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The many-limbed paintings, drawings, and sculptures that populate 
the main room of Cara Tomlinson’s Hoffman Gallery exhibition, 
Betwixt and…, ask questions about aesthetic form whose implica-
tions extend beyond formalism. Her oil on linen paintings contain 
jigsaw configurations of colorful shapes that appear abstract yet 
cohere into surprising representations of human or non-human 
beings. The gridded selection of 253 natural indigo and watercolor 
tracing paper drawings, What Can a Body Do? (2020–ongoing), 
use a circumscribed visual lexicon of smudgy, dark blue geometric 
shapes to create a dazzling compendium of humanoid bodies in 
yogic contortion. An intestinal tangle of pillowy, orange recycled 
textiles, Endless Clamor (2023), splays across the gallery floor, its 
tubular forms echoing the tentacular shapes prominent in the 
wall-hanging works. It’s as though each body of work were playing 
a game of Twister in its respective medium.

Yet these playful artworks have a serious side. What Can a Body Do?, 
for example, delights in combinatorial possibilities as a way to 
contemplate its titular question. That question has both a practical 
and a philosophical dimension but Tomlinson’s artistic answer, per-
formed as a daily ritual, is first and foremost material: runny paints 
and rumpled tracing papers that are in productive tension with the 
depicted bodies’ rectilinear constituent forms. While a body can do 
many things, often funny or surprising or scary, one thing it can’t do 
is exist outside spatial and temporal relations. Through their unique 
materials, gridded display, and formal permutations, Tomlinson’s 
drawings call attention to such relations. The ongoing series not only 
amounts to more than the proverbial sum of its parts but also, in its 
visual and conceptual entanglements, questions the neatness of any 
part-whole distinction.

The multiform Lab Space in the back room of Betwixt and… adds 
literal and figurative layers to these dynamics. Four of the five works 
displayed here incorporate material leftovers from Tomlinson’s afore-
mentioned paintings, drawings, and sculptures. Leavings (2023), for 
instance, compiles unused oil paint globs, as well as miscellaneous 
studio waste, into two mounds of jagged, kaleidoscopic color. Props 
and Propositions (2018–23) repurposes cut out fabrics and discarded 
papers into airy minimalist abstractions, thumbtacked to the wall. 
Apotropaics: Paper Shields (2016–23) transforms studio waste paper 

into wearable, smock-like shields whose lineated geometry echoes 
the forms present in the main gallery’s works. The Lab Space 
works’ thrifty conceits place them in an artistic lineage that takes 
recycling as both material and method, from retired New York 
City Sanitation worker Nelson Molina’s Treasures in the Trash 
collection to El-Anatsui’s shimmering patchworks of repurposed 
metals. In particular, Tomlinson’s auto-recycling transvalues 
so-called waste materials by turning studio byproducts into 
artworks in their own right.

In this way, an ecological bent animates her work’s formalism. It’s less 
that repurposing excess materials into artworks makes Tomlinson’s 
practice marginally greener, in terms of its carbon footprint, and 
more the recognition that every aspect of her practice exists in 
relation to every other aspect of it, as well as to systems beyond 
itself. The combinatorial play of forms present throughout her work 
conveys this sense of interconnection, even interdependence, akin 
to what theorist Donna Haraway has described as multisensory 
“tentacular thinking.” And the works’ layered incorporation of used 
materials — such as the abandoned canvases she’s chosen to repaint 
into new oil paintings — plays with the archaeological record of 
her own creative process. With a profusion of criss-crossing lines, 
Tomlinson’s tactile formalism probes the malleable borders between 
body and mind, self and others, art and life.
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