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Cindy Tower, whom I have known and collected for 15 years, has a reputation as a difficult artist, but then so did Michelangelo and 

Jackson Pollock. How else is she like Michelangelo and Jackson Pollock? For one thing, she is a completist, who will suffer under the most 

trying conditions to construct her art as thoroughly as possible. Cindy is someone for her whom no form remains unexplored. !e twists 

and turns of her abandoned factories are as convoluted and overexamined as the Sistine Chapel and “Full Fathom Five.” Cindy does not just 

fill the picture plain. She dominates it and does everything else shot of having sex with it. She is obsessed with color, which, at first, might 

seem to be a secondary concern of Tower’s, but which sticks with you like dried blood on a barroom flower. !e hidden secret of Tower’s 

palette, like those of Michelangelo and Pollock, is brown, a color so subdued and reviled as to be ignored. But brown is the color of the earth 

and of our destiny, and it is also the color of the abandoned industrial space which Cindy reifies. She is a tough little monster not afraid to 

get in the face of the thugs who dominate the conventional art world, as well as those on the mean streets, and like Michelangelo and Pol-

lock, her reputation should only grow, in the distant future, when Cindy shuffles off to the sky, kicking and screaming. Few people around 

have known Cindy as intimately as I have. It was always an adventure, one full of unnecessary risk and petty danger. But aren’t most of the 

lives of Americans today, however spoiled and coddle by commerciality, teetering on a similar precipice? Cindy Tower tells the truth with 

the power of her brush. Time to listen, folks, and to see.

Charles Finch writes for ARTNET Magazine and is co-author of Most Art Sucks: Five Years of Coagula (Smart Art Press).
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Essay
by Angela L. Miller
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Cindy Tower paints the entrails of industry, the decay of once proud machines as they transform into quasi-organic forms that crumble 

back into nature, garishly decomposing in a lurid glow of phosphorent green and orange. !ese large, dense, tangled paintings compel by 

their strange order within chaos. !e buildings themselves, their skeletal structure arching overhead and visible on the periphery, become 

stages within which the animated wreckage of machinery enacts its oddly human play of parts, recalling the vanished presences of workers 

in a return of the social repressed. Stilled into silence by the deindustrialization of the past forty years, they are portentous ruins, awaiting 

the next stage. What that will bring is unclear. Bulldozed under, or overtaken by nature, these once vital sites of industry exist on the remote 

margins of a consumer-driven society of ravaging obsolescence. !ey are—for all their rusted metal detritus and intimations of violence—

bathed in nostalgia for the industrial utopias that once inhabited our collective fantasies.

Tower’s paintings exude an uncanny sense of déjà vu. We have seen these places before, but in another form, another time, and another 

place. Pristine, heroic, their chrystalline geometries the sign of a bold new era, we remember them from such icons of industrial technology 

as Charles Sheeler’s 1920s photographs of the Ford Plant at River Rouge. Tower’s paintings are spectral vestiges of that historical moment 

when industry and progress were coupled in an unquestioned faith in the American way—the Ford way, but also the Armour way, the Gen-

eral Electric way. !is past was once our future, before a service economy and low wage race to the bottom, fueled by the flight of industry 

to Mexico and Asia, won the day. !ere is another haunting in these paintings: the workers—men and women--who once tended the floor, 

who managed the energies of these pipes and pressure gauges, these valves and boilers and cogs. !ese paintings speak not only of physical 

disuse, of metamorphosis from culture into nature, but also of social wreckage. !ey are Piranesian in their ability to project, through ruin, 

a past fully reconstructed from the remains. But what renders them so very poignant is the impossibility of such a return to former glories. 

We feel the tension between the vigor of the paint surface, the powerful organizing eye of the artist, and the utter irrelevance of the subject 

to most of our lives. !ese are the scenes we once knew—the shop floor, the great infernal blast furnaces, the catwalks, the circular brick 

towers that announce the factory from a distance. In Tower’s hands, they appear strange yet uncannily familiar, our past, but also our future.

Angela Miller teaches 20th century American arts and visual culture in the Art History and Archaeology Department at Washington University in St. Louis. 
She has written widely on many facets of American arts. Most recently she was lead author for “American Encounters: Art, History, and Cultural Identity” 
(Prentice-Hall, 2008). 
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“Cindy Tower demonstrates that she was paying attention to Kaprow’s lessons. However, Tower leaves the 20th century squarely behind 

and takes happenings to a new place, challenging the viewer to a new consideration of what is art and what is not.”

        —Dickson Beall, WEST END WORLD

“…performance includes all the driving around, the hunt for access, the silent stand- off with the local underground that lives furtively off 

the industrial carcass, the climbing and spelunking, the stowing of her ladder and canvas in some secret nook on site, and even the making 

of a faux- folksy video of herself at her risky vocation.”

        —David Brody

“If ordinary painters had Tower’s moxie—as exemplified by the long trail of dangerous mishaps which has led to Mr. Carter [her body-

guard]—derelict factories would be crawling with easels.”

        —David Brody

“Tower’s paintings translate the derelict remains of 20th- century industry into metaphors of the 21st- century economic meltdown.”

        —Ivy Cooper, ART IN AMERICA

“Cindy Tower is a thinker,…..!e know-how, the craftsmanship, is important, but you have to be able to demonstrate a vision that nobody 

else has seen yet. Being a thinker means being 20 years ahead. She’s doing the kind of work that doesn’t get much recognition in the art 

world- at the moment- but it is very important, very necessary, and will be recognized. She’s a painter’s painter. She really doesn’t do it in a 

fashionable way. She actually approaches a painting like a sculpture. When you see her, she’s physically involved with the painting, and it’s 

not a gentle sort of thing. !e canvas gets beat up. Her paintings have bugs in them. Dead bugs. Who works like this? Nobody!”

        —Bruno L. David
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“…she is a completist, who will suffer under the most trying conditions to construct her art as thoroughly as possible. Cindy is someone for 

her whom no form remains unexplored. !e twists and turns of her abandoned factories are as convoluted and over examined as the Sistine 

Chapel and ‘Full Fathom Five.’”

        —Charlie Finch, ARTNET

“If Tower’s paintings pulsate between representation and abstraction, they positively throb with nostalgia for an age when the human touch 

was essential to manufacturing. Even as they mourn the passing of the industrial age, they indict the alienation bred of the wired digital 

here- and- now.”

        —Malcolm Gay, RIVERFRONT TIMES

“Tower’s is an eye that embraces destruction dispassionately like a Warhol car wreck or portrait of ‘Old Sparky.’”

        —Stanley I. Grand

“Devoid of irony, glibness, and cynicism, her paintings are responses to economic forces that she believes are undermining the foundations 

of American prosperity and wellbeing. Like the Indian- painter George Catlin (1796- 1872), whom she admires, she is recording the pass-

ing of a way of life. For Tower, to be political is to be affirmative.”

        —Stanley I. Grand

“Tower is probably destined to become a cult figure. !is kind of eccentricity is too lacking in irony to attract the pundits who write the 

scholarly books, but it dazzles viewers with force of personality and will, to say nothing of manic irreverence.”

        —Janet Koplos, ART IN AMERICA

“!ese are the scenes we once knew- the shop floor, the great infernal blast furnaces, the catwalks, the circular brick towers that announce 

the factory from a distance. In Tower’s hands, they appear strange yet uncannily familiar, our past, but also our future.”

        —Angela L. Miller
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“!is, I think, is the real gist of it; we have lost our ability to emotionally grapple with brokenness, messiness and melancholy. So of course 

Cindy’s paintings of collapsing factories, mothballed military ships in Texas and dead mines in Leadington, MO. evoke an emotional 

response.”

        —Stefene Russell, ST LOUIS MAGAZINE

“She is in love with the material: trees, factories, things mended or made by hand. She scavenges and recycles, reuses and reconfigures. 

Waste upsets her, whether it’s abandoned factories or forgotten stories.”

        —Stefene Russell, ST. LOUIS MAGAZINE

“!emes of destruction and preservation, waste and recycling put in regular appearances, without pressing the point or becoming preachy.”

        —Roberta Smith, NEW YORK TIMES

“It’s kind of like life is more interesting than art. Life already is art. !is is already a perfect sculpture. You have little pointillist bits of bro-

ken glass, a beautiful little tree reclaiming it through the windows. It’s gorgeous.”

        —Cindy Tower

“…don’t want to just run in and take a photo like a snuff film. I want to live it, experience it, breathe it, be part of it, so I can deserve to talk 

about it, because I’m sick of glibness. It’s easy to be facile. It’s harder to just be. !at’s kind of my thing.”

        —Cindy Tower

“I was hip and cool,...And then to deliberately stop flat, and switch to painting, a really uncool thing… I did that for a reason. I wanted to 

make things that were accessible- I wanted to address real issues in this country.”

        —Cindy Tower
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I am pleased to present an exhibit of the art of Cindy Tower at the Bruno David Gallery. “Decadense” [sic] includes recent paintings of 

decrepit, isolated and condemned architectural settings. Support for the creation of significant new works of art has been the core to the 

mission and program of the Bruno David Gallery since its founding. Cindy Tower’s remarkable and compelling work makes her one the 

most impressive artist of the gallery. I would like to express my sincere thanks to Charlie Finch and Angela L. Miller for their thoughtful 

essays. I am deeply grateful to Yoko Kiyoi, who lent much time, talent, and expertise to the production of this catalogue.

Originally a sculptor and performance artist, Cindy Tower lets her creative background shine through in paintings that have become 

visual evidence of performance. Raw in spirit and conviction, Tower’s highly articulated works engage the viewer in a visceral, otherworldly 

experience. Composite views of decrepitude become metaphors of bodily functions and reflect the political climate of our modern world.  

Wet, gloppy oil paint is applied in a loose yet precise manner in which subjects continuously dematerialize and reemerge. Tower’s painting 

practice mirrors her concept of gradual accumulation that not only provides an exhausting, claustrophobic sensation but also raises ques-

tions regarding the complexity and level of exchange that occurs in our modern world.  Presenting the themes of consumption, intimacy, 

obsolescence and loss, the paintings are an overwhelming celebration of materials and process. !ey provide the viewer with an intuitive, 

physical experience that both engages and engulfs him or her in the self-contained environment of each artwork.

Born in Alamogordo, New Mexico, Cindy Tower received her B.F.A. from Cornell University and was a forerunner of the Williamsburg 

New York art scene in the early eighties. She went on to obtain her M.F.A. in 1988 from the University of California, San Diego, where 

she studied under Eleanor Antin and Allan Kaprow. In 2005, she settled in St. Louis to paint disappearing industries. In addition, she has 

taught at Washington University in St. Louis, !e New York Studio School in New York and Savannah College of Art and Design. Tower 

has exhibited nationally and has been the focus of numerous one-person exhibitions including the New Museum in New York City. Her 

work has been reviewed in national publications, including Art in America and !e New York Times.
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Passage, 2009
Oil on canvas
72 x 68 inches (182.88 x 172.72 cm)
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Passage (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
72 x 68 inches (182.88 x 172.72 cm)
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Passage (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
72 x 68 inches (182.88 x 172.72 cm)



19



Painting on Dust, 2009
Oil on fabric
72 x 84 inches (182.88 x 213.36 cm)
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Painting on Dust (detail), 2009
Oil on fabric
72 x 84 inches (182.88 x 213.36 cm)
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Painting on Dust (detail), 2009
Oil on fabric
72 x 84 inches (182.88 x 213.36 cm)
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Maintenance Walk, 2009
Oil on canvas
60 x 69 inches (152.40 x 175.26 cm)
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Maintenance Walk (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
60 x 69 inches (152.40 x 175.26 cm)
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Maintenance Walk (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
60 x 69 inches (152.40 x 175.26 cm)
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Seam, 2009
Oil on canvas
84 x 71 inches (213.36 x 180.34 cm)
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Seam (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
84 x 71 inches (213.36 x 180.34 cm)
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Seam (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
84 x 71 inches (213.36 x 180.34 cm)
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Transition, 2009
Oil on canvas
72 x 48 inches (182.88 x 121.92 cm)
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Transition (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
72 x 48 inches (182.88 x 121.92 cm)
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Mouse Trap, 2009
Oil on canvas
47 1/2 x 72 inches (120.65 x 182.88 cm)
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Mouse Trap (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
47 1/2 x 72 inches (120.65 x 182.88 cm)
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Sleeping Dog, 2009
Oil on canvas
72 x 84 inches (182.88 x 213.36 cm)
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Sleeping Dog (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
72 x 84 inches (182.88 x 213.36 cm)
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Sleeping Dog (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
72 x 84 inches (182.88 x 213.36 cm)



51



52

Tommy Knocker, 2007-09
Oil on canvas
68 x 43 inches (172.72 x 109.22 cm)



53



54

Tommy Knocker (detail), 2007-09
Oil on canvas
68 x 43 inches (172.72 x 109.22 cm)
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Husked, 2009
Oil on canvas
68 x 72 inches (172.72 x 182.88 cm)
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Husked (detail), 2009
Oil on canvas
68 x 72 inches (172.72 x 182.88 cm)
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Cindy Tower: Decadense at Bruno David Gallery, 2010 (installation view - detail)
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Cindy Tower: Decadense at Bruno David Gallery, 2010 (installation view - detail)
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Cindy Tower: Decadense at Bruno David Gallery, 2010 (installation view - detail)



65



66

Cindy Tower: Decadense at Bruno David Gallery, 2010 (installation view - detail)



67



68

Cindy Tower: Decadense at Bruno David Gallery, 2010 (installation view - detail)
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Cindy Tower: Decadense at Bruno David Gallery, 2010 (installation view - detail)
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Cindy Tower: Decadense at Bruno David Gallery, 2010 (installation view - detail)
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Cindy Tower: Decadense at Bruno David Gallery, 2010 (installation view - detail)
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Cindy Tower: Decadense at Bruno David Gallery, 2010 (installation view - detail)
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Cindy Tower

Lives and works in New York City and 
St. Louis, Missouri
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