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To cross the iron threshold of the warehouse housing Rob Pruitt’s Brooklyn, 
New York, studio is to enter a Technicolor dream. Here, somewhere over the 
rainbow, the desolate urban pastiche of neighboring scrap-metal yards and 
stray cats fades to distant memory. (Oh, Toto . . . I’ve a feeling we’re not in 
Kansas anymore.)

Immediately recognizable, Pruitt’s “Suicide Paintings,” smooth 
linear gradients of color applied in airbrushed acrylic, some adorned with 
drunken-looking emojis, cast a fluorescent glow on the veritable cabinet of 
curiosities surrounding the workspace. Little swarms of studio assistants con-
tently scrawl intricate doodles onto a handmade calendar and a modular white 
couch. Layers upon layers of spray paint in psychedelic shades of neon en-
crust walls flecked with glitter, Post-it notes, and party invitations. Beyond 
the glowing canvases and aerosol paint cans oddly shaped boxes filled with 
bric-a-brac sit atop shelves lining the studio’s lengthy perimeter, collapsing in 
on each other, stuffed to their brims.  

A prolific multimedia artist and admirer of all things peculiar, Pruitt 
insists he doesn’t collect “very ‘cool’ stuff.” But that doesn’t stop him from 
spending weekends rifling through trinkets at garage sales and thrift stores 
with his partner and fellow artist Jonathan Horowitz. Perched on a stool be-
side two dozen grimly realistic cat sculptures, the artist confessed, “It’s a pret-
ty pervasive compulsion . . . You name it, I’ve probably collected it.”

Pruitt grew up just outside Washington, D.C., in the 1970s and early 
’80s. When he was a boy his mother often took him along on shopping trips to 
museum gift shops, flea markets, and thrift stores. At home, she often embel-
lished these knickknacks. 

“Like she might laminate a postcard from a museum to a piece of 
plywood and then spray-paint the outer edge to make some version of a frame, 
but in this very punk rock way,” Pruitt remembered wistfully. “After that she 
would give her creations a very prominent space on the mantel or something. 
She treated every little thing as a valuable treasure, even though it was some-
thing she may have bought for a dollar.” 

Over the years Pruitt has developed a feverish appetite for thrift 
shopping. He’s built virtual anthologies of Scandinavian pottery, niche coffee 
table books, car tires, panda figurines, Memphis memorabilia, coins, T-shirts, 
autographs, vintage cooking equipment, stamps, records, and seashells—to 
name a few areas of interest. 

Since 1999, Pruitt’s been staging his own artistic “Flea Markets” in a 
vibrant reimagining of the traditional gallery space. “About 12 years ago I was 
asked [by Gavin Brown] to make a group show. The best version of a group 
show that I could think of at that time was to have a flea market, but inviting 
famous artists to each take a table and they could do whatever they wanted 
—they could show their art or they could just clean out their closets.”

Despite his voracious appetite for collecting, Pruitt is extremely or-
ganized. “I really love to upgrade and refine too . . .” he insists. “Every time 
I leave the apartment I find one thing to remove. I try to approach editing the 
collections with the discipline I don’t have going to the gym.”

Once an object has been chosen to depart the Island of Misfit Toys, 
Pruitt turns to the Internet. Since 2013 he’s been operating The Rob Pruitt 
eBbay store, an IRL iteration of which claims its own corner in the studio, 
just beyond a cluster of giant Styrofoam pandas. But letting go isn’t exactly 
Pruitt’s thing.

“Nothing ever leaves this universe that is the Internet. I’ve down-
loaded every eBay page of every object that I’ve listed to make a book one 
day. In a way, that fills some of the same pleasures and desires of actually 
having the object.”

The collections often find themselves making their way into Pruitt’s 
work. For his 2014 exhibition “Multiple Personalities,” at Gavin Brown, the artist 
included a number of selections from his coterie of cat sculptures, placing them 
around the room, to admire the paintings.  “Every moment that I see something 
I’m attracted to—I don’t know why I’m choosing the word ‘delude’—but I say to 
myself, ‘I need to buy this because it’s going to inform the work.’ It’s like source 
material. I use my day job as an excuse for the collecting.” 

Anthologies of cultural junk have always been integral to Pruitt’s 
artistic practice. After moving to New York to attend Parsons School of 

Design, he held his first exhibition with collaborator Jack Early at 303 
Gallery in Manhattan. Artworks for Teenage Boys (1998) featured a life-
size plywood Camaro, decorated with what Pruitt has described to James 
Franco in a recent Interview article, “some pretty offensive, sexist, mi-
sogynistic expressions of white, male teenage culture from T-shirt iron-
ons and rock music lyrics” alongside crates of Pabst Blue Ribbon bearing 
slogans like “Stacked” and “No Wimps.” 
 “Those images weren’t generated by us—we just sort of collected 
and organized them,” Pruitt explained to Franco. “It was an interesting exer-
cise in politics and aesthetics just to gather all of this really vile information 
and see what it looked like together.”
 The show, and Artworks for Teenage Girls, gave the Pruitt-Early 
name just the right amount of art-world notoriety. In 1992, Leo Castelli com-
missioned the young duo to create an exhibition for his gallery, content to let 
the artists come up with the project on their own. The result, “Red, Black, 
Green, Red, White, Blue America,” featured posters of black pop-stars, sports 
personalities, and activists like Dr. Martin Luther King Junior, Queen Latifah, 
and Action Jackson, among others, shrink-wrapped and mounted on posts, 
displayed in a room covered in gold foil and splattered with paint. Early and 
Pruitt’s original raps played on a stereo.
 The press erupted with scathing reviews. The New York Times’s Mi-
chael Kimmelman described the show as “at least muddled and at the worst, 
degrading.” And accused the artists of “using black politics as a pawn in 
[their] sensationalistic post-modern gamesmanship.” Protests erupted outside 
Castelli’s distinguished gallery. Both artists were pigeonholed as racists. 
 Reflecting on the impact of “Red, Black, Green, Red, White, Blue 
America,” in 2001, Pruitt admitted having underestimated the incendiary na-
ture of the exhibition’s subject matter to the Times, “We wanted to point out 
the commodification of black heroes by predominantly white-owned compa-
nies, but we didn’t realize what a land mine it was.” 
 Despite their intention, the Castelli scandal soured the relationship 
between Pruitt and Early, who had been involved romantically as well as 
professionally. Galleries ceremoniously refused to show Pruitt’s independent 
work for the better portion of the 1990s. Meanwhile, Early’s career has since 
to recover.
 Many might have just given up. Prominent figures in the art com-
munity told Pruitt he’d ruined his name . . . for good. But by 1997, he began 
to edge his way back into the scene with a series of diabolically ironic, inter-
active installations. The first, at 303 Gallery (which had dropped him like a 
hot potato after the Castelli scandal) featured a room adorned with the names 
of people who had snubbed the artist in glow-in-the-dark paint. Inside, Pruitt 
presented a live mouse running on a wheel, turning out a strip of paper bearing 
the hypnotic directive “you must love me.” 
 The following year Pruitt caused another stir with Cocaine Buffet. 
Displayed in an artist’s studio in lower Manhattan, this ode to irony comprised 
a 16-foot-long mirror laid on the floor with a line of real cocaine running 
down the middle. Guests were invited to indulge. Pruitt quickly had the art 
elite on their knees.  
 “For about 15 minutes afterward, people thought it was the best art 
they had seen in their lives.” Pruitt recounted to Times reporter Mia Fineman. 
“Of course, an hour later, they probably didn’t think it as much.” 
 Pruitt solidified his reentry into the art world when he unveiled his 
first collection of glittery “Panda Paintings,” in 2000 at Gavin Brown’s West 
15th Street gallery. “I [saw] it as a kind of corporate damage control—like 
trying to market Firestone tires after they exploded,” the artist reported to 
Fineman. “I was a reviled figure, but everybody loves a panda.” 
 Since then, he’s painted realistic depictions of pandas in bamboo 
forests, pandas from videogames, “and every panda in between.” These shim-
mering images of China’s loveable bears have become enormously popular. 
In May 2013, Christie’s auctioned Pruitt’s work 6:20, LATE SUMMER, which 
pictures the cuddly creature snacking on a bamboo stalk, bathed in sunset-
colored enamel tones, fetching a sum of $315,000.
 “Nothing could be more real than Rob Pruitt collecting pandas,” 
the artist quipped, rolling his eyes a bit, “but that collection was thrust 
upon me. I had become very known for painting pandas in my little com-
munity, so whenever I had a birthday or something, anybody close to me 
decided to give to me a panda.”

Opening spread: The artist lying on a doodle couch in his studio.

Second spread, left page, top: Pruitt’s collection of panda 

figurines and his “Suicide” paintings in the background.

Bottom: Pruitt’s studio assistant’s calendar. 

Second spread, right page, top: Pruitt’s IRL eBay store.

Bottom: Prints for Pruitt’s “Exquisite Self-Portraits,” to be 

used in his version of the “Surrealist Exquisite Corpse” game.

Opposite page, top: Works in progress.

Bottom: The artist’s cat figurine collection.
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Nevertheless, like his other collections, Pruitt’s accidental anthology 
of panda figurines has been has been reincarnated into his work. As an ongo-
ing project, he’s been rendering the tiny statues in 3D and converting them, 
one by one, into real-panda-size Styrofoam sculptures. “I’m still deciding if 
there’s any electricity there.” He motioned toward a pair of ghostly unpainted 
pandas lounging nearby, “But so far I like it.”

This summer, the Brant Foundation, Greenwich, Connecticut’s, most 
illustrious private museum, will stage a midcareer survey of Pruitt’s work. A 
miniature architectural model of the Foun-
dation’s sprawling 9,800-square-foot Study 
Center sits on the floor beside the doodle 
couch, housing shrunken replicas of clas-
sic Pruitt motifs like player pieces of chil-
dren’s games. The Study Center, a converted 
stone barn renovated in 2009 by the architect 
Richard Gluckman, now houses three show-
room galleries, a video viewing room, and a 
library. 

“It’s a little bit of ‘greatest hits,’” 
Pruitt said of the Brant exhibition, “but what 
pleases me most is that [the show] is that it’s 
really organized by me and Peter [Brant] to-
gether. So the exhibition is filtered through 
his connoisseurship, which is a very real and 
tangible thing. I’m learning something about 
my own work from this man because he has 
a very particular way of seeing it.”

Brant has been an avid collector of 
art since age 19 and his contemporary and 
modern collections include over a thousand 
works by artists such as Warhol, Franz Kline, 
and Nate Lowman, to name a few. Together, 
artist and patron have decided to show selec-
tions of Pruitt’s famed glitter pandas, foun-
tains made from bottled-water packaging, 40 
paintings of Marilyn Monroe, and a massive 
circle of sculptural cement legs in blue jeans 
set into a Busby Berkeley–esque “kicking” 
choreography, as well as a number of gradi-
ent face paintings.

“It’s a different approach than having a show at a typical gallery or 
an institution because there’s the heart and the soul of a whole family behind 
this exhibition space. And they all have their different personalities and inter-
ests. It was important to me that they were woven into the show in some way.” 
He’s not kidding. In fact, for the exhibition, Pruitt will stage his latest instal-
lation of Rob Pruitt’s Flea Market, with members of the Brant family, live and 
in person, filling in for the artists. “Each of the Brants will have a table. They 
can clean out their closets or they can make things, just like at my regular art-
ist flea markets.” e continued, “We can learn a lot about people through a 
collection of items that were perhaps at one point lovingly used, neglected, or 
ultimately replaced.”

Critics hotly debate whether the artist celebrates or criticizes con-
sumer culture. It would be easy to wander through Pruitt’s glitzy exhibition at 
the Brant Foundation this summer and imagine, as artist and writer Michelle 
Grabner proclaims in a recent issue of Frieze magazine, that “In the world 
of Rob Pruitt, rainbows and butterflies have come to symbolize a magical 
new world where order is without hierarchies, edification is without snobbish-
ness, prosperity is without greed, and most importantly, where imagination 
and consumption are exceedingly valued.” But all that glitters is not gold and 
in the context of Pruitt’s collections, the saccharine sparkle of his oeuvre begs 
further investigation. 

Certainly, the artist believes in the curated life and in the value of 
surrounding oneself with objects that feel meaningful to us.  

“One’s life is curated, and it is a very similar activity to making an 
art show or making a movie . . . it’s the succession of decision making. . . . A 
lot of people think that being an artist is about chiseling a block of wood or 
painting with a paintbrush because those are icons of art. But I believe any 

kind of creative decision-making, like choosing something from a shelf or pile 
of things is a creative act . . .”

However, the objects Pruitt chooses “from the shelf” fall far from the 
showy commodities with which we are, as a culture, most obsessed. Pruitt’s 
collections represent the neglected, the odd, the cheap, or niche products made 
or appreciated by the few. Much like his mother once embellished reproduc-
tions from museum gift shops, Pruitt amends his peculiar objects for display. 
By painting a collection of used car tires for a museum exhibition or dousing 
found images of pandas in glitter for a gallery show, the artist gussies up his 
thrift store finds before presenting them to the world as art. It’s an affection-
ate act, one perhaps designed to protect the object in its future life outside 
the Pruitt studio, where people only notice things that are sparkly, loud, or 
beamed through their iPhones. 

Since his earliest collaborations, Pruitt’s work consistently points to 
the methods with which society frames and absorbs culture. Whether we are 
hypnotized by advertising copy, addled by cocaine, or bemused by glitter, as a 
consumerist society we guzzle up volumes of products and information, with-
out asking any real questions, particularly on the Internet (think of the “Agree 
to terms and conditions” button we click with every new iTunes upgrade).

Beneath the bombastic surfaces 
of Pruitt’s works lie his very personal col-
lections of neglected cultural matter, ob-
jects, like creepy cat statues, for which art 
consumers normally care very little. By in-
corporating his misfit toys, whether theoret-
ically or physically, into his dazzling prac-
tice as a professional artist, Pruitt highlights 
our ability as a society to delude ourselves 
into thinking our choices are our own.

e points to our bloated confi-
dence in the consumer decisions we make, 
especially the ones we consider to be ex-
pressions of self—the kinds of fashion, 
news media, food, and art we consume. Our 
confidence in these choices derives from the 
assumption that we make these decisions 
independent of outside influence, when in 
reality, our choices are only as unique as all 
the members of our demographic.  

Pruitt’s work doesn’t celebrate 
our transactional ignorance, nor does it con-
demn the impulse to buy things, nor does it 
ask us to focus in on one world issue in par-
ticular—rather, his work solicits the reac-
tion we should have when facing more quo-
tidian choices about the objects and ideas 
we bring into our lives: “I like it, I want it, 
but why?” 

Some feel Pruitt’s work is noth-
ing more than a self-reflexive prank on the 
art world. It’s clear that his flea markets poke 

fun at the snobbery of the traditional gallery setting while the DIY simplicity of 
his production mocks our fetishization of art. At the Brant show this summer, 
visitors will be invited to take home a newly revised edition of his work 101 
Art Ideas You Can Do Yourself, which includes instruction on how to “Paint 
secret paintings on walls with glow in the dark paint” or “Draw yourself into 
your favorite comic strip” or “Go on an animal photo safari in a city: dogs, cats, 
pigeons, rats, and squirrels.” 

His work pushes us to contemplate the role of our own complicity in 
the situation. In the press release for the Brant exhibition (which Pruitt penned 
himself), the artist writes of 101: “Take home a copy, give it a try. You might 
find that I’m no better than you (except for the fact that I have a show at the 
Brant Foundation Art Study Center . . . and you don’t!).”

Precisely, Mr. Pruitt, precisely. 
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Opposite page: work in progress.Rob Pruitt
Exquisite Self-Portrait: The Artist

2010

Silkscreen on canvas

84.75 x 63.75 inches

Courtesy of Gavin Brown’s enterprise, New York

Find Rob Pruitt on ebay: 

rpsfleamarket
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