
“Great travail is created for all men, and an heavy 
yoke on the sons of Adam, from the day that they 
go out of their mother’s womb, unto that day they 
return to the mother of all things.”

“The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the chil-
dren’s teeth are set on edge.” 

—The Bible, quoted in Robert Burton, The Anatomy 
of Melancholy

Robert Burton, great weird physic of the seven-
teenth century, in summarizing humankind’s celes-
tial woe, spat out the line: “We are ready to injure 
our posterity.” After listing all the natural causes of 
strife—flood, fire, pestilence, famine—and all the 
human conflagrations—war, endless war—the line 
crystallizes a sentiment, a diagnosis: we’re in such 
a state that we will not only hurt each other but 
hurt our own. 

Karle Norman’s art, his vital, surgical, excava-
tory art, always makes me think of such hurt. 

“I WILL REMOVE THE 
HEART OF STONE 
FROM YOUR FLESH 
AND GIVE YOU A 
HEART OF FLESH”: 
THE WORK OF 
REGENERATION

BY 
M. DELMONICO CONNOLLY
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humor, separateness, bonding, resignation, stub-
bornness kept them together. This was a success, 
culturally defined. Norman’s own experience is 
marbled with much more tragedy and trial. There 
are too many variables and only one life, but that 
question shoots through me in Norman’s work: 
“What if it had been otherwise?” a question that 
I see in the doubles and multiplications of these 
bodies. Norman, brought through such radically 
different circumstances than mine, has managed, 
in the words that authorize The Brady Bunch, to 
“somehow form a family,” beautiful and complicat-
ed. Judgement has no ground to stand on, and yet 
judgment haunts. 

At one point I asked Norman if he ever wondered 
what his life might have been like had he stayed.

“Oh, all the time,” he says.

“And do you ever wonder what your life might have 
been like if this strange religious cult hadn’t hap-
pened to you?”

“That’s very hard to imagine.”

Well, I want to see for myself. In Burton’s humoral 
medicine, a primary distinction is made between 
“containers and things contained,” so we’ll begin 
with things contained.

THINGS CONTAINED: SOMATICS OF 
THE FAMILY, OR SURF AND TURF

“Train a boy in the way he should go; even when he 
grows old he will not depart from it.”
—Proverbs 22:6

It started with Karle’s dad, a Vietnam vet. There 
were photos, but he didn’t talk about it. A news-
paper clipping about a missile that had hit close 
to where he was stationed—and a photo of him 
and his buddies with it, one holding a gun. One 
where he’s hanging from the 40-foot high rafters 
of airplane hangar. He was a Seabee, and he’d 
help build golf courses for the troops, a helipad, a 
bridge. He learned how to build there, and when 
he returned to Western New York he became a 
builder. He built homes from nothing and came to 
own a construction company and run his own crew. 
He grew up Catholic and then disillusioned, and 
Vietnam only added to that. 

Lore has it that he was home smoking weed with 
his crew when the missionaries came to the door. 
He let them in. One can imagine stoned men sitting 
in a circle with some mixture of boredom, curiosity, 
maybe nothing more than a desire for some novel 
form of entertainment opened the door. Something 
held him, though. 

Karle’s dad “was studied with” in the organization’s 
peculiar turn of phrase. Writer Barbara Grizzuti 
Harrison, a young convert, describes members 
“who subject themselves to total conformity in 
practice, outlook, and belief.” Karle’s dad convert-
ed, Karle’s mom converted, and their sons were 
raised in it.

Perhaps it’s worth noting that the organization 
which they joined had been around since the 1870s, 
that it had predicted the end of this world on more 
than one occasion, that its cosmology is predicat-
ed on the division of the world into “wheat,” the 
elect, and the rest, and that it proceeds by driving 
a wedge between the “sheep,” Jesus’ flock, and the 
goats. 

It began as Bible study, some particularly attenu-
ated interpretations of Revelation, and so it went. 

(Norman himself is not dark. I met Karle during the 
pandemic: he came over to sit on the lawn and 
have a drink with a friend. He brought a bottle, 
three glasses, and a Ziploc bag of ice cubes.) What 
rattles around inside me without fail when I see 
his leather work is a little capsule of backstory: I 
knew that Karle’s father had died when he was still 
young. I also knew that Norman grew up belonging 
to a family enmeshed in a religious organiza-
tion that exerted such a level of control over its 
adherents that when Norman left, the organiza-
tion expelled him, and his family, accepting this 
command as an essay of God’s will, also cut him 
out.*  So two deaths: one real, one symbolic; one 
carried out in painful inches by cancer and the 
other one that Norman has had to carry out in his 
own imagination by degrees. 

That trouble Robert Burton names, the injury a 
parent lodges in the child, begetting and beget-
ting, is one that Norman tries to expel in his leather 
canvases, cut, by the way, into human shape and 
illuminated—I almost said and want to say “autop-
sied,” but the seeing for oneself in Norman’s art is 
a living creation not a dead one, a walking under-
standing of the causes of life ex-scribed, prized 
free, from psyche. All the history and damage that 
life writes invisibly upon us, Norman concretizes in 
symbol on this surrogate flesh, an avatar, an ema-
nation, a way to demystify, exorcise, wonder, cure. 

Norman’s work upends some things I know: I grew 
up in a very stable household with a form of reli-
gion so subtle and cool it could have existed not 
at all. At times I think this is the best possible out-
come; at others, I worry it has fitted me for a life of 
believing in very little at all. I grew up with parents 
who are still alive and still married to each other, 
an anomaly so rare today it is almost as embar-
rassing as any other privilege. I grew up in what I 
thought of as low-level tension and sarcasm often 
expressed, but where affection was seldom as 
evident and where resolution was entirely private. I 
brought this up to my parents once, and my moth-
er defended herself, “Your dad kissed me on the 
cheek every morning before he left for work,” and 
my father chimed in, “Yeah, and she would go like 
this,” screwing up his face into a grimace, and the 
two of them laughed together. 

Some unplanned concoction of divided labor, 

*	 Like an ex or a deadbeat parent, the organization 
thrives by negative attention, so we won’t be talking about it 
outright, though you may guess and there are enough clues. 
We’ll come instead to know it by the marks it left.

Leonhard Thurneysser, Von dem Sal Solis (On the Salt of the 
Sun), from Quinta essentia, 1574. Woodcut on paper. 

“Mankind’s turbulent history will soon reach a 
catastrophic climax, as God and Jesus Christ ex-
ecute judgment on today’s wicked system,” reads 
the opening of Revelation, the textbook that takes 
adherents through the paces of its system of inter-
pretation, “replacing it with ‘a new heaven and a 
new earth, where even death will be no more.’” The 
foretelling of apocalypse and the promise of salva-
tion. “Do not all of us want to live in such a world, in 
true peace and security?” the book reads. “Do you 
not want to be one of them?”

Having started his family on this path, Karle’s father 
grew detached. Devotion eclipsed by more mun-
dane needs: running a business, yes, but he also 
made time for pleasures, for fun. He ran a lobster 
stall at the Springville Auction and loved seafood. 
He was a sportsman. “My father was a hunter, and 
it was a family thing for us to break down a deer.” 
Karle’s father bought him rabbit hides at the Kit-
tery Trading Post in Maine and he would lay them 
on his pillow, feeling their softness before he went 
to sleep. Sometimes his father would have hides 
tanned and Karle and his brother were allowed to 
use and make things out of them.

“I was using creative means to almost engage with 
being a sportsman without knowing it,” Karle says.

Where his father’s faith waned, his mother’s just the 
opposite. She, a reticent convert, grew into the new 
creed with zeal. She hosted study once a week to 
make sure her husband was present. Folding chairs 
in the living room. The boys would clean their 
rooms. 

She had been a rebellious kid, a bad kid, she felt. 
Picture the kind of things upright society doesn’t 
want a teenage girl to do, from the cliché to the 
life-altering. Harrison theorizes that “For women 
whose experience has taught them that all human 
relationships are treacherous, and capricious and 
frighteningly volatile, an escape from the confu-
sions of the world into the certainties of a funda-
mentalist religion provides the illusion of safety, 
and of rest.”

“In her mind, this was the truth,” says Karle. That’s 
another name for the faithful, “the truth.” She felt 
like this faith saved her and changed her life.

It accounted for the violence and war that hu-
mankind had visited on each other. It decried the 
exaltation of money, of nation over God. It pointed 
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Cancer. 

Karle remembers the way his father’s body became 
distorted, a protruding belly, a colostomy bag. Kar-
le would want to help, emptying and cleaning the 
medical devices that his father needed now. 

Faith was palliative, a comfort measure. “It was 
essentially used as a way to explain, ‘When this is 
all—when your dad’s resurrected, he’s not going 
to have these illnesses and not going to have this 
physical struggle,’” says Karle. Ride out the present 
moment, be patient, be hopeful, be faithful. Just 
worry about what’s in your immediate spiritual 
circle and that of your congregation.

All of that happened before Karle was eleven. 

But it’s not all. Karle’s mom was intelligent. “I think 
I perceived her as negative, but I think the truth of 
the matter is, she was just very realistic,” Karle says, 
“maybe afraid to do certain things and needed 
help to do a lot of different things.” She loved her 
kids to read and learn about the world. Karle was 
very close with her. They would take trips together. 
If he heard of an exhibit at a museum in Boston 
that he wanted to see, she would hop in the car 
and drive them there. They shared music. When 
his father was sick, she took him to Tommy Boy. He 
remembers the deep belly laughs.

Karle’s mother was cared for gently by her own 
parents, the only people Karle remembers who 
were not members of the new faith as he was 
growing up. They helped financially but also held 
a connection with Karle’s family. Karle’s family was 
not allowed to celebrate Thanksgiving or Christ-
mas, so his grandparents would have a winter 
dinner. Karle’s mother left the faith of her parents, 
but they did not leave her.

Karle’s grandmother also taught him art. When 
Karle would go to spend a day with his grandpar-
ents, she would have a plan in place: “‘We’re going 
to do India inks,’” Karle remembers, “‘We’re going 
to do paper marbling,’ so she set up those tanks, 
and you put the paint on top with a pick comb, and 
it was the best.” 

Karle dove into the faith. Men in the church would 
go on missions, trying to awaken others, and Karle 
by the time he was sixteen was logging over 90 
hours a month on such missions.

“I treated it like a job,” Karle says, “a job which I 
cared about very much.” Here was a structure that 
could tell you what to do and could reward you 
with esteem, with a place in the community for 
your work. 

“There’s like an inherent otherness that I was fine 
with,” Karle says. He was the kid in school who 
didn’t celebrate his birthday, didn’t participate in 
any of the holidays. “It sets you up to be like, well, 
‘I know what’s right, and these other poor folks 
don’t.’”

In the midst of all that spiritual activity, Karle had 
doubts as well. Dinosaurs and the theory of evo-
lution stuck in his head. A group of men from the 

to nuclear weapons capable of “incinerating all 
mankind.” The textbook Revelation explained, 
“Famine, wars, violence, crime, drug abuse, dis-
honesty, religious hypocrisy—these and more are 
the hallmarks of Satan’s system of things.” Even to 
the end, few will repent. “Their religiously diseased, 
ulcerous condition is laid bare, so that they blas-
pheme the God of heaven.” And Jehovah will pour 
out his wrath upon the earth.

When Karle’s father got sick is when he started 
turning more seriously to faith. “He got very serious 
about his faith once he was sick because he not 
only had the time but also it was like he was kind of 
looking at his own mortality and struggling with it,” 
says Karle.

church might come and pick him and his brother 
up when his dad was sick. They’d go out for break-
fast and drive around on their mission. These were 
men Karle felt comfortable enough with that he 
came out and said, “I think God must have started 
evolution,” in his head, trying to reconcile science 
and dogma. A nice solution: God must have gotten 
the ball rolling. 

The car got very quiet. “Don’t ever say that again,” 
one of the men told him. What Karle had said was 
an apostasy, and just listening to it could get you 
kicked out of the church. They were telling him 
where the lines were. It didn’t answer a question or 
resolve a contradiction. It created a little, unshare-
able secret that Karle would hold onto.

Karle was not the first person in his family to leave 
the church. His brother did. As a teenager rebelling 
against the strictness and the strangeness of the 
faith. He got an apartment. He experimented. 

And after a time, he got scared and lonely, and he 
came back. It gave Karle a front-row witness to the 
turmoil of apostasy. First, his brother had to confess 
everything he had done to the Church fathers, men 
in suits at the Kingdom Hall. They decided that he 
was disfellowshipped, that he was to be shunned 
by the church and by his family, but that he could 
work his way back. Karle helped him, studied with 
him. 

“It was almost like spiritual rehabilitation,” Karle 
says, “When you’re first reinstated, you can’t com-
ment right away at the meetings. It’s like you have 
certain privilege restrictions. You can’t have any 
position of authority for a while.”

Karle also learned from this brother’s experience. 
If he were ever to leave, he did not want it to be 
some youthful act of transgression.

Over time, Karle had his own family, and he just 
kept taking steps further and further away.

“I was so unhappy in the structure, I just couldn’t 
continue to do it, and all belief had been just oblit-
erated. I was just going through the motions for so 
many years that I finally admitted that I had like 
some agency here.”

Karle went to the Kingdom Hall to be disfellow-
shipped. There was family at the congregation, a 
lot of nephews, people that he had known since 

Karle Norman, Gall, 2024. Hand stitched leather, thread, and wood. Courtesy of the artist. Photo: Nando Alvarez-Perez.
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childhood. “I wanted to walk out of there. I didn’t 
just want to disappear.” And he did.

CONTAINERS: MIND WORKING UPON 
THE BODY

“His body was a sort of mausoleum, a haunted 
graveyard in which the ghosts of several gener-
ations still walked. . . This family had buried their 
dead in each other.”
—R. D. Laing

Norman produces his work in the attic of his home 
that’s set up as a studio. You’re greeted there by 
the smell of wood baking in the sun, and the warm, 
unmistakable scent of leather. The attic is an ap-
propriate place for the creation of works such as 
Norman’s: it’s the place we store things to keep 
them out of sight. 

American writer William Dean Howells thought 
of such storage as is deposited in attics as a way 
of storing oneself, in pieces: “We are supposed to 
have associations with old things which render 
them precious, but do not the associations rather 
render them painful?” He goes on, “We cannot go 
back and be the men and women we were, any 
more than we can go back and be children.” Nor-
man, having to figure out how not to go back, built 
a workshop out of such a space. 

The first leatherworks came out in an Amid/In 
show at Hallwalls in 2022. There the basic form 
appeared: a leather outline of a person with a 
bouffant hair curl and toes pointed down, floating. 
At first, they were replete with symbolism inscribed 
within the confines of that human shape. They 
scream a story, elemental like a cave painting and 
ornate as hieroglyphics. A teardrop shape pins the 
two feet of one to the ground: “You are here,” Nor-
man seems to say. Some of these tear drops are 
pointed, helplessly, up in the air. In another form 
from foot to torso, a body shape is repeated lying 
on its back alternating head to toe. It’s the dead’s 
only sort of animation: the animation we provide 
by moving around them. At its heart is a teardrop 
with two figures in embrace.

In 2025, Norman’s work appeared at the Buffalo 
AKG Art Museum, to which he had two giant leath-
er hands: hands of some god, overturned, pouring 
out their woe, or menacing, or (less likely) protec-
tive and sheltering of the forms below.

Quickly thereafter, at Hunt Gallery’s soft cuts, 
Norman’s work in leather exploded. Several dozen 
of the basic human forms in foot-high iterations 
covered the walls, but he also exploded the forms 
themselves, with bright colored leather pouring 
out of the frame, like organs with ordered grids of 
perforations and tight rows of stitching. 

And yet, the Hunt show was a laboratory for the 
much more expansive work on display in Leather 
Prayers. What kinds of materials and processes did 
Norman find most interesting, absorbing? What 
kinds of alterations, deviations, revelations did 
people most respond to? And now, the iterations 
and explorations are both life-sized and manifest 
in myriad material forms. Norman is no longer just 
carving into the leather. Leather is formed around 
“objects” that leave their durable imprint. The 
self-contained human form is at times cut in half 
like a magician’s assistant and stitched to doubled 
figures as in Br(other)s, where hands emerge either 
disembodied or conjoined with no human end-
point.

It occurs to me that a brother might be a physi-
cal double of our own self, a doppelganger, there 
where we are not. But he is also a forking path, a 

slight reconfiguration of the matrix of family rela-
tions in time, who, exiting the schema at a different 
point, sets off on an entirely different trajectory. 

In another work, who am I. Again. the body be-
comes a kind of platform, a stage for further gen-
erations to make choices, always shadowed by 
what could have been/what else could be. Norman 
seems to suggest a personhood not just doubled 
but multiplied again and again in recognition of 
the truth that there is not just some subaltern self 
who did not emerge but a much more terrifying 
chaos of near-infinite paths. Wonder can be a free 
fall.

That human form repeated again and again, 
dismembered and disemboweled and depressed 
over and over, becomes a cipher. It is maybe only 
through such a form that we know or can perceive 
of the world at all. And whatever sense we have of 
life is known to us only dimly as it wells up within 
us, some ache or pain or brightness, the source 
of which we can hardly identify. Self-knowledge 
appears in dreams, in fragments, in accidental 
speech, at the edge of consciousness. All these it-
erations of form feel as if they were tailor-made to 
catch a piece of that.

Karle Norman, Disfellow Membership, 2026. Hand stitched 
leather, thread, and wood. Courtesy of the artist. Photo: Nando 
Alvarez-Perez.

From left: Karle Norman, morning/four father, 2017–2019; 
afternoon/a new system, 2020; evening/same inside, 2021. 
Courtesy of the artist. 

Karle Norman, Br(other)s, 2025. Hand stitched leather, thread, and wood. Courtesy of the artist. Photo: Nando 
Alvarez-Perez.
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emphasized strict adherence to the Bible, he used 
art as an escape. Many hours were poured into 
his sketchbooks, and sketching remains an inte-
gral part of his artmaking some twenty years later. 
Norman credits his grandmother, an artist herself, 
with instilling in him the desire to maintain a cre-
ative practice.
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seum. His first book, Ronnie Spector in Rock Go-
morrah (2020), explores the rise of The Ronettes’ 
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York in Buffalo Spree, among other places.
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The University at Buffalo Art Galleries’ mission is to 
support art and ideas that are urgent and rele-
vant to our time and place. A unique art museum 
with locations in the Center for the Arts and UB 
Anderson Gallery, UB Art Galleries presents year-
round exhibitions, providing students and the 
broader community access to thought-provoking 
art, visiting artists, and stimulating educational 
programs. With a growing collection and archives, 
UB Art Galleries provides experiential learning op-
portunities for students, faculty, and researchers. 
Learn more at ubartgalleries.buffalo.edu.

Loss is at the heart of these works. There is the ab-
solute loss of a loved one who is no longer with us, 
a finality that has to be slowly put away, and there 
is also a loss that our minds can only understand 
dumbly, bit by bit, that of a loved one who could 
be here but is not, and that loss has to be remem-
bered and re-membered every day. Those people 
cast a shadow that falls upon the self, and as the 
shadow of what was lost falls upon the form it 
becomes visible. 

Sunlight streams through pinholes Norman 
punched into a hide mounted in front of a window. 
There’s a sweet smell like rabbit hides on a pillow.

Sometimes when loss is visible it can be dealt with.

Karle Norman: Leather Prayers, 2026, installation view, UB Art 
Galleries. Photo: Nando Alvarez-Perez.

Karle Norman, sketchbook. Courtesy of the artist. Photo: 
Nando Alvarez-Perez.

COVER: Karle Norman and Muhammad Zaman, Grief Full, 
2026. Hand-stitched leather, thread, and wood. Courtesy of 
the artists. Photo: Nando Alvarez-Perez.

Karle Norman: Leather Prayers is curated by Anna 
Wager, Ph.D, Curator of Exhibitions at UB Art Gal-
leries.


