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Neural networks in a small mammal’s brain; Victorian mourning braids; the intuitive 

and conceptual knowledge developed over a richly inventive sculptural career: finding 

the pattern that connects these things requires leaping species and centuries. It leads  

to the connection between one life and another, the physical mind and a presence— 

a spirit, a memory—that outlives it.

 Nene Humphrey, whose work combines drawing, sculpture, performance and 

video, has been an artist in residence at the lab of neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux since 

2005. Looking at wafer-thin cross sections of rat brains through a microscope, she 

traces onto paper the neurons of a region called the amygdala—it is the seat of  threat 

responses, and, in humans, is implicated in such feelings as fear and anxiety, bedrocks 

of emotional life. The drafting is done with the aid of a camera lucida, an old-fash-

ioned, prismatic magnifying glass, tricky to use, that delivers an enlarged but wavering 

and fugitive image of an object to the surface beneath it. A year after Humphrey began 

this work, her husband, the artist Benny Andrews, died unexpectedly of a fast-moving 

cancer. 

 The death of someone close and much loved can feel like the destruction of all 

meaning. “It’s as if / We had come to an end of the imagination,” Wallace Stevens puts 

it in a poem called “The Plain Sense of Things” that gave Humphrey the title for her 

first exhibition of this body of work, at Lesley Heller Gallery in 2009. After a grievous 

loss, the pattern of one’s life may seem irreparably damaged; one searches for ways to 

repair it, to restore sense. Humphrey, resourceful in grief as in all things, and by nature 

a reader and researcher as well as a dedicated handworker, discovered a Victorian 

mourning practice in which hair of the deceased was braided in elaborate patterns and 

fashioned into jewelry. (These ornaments—bracelets, tie pins, hair ornaments—are now 

valuable collectibles.) In the nineteenth century, the braiding was sometimes done by 

groups of people working together, usually women, generally fellow-mourners. Sitting 

alone at a cylindrical table, each braider worked with a number of wood spools wound 

with hair, shaping the braid onto a dowel at the table’s hollow center. 

 The braiding appealed to Humphrey on many levels, perhaps foremost for 

the visual kinship between the patterns it yielded and the neural networks she’d been 
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viewing in the LeDoux lab. She secured a facsimile of an 1875 instruction book for 

such  braiding and taught herself the basics of the painstaking process. She improvised 

a table from a heavy cardboard construction cylinder topped with an overturned Ikea 

bowl, its bottom neatly removed and its sides covered with a suede-like material.  

Substantial  wood spools and variously colored wire cord substituted for hair. Working  

with assistants, Humphrey felt her way into the craft. The graceful, rhythmically 

repetitive gestures, the quiet communion of the work, the soft chunking noise of the 

spindles against the table offered a shared contemplation of loss—a kind of manual 

labor of mourning. 

 The work in “The Plain Sense of Things” included wall-hung tangles of loosely 

braided wires threaded with bits of meaty-red raw wool and gleaming porcelain. There 

were assemblages of frayed, skittering wire held in small glass-covered plates that 

looked something like petri dishes, and also like a not-quite-focused view of a slice of 

brain tissue seen through a microscope. There were also similarly nervous, graceful 

linear abstractions drawn in ink on layered paper and Mylar, which referred to the 

structure of neurons and their feverish electrochemical communications.

 Auspiciously, Roberto Carlos Lange, a musician and sound designer, came to 

that show, was captivated, and soon after appeared at Humphrey’s studio; he has been 

working with her ever since. Later in 2009, Humphrey and Lange, along with another 

collaborator, Julie DeLano, embarked together on a residency at the Savannah College 

of Art and Design, teaching braiding offsite for one week, then inviting those who’d 

learned to continue in the gallery; the braids they completed there were hung, one by 

one, from the gallery’s ceiling. Over sixty students, faculty, alumni and staff partici-

pated; they reported finding the work meditative, challenging, and gratifying. Lange 

recorded the richly various sounds of the braiding, including the clacking of the  

The Plain Sense of Things (detail) 
mixed media, 2007-2009

Ménerbes 91409 (detail) 
mixed media on paper, 2009
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spindles against the table, the braiders’ breathing, and their soft chant, often no more 

than a whisper, of their instructions to themselves (left, right, over, under and so on). 

He called his process a “magnifying glass for your ears.” As the red and black wire 

plaits were completed, they were hung from the ceiling. On view throughout was a 

score of sorts, and a makeshift table used for measuring the lengths of wire wound 

onto the wood spools. 

 The concluding performance was called Circling the Center. The title is shared 

with a poem by Tom Sleigh that begins, “If you were to peer into the mourner’s skull / 

where all this feeling is electrical signals / firing, what you’d see are nerve fibers”;  

it captures with unflinching clarity the efforts made by the bereaved to reweave the  

fabric of memories steadily unraveled by time. Lange expanded the audio component to  

include voices speaking in French, Russian, and Chinese as well as English. In their 

work around the tables, which were arranged in a ring, and in the music that accompanies 

it, the braiders evoked historical drum circles, which, as Humphrey points out, are 

among the oldest forms of communication. At the music’s baseline are, in her words, 

the “whistling chirp of rats serenading each other in the lab, and the buzzing hum of 

the brain’s neural/electrical activity.” 

 In 2010, Humphrey was invited to a one-month residency at Kutztown Uni-

versity of Pennsylvania, during which Circling the Center was revised and restaged. She 

was again accompanied by Lange and DeLano. Here an abstraction of the score was 

woven in shades of scarlet and indigo into a creamy white, hand-felted, 30-foot-long-

scroll that suggests an EKG printout, or a fever chart. Again, students and school staff, 

janitors as well as professors, learned to braid, adding their contributions to braids 

from SCAD. The plaits were wrapped around the armature for a big and growing 

globe, which had the visual energy of a model of an atom, electrons spinning.  

Roberto Carlos Lange working  
on a sound score, 2009

Performance setup at Pinnacle Gallery SCAD,  
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At Kutztown, the trestle tables holding the wood spools were more considered than 

they’d been at SCAD. And the performance that culminated the residency this time 

included a video projected onto a scrim that alternately served as a transparent veil, 

separating audience and performers. The performance included a round of spoken 

word chants composed by DeLano. 

 Circling the Center has had several further iterations. For a 2011 performance 

at the Brooklyn, NY nonprofit Kentler International Drawing Space, the first profes-

sional video was produced by videographer Christopher Keohane. Working closely 

with Humphrey, Lange and DeLano, Keohane integrated previous footage of women 

braiding with new imagery. Again, the video was projected onto scrim through which 

performers could be seen. DeLano wrote a lament song for this performance, vaguely 

ecclesiastic and deeply haunting; Lange composed additional music as well.

 In 2013, a more formal performance was staged at the Manhattan venue  

Dixon Place; there, video imagery was projected on the rear wall (rather than a scrim, 

for which the space wasn’t suitable). The cellist Noah Hoffeld wrote an original 

|composition for this performance. DeLano’s lament was sung by members of a choir 

to which Humphrey also belongs; members of the choir sing at hospices across New 

York City, including those at Sloan Kettering, Beth Israel and Bellevue. Lange’s score 

continued to evolve. As each successive performance grew more complex, Humphrey 

found herself wanting to further explore such aspects of traditional theater as stage 

direction and lighting.

 For a 2014 installation at BRIC, in Brooklyn, two women read Tom Sleigh’s 

“Circling the Center,” in unison and also in counterpoint, their voices weaving as one 

wound wire on spools at a long measuring table, while the other braided it at a cylin-

drical one. Images of the process were projected onto a screen; a braided wire sculpture 

hung on the wall.

Installing braids in Sheridan Gallery 
University of Pennsylvania, PA, 2010

Lament video by Christopher Keohane at Kentler 
International Drawing Space, Brooklyn, NY, 2011
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Performance still, Dixon Place  
New York, NY, 2013

Performance still, “If you were to peer into the mourner’s skull” 
BRIC Biennial, Brooklyn, NY, 2014

 Humphrey worked for the first time with a stage director, Jonathan Rosenberg, 

for a performance at her studio in 2015; he introduced greater spatial complexity to 

the performance. For the most fully realized performance to date, at Three-Legged 

Dog, in Manhattan, in 2016, the direction was by Mallory Catlett. Here a pair of 

scrims sloped inward on either side of the performing area, forming a kind of big, open 

tent; the audience faced the performance from four sides, lending intimacy to the event. 

The re-edited video opened with an elongated, graceful pair of hands—though not 

identified as such, they were the hands of Benny Andrews, Humphrey’s late husband.  

The low, rich notes of a cello could be heard, and soft percussion. Light was minimal; 

illumination touched a single braiding table, at which a lone braider worked through-

out, and two long spooling tables. Video imagery included the revolving globe of 

mourning-braided wire, and a human brain, growing large enough for the viewer to 

sink into its yielding tissue, and then shrinking to a pulsing, irregular circle. Some of 

the footage is (barely) in color, including that of hands shown close up and in slow 

motion, working carefully.  Overlaid drawings are projected, their delicate tracery 

matching the whispering soundtrack. A single performer hums, softly and then more 

loudly; she is joined by three additional singers; all four wear Quakerish black aprons 

over black shirts and long skirts. When they then open their mouths to sing, not loudly 

but with force, it is like a veil being lifted, or clasped hands suddenly opening to an 

embrace. Toward the end, two hands close around the image that remains when the 

brain has darkened and diminished to a small circle. The four women gather at the 

braiding table, their arms outstretched as if at a hearth, or an altar, passing spools from 

hand to hand. 

 Humphrey’s sessions at the LeDoux lab continue; they last from a few hours 

to a full day, each drawing dated. Her work there has brought her close to three  
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members of the lab: Claudia Farb, Mian Hou and Lorenzo Diaz-Mataix. She has  

become deeply interested in the history of brain imaging, especially in the beautiful  

early-twentieth-century renderings by Nobel-prizing winning neuroscientist—and 

trained artist—Ramon y Cajal (whose drawings are now the subject of a traveling 

exhibition, and will be at the Grey Gallery this winter). It has been said that the micro-

scope Cajal used wasn’t precise enough to show him everything he thought was there, 

so he used his imagination to fill in the gaps (and was largely proven right). Affinities 

between the creative lives of scientists and artists are much on Humphrey’s mind. 

 Wire and textile are both materials with which Humphrey has worked nearly 

throughout her career: substance woven from line, form from abstraction. She has also 

long been interested in forms of communication used by those in need—and posses-

sion—of particular, private forms of knowledge. An intrepid traveler, she went to 

northwest China in 2003 and 2004 in search of forgotten fabrics, and also of an  

imperiled language: she had come across information about Nushu, a secret language 

used among women in a repressive, feudal culture. When she discovered that Mian 

Hou, of the LeDoux lab, was from the province where Nushu had been spoken, they 

pursued further research at the New York Public Library, poring over a rare dictionary 

(only three exist) and finding the Nushu characters for emotions, like fear and  

attraction, that relate to the lab’s research. She made woodblocks of those characters, 

integrating them with the amygdala drawings. Both harbor hidden codes.

 In “Transmission (Circling the Center series),” her new exhibition at the Les-

ley Heller gallery, visitors enter through a curtain of hanging strips of theatrical scrim 

on which is projected video imagery of hands, braiding. Inside, in the darkened main 

gallery space, two long tables along the walls face each other; braiding wire is stretched 

across both. On the walls above each is a video projection. In the center of the space is 

Performance still, 3LD Art & Technology Center  
New York, NY, 2016

Golgi-stained amygdala as seen  
through a microscope, 2016
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a third table, this the round kind used by working braiders. A third video is projected 

downward onto its top, and spills onto the floor surrounding it; its imagery is of hands, 

braiding. Sometimes the two wall projections are of the same footage; sometimes they 

diverge. Like the score, the footage is cumulative, of work made in the past decade. 

The score is percussive, and hissing, and includes a papery, slightly raspy sound, as 

of stringed instrument not bowed but skidded across. Soft voices are audible, and lab 

sounds: rats singing, a kind of owlish hooting, or cooing. Hands reach. A couple of 

sentences are read about the amygdala; the MRI we see is of Nene’s brain. It appears as 

both recognizable neural sections and pulsing rings. 

 Not part of the installation proper is a group of velvety charcoal drawings—

they are reminiscent of Degas monotypes—each based on a single frame of video.  

You wouldn’t know that, just from looking: they appear to be abstract blooms of light 

against branching darkness. As shown, the light will emerge and decline across the 

group, a kind of storyboard of mitosis. 

 Humphrey doesn’t make a hard and fast distinction between her exhibitions 

and her staged events, which she thinks of as live installations rather than performances. 

All develop organically, and each is a work in progress. Wrote Wallace Stevens:  

“the absence of imagination had / Itself to be imagined.” Humphrey has wanted each  

presentation to feel like part of an ongoing process; you enter in medias res. Your 

appearance doesn’t mark a beginning, nor your exit a termination. Viewing the work, 

you become part of a community; you pick up a strand, are woven in. 

Purkinje neurons, drawing by
Santiago Ramón y Cajal

Nushu script, 19th century Slow Spin Frame 02_57_3884, 
charcoal on paper, 2017
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