paying Fucking Attention [sic]," 
PEET explained to The Creators Project. "It is about those attentive moments of 
connections and discovery of things. It questions if you just happen upon 
something (Happenstance) or is it a magical moment." 
 
Previously working as a ceramicist (and occasionally a painter), PEET now finds 
himself working predominantly in the arena of Rauschenbergian sculptural 
assemblages, utilizing his expertise in paintings and ceramics alongside 
readymades to form a cohesive concept. UPLiNK utilizes a scan of a lighthearted 
field image, a way to provide onlookers a direct access to the piece and subject 
matter familiarity. But together with the more unfamiliar circular frames, the 
overall piece functions as a comment on using photos as a vehicle of information. 
"I weave a lot between materials," he explains. "I'm interested in getting info out 
in different ways." 
 

 



UPLiNK, 2015. Porcelain, ink, aluminum, granite, sealed form core, and black and white c-

print. 31-3/4 by 18 by 24 inches. Photo Credit: Nori Pao. Courtesy of On Stellar Rays 

 
Admittedly, art, especially modern art, often faces the task of including thought-
provoking messages. With economic collapse happening left and right alongside 
the tragedy of warfare—both nowadays and most likely in a near-distant future—
finding an idea to tackle isn't too difficult. Yet in previous years, most art offered 
such stimulation predominantly through coded messages that requires a library of 
backstory. Erring on the side of simplicity akin to both contemporary and early 
modern political-centric artists such as Shepard Fairey and Jasper Johns, PEET 
delves into the political hot seat. 
 
Rather than taking a blatant socio-political stance regarding society, however, the 
sculptor manages to undertake an unorthodox method of guerilla meta-journalism 
qua political art: "Journalism is a universal way of collecting information, filtering 
that information and releasing that information back to the viewers," he explains. 
"I try and get into the guts of the piece and encompass that way of thinking." 
 

 
SHiELDNEWS, 2015  . Porcelain, aluminum, c-print, rubber, fabric, plastic, and acrylic on 

panel. 25-1/4 by 11-1/2 by 6-1/2 inches  . Photo Credit: Nori Pao. Courtesy of On Stellar 

Rays 

 
It is often understood that journalism simply involves saying a truth that 
somebody doesn't want published. With pieces such 
as SHiELDNEWS and CLOWNEWS, criticisms of how we both receive and give 
the news, PEET does do that by criticizing our awareness. The former, an 



isolated, porcelain 18th century-esque couple reading the news while protected 
from the carnal picture of war, captures a harsh truth of the American upper class 
and their passive blindness to the war. On the other hand, CLOWNEWS, with its 
humorous colors and shoddy rendition of the camera, symbolizes the widespread 
plague of shoddy photojournalism. "It's like somebody who has a camera and 
drinking whiskey all day and just shooting a machine gun trying to capture 
images, and just quickly sending it away without thinking about it." 
 

 
CLOWNEWS, 2013. Stoneware, porcelain, cedar, copper, brass, and fabric. 7 by 12 by 4 

inches. Photo Credit: Lisa Albaugh. Courtesy of On Stellar Rays 

 
Like the subject matter, it's easy to miss out on these further ideas, or even 
further-further ideas unexpected by the creator himself. But, if we do as PEET 
says and "pay fucking attention," maybe then we can further understand the 
world. And maybe what at "something more" actually is. 
 
The JJ PEET's MAGiCSTANCE is on at On Stellar Rays Gallery through July 31, 
2015. 
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Lang, Melinda. “JJ PEET: MAGiCSTANCE.” Brooklyn Rail (July 13, 2015) [online] 

 
 
 

 
 

JUNE 17–JULY 31 | ON STELLAR RAYS 

Codes can appear in a multitude of forms: letters, numbers, symbols, metaphors, and 
complex visual cues. Their covertness depends on the infinite range of possible types and 
combinations, and there are no external rules to their logic or limits to their 
idiosyncrasies. In his fourth solo show at On Stellar Rays, New York-based artist JJ 
PEET draws on this boundless spectrum, extending his madcap style of enigma to 
intimate scaled sculptures—ad hoc assemblages gently embellished with a miscellany of 
scruffy, clue-laden objects. Referring to the classical painting genre, the artist playfully 
calls this new body of work “Stilifes,” but in PEET’s iteration of the term, he dismisses 
traditional spacing and excises two of the l’s, in what looks to be another form of cipher. 
The artist’s eccentric titling and offbeat poetics conspire with the puzzling motifs that 
recur throughout the works in the exhibition. Illogical shifts in capitalization and 
underscores are typographical elements that frequently crop up in PEET’s titles; likewise, 
symbols, including perforations and X marks, are repeatedly inscribed on the objects 
themselves. Occasionally, titles and phrases are also directly scrawled onto faces of these 
works.  

Exploring approaches to information 
distribution and themes of display, 
PEET works across various mediums 
creating sculpture, painting, ceramics, 
installations and video, often in tandem 
with one another. Many of his earlier 
pieces employ sculptural platforms, 
travel crates, and hidden spaces from 
which the artist created live video 
broadcasts or provisional studio 
locations, like a jerrybuilt painting-
shed. These structures, sites, and props 
frame the work, both physically and 
conceptually. Here, the still life 
format—a grouping of juxtaposed 
objects animated by contrasting shapes and textures— serves as a new and productive 
site for PEET’s arcane symbolism, and it lends itself nicely to his emphasis on 
presentation.  

In works like SHiELDNEWS (2015), small, seemingly insignificant items are carefully 
arranged onto a ledge protruding from the wall. Some of the more scrap-like materials 
gently lean on one another or subtly snake along the work’s edges. An idyllic porcelain 
figurine couple that could have been rescued from the dusty shelf of a secondhand store 



and a portentous image of helmeted officers flanks the piece. Pushing the shield metaphor 
further, a molded piece of clay shelters the couple, as if thereby saving them from harm’s 
way. While detached and distinctly different in tone, the objects gain meaning through 
their union. The still life tradition revolves around symbolic relationships that continually 
unfold in the work (as the genre has long functioned as a vehicle for the expression of 
allegory). Mining the creative possibilities of this convention, PEET’s Stilifes begin to 
play out allegories of contemporary realities.  

Primarily installed at eye level along 
the walls of the gallery, the seven 
Stilifes come alive as the mix of 
objects —ceramics, detritus, and 
other found items—perform for the 
viewer and one another. The 
backdrop and base are made from 
crudely cut wood and aluminum 
panels, or in the case of UPLiNK 
(2015), a dangerously sharp block 
of granite. Each composition reveals 
a number of coarse edges and 
exposed holes, seams, and screws. 
PEET’s utilitarian-style assembly 
dovetails well with his selection of 
tattered, quotidian materials: fragments of copper, plastic, fabric, rope, and torn paper, to 
name a few. As constructed tableaux, the Stilifes recall Joseph Cornell’s wondrous 
shadow boxes, with their fantastic cosmological allusions (coincidentally, PEET also 
sometimes references cosmology in his work). The shelf-like supports of the Stilifes 
contain a complex network of imagery heightened by the dramatic ambient shadows cast 
in their wake, which create a peculiar and highly inventive mise en scène.  

Oblique references to political, social, and economic crises emerge in these works, 
primarily through the artist’s incorporation of news photos depicting violent occurrences 
and hostile gatherings. Investigating the more unsavory events of our time, PEET 
questions prevailing methods of journalistic documentation. Pedestrian attempts at 
recording information via handheld devices, particularly smart phones and digital 
cameras, deeply inform these works. In Stilifes such as INFO (2013), PEET integrates 
rough looking clay objects, including a misshapen camera shell, in which the 
instrument’s inner mechanisms are conspicuously absent. Above it, a news image 
captures a belligerent crowd in the process of brutally assaulting someone. A similar 
spirit of viciousness reveals itself in the adjacent work, INTO (2013), which features a 
photo of a biker gang dragging a body through the street, accompanied by another camera 
shell, this time attached to a viewfinder.  

Photographic documentation can 
serve as a powerful tool for raising 
social consciousness, and, as the 
Stilifes attest, a charge of activism 
certainly runs through much of 
PEET’s output. In several of the 
works’ appropriated photos, the faces 
of those we see pictured 
are deliberately blotted out with 
correction fluid. The smudged faces 
chillingly evoke the masked 
ISIS members who tragically 
murdered several 



American journalists and humanitarians following the terrorist group’s recent string of 
kidnappings (and as is well- known, ISIS recorded and broadcast these events on video). 
By redacting the faces of criminals and other corrupt figures, PEET dehumanizes the 
perpetrators, drawing our attention to their conformist nature. Although less horrific, the 
photo featured in BRONBINDER_ (2015) emits a sense of foreboding that is intensified 
by an adjoining image of a rifle and a target practice sheet. Here, the artist perhaps 
alludes to domestic gun control debates and rising concerns over police brutality.  

REPORT_CODE_1 (2015) is the sole painting in the show. It hangs alone on a wall 
facing the Stilifes. Covered in a constellation of hastily drawn triangles, circles, X’s, and 
other pictograph-like marks, the composition conveys the sheer magnitude of PEET’s 
codified language. Attempting to interpret these signs necessitates a kind of mapping out 
of what one does not yet know, but almost serendipitously, the dots sometimes do 
connect. PEET’s highly distinctive symbolism and intimate collection of objects act as 
the lure for a more focused engagement with the works’ difficult and pressing public 
concerns. This experience—a waking up of sorts—is how PEET defines the term 
MAGiCSTANCE, the exhibition’s title. As the artist reveals through a formula laid out in 
the gallery’s press release, the term also describes a filtering system for the swell of 
information that is regularly unleashed upon us by today’s media outlets. An oddball take 
on one of the most conventional genres, PEET’s Stilifes look beyond this context, 
encouraging the viewer to expand their own ontological and perhaps far-out questioning.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://www.brooklynrail.org/2015/07/artseen/jj-peet-magicstance 
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