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desultory toddlers suggest 
moments in a tragic, but 
obscure, narrative, Julien’s is  
a quiet kitsch, intermingling 
world-weariness and won-
der towards bits and pieces 
of nature that, somehow, 
wormed their way in.

Review
s

standing behind three, 
narrow floor-to-ceiling 
collages, with one featur-
ing that scribbled note to 
Nugent. From the collages 
to the studio space itself, 
visual excess—in three-
ness—manifests in ways 
that echo Nugent’s use of 
ellipses in Smoke, Lilies  
and Jade. 
  Venturing inside the 
bungalow reveals, further, 
how the self, for Sepuya, is 
decidedly produced “on the 
fringes of portraits of other 
people.”3 Dark Room Mirror 
(_2010899) and (_2080162) 
find Sepuya more front 
and center, sharing the 
frame with another body. 
In both images, Sepuya 
holds a camera to his 
face, a gesture that flits 
between voyeurism and 
narcissism—a desire to see 
oneself and others.4 The 
other body here—across 
both works—happens to 
be the same slender man 
of olive complexion. On the 
surface, these photographs 
are unremarkable. Yet the 
RAW file numbering—and 
the different bodies in Dark 
Room Mirror (_02060999)—
suggests two separate en-
counters. On this evidence, 
Sepuya’s titles offer up 
serial record of what images 
made the cut and what 
was left on the cutting 
room floor. Sitting with this 
equivocal trace of omitted 
images intimates an ellipti-
cal form to Sepuya’s prac-
tice, which is a mirroring of 
Nugent’s desire to be direct 
and un-closeted about  
documenting what is often 
relegated to the shadows.5
 That this constructive 
mode of desire still exists 
even when exposing  
the slippages in one’s  
photographic process 

presence wafts over the 
exhibition, with a scrawled 
note, “R. Bruce Nugent 
tableaux,” appearing in  
the work Studio (0X5A0173) 
that hangs beside Dark  
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531).  
By turns romantic and re- 
strained, Smoke finds Nugent  
narrating the wanderings 
of Alex, an idle and impres-
sionistic 19 year-old black 
male who meditates on 
the queer strands to desire, 
love, sexuality, and aesthetics. 
 Strikingly, with  
experimental typography, 
Nugent implements ellipses 
throughout the vignette to 
signify a hesitation in his 
protagonist’s sexuality: his 
pensiveness is parsed out 
with a series of ellipses. 
Without them, and if given 
over to proper punctuation, 
the narrative is still legible, 
lucid. With them, we still 
encounter male same-sex 
desire, but in ways that are 
both “full of holes and yet 
still… whole.”2 While this 
fluidity imbues itself in the 
smoky ambiance of Dark 
Room Mirror Study, it also 
snakes its way across  
Sepuya’s photographic 
practice that is novel-like 
and serendipitous, with 
people and places shuttling 
in and out, dissolving any 
preconceived notions of  
a narrative. 
 The import of Nugent  
and Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade is not lost on Sepuya;  
in an installation at  
Callicoon Fine Arts,  
Sepuya included the little- 
known black literary  
magazine Fire!! that first 
published Nugent’s 
pioneering prose. Nugent  
re-appears in Studio 
(0X5A0173): slivers of  
Sepuya, his camera, and 
his tripod can be seen 

A bluish, smoky miasma 
bathes two life-size studies— 
or self-portraits—of Paul 
Mpagi Sepuya. In one, 
Sepuya’s face is obscured—
save for the small of his 
naked thigh and lower 
torso—as he hunches over 
a camera fixed to a three-
legged tripod. He leans 
back to peer forward, his 
hands cradling the device, 
readying it to shoot the  
image in question: Dark 
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531)  
(all works 2017). Sepuya 
hugs the fringes of this 
mirror/photo, his bent body 
flush with the right side of 
the picture plane. Across 
the photographs at team 
(bungalow), mirrors allow 
Sepuya (and his friends, 
lovers, acquaintances) to 
bask in a closed loop, a 
self-referential present that 
welcomes fragments of the 
past that feel simultane-
ously speculative and serial.
  For starters, the grubby,  
dust-ridden mirrors that 
Sepuya employs in his photo- 
graphs evoke a sensuous  

“symmetry” to the “drifting 
vapors of… blue smoke” 
that pepper Richard 
Bruce Nugent’s elliptical 
story Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade (1926).1 Nugent’s  

Paul Mpagi Sepuya
at team (bungalow)
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standing behind three, 
narrow floor-to-ceiling 
collages, with one featur-
ing that scribbled note to 
Nugent. From the collages 
to the studio space itself, 
visual excess—in three-
ness—manifests in ways 
that echo Nugent’s use of 
ellipses in Smoke, Lilies  
and Jade. 
  Venturing inside the 
bungalow reveals, further, 
how the self, for Sepuya, is 
decidedly produced “on the 
fringes of portraits of other 
people.”3 Dark Room Mirror 
(_2010899) and (_2080162) 
find Sepuya more front 
and center, sharing the 
frame with another body. 
In both images, Sepuya 
holds a camera to his 
face, a gesture that flits 
between voyeurism and 
narcissism—a desire to see 
oneself and others.4 The 
other body here—across 
both works—happens to 
be the same slender man 
of olive complexion. On the 
surface, these photographs 
are unremarkable. Yet the 
RAW file numbering—and 
the different bodies in Dark 
Room Mirror (_02060999)—
suggests two separate en-
counters. On this evidence, 
Sepuya’s titles offer up 
serial record of what images 
made the cut and what 
was left on the cutting 
room floor. Sitting with this 
equivocal trace of omitted 
images intimates an ellipti-
cal form to Sepuya’s prac-
tice, which is a mirroring of 
Nugent’s desire to be direct 
and un-closeted about  
documenting what is often 
relegated to the shadows.5
 That this constructive 
mode of desire still exists 
even when exposing  
the slippages in one’s  
photographic process 

presence wafts over the 
exhibition, with a scrawled 
note, “R. Bruce Nugent 
tableaux,” appearing in  
the work Studio (0X5A0173) 
that hangs beside Dark  
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531).  
By turns romantic and re- 
strained, Smoke finds Nugent  
narrating the wanderings 
of Alex, an idle and impres-
sionistic 19 year-old black 
male who meditates on 
the queer strands to desire, 
love, sexuality, and aesthetics. 
 Strikingly, with  
experimental typography, 
Nugent implements ellipses 
throughout the vignette to 
signify a hesitation in his 
protagonist’s sexuality: his 
pensiveness is parsed out 
with a series of ellipses. 
Without them, and if given 
over to proper punctuation, 
the narrative is still legible, 
lucid. With them, we still 
encounter male same-sex 
desire, but in ways that are 
both “full of holes and yet 
still… whole.”2 While this 
fluidity imbues itself in the 
smoky ambiance of Dark 
Room Mirror Study, it also 
snakes its way across  
Sepuya’s photographic 
practice that is novel-like 
and serendipitous, with 
people and places shuttling 
in and out, dissolving any 
preconceived notions of  
a narrative. 
 The import of Nugent  
and Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade is not lost on Sepuya;  
in an installation at  
Callicoon Fine Arts,  
Sepuya included the little- 
known black literary  
magazine Fire!! that first 
published Nugent’s 
pioneering prose. Nugent  
re-appears in Studio 
(0X5A0173): slivers of  
Sepuya, his camera, and 
his tripod can be seen 

A bluish, smoky miasma 
bathes two life-size studies— 
or self-portraits—of Paul 
Mpagi Sepuya. In one, 
Sepuya’s face is obscured—
save for the small of his 
naked thigh and lower 
torso—as he hunches over 
a camera fixed to a three-
legged tripod. He leans 
back to peer forward, his 
hands cradling the device, 
readying it to shoot the  
image in question: Dark 
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531)  
(all works 2017). Sepuya 
hugs the fringes of this 
mirror/photo, his bent body 
flush with the right side of 
the picture plane. Across 
the photographs at team 
(bungalow), mirrors allow 
Sepuya (and his friends, 
lovers, acquaintances) to 
bask in a closed loop, a 
self-referential present that 
welcomes fragments of the 
past that feel simultane-
ously speculative and serial.
  For starters, the grubby,  
dust-ridden mirrors that 
Sepuya employs in his photo- 
graphs evoke a sensuous  

“symmetry” to the “drifting 
vapors of… blue smoke” 
that pepper Richard 
Bruce Nugent’s elliptical 
story Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade (1926).1 Nugent’s  

Paul Mpagi Sepuya
at team (bungalow)

September 17– 
October 22, 2018

reveals the many (queer) 
sides to ellipses: commu-
nicating an unfinished 
thought, a trailing voice, or 
a moment of pause to  
reflect. These pensive places  
are generative, with Sepuya 
reflecting that his desire to 
document the self comes 
out of a “strange” feeling in  
his studio, which is to say 
a queer feeling that, yes, 
finds him disoriented, but 
also creating from that 
self-same space of dislo-
cation, queerness.6 At the 
same time, when the past 
feels, in many respects, like 
a gulf of disappearance, it 
is encouraging to witness 
Dark Room and the way 
non-normative sightlines 
of yore emerge through 
oblique arrangements. 
The overlooked past felt 
present here thanks to 
how Sepuya looks to find 
his way, to gather ground 
differently even if it's 
grounded in an openness to 
deviation. Though Sepuya’s 
deviant horizons at times 
appear repetitive in their 
format, they dwell in a 
speculative realm that does 

“not reproduce what we 
follow but instead create[s] 
wrinkles in the earth.” 7 

Wrinkles, ultimately, in how 
we see ourselves.
3. Boško Blagojević, “A Conversa-
tion between Boško Blagojević and 
Paul Mpagi Sepuya,” in Paul Mpagi 
Sepuya: Studio Work (Minneapolis: 
Franklin Artworks, 2012), 29.

4. Sabine T. Kriebel, “Theories of 
Photography: A Short History,”  
in Photography Theory (The Art  
Seminar), ed. James Elkins (New 
York: Routledge, 2007), 33.

5. Nugent was open with his  
homosexuality, stating “I have 
never been in what they call ‘the 
closet.’” Richard Bruce Nugent, Gay 
Rebel of the Harlem Renaissance: 
Selections from the Work of Richard 
Bruce Nugent, ed. Thomas H. Wirth 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 
2002), 268.

6. Blagojević, “Conversation,” 29.

7. Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology:  
Orientations, Objects, Others 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 
2006), 179.

where between undress 
and redress. Painted-over 
records become exposed 
breasts, eyes, targets; 
cabinet knobs stand-in for 
colloquial “knobs”; cut-outs 
are portholes, glory holes, 
and every bodily orifice you 
can think of; brass hooks 
are “come hither” fingers; 
draped fabric becomes loin 
cloths, flirtatious hemlines, 
or a curtain for a certain 
Courbet.1
 But of these objects,  
the most euphemistic are 
the upturned furniture  
legs. In previous works, 
Jackson affixed them so 
that they stood straight 
out from their canvases. 
Here, the legs sit upturned 
on shelves, robbed of their 
supportive purpose and 
effectively neutered in  
the process. In their inver-
sion and isolation they  
transform: they become 
phallic totems, miniature  
Brancusi’s… or butt plugs? 
 Furthest from the door, 
in a modest shadowbox, 
Jackson has posed a leg 
beside a hanging brown 
clod. Dangling below is 
Cleaver’s essay-cum-po-
em, “To All Black Women 
From All Black Men”; his 
landmark but problematic 
text details his return to 
the love of Black women 
while reifying a hegemonic 
masculinity, misogynistic 
perspectives, and shades 
of anti-blackness. In this 
arrangement, the virile 
male phallus is likened to 
the spent, the soft, and the 
fecal; which could lead one 
to gather that rigid mascu-
linity isn’t worth shit—it’s 
far more complicated than 
that.
 Beside the shadow- 
box, a smattering of eye-
patched Snake Plisskens 

I hadn’t thought this much 
about balls in a long time; 
but there they were, hang-
ing out in Ravi Jackson’s 
debut solo exhibition Ice 
on Soul at Richard Telles 
Gallery: a messy, complex, 
and exciting presentation. 
In 13 untitled paintings (all 
2017), Jackson pulls to-
gether a range of poignant 
associations that circle the 
drain around issues of mas-
culinity. All the works draw 
heavily from the compli-
cated writings in Eldridge 
Cleaver’s infamous text, 
Soul on Ice, from which the 
exhibition takes its name. 
 It’s hard to ignore 
the pedestrian quality 
of Jackson’s media: ply-
wood, MDF, melamine, 
children’s cabinetry knobs, 
eye hooks and grommets, 
acrylic paint, swatches of 
cheap fabric, and feath-
ered earrings from trendy 
seasons of yore. Print outs 
of Donatello’s David, a 
Black Bart Simpson, Kurt 
Russell as Snake Plissken, 
eBay bidding pages, and 
typo-speckled Facebook 
posts are posed as vital as 
any stroke of paint. They 
share their surfaces with 
little hierarchy; they all 
intrude on one other in 
collaborative overlap—
building meaning through 
interruption. 
 All the layers, seem-
ingly casual in their place-
ment, are in a sexy state of 
dishabille—forever some-
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of nature that, somehow, 
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standing behind three, 
narrow floor-to-ceiling 
collages, with one featur-
ing that scribbled note to 
Nugent. From the collages 
to the studio space itself, 
visual excess—in three-
ness—manifests in ways 
that echo Nugent’s use of 
ellipses in Smoke, Lilies  
and Jade. 
  Venturing inside the 
bungalow reveals, further, 
how the self, for Sepuya, is 
decidedly produced “on the 
fringes of portraits of other 
people.”3 Dark Room Mirror 
(_2010899) and (_2080162) 
find Sepuya more front 
and center, sharing the 
frame with another body. 
In both images, Sepuya 
holds a camera to his 
face, a gesture that flits 
between voyeurism and 
narcissism—a desire to see 
oneself and others.4 The 
other body here—across 
both works—happens to 
be the same slender man 
of olive complexion. On the 
surface, these photographs 
are unremarkable. Yet the 
RAW file numbering—and 
the different bodies in Dark 
Room Mirror (_02060999)—
suggests two separate en-
counters. On this evidence, 
Sepuya’s titles offer up 
serial record of what images 
made the cut and what 
was left on the cutting 
room floor. Sitting with this 
equivocal trace of omitted 
images intimates an ellipti-
cal form to Sepuya’s prac-
tice, which is a mirroring of 
Nugent’s desire to be direct 
and un-closeted about  
documenting what is often 
relegated to the shadows.5
 That this constructive 
mode of desire still exists 
even when exposing  
the slippages in one’s  
photographic process 

presence wafts over the 
exhibition, with a scrawled 
note, “R. Bruce Nugent 
tableaux,” appearing in  
the work Studio (0X5A0173) 
that hangs beside Dark  
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531).  
By turns romantic and re- 
strained, Smoke finds Nugent  
narrating the wanderings 
of Alex, an idle and impres-
sionistic 19 year-old black 
male who meditates on 
the queer strands to desire, 
love, sexuality, and aesthetics. 
 Strikingly, with  
experimental typography, 
Nugent implements ellipses 
throughout the vignette to 
signify a hesitation in his 
protagonist’s sexuality: his 
pensiveness is parsed out 
with a series of ellipses. 
Without them, and if given 
over to proper punctuation, 
the narrative is still legible, 
lucid. With them, we still 
encounter male same-sex 
desire, but in ways that are 
both “full of holes and yet 
still… whole.”2 While this 
fluidity imbues itself in the 
smoky ambiance of Dark 
Room Mirror Study, it also 
snakes its way across  
Sepuya’s photographic 
practice that is novel-like 
and serendipitous, with 
people and places shuttling 
in and out, dissolving any 
preconceived notions of  
a narrative. 
 The import of Nugent  
and Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade is not lost on Sepuya;  
in an installation at  
Callicoon Fine Arts,  
Sepuya included the little- 
known black literary  
magazine Fire!! that first 
published Nugent’s 
pioneering prose. Nugent  
re-appears in Studio 
(0X5A0173): slivers of  
Sepuya, his camera, and 
his tripod can be seen 

A bluish, smoky miasma 
bathes two life-size studies— 
or self-portraits—of Paul 
Mpagi Sepuya. In one, 
Sepuya’s face is obscured—
save for the small of his 
naked thigh and lower 
torso—as he hunches over 
a camera fixed to a three-
legged tripod. He leans 
back to peer forward, his 
hands cradling the device, 
readying it to shoot the  
image in question: Dark 
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531)  
(all works 2017). Sepuya 
hugs the fringes of this 
mirror/photo, his bent body 
flush with the right side of 
the picture plane. Across 
the photographs at team 
(bungalow), mirrors allow 
Sepuya (and his friends, 
lovers, acquaintances) to 
bask in a closed loop, a 
self-referential present that 
welcomes fragments of the 
past that feel simultane-
ously speculative and serial.
  For starters, the grubby,  
dust-ridden mirrors that 
Sepuya employs in his photo- 
graphs evoke a sensuous  

“symmetry” to the “drifting 
vapors of… blue smoke” 
that pepper Richard 
Bruce Nugent’s elliptical 
story Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade (1926).1 Nugent’s  

Paul Mpagi Sepuya
at team (bungalow)
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standing behind three, 
narrow floor-to-ceiling 
collages, with one featur-
ing that scribbled note to 
Nugent. From the collages 
to the studio space itself, 
visual excess—in three-
ness—manifests in ways 
that echo Nugent’s use of 
ellipses in Smoke, Lilies  
and Jade. 
  Venturing inside the 
bungalow reveals, further, 
how the self, for Sepuya, is 
decidedly produced “on the 
fringes of portraits of other 
people.”3 Dark Room Mirror 
(_2010899) and (_2080162) 
find Sepuya more front 
and center, sharing the 
frame with another body. 
In both images, Sepuya 
holds a camera to his 
face, a gesture that flits 
between voyeurism and 
narcissism—a desire to see 
oneself and others.4 The 
other body here—across 
both works—happens to 
be the same slender man 
of olive complexion. On the 
surface, these photographs 
are unremarkable. Yet the 
RAW file numbering—and 
the different bodies in Dark 
Room Mirror (_02060999)—
suggests two separate en-
counters. On this evidence, 
Sepuya’s titles offer up 
serial record of what images 
made the cut and what 
was left on the cutting 
room floor. Sitting with this 
equivocal trace of omitted 
images intimates an ellipti-
cal form to Sepuya’s prac-
tice, which is a mirroring of 
Nugent’s desire to be direct 
and un-closeted about  
documenting what is often 
relegated to the shadows.5
 That this constructive 
mode of desire still exists 
even when exposing  
the slippages in one’s  
photographic process 

presence wafts over the 
exhibition, with a scrawled 
note, “R. Bruce Nugent 
tableaux,” appearing in  
the work Studio (0X5A0173) 
that hangs beside Dark  
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531).  
By turns romantic and re- 
strained, Smoke finds Nugent  
narrating the wanderings 
of Alex, an idle and impres-
sionistic 19 year-old black 
male who meditates on 
the queer strands to desire, 
love, sexuality, and aesthetics. 
 Strikingly, with  
experimental typography, 
Nugent implements ellipses 
throughout the vignette to 
signify a hesitation in his 
protagonist’s sexuality: his 
pensiveness is parsed out 
with a series of ellipses. 
Without them, and if given 
over to proper punctuation, 
the narrative is still legible, 
lucid. With them, we still 
encounter male same-sex 
desire, but in ways that are 
both “full of holes and yet 
still… whole.”2 While this 
fluidity imbues itself in the 
smoky ambiance of Dark 
Room Mirror Study, it also 
snakes its way across  
Sepuya’s photographic 
practice that is novel-like 
and serendipitous, with 
people and places shuttling 
in and out, dissolving any 
preconceived notions of  
a narrative. 
 The import of Nugent  
and Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade is not lost on Sepuya;  
in an installation at  
Callicoon Fine Arts,  
Sepuya included the little- 
known black literary  
magazine Fire!! that first 
published Nugent’s 
pioneering prose. Nugent  
re-appears in Studio 
(0X5A0173): slivers of  
Sepuya, his camera, and 
his tripod can be seen 

A bluish, smoky miasma 
bathes two life-size studies— 
or self-portraits—of Paul 
Mpagi Sepuya. In one, 
Sepuya’s face is obscured—
save for the small of his 
naked thigh and lower 
torso—as he hunches over 
a camera fixed to a three-
legged tripod. He leans 
back to peer forward, his 
hands cradling the device, 
readying it to shoot the  
image in question: Dark 
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531)  
(all works 2017). Sepuya 
hugs the fringes of this 
mirror/photo, his bent body 
flush with the right side of 
the picture plane. Across 
the photographs at team 
(bungalow), mirrors allow 
Sepuya (and his friends, 
lovers, acquaintances) to 
bask in a closed loop, a 
self-referential present that 
welcomes fragments of the 
past that feel simultane-
ously speculative and serial.
  For starters, the grubby,  
dust-ridden mirrors that 
Sepuya employs in his photo- 
graphs evoke a sensuous  

“symmetry” to the “drifting 
vapors of… blue smoke” 
that pepper Richard 
Bruce Nugent’s elliptical 
story Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade (1926).1 Nugent’s  
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reveals the many (queer) 
sides to ellipses: commu-
nicating an unfinished 
thought, a trailing voice, or 
a moment of pause to  
reflect. These pensive places  
are generative, with Sepuya 
reflecting that his desire to 
document the self comes 
out of a “strange” feeling in  
his studio, which is to say 
a queer feeling that, yes, 
finds him disoriented, but 
also creating from that 
self-same space of dislo-
cation, queerness.6 At the 
same time, when the past 
feels, in many respects, like 
a gulf of disappearance, it 
is encouraging to witness 
Dark Room and the way 
non-normative sightlines 
of yore emerge through 
oblique arrangements. 
The overlooked past felt 
present here thanks to 
how Sepuya looks to find 
his way, to gather ground 
differently even if it's 
grounded in an openness to 
deviation. Though Sepuya’s 
deviant horizons at times 
appear repetitive in their 
format, they dwell in a 
speculative realm that does 

“not reproduce what we 
follow but instead create[s] 
wrinkles in the earth.” 7 

Wrinkles, ultimately, in how 
we see ourselves.
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where between undress 
and redress. Painted-over 
records become exposed 
breasts, eyes, targets; 
cabinet knobs stand-in for 
colloquial “knobs”; cut-outs 
are portholes, glory holes, 
and every bodily orifice you 
can think of; brass hooks 
are “come hither” fingers; 
draped fabric becomes loin 
cloths, flirtatious hemlines, 
or a curtain for a certain 
Courbet.1
 But of these objects,  
the most euphemistic are 
the upturned furniture  
legs. In previous works, 
Jackson affixed them so 
that they stood straight 
out from their canvases. 
Here, the legs sit upturned 
on shelves, robbed of their 
supportive purpose and 
effectively neutered in  
the process. In their inver-
sion and isolation they  
transform: they become 
phallic totems, miniature  
Brancusi’s… or butt plugs? 
 Furthest from the door, 
in a modest shadowbox, 
Jackson has posed a leg 
beside a hanging brown 
clod. Dangling below is 
Cleaver’s essay-cum-po-
em, “To All Black Women 
From All Black Men”; his 
landmark but problematic 
text details his return to 
the love of Black women 
while reifying a hegemonic 
masculinity, misogynistic 
perspectives, and shades 
of anti-blackness. In this 
arrangement, the virile 
male phallus is likened to 
the spent, the soft, and the 
fecal; which could lead one 
to gather that rigid mascu-
linity isn’t worth shit—it’s 
far more complicated than 
that.
 Beside the shadow- 
box, a smattering of eye-
patched Snake Plisskens 

I hadn’t thought this much 
about balls in a long time; 
but there they were, hang-
ing out in Ravi Jackson’s 
debut solo exhibition Ice 
on Soul at Richard Telles 
Gallery: a messy, complex, 
and exciting presentation. 
In 13 untitled paintings (all 
2017), Jackson pulls to-
gether a range of poignant 
associations that circle the 
drain around issues of mas-
culinity. All the works draw 
heavily from the compli-
cated writings in Eldridge 
Cleaver’s infamous text, 
Soul on Ice, from which the 
exhibition takes its name. 
 It’s hard to ignore 
the pedestrian quality 
of Jackson’s media: ply-
wood, MDF, melamine, 
children’s cabinetry knobs, 
eye hooks and grommets, 
acrylic paint, swatches of 
cheap fabric, and feath-
ered earrings from trendy 
seasons of yore. Print outs 
of Donatello’s David, a 
Black Bart Simpson, Kurt 
Russell as Snake Plissken, 
eBay bidding pages, and 
typo-speckled Facebook 
posts are posed as vital as 
any stroke of paint. They 
share their surfaces with 
little hierarchy; they all 
intrude on one other in 
collaborative overlap—
building meaning through 
interruption. 
 All the layers, seem-
ingly casual in their place-
ment, are in a sexy state of 
dishabille—forever some-
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s

standing behind three, 
narrow floor-to-ceiling 
collages, with one featur-
ing that scribbled note to 
Nugent. From the collages 
to the studio space itself, 
visual excess—in three-
ness—manifests in ways 
that echo Nugent’s use of 
ellipses in Smoke, Lilies  
and Jade. 
  Venturing inside the 
bungalow reveals, further, 
how the self, for Sepuya, is 
decidedly produced “on the 
fringes of portraits of other 
people.”3 Dark Room Mirror 
(_2010899) and (_2080162) 
find Sepuya more front 
and center, sharing the 
frame with another body. 
In both images, Sepuya 
holds a camera to his 
face, a gesture that flits 
between voyeurism and 
narcissism—a desire to see 
oneself and others.4 The 
other body here—across 
both works—happens to 
be the same slender man 
of olive complexion. On the 
surface, these photographs 
are unremarkable. Yet the 
RAW file numbering—and 
the different bodies in Dark 
Room Mirror (_02060999)—
suggests two separate en-
counters. On this evidence, 
Sepuya’s titles offer up 
serial record of what images 
made the cut and what 
was left on the cutting 
room floor. Sitting with this 
equivocal trace of omitted 
images intimates an ellipti-
cal form to Sepuya’s prac-
tice, which is a mirroring of 
Nugent’s desire to be direct 
and un-closeted about  
documenting what is often 
relegated to the shadows.5
 That this constructive 
mode of desire still exists 
even when exposing  
the slippages in one’s  
photographic process 

presence wafts over the 
exhibition, with a scrawled 
note, “R. Bruce Nugent 
tableaux,” appearing in  
the work Studio (0X5A0173) 
that hangs beside Dark  
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531).  
By turns romantic and re- 
strained, Smoke finds Nugent  
narrating the wanderings 
of Alex, an idle and impres-
sionistic 19 year-old black 
male who meditates on 
the queer strands to desire, 
love, sexuality, and aesthetics. 
 Strikingly, with  
experimental typography, 
Nugent implements ellipses 
throughout the vignette to 
signify a hesitation in his 
protagonist’s sexuality: his 
pensiveness is parsed out 
with a series of ellipses. 
Without them, and if given 
over to proper punctuation, 
the narrative is still legible, 
lucid. With them, we still 
encounter male same-sex 
desire, but in ways that are 
both “full of holes and yet 
still… whole.”2 While this 
fluidity imbues itself in the 
smoky ambiance of Dark 
Room Mirror Study, it also 
snakes its way across  
Sepuya’s photographic 
practice that is novel-like 
and serendipitous, with 
people and places shuttling 
in and out, dissolving any 
preconceived notions of  
a narrative. 
 The import of Nugent  
and Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade is not lost on Sepuya;  
in an installation at  
Callicoon Fine Arts,  
Sepuya included the little- 
known black literary  
magazine Fire!! that first 
published Nugent’s 
pioneering prose. Nugent  
re-appears in Studio 
(0X5A0173): slivers of  
Sepuya, his camera, and 
his tripod can be seen 

A bluish, smoky miasma 
bathes two life-size studies— 
or self-portraits—of Paul 
Mpagi Sepuya. In one, 
Sepuya’s face is obscured—
save for the small of his 
naked thigh and lower 
torso—as he hunches over 
a camera fixed to a three-
legged tripod. He leans 
back to peer forward, his 
hands cradling the device, 
readying it to shoot the  
image in question: Dark 
Room Mirror Study (0X5A1531)  
(all works 2017). Sepuya 
hugs the fringes of this 
mirror/photo, his bent body 
flush with the right side of 
the picture plane. Across 
the photographs at team 
(bungalow), mirrors allow 
Sepuya (and his friends, 
lovers, acquaintances) to 
bask in a closed loop, a 
self-referential present that 
welcomes fragments of the 
past that feel simultane-
ously speculative and serial.
  For starters, the grubby,  
dust-ridden mirrors that 
Sepuya employs in his photo- 
graphs evoke a sensuous  

“symmetry” to the “drifting 
vapors of… blue smoke” 
that pepper Richard 
Bruce Nugent’s elliptical 
story Smoke, Lilies and 
Jade (1926).1 Nugent’s  

Paul Mpagi Sepuya
at team (bungalow)
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