
Penelope Umbrico: MONUMENT 
J>~elope Umbrko ac;ts to radical I), "'maQine our reli!tion to technol09y, both ptws lully and 
psychologl c.1lly Encomp assing a range of media Including digital photography, medl.1-based 
sculpture and Installation. and video, her work has spanned lnte, esh In the materiamyof consumer 
technology, the Internet as social a,chi~ , and, as rNlecttt:I In this uhlbltlon, the monolith le state 
of cu,rent technologies In ,elation to their obsolescence. In MONUMENT, Umbrico begins with the 

Idea that all te<hnolog 1es- lncludlng th e most ubiquitous co,,sumer electronics we use a! home 
u ,ct In the wo,kplace-a re In effecl "blad bo,ces"whose contents a,e largety incomprehemible to 
til e end use, . Urnbr ico alm ii to demy\tify the blac~-bo• device and to enga,ge the pub lic in c"atlv-e 
modes of tramform lng and visualizing the el<.'clrOfliC detritus that .xcumulates In our homes and 
lnl ;mdfill . 

Exhibition cur.ilor Ellzabelh Ferrer conducted a roaming lf1!erview with Penelope Umbrlco over the 
cou rse of a few months . 

Elliabe t h f e rru -; Let 's start by discussirn;l th e title of the exhibition, MONUMENT, and the work 
th llt ls Its cente,piec e -.i moni.lmental wall ol stacked, broken , and semi ·operation.al LCD TVs 
,tr .,amlngthe-• 

Penelo1>9 Umb1lco : My Intent w,th the !Ule Is to emphasize the monumental presenc e of elec tronic 
dev ices In Oi.lr lives iind th e we ight of their afterllfe. There's wmething lil<e 50 million 10!15 of 
lf·WH UI CfH ted eve,y yn r - th al I, monum ental -• nd something like only 1 ~ of ii gets 
req•c ~ . Havln,;i i,pent rome !lme;it the E•W;isteWarehoose in Gowanus. Brooklyn. Ian year, I was 
stru ck by the monomental,ty of this . And the1e. the stacks ofCRTTVs. plastic wr;ipped to con tain 
thei r polsooous Insides Un cue of breakage dur ing transport lo dlsasM>mbllng centers), seemed 
to spe ak directly to this monumentality. Thes e monolithic stnu;tu,es. old clunky objects full of 
men: ury ~nd lea d, were the specific Inspiration fc. the !Ille. 

Fo, th e wall ofbfok m and se mi-operation al LCD TVs, I had oflglna lly thought I wou ld play a set 
of horror movies I found at th e E·Was1e Warehouse. I hke the analogy of the broken body to the 
brok en K rN!n - both e~press ing outwardly whal'I going on Inside. But the Idea of strumlng the 
new s, equ;illy horr ific these d•y s, :1eemed ev..n more relevant as a subject represen11!d on brol<en 
K rH ns: th e new1 and th e Kr N!ns both th e rewlt ol something gone wrong . 

EF. This n h ibnlon an1lc,pat es ac1,ve participation by visitor s. Please explain how you 've 
con<eptu a l,zl!dthata spec tofth e exhlbitlon 

PU:Though th e cent erpiece ofthlf exhibition 11 this wall ol l><oken LCD TVs. th e entir e exhibition 
,c l! to Inve rt OIJr reli1loni.hlp to 1he e lec tron ic d evk e1 In ou, I Ives. I am lnvlllng the viewer 10 

und erstand t h.e m11e, l111ty of the devlce 1 we engag e with ev.. ryday,especlally tho se we pe<ee lve 
to bit lnvl1ible 1uch u 1he KrN! n, a llowlng" pe,,k Inside , and an Invitation to turn the d ev ices 
ln 1lde ou t. I am Int e rest ed 1n the S<rff n In particular Thlf1e'11 ntual power In the Krttn - 11 glvei 
u1 light , - 90 to It eve rydlly , It's IO~hlng we all engag e w,th quite lnt,mat e ly, and we now get 
all o ur lnfor mat ioti from It. And though we tend 10 lhlnk ol It 11 Invisible, 1lmost eve rythln11 we 
lea rn Ind know t hese d ays 11 medl.Jted through thlf filters ol 1t1 te<hno logy . 

EF. You 111 spe aking ol 111<11111ec 1ronlcs In the 1<reen , the liquid cry sta l, and th e code that 
Crellte1image d 

PU : Yes. a nd SPlf(lftcally I am thinking llbo UI th e Idea o( th e black box -a d ev lclf that cont,lns 
Infor mation or tec h nology that 11 o ff lim,u to use ,1. lh l1 exhibition tak es tho se tec hnologle1 ,nd 
a l\ ernpu 10 ma ke the ir ma tH lahry a,ccess,blt, lnc ll.Jdlng wh a t tuoppens to the se mat eria ls when we 
00 lon\jt l w, nt tM"ffl. We 111 kl"IOW that lhl 119511fl fK)'C led. but very (ew of UI und emand wh11 thllt 
loCIUl lly looks hklf, S0 wt WIii bf di ussem bl,ng d eYlcllli Oft Site. We ar e lnvlt,r.g the BRIC community 
10 bring In t heir ...-.wan ted elec tron ic Krtt n·bl~ devices· · .martph ones. IPods. Kindles, and 111<11 

like-andtogethe r wewllld ,s;m.emblethelrdevlces,1,k,n9themapanandarran9,ng1hep,eces 
for a photograph . lt '1 a trade: ~ople bring .lfl objec t and they get an obj.eel in return for theu l,tbo,: 
photographic documentation - a portr&II oltr.e lnlldes oftr.eir device. In !his w1y, BRIC becomes a 
temporary e· waste collec tion center , but one for lndividu1I and collaborative acts of upcycling 

EF:You've c.illed !hi, collaborative photogr&ph "knolling" and propose fort~ uhlbitlon ll"knolhng 
table. " Canyouexp laln7 

PU; Knolling Is a process that orlglrlllted In th e design world - I th,n~ !he 111 .. tlom SKhs ,ctu;illy 
coined the term, referring to the fumiture company Knoll-of uranging s,mnar objeca on a 
,urfa" and then photographing them from above. The ae,thetic corne1ou1 of Id~~\ arour.d 
classification and pat!em, and I think it's particularly relevant todisassembl ,ng a ~rsonal device 
because the Insid es of these devices are highly designed and quite bea,mful, though we rarely 
get lo iN! 1h11 a spect ofth e i, design . The1e devices are'black bo~n.' So her,. vjsltors i.lSt! the 
'knollmg tabl 1t'u 1 1lte to disassemble and arrange the Inside components of theu o ld devices 
And an overh e itd came,a capture, th" arrang.,ment for the trade, and aliO to ,hare on lnstagram 
Disassembling these 'black OO)(es' Is al10.,, way to understand the cornponrnt parts of I device. and 
how they get rtdlstrlbutl!d fn tr.e recycling process . SO It ma~ e1 the lfl\llllbllrty ol ,ecyclinq v,11ble 
asw e ll 

EF: Moch of your e;irher work wis bued on crow<hourced lma,;ies )'Ou found on the Internet 1n 
the early days of onllne communities - the see m,ngly Infinite r'li.lmber ol photograph1 of S<Jnsell 
post ed on Fhck, that becamr th e basis ol on e of your best known wo,k'I. Sun1 from Sun,,.rs from 
F/1,kr, or 1nap shotsof old broken telev1slon s or ,emotlf controls offe,ed for 11le on Cral91l,11 and 
eBay. But lately, yot.tve turned to creating work$ that physk:.ally manife,1 the matem,I qua l,t,es of 
the technol ogy we use, ,n your Installations. Outo!Ordtr: BadD/1p/ay 

PU:True. But my work hualways moved belwN!n concrete mater1al1ty and digital ephem..ral1ty 
The 1ub~ t1 I 10Urce Image s for are usu1Hv heavy and-lghted, and made ephemer~! throi.lgh 
the ir d igital Images !.hared on vafious i.oclal medl1 or consumer to--consuml!I platforms. The 
brollffl LCD TVs In my work ar.. an exampl e of thl1; since they are de11vl!d from the f1,lure oft~, 
own t« hno lO'])', printi ng them II formal compo,ltlons In their own fight. coll.J~ thn f1,lure 
with the 1ei th e tlc of Mod e rnism and Invariably point, to 1nd reveal! their und~,tyln,;i mater1dl11y 

Th,s newe<. mo re S<ulpw ral wor k follow, from that I 11mph;,1tze this matefl;h ty by creating physic al 
objectsthevlewe ,h u ton avlgat e lnphy 1lcalsp.c e. 

fF And you have aliO Included 1h• 1• digital photog,aphs of cropped lmal,JC!IOI screens from eBay 
inthelm 1al!atlon 118RIC. 

PU; 'fe1- t'wcrop pedjust the S<rttns from 1ti..se u!lhtarlan Images, and printed them on 
som1t ol lhe broken SCfNOf, I.._. disassembled. for OIi! of O,de, : Bad D/Jplay at BRIC \ will 
includ e the com pone nts of deVlces peopl lf bring during 1he e-w,111e (Ollectlon 1lmu tha t we 
w!II be disasse mbl ing 1n theg•lle,y . The uh!blt,on will becon1tanllychanglng. with new (old) 
compo nent111 the y f rrive. 

I have 11ndwlch«I. hung and p,Opped t.tp the meen parts, and prlnu, w,th various elements from 
the 1hleton, of the l, own ma!lfrl•I bod,e, . (ollldlng with, or supportlrlg, thel, Image,. this v~rled 
ensemb le of s<reen components - plisllcs and film, from Inside the TVs ind their rectangular 
suppons - ,re stand i rd modul;ir subllrltlfl; modularoty , Itself, 1 modemlll (1pht1 through which 
,H th ese lt< hnologle1 spea k. I've been thinking about how much~ llve by the 1tfttR. and curious 
I bou t how toa< tua lly gift ln1kle the K rfffl how to lhlnk1bout the psychology of tti.. Krttn 
V1sltorsar1t1 b le to llep ln!oide t~ mat!fillll, view the world though in opposite ~.,ntagt point 
fromln11de-out 10 1os.pea k. 

EF The<e 1111101 more llghtheafltd eit mtnt oftheuhlbltlon. the wrapped and mobile CRTs on 
wheels. How did those come IO blf1 

PU: Well, lh •s Is 1ruly ob lOlete le<hnology - rou hardly find those kind$ of te1ev,slons lying out on 
tti. lldew, lk 1nymore. CRT1 ire the anent ors of the cu1rmt LCD scrttn; they perform the role of 
(u~ur,I memory. But when bound In plastic wrap , ill they 11ten·masse for recycl,ng ate-waste 
f«l~ tle,, ihey ,em, nd on. of mumm lllli. But tl',lfy1r111t,• functlon,rog. c01Jk:I still be breathmg l,fe 
The<e'I • kind of 1n~lety usocla ted with thn kind of wffocatlng wr1pplng .. so not'° hghthe~rt!Ml 
lflHIII 

Penelope Umbrlco ut,llzes sea1ch engines. web pl1tlorms. common soltw1reapplications, and 
lmJging te,:hnologies to create mu ltidistlp~n ;,ry works thate~plore1CrN!fl sp..:e, 11,;iht. and 
elect,onlc1ig ra l,lnrelationtoth e mat !f laldetritl1softechnology.He1workn1vlgatesbetwN!n 
producer and consumer, local and glob;il , the Individual and thlf colle.:tlve, with attention to tti.. 
technologies thali1tproducedby.andproduce,thesefor"s. 

Uml><lco graduated f<om the Ontar>O College of Art and Design In Toronto. and received he,-MFA 
ffom the School ofVisulll Arts In NY Her work has been e~hiblted na110n1lly ind lnt!fratioNlly 
and 11 Included in the collect,ons of lht Solomon R.Gu91,JC!f1r.eim Mu1a1m;tti.. Lo,, Angeles 
C01Jnty Museum of Art; Met,opolitan Mllseum of Art; Mi!waukeeArt Museum; Museum of 
Modern Ari; SFMOMA. and the Mul<!Um of Contempo,llry Art. Chlao9o. among many others . 
Her rece nl el<hlbltlons Include a Video Installation ;,t tti..Vk:torla and Albert Museum, London; 
a solo exhibition at the Musff does Beau~ Arts. I.If Locle, SwtuHland;and participation m major 
group e~hibltions 61 the deCordova Sculpture Park ;,nd Mul<!Um. Lincoln. MA; the Institute ol 
Cont empomy Art/Bo,ton; and the New York Public Libr1ry. She ls lhe reclpliMt of many awards 
Including a Sha,pe -Walenta1 Studio Program Residency.a SmithiO<llan Arti.t Research ~llowlh!p. 
th e Anonymou1 Was A Woman Award, New York foundation fo, the Arts fellowships, 100 a 
Gu,ggenheim fellowship. Monographs of her worl<.have bN!n P\.lblish«l by Aperture. NY: ind RVB 
Boolu, Paris. Umbrlco teaches ,i the School ofV!sual Am, NY. and lives and works in B,ooldy11. 

Cofftt&Conve,satlon 
SAT,OEC 1 I 12PM 
Ag&llel)' tour .tOO conver$llt>On with the 1rtJ1tabolst her new exhibition 11 BRIC House. 

/nJ/dtOut;Artim Workm9 w,rh Tnhll0Jo'1)' 
WED,OEC12(7PM 
A panel dliCusslon moderited byUmbrkowlth artists J.,an Shin, Milry Mattingly, and Eva and 
Franco Manes, who all em play technology in their work. 

Re1/dencyH0"'1 
THURSDAYS & FRIDAYS j 2-0PM 
Drop by theG1lle1y, wt.er• Umbrko and others wlll 111ist 1'0<-I In the procnsol dlsa1sembllng. 
demyst,fying.indtr1nsformlngyourolddevlcts. 

E Wosr, Drop-Off 
During the Opening Reception and WIie')' Hours 

Oropoffycurold devltes{LCDTVs, IPods, Smartphones, Kindles. etc] to be dlwonembled and 
<reatlvelytransformed.uspa,cepe,mlll 

CovtR!MAGE:Ouro/OIMl , IJodDl'f)lar/tBo1.20II 
CWUnembledLCOK"'""'s,lm1ge1olltrft(lloOj)IMdfrombfobnl(OMf(Of .... ont&y.1r>dU\lp,1ntedon 
dlsan embled LCD Kreens, deuo,I of lftstahllon at ?o>tm1"ers G.ah<y, NYC 

fOI.DIMAGE;kyboo,d(CFff,HlAf)J,2011 
s«ten -gralloldlg lUI ~ ~le-ldispl~ I <IMIMr"l\bled keybolrdfrom an Apple lapl()f)wlth !he 
cliwsHmblef /DWnff'l;lw\ds 

INSID(IMAGE:OufalO,d;r ~ lodO,,plaJ/dlay).2017 
lmagesof«:reen J crtlJll)fdfrombfobnt.,p10p>e,-,,ro.~one&)-andl.NprlntedoncliM1Hmbled 
lapl()f)ICl'Mnl 


