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Coming directly from a busy Expo Chicago weekend, | entered Tom
Burtonwood’s exhibition “Variety Show” at Material slightly fatigued
and unsure of what to expect. What | found was a delightful,
imaginative and playful respite. While occupying a relatively small
space and consisting of only a few works, “Variety Show” manages
to pack an exciting colorful punch.

The central theme for “Variety Show™ stems back to 1999 when
Burtonwood first invented a folding box sculpture that opens to
reveal a pyramid inside. During its time of invention, the internet
was just beginning to change the way we experience gathering and
distributing of information. Through the lens of his own
experiences with the internet, Burtonwood created the sculptural
form to visually represent the way information is “opened,”
accessed, shared and linked. The sculpture is able to be repeatedly
opened and refolded into a cube allowing for a work that is
transportable and able to be easily installed, in the artist’s words
similar to the way “one might pitch a tent.” This results in a
sculpture that is not static, but instead filled with movement and
contains a multitude of possibilities of viewing depending on its
current state.
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Tom Burtonwood, “Double Dutch (White Cube)’/Photo: Regan Dockery
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Movement is an important motif throughout the show and is
brilliantly illustrated in the hand-painted animation “Double Dutch.”
Featuring a loop of two of the folding box structures mirrored,
synchronized in movement with one another and continuously
opening and closing, the video not only perfectly ties together the
themes of the exhibition but serves as a thoughtful starting place
for an informed viewing of the remaining works. The theme of the
unfolding box is explored through four different mediums: drawing,
painting, sculpture and animation. A full-size version of the folding
box sculpture is on display and visitors are welcome to interact
with the work allowing for the potential of its movement to be
enacted. However, even in static form, the unfolded sculpture rests
directly on top of a mirror, mimicking the mirrored image from the
animation and allowing a fuller, almost spaceship-like shape to
form. The implication of movement is always present even without
action.
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Tom Burtonwood, installation view of ” Variety Show,” 2024, at Material, including “Double Dutch” a‘n.d
is a Rectangle/Ein Wiirfel ist ein Rechteck (B002)"/Photo: Regan Dockery

The star of the show is the central gallery wall covered with 165
small (3.7 inch-by-4.58 inch) acrylic and ink works neatly arranged in
one large rectangular shape to form “A Cube is a Rectangle/Ein
Wurfel ist ein Rechteck (numbers 001-208).” Though each work
features the same image of the framework of a cube with a pyramid
inside, no two are the same, rather each one is vastly and
impressively different from the next. They all appear to follow a
unique systematic set of rules, resulting in a highly individualized
appearance with some patterns appearing more rigid while others
more fluid; however, every one is brightly colored and filled with
captivating detail. Viewed individually the works are fun and
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interesting, but when viewed together they powerfully envelop you
in a masterful blanket of imagination.

“Variety Show™ is as playful and fun as it is steeped in compelling
consideration of systematic thinking.

“Tom Burtonwood: Variety Show” is on view at Material, 2025 West
Belmont, through May 10.

Related Stories

Sign of the Times: A Review of Vintage Variety at
Stephen Daiter Gallery

Outside of a museum setting, one seldom encounters a survey of
photography as star-studded as “Vintage Variety.”
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Forthcoming Systems of Care: 062 Stages Candor

Arts Retrospective
Candor’s retrospective feels like a fitting send off to an organization
that isn’t exactly going anywhere, just pausing, before assuming a

newer, more whole form.

Anonymous Woman: Why the Playful Provocation
of Photographer Patty Carroll Should Be More

Famous
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Carroll's intense photographs examine the conflict between women and
domesticity. Yet they deliver a message in a light and accessible
manner that has been a hallmark of Carroll’s fifty-year career.

(In)explicable (Im)material: A Review of Noelle
Africh’s “Superstition” at Slow Dance

There's the way a smear, a smudge, a blot of paint can transmit an
image that can manifest emotions, induce hallucinations and transport
a person to another time and place.

https://art.newcity.com/2024/04/23/playful-systems-a-review-of-variety-show-by-tom-burtonwood-at-material/ 9/13


https://art.newcity.com/2024/07/02/inexplicable-immaterial-a-review-of-noelle-africhs-superstition-at-slow-dance/
https://art.newcity.com/2024/07/02/inexplicable-immaterial-a-review-of-noelle-africhs-superstition-at-slow-dance/
https://art.newcity.com/2024/07/02/inexplicable-immaterial-a-review-of-noelle-africhs-superstition-at-slow-dance/
https://art.newcity.com/2024/07/02/inexplicable-immaterial-a-review-of-noelle-africhs-superstition-at-slow-dance/
https://art.newcity.com/2024/07/29/where-material-and-form-meet-a-review-of-the-ground-of-things-at-ukrainian-institute-of-modern-art/

12/19/24, 3:50 PM Playful Systems: A Review of “Variety Show” by Tom Burtonwood at Material | Newcity Art

Where Material and Form Meet: A Review of "The
Ground of Things" at Ukrainian Institute of
Modern Art

“The Ground of Things” developed from an ongoing collaboration
between poet Aleksander Najda and artist Vasyl Savchenko. As the
second iteration of this project, Savchenko’s drawings are the impetus
for Najda’s poems.

Here and Now: A Review of “The Happiness Show”

at Epiphany Center for the Arts

For their latest group exhibition, The Chicago Alliance of Visual Artists
(CAVA), an organization promoting the talents of artists over fifty years
old, asked its members to answer the question-what does happiness
mean to you.
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of Nicole Eisenman at  Project: Do Ho Suh
MCA
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