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The Sundance Kid is Beautiful with Christopher Knowles performance installation view, 2015, in Christopher Knowles: In a Word, Institute of Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania.  
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EXHIBITION OVERVIEW

• Christopher Knowles is a Brooklyn-based artist, 
most often regarded as a poet and painter but he 
also has created sculptures, photographs, prints, 
ceramics, tape collages, and recorded performances. 

• Knowles has a fascination with the aural elements  
of language and understands the world through 
visual patterns. 

• Maps and clocks are recurring motifs through 
Knowles’s artwork, including a personal collection 
of alarm clocks that make appearances as objects 
within installations and as centerpieces in paintings 
and typewriter drawings. 

• At a young age, Knowles received a diagnosis that 
placed him on the autism spectrum, resulting in 
his attendance at a program that endorsed close 
associations between physical exercises and spoken 
words. The rigorous repetition of the program paved 
the way for the mechanical and physical way that 
Knowles approaches language in his art practice. 

• In Knowles’s sound pieces and recorded perfor-
mances, he often repeats words and phrases over 
and over, creating a rhythm that encourages the 
listener to detach the language from its meaning. 

• Knowles had many collaborations with artist and 
theater director, Robert Wilson creating many 
theatrical experiments that led to works on stage. 

• Familiar objects and mundane happenings are often 
the focal points of Knowles’s work including pop 
songs, popular movies, children’s books, checking the 
time, watching planes fly overhead, drinking a soda, 
and listening to the radio. 

• In Knowles’s world, seemingly familiar elements can 
be made strange through unexpected combinations. 

• Knowles often experiments with a cassette tape 
recorder and a typewriter. In the 1980s Knowles 
received some notoriety through his book Typings 
(1979) where the geometric patterning of his 
repetitions and the alternating colors could be 
comprehended in full. 

Christopher Knowles, Untitled from the portfolio “Typings,” 1986. Courtesy the artist.
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KEY QUESTIONS

• What objects and actions in our daily lives can serve 
as inspiration for creative endeavors? 

• How does language change both aurally and visually 
through repetition? 

• Knowles created a universe for himself in his 
installation The Sundance Kid is Beautiful with 
Christopher Knowles (2013–15). What would your 
universe look like? 

• Christopher Knowles worked in collaboration with 
Robert Wilson and other choreographers, artists, 
and performers. What other great collaborations 
exist in the world? How do collaborations change an 
individual’s trajectory and process? 

• Knowles experiments with a variety of media and does 
not confine himself to one artistic discipline. How do 
his experiments relate to each other? What themes 
can be found across disciplines? What interests does 
he return to again and again? 

CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS

LANGUAGE ARTS
Look, listen, and watch the work of Christopher 
Knowles. What role does language play in his art? How 
do the words become sounds or building blocks for 
drawings? How do the typewriter drawings function as 
poems? How do the words play a part in the recorded 
performances? 

DANCE/MOVEMENT
Watch Christopher Knowles’s recorded performances 
and study his collaborations. Explore a series of 
repetitive movements. Simultaneously explore a series 
of repeated phrases. Working with a team—how can 
these two elements work together? How can the words 
impact the movements and vice versa? 

Christopher Knowles: In a Word, installation view, 2015, Institute of Contemporary Art,  
University of Pennsylvania. Photo: Constance Mensh.


