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The sea, once it casts
holds one in its

Bayne Peterson invokes the sense of wonder we still possess
before observable but not completely knowable natural phenom-
ena by titling the presentation of his recent object ensemble
“Mantis Shrimp Eye.” The eye of the mantis shrimp is both
physically extraordinary with its large eye “bulb” attached to

a protruding appendage, and even more astounding for its
optical attributes, possessing twelve color receptors to our three
color receptors. Peterson’s works feature a similar tension
between the visceral and improbable dynamism of their material
structures and the kaleidoscopic complexities and intensities

of their surfaces. Their form and visual affects evoke the dazzling
colors, unusual bodies, and mystifying natural architectures
presented in the iconic 1970s series “The Undersea World of
Jacques Cousteau.” The program not only set the standard

for “Blue Planet” and other oceanic televisual explorations, but
allowed the viewer the perspective not only of a diver in the
deep sea, but also that of the denizens of that environment—a
sensibility Peterson cultivates through connections between
the mantis shrimp’s multidimensional powers of perception and
sculptural form.

The sculptures’ undulating shapes suggest myriad cultural
associations as well—a Brancusi or Noguchi sculpture here, a
mid-century chaise longue there, and a stylized boombox from
the 2000s elsewhere—only for them to collapse and dissolve
into something amorphously unrecognizable and other. There’s
an urge to “figure them out” that, gradually, evolves into a reali-
zation that the whole point is the straightforward and ultimately
more rewarding appreciation of their sophisticated synthesis
of contour, pattern, surface texture, and volume. The objects’
bases are foundations or grounds that become integral to an
understanding of the whole while often exceeding their role
as mere support. Stylized open rectangular structures variously
suggest the kind of modern art, contemporary architecture,
interior design, and furniture alluded to above and defy the logic
or convention that a substrate be the more solid, dense, or
compact element. Other bases resemble biomorphic, corporeal,
or organic phenomena, appearing texturally soft despite their
fabrication from dyed plywood. For example, Peterson’s metic-
ulous handling of one support that resembles a cartoonish
foot features the kinds of folds and creases one might expect
from skin or a cushion of sorts rather than solidly compacted
and shaped wood.

Complementing the complexities of the sculptures’ tactility
is the play of color and pattern that charge their appearance.
Variously oriented horizontal, vertical, and diagonal pattern
clusters interrupt—or are interrupted by—curvilinear stylizations
recalling fashion fabrics of the 1960s or 70s or the distortions
that frequented old TV screens of the same era. Their radical
opticality, in addition to evoking the aforementioned multi-
dimensionality of the mantis shrimp’s vision, also resembles
the experiments in visual effects characteristic of the Op Art
paintings of figures such as Richard Anuszkiewicz and Bridget
Riley. Peterson’s painterly predecessors largely contained their
optical experimentations within a conventionally rectangular

its spell,
net of wonder forever.
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picture plane. His own explorations into similar dynamics of color,
pattern, line, and form feature the heightened additional compli-
cation of transference onto undulating and contorted volumes.
Where artists such as Anuszkiewicz and Riley encouraged a
more detached sense of contemplation, Peterson’s objects bring
the optically illusory into our lived, experiential space.

The intertwining of the corporeal and the analytical, the
organic and the intellectual, and the observation and the visceral
in these works makes them emblematic of a challenge that
perpetually inspires and confounds artists—how to translate our
relationship to the mysteries of nature through cultural means.
This aesthetic task takes place against the backdrop of a
“civilized” human society aligned either with nature or more cat-
astrophically bafflingly against it, moving perilously from critical
historical moment to critical historical moment. Peterson’s
sculptures, while hardly presuming to address imminent envi-
ronment crises, possess subtle resemblances and allusions
to endangered undersea life—coral reefs and aquatic fauna of all
kinds, including the mantis shrimp—to serve as a cautionary
reminder of a world we risk losing. What sets them further apart
from previous attempts to distill an understanding of nature
into artistic form is their intimation of a “shrimp’s-eye” view as
it were that presents vision and materiality not as positional—

a human gaze from a bird’s higher vantage point as a common
example—but as more intrinsically existential. They speculate
on the kind of expansive contours and volumes and prismatic
visualizations that might be available to us with the enhanced
optical hardware that comes standard in other beings.

Until Mantis-Shrimp-vision becomes more widely available
(a mantis shrimp-inspired camera was recently developed at
the University of lllinois), Bayne Peterson’s Mantis Shrimp Eye
sculptural suite offers an opportunity for a more expansively
embodied polychromatic experience. Efforts to displace us from
“real life” have more typically been the project of visually oriented
formats placing us in a “virtual reality” or offering their fictive
content as part of a third dimension. Peterson’s works exist within
our lived space yet encourage us to see and think elsewhere—be
it an oceanic wonderland, a synthesis of styles and sensibilities of
the still somewhat recent past, or the inside of a crustacean’s
eyeball—rather than immersing us within. The distinction is
significant in underscoring sculpture’s enduring ability to engage
the viewer in active rather than passive contemplation, prompt-
ing us toward wonder through our own eyes before wondering
further about the more spectacular and indeed more “wonderfu
visions it might be possible to behold.
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Dominic Molon is the Richard Brown Baker Curator of
Contemporary Art at the RISD Museum in Providence,
Rhode Island.
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Dyed Plywood

10"% x 134 x 634 inches
(26.04 x 33.66 x17.15cm)
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Dyed Plywood

11x10% x 5inches
(27.94 x 26.67 x12.7 cm)
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Dyed Plywood

14 x 13 x 4% inches
(36.83 x34.29 x11.43 cm)
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Dyed Plywood

14 x 1334 x 7 inches
(35.56 x 34.93 x19.05 cm)
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Dyed Plywood

14 x 1334 x 7 inches
(35.56 x 34.93 x19.05 cm)
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Dyed Plywood

11 x15% x 5% inches
(27.94 x 39.37 x13.97 cm)
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Dyed Plywood

14 x 12, x 6 inches

(35.56 x 31.75%x15.24 cm)
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Dyed Plywood

10 x12 x 6 inches

(25.4 x 30.48 x15.24 cm)
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Dyed Plywood

1014 x 8 x 5inches

(26.67 x20.32x12.7 cm)
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