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Niloufar Emamifar, SoiL Thornton, and an Oral History of Knobkerry 
brings artists Niloufar Emamifar and SoiL Thornton into proximity 
with the history of Knobkerry, a store founded and run by artist and 
designer Sara Penn (1927–2020) in New York City from the 1960s 
through the 1990s. Foundational to the exhibition at SculptureCenter 
is a years-long oral history project, conceived and developed by 
writer and oral historian Svetlana Kitto, that begins to demarcate a 
potential sphere of influence for Penn, her work, and her store, which 
was known for its distinctive juxtaposition of clothing, materials, 
and artifacts, and for Penn’s deep expertise in global and historical 
textiles. Featuring new work made for the occasion by Emamifar and 
Thornton, the exhibition as a whole functions as a collaborative form of 
research between a curator, an oral historian, and artists whose work 
might be understood in new dimensions were Penn better represented 
in our recent histories of sculpture, installation, commerce, fashion, 
and artist-run institutions.
 First opened in the East Village during the major social 
and economic transformations of the 1960s, Knobkerry traded in 
textiles and ethnographic objects, which Penn expertly transformed 
into coveted patchwork garments and arranged in elaborate and 
densely layered displays. In Penn’s hands, these items registered the 
local effects of globalization, including increased access to objects of 
international trade, eager markets for fashionable multiculturalism, 
and a conflicted relationship to American identity. Intimately produced 
with her singular expertise and craftsmanship, Penn’s work was 
publicly lauded, circulated, copied, and codified as the archetypal 
“hippie” style (though Penn referred to Knobkerry’s wares as “Third 
World Design and Art” in the 1960s) by celebrities and mainstream 
press outlets. At the same time the store served as an important 
physical and social space for a network of Black intellectuals, 
musicians, and artists, and for a broader subset of cultural and 
subcultural figures passing through New York—even as its brick-and-
mortar storefront moved to SoHo and then to TriBeCa, on a now-
familiar path of rent crisis and gentrification.
 Sara Penn and Knobkerry are represented by a publication 
that collects fifteen long-form interviews with figures close to 
Knobkerry, conducted by Kitto between 2017 and 2020. The book 
also includes extensive reproductions of archival materials related to 
Penn and the store, collected by Kitto in collaboration with Penn and a 
number of her close relations. In lieu of a large physical presentation of 
Penn’s work or objects that passed through Knobkerry, this exhibition 
provides a forum for recollections of Penn’s underappreciated artistic 
and ideological priorities. It looks to her peers to describe the expansive 
position she occupied and the physical, social, and aesthetic context she 
largely constructed for herself.
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 SoiL Thornton and Niloufar Emamifar will each present new 
work for the exhibition. Through relatively unstructured methods 
(Emamifar and Thornton were not prompted to make work directly in 
response to Knobkerry, for example), the exhibition aims to open a new 
conversation and propose further engagement with Penn’s legacy—and 
to evade often overdetermined institutional claims of rediscovery. 
 Thornton’s recent sculptural work has engaged the currency 
of acquired materials, whether store-bought clothing or household 
supplies. At SculptureCenter, Thornton hangs sculptures of garments: 
some handmade recollections of milestones in popular fashion, others 
more or less off the rack, and yet others modeled on a kind of paranoid 
vernacular performance wear, like the tinfoil Faraday cap. Dressing 
absent bodies, Thornton’s work looks at fashion and sculpture as 
related and overlapping disciplines in this context, both operating 
as open categories for producing a gender gray area that oscillates 
between more and less legible, and more and less compromised, 
forms. In the 1960s, Knobkerry envisioned a well-researched new 
look for the production of an identity outside of American Eurocentric 
traditions, and then saw the look co-opted into a “hippie” aesthetic for 
a presumably white audience. Thornton’s work traces a similar, if more 
uncanny and bizarre, flattening through the use of a Swedish snowsuit 
emblazoned with the logo “POC” (apparently an acronym for “piece 
of cake”). Accounts of those close to Knobkerry suggest that Sara 
Penn’s global design sensibility expressed discontentment with forces 
of assimilation, white middle-class aspirations, and national identity as 
pushed against and often rejected by Penn’s circle of Black artists and 
intellectuals in particular. In a new context, Thornton’s work throws 
up roadblocks and detours to the public negotiation of identity today, 
dead-ending, remaking, and resizing garments of a mass culture.
 Throughout her practice, Emamifar casts artistic production 
as an excess of psychically charged architectures of regulation, 
maintenance tasks, and compromises for how to access, use, and pay 
for space—and, subsequently, to “freely” express ideas, or to engage in 
self-determining activities. Emamifar’s project for the exhibition has 
drawn from SculptureCenter’s disordered archive (from its founding 
as “Clay Club” in 1928 to its present life) to consider institutional 
spaces of production and how they reflect the material realities 
of the artists and artworks with which they engage. As a lens on 
Emamifar’s concerns, Penn’s pioneering proprietorship, especially 
as a Black woman in downtown New York in the 1960s, foregrounds 
what it means to produce a publicly oriented culture outside of 
direct institutional support, instead utilizing a private commercial 
form which nevertheless remains prey to the business incentives of 
commercial real estate rental. Penn’s entrepreneurial vision for global 
design in the ’60s prefigured a very different ’90s global economy 
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with detrimental storefront-level effects; Emamifar’s work locates the 
scraps, tensions, and challenges of working within this order today. 
 Despite the diverging forms of visibility Penn enjoyed at 
various times in her life, her legacy remains largely unexplored, 
and Knobkerry has not entered a significant conversation with 
the artist-run commercial enterprises often invoked to define the 
socioeconomic-aesthetic whirlwind of 1970s New York. Even now, when 
the relationship between art, retail, and extra-institutional practices 
have become more legible, Penn’s contributions are not adequately 
appreciated. Almost two years after Penn’s death, this exhibition and 
Kitto’s oral history project offer the time and space to investigate 
what Knobkerry might mean in retrospect. In this way, the project 
reflects a new approach to SculptureCenter’s longstanding support of 
underacknowledged artists and work.

 
If you have information or sources to contribute to further research on 
Sara Penn and Knobkerry, please email knobkerry.project@sculpture-
center.org.
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1 Svetlana Kitto 
Sara Penn’s Knobkerry: An Oral History 
Sourcebook, 2021 
Published by SculptureCenter and New 
York Consolidated 
Designed by Pacific 
 
Please take a complimentary copy,  
or download the PDF

2 Knobkerrie from Knobkerry
 (gift from Sara Penn to Ken Tisa), n.d. 

16.75 × 2.75 inches (42.5 × 7 cm) 
Courtesy Ken Tisa

Exhibition continues on the Lower Level

Ground Floor

https://www.sculpture-center.org/files/SARA_PENNS_KNOBKERRY_AN_ORAL_HISTORY_SOURCEBOOK_HIGH_RES_COMPRESSED_WEB.pdf
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3 Niloufar Emamifar 
Storage #19 (11101), 2021 
SculptureCenter Twenty-fifth 
Anniversary brochure, coffee table, 
notebooks (2015-21), books, bronze 
ingots, cast iron ingots, cardboard, 
plastic, metal, resin, cement, paper, 
plaster, grey felt fabric, wood, 
aluminum, leather, acrylic paint, stretch 
wrap film, 35 mm negatives, stainless 
steel sheet, tape, glue, translucent 
paper, foam board, chipboard sheet ink 
32 × 16 inches (81.3 × 40.6 cm)Courtesy 
the artist

4 Niloufar Emamifar 
Clay Club (Unrealized Proposal for a 
New Building), 2021 
Framed drawing 
11.5 × 13.75 inches (29.2 × 34.9 cm) 
Courtesy the artist and SculptureCenter 
Archives

 “Young artists of the Clay Club 
Sculpture Center, 4 West Eighth Street, 
announced yesterday the opening 
of a campaign to raise $100,000 for 
the purchase and equipment of new 
and larger quarters at 41 East Sixty-
second Street between Madison and 
Park Avenues. The building, owned by 
Edward H. and Henry A. Gerry, is a 
former stable of the Elbridge T. Gerry 
estate, and once accommodated twenty-
eight horses. At present, it is used for a 
garage and chauffeur’s apartment. Its 
full 100-foot depth, and high ceilings 
with a skylight, fulfill all the dreams 
of the sculptors committee for suitable 
studio space for the young artists who 
at any moment may decide to create a 
heroic size statue in clay.” (New York 
Herald Tribune, Saturday, February 9, 
1946)

5 Niloufar Emamifar 
We Must Move, 2021 
Woodshop, sculpture 
Dimensions variable 
Courtesy the artist and SculptureCenter

6 SoiL Thornton 
Weights, 2021 
DISkea Bag with gravel taken from 
SculptureCenter courtyard, Thom 
Browne Hector structured pebble 
grained leather tote on plastic inflated 
packing material  
Dimensions variable 
(DISkea Bag: 12 x 53 x 18 inches  
[30.5 × 134.6 × 45.7 cm])

7 SoiL Thornton 
A Foundational amalgam of supposed 7 
deadly sins today, 2021 
Seven IKEA Virgil Abloh bags, petroleum 
16 × 34 × 31 inches (86.4 × 53.3 × 40.6 cm)

8 SoiL Thornton 
Piece Of Cake redacted, 2021 
POC Skin GS speed suit on designer 
garment hanger on plastic acrylic  
93 × 21 × 4.5 inches (236 × 53.3 × 11.4 cm)

9 SoiL Thornton 
Faraday cage for fair-weather 
gender(s), 2021 
Aluminum foil fit and shaped to Kyle 
Dancewicz and foil tape on designer 
garment hanger on plastic acrylic 
93 × 17 × 15 inches (236 × 43.2 × 38.1 cm)

10 SoiL Thornton 
State your name (wedded dress after 
American Express Gold card dress of 
Lizzy Gardiner), 2021 
Chicken wire, copper wire, 254 jingle 
bells dressed in oxidization and hung 
on designer garment hanger on plastic 
acrylic  
93 × 22 × 15 inches (236 × 55.9 × 38.1 cm) 

11 SoiL Thornton 
“Husband” chair (SC), 2021 
16-oz brown vinyl, d-rings, blower tube, 
Quiet Box blower 
132 × 96 × 69 inches  
(335.3 × 243.8 × 175.3 cm) 
 
All works by SoiL Thornton are courtesy 
the artist, Essex Street/Maxwell 
Graham, New York; Morán Morán, Los 
Angeles; and Stuart Shave/Modern Art, 
London

Lower Level
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Publication
Svetlana Kitto, Sara Penn’s 
Knobkerry, an Oral History 
Sourcebook
Published by SculptureCenter and New 
York Consolidated, 2021
Designed by Pacific

Public Programs
Knobkerry Roundtable
With Carmen Hammons, Joanne 
Robinson Hill, Kathleen McDonnell, 
Seret Scott, and Ken Tisa, moderated 
by Charles Daniel Dawson and Svetlana 
Kitto
October 7, 2021, 6:30pm

Shopkeeping
Artist Jonathan Berger and curator 
and writer Saim Demircan continue a 
conversation on shop owners and stores in 
New York City. They are joined by Philip 
Retzky, former owner of Little Rickie, and 
artist Vaginal Davis.
December 9, 2021, 1pm, Zoom

Audio Guide
Svetlana Kitto Discusses Sara 
Penn’s Knobkerry: An Oral History 
Sourcebook
Listen here

On View Concurrently 
Diane Severin Nguyen: 
IF REVOLUTION IS A SICKNESS 
Sep 16–Dec 13, 2021

https://www.sculpture-center.org/materials/13232/svetlana-kitto-discusses-sara-penn-s-knobkerry-an-oral-history-sourcebook
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Niloufar Emamifar, SoiL Thornton, and 
an Oral History of Knobkerry is curated by 
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