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When Erik Nilson completed his two years at 

PrattMWP in 2012, he never considered that 

he would find his way back here, this time as 

the PrattMWP sculpture studio technician.  His 

background includes working as an assistant to 

artists Glenn Zweygardt and Fred Tschida, both 

of whom are based in Alfred, New York. After 

completing his Bachelor of Fine Arts at Alfred 

University, he returned to his native state of 

New Jersey to work at Newman’s Ornamental 

Ironworks.

He completely changed the trajectory of his career 

after he evolved into becoming a sculpture artist when he came to PrattMWP. 

“My experience here really made me look at things differently. I changed my major. I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I was 

majoring in illustration at first: I liked drawing. I just chose it because my drawings were more illustrative and because it was the 

only thing I knew at the time. I didn’t have exposure to any other form of art other than painting and drawing in high school. 

When I came here as a freshman, all these other doors opened up. I discovered a lot of ways of working and things about myself, 

and then I went on a different path. I went on to working in different shops and saw this opportunity (two years ago) to come 

back. I never thought I’d be back in Utica.”

The transition from PrattMWP student to staff was effortless because he would be working with his former professor and mentor, 

Daniel Buckingham. “He inspired me a lot. It’s been a good opportunity. Also, I get to help students realize their own work and 

help them put it together, so that’s been rewarding.”

Erik, along with fellow alumni Nicole Basilone and Ethan Stuart, displayed sculptore and installation art at the PrattMWP Alumni 

Exhibition in October. “There was definitely a variety of work. The show really came together and it was a great opportunity to be 

a part of it. I think it’s all strong work. I met Ethan and Nicole who were students here a few years before me. I didn’t know them 

before the show, but we met here and it was really cool to get connected.”

Some of the works he chose for the exhibition have been on display previosly, such a large black tilted tree that was shown at the 

Erik Nilson poses with his sculpture, Io’s Orchard, 2019



REACH Center in Rome. An exhibition specific piece,  Io’s Orchard, radiates red light from the back of the room before you even 

make it further into the gallery for a closer look.

“It’s an immersive experience. I was kind of going for the feeling of having an encounter in the woods by yourself, the sublime 

feeling. It’s called Io’s Orchard. Io is one of the moons of Jupiter and it’s covered with volcanoes and lava. My piece takes the viewer 

to another place with its warm light, and it’s very active. I had the neon tubes and I knew I wanted to use them but I wasn’t sure 

exactly how. This was very impulsive. I didn’t draw it at all before I did it, I just kind of knew. I brought in all this stuff and started 

working on it here.”  This was a departure from his normal approach, which is to map out a design before attempting it. He usually 

changes the design along the way, but it gives him a strong starting point.

“It always evolves for me. Some people work in a more linear way, but it always moves in kind of a series of circles or a spiral. 

There’s geometry in it, but it’s also chaotic. There’s both order and chaos, and I kind of like the decline into chaos. It plays into 

entropy. I’ll draw 10 possibilities for what a thing could look like. There’s not really any substitute for being in the space and doing 

it in real time and seeing how the different elements react with each other. You can draw it, and draw it, and draw it, but it’s on a 

piece of paper. You don’t get the element of complexities of the different materials and the light, and that’s something you just 

have to experience.”

Erik Nilson artist website: http://eriknilson.com/

Erik Nilson, Mitosis Eyelets, 2019
bluestone, galvanized steel, fluorescent light, glass, neon, argon
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