
This audio essay by Anne Cross was recorded on July 19 2016, at Grizzly Grizzly 
Gallery, inside of Phillip Scarpones installation, University City Station: Glassboro. 
Cross' essay draws from both discussions between the artist and the writer, and the 
artist's own statements about his work, and thus should be viewed as a collaborative 
piece.  
 
To step inside University City Station: Glassboro, the recent work by sculptor Phillip 
Scarpone, is to enter into a strange yet familiar space. A configuration of four walls, a 
roof, and a floor into which one is invited to explore, the sculpture forms a room within a 
room. The structure’s heavy steel door has been left partially ajar, its rusted-out color 
suggesting a place that has been neglected, if one ever did enter it before. Once inside, 
we are confronted with the throbbing blue light of a single bare bulb that casts an 
unnatural glow as we adjust to the tight quarters of the space. The walls, which are 
made of thick slabs of foam sprayed with a mixture of cement and acrylic, press upon 
us, forcing us toward the back of the space where an air conditioning unit rests in the 
wall, humming relentlessly.  
 
This noise, familiar to all, is as inescapable as the heat that bears upon us in the 
summer that waits outside. It runs and churns and hums as long as the piece stays on, 
its seemingly endless duration an auditory evocation of the same lack of control and 
helplessness that we feel in a July heat wave. There is a transcendental quality to this 
infinite droning, which, coupled with the light overhead, conjures associations with La 
Monte Young’s Dream House.  
 
The interior itself recalls the hidden parts of buildings, the claustrophobic passages and 
liminal spaces where one encounters steam pipes and heating ducts, loud and busy 
places that seem to suggest the potential of some unknown menace, spaces the artist 
describes as “on the brink of something,” though of what we can’t be sure. Have we 
been in this space before? Are we supposed to be here, inside this structure, at all? Or 
have we trespassed on some unknown substation? Are we safe here?  
 
This sense of unease, this tension provoked by the piece, is a result of Scarpone’s 
interrogation of his own loose recollections of place, and his attempt to psychologically 
reclaim remembered spaces of his past through their material recreation. Inspired by two 
distinct industrial forms, one, a bunker-type pod found in a scrap yard in Glassboro, New 
Jersey, the other a steam room alongside the SEPTA rail line near University City 
Station in Philadelphia, Scarpone imagines the ambiguous spaces within them, merging 
their imagined interiors with recollections of working in fan rooms, boiler rooms, tight 
corridors, attics, basements and industrial refrigeration units.  
 
Borrowing from the world around him, Scarpone remakes the architectural forms of his 
memories in an organic process not unlike that of an abstract painter, allowing the work 
to emerge through the material act of remembering as performed in the present. 
Together these loose memories, these fragmented recollections of the industrial decay 
that served as the backdrop for Scarpone’s northeastern upbringing, create an uneasy 
space within the familiar detritus of modern existence, with an unconventional materiality 
and style that evokes the junkyard aesthetic of sculptor Edward Kienholz or the arte 
provera of Jannis Kounellis.  
 
The current of unease that flows through the work stems from our inability to find 
emotional footing in the liminal space of Scarpone’s strange, yet familiar, interior, and 



recalls the dirty realism of Kienholz’s sculpture, or, even, the short stories of author 
Raymond Carver. In the work of both Carver and Kienholz a tension is evoked by that 
which is unseen, and which therefore cannot be known. Carver, for example, achieved a 
sense of menace by purposely leaving out, or by only alluding to, crucial aspects of his 
stories. Menace develops as the story propels forward at the same time that meaning 
remains elusive. Thus the sense is created that something, whether good or bad, surely 
must be imminent – though it remains withheld, frustrating our desires for emotional 
resolution. As the audience, we are therefore forced to move forward without a firm 
sense of control.  
 
In many ways our inability to reconstruct or understand the exact spaces or memories 
that Scarpone so sensually evokes, but does not explain, echoes this same emotional 
displacement and menace. However, where Scarpone’s work deviates from that of 
others is in his lack of malice. Scarpone himself is a victim of the same uneasy, 
uncomfortable sensation that accompanies the slippage of memory and the inherent loss 
of information that exist within our attempts to reform a psychological sense of place 
through active recollection. The unease and loss that accompanies the instability of 
memory is something that Scarpone both actively exploits and resists in his work, an 
approach that is further manifested in accompanying drawings that represent the artist’s 
attempts to reform his chosen structures on top of photographs that he has manipulated 
to transparency.  
 
Thus, rather than the danger of Carver’s So Much Water So Close to Home or the 
vulgarity of Kienholz’s Back Seat Dodge, Scarpone’s work is instead tinged with the 
clumsy tenderness of nostalgic longing and the poignancy of frustrated 
misapprehension. The hum of the air conditioning unit is thus like the elusive hum of the 
sensual experiences that remain at the back of our intellectual recollections, and our 
inability to walk around the piece inside the gallery, though unintended in its original, 
more object-based presentation, serves as a metaphor for our fumbling around the 
edges of memory itself.  
 
The subtle provocation of Scarpone’s piece is that it asks us to remember a place where 
we have never been, and to feel an unease at that inability to recollect. In doing so, the 
artist ultimately restores the affective role of memory to an increasingly intellectual and 
impersonal artistic atmosphere and lends a material permanence to that which is on the 
verge of crumbling over time - not only the modern industrial landscape that serves as 
the backdrop of our most mundane experiences, but also our memories of these 
experiences themselves. 
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