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Marshall Brown

Western Exhibitions

By Susan Snodgrass




Marshall Brown, Union Hall, 2026, collage on prepared panel, 48 = 48" From the series “Palaces of Industry,” 2026.

SHARE In his seminal essay “The Monuments of Passaic” (1967), Robert Smithson
f narrates a tour of his hometown, a postindustrial wasteland in which a
X deteriorating bridge and the construction of a new highway coexist in
G “unitary chaos.” For Smithson, both are monuments—one the relic of an
unrealized past; the other an imminent ruin. They are markers of entropy
+ that cast the city as “an abandoned set of futures.”

The collage works of artist and architect Marshall Brown on view in “Palaces
and Prisons” at Western Exhibitions similarly evoked scenes of urban
transition and decay, vet fostered a syncretic and somewhat more hopeful
view of the contemporary cityscape. Combining found photographs (whole
or partial) of buildings excavated from art and architectural history and bits
of landscape, Brown creates dynamic new topographies that reframe the
past to imagine alternate, speculative futures.

“Palaces of Industry,” 2026, presented in the first gallery, was one of two
major series included in the exhibition. Inspired by the iron-and-glass
pavilions that served as grand exhibition halls for late-nineteenth-century
European world’s fairs, the four monumental panels resolutely avoid
imagery that celebrates these technological and cultural achievements,
functioning instead as conceptual foils for narratives of unfulfilled progress.
Often adopting the formal language of the Russian avant-garde, the artist
designs his photomontages using a bold geometry that places his elemental
pictures in quasi-horizontal and diagonal arrangements that typically float
upon expansive white planes. Such homages are furthered by the artist’s
appropriation of architectural photographs, in particular those by Bernd and
Hilla Becher. Brown spliced and layered copies of the duo’s austere
typologies of industrial structures and sites throughout the “Palaces of
Industry” series, where they function as symbols of modernism’s decline.

The Bechers’ black-and-white documents transcend their temporal and
spatial coordinates when juxtaposed with colorful views of nature,
architectural elements from elsewhere, and fragments of African sculpture
(as in Brown’s Foundry and Powerhouse, both 2026), creating within
individual compositions unexpected artistic affinities and architectural
lineages. In Union Hall, 2026, the German photographers’ portrait of an
abandoned manufacturing plant is part of a provocative mash-up that also
blends Thomas Demand’s 2011 remodel of a control room from a nuclear
power plant; Hiroshi Sugimoto’s ghostly vision of the Twin Towers from
1997; a crowd at a rave festival lifted from Andreas Gursky's May Day IV,
2000; and a facsimile of Jasper Johns’s Moratorium, 1969, an American flag
painted green, black, and orange in protest of the Vietnam War. In both its
form and political themes, Union Hall is, in fact, a pastiche of Mies van der
Rohe’s 1954 proposal for an unrealized convention hall in Chicago,

considered a key example of the modern architect’s use of collage.

Of course, knowledge of Brown’s rich and varied sources helps expand one’s



appreciation of the art, but it is not essential. For example, a visitor viewing
the three works from the artist’s ongoing series “Prisons of Invention,”
2021—, would still understand Brown’s gambit even if they didn’t recognize
the series’s namesake, Giovanni Battista Piranesi’s eighteenth-century
etchings of imaginary prisons. In Brown’s photomontages, realized in a
smaller scale and on paper, the artist merges fragmentary images of urban
infrastructure and buildings (modern, vernacular, and sometimes
ecclesiastical), darkened interiors, and cropped views of mountains and
trees. Like Piranesi’s fantastical mazes, Brown’s fictional worlds offer
multiple sight lines, conflating time and space to reorder the boundaries
between the built and natural environment.

Here and throughout the exhibition evidence of the work’s construction
abounded in scraps of blue and silver drafting tape left exposed (and
occasionally rephotographed within individual elements) alongside gaps and
seams. Brown’s textured terrains reveal the synergies between art and
architecture and the role of collage as both a design tool and an aesthetic
strategy. One looks forward to future works in which he explores still more
of the shared territories of his own dual practices that together remind us

that cities are complex ecosystems, monumental but never static.
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