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Foreword
The return of  abstract painting in contemporary art practice was 
well under way when I started my tenure at NURTUREart more 
than three years ago. The ubiquity of  fairly traditional (if  not 
art-historically situated, with or without a wink) abstraction was 
especially conspicuous in the underground or slightly-below-
ground art worlds of  New York’s outer boroughs. This sponta-
neous revival had been catching my attention well before then. 

I moved to Brooklyn circa eleven years ago. Before that, the only 
un-ironic abstract paintings I had seen were in museums and art 
history books. What I saw everywhere in Brooklyn, where I lived 
and worked, wasn’t any kind of  abstraction. Rather, it was all of  
it: a uber-current that swept across decades of  art history and 
practice. Hastily made and joyfully tactile works mingled with 
the slower pace and rigor of  formalist geometry. From bona-
fide pluralistic, insouciantly retro salon-style displays came pro-
cess art spiked with conceptualism that flirted with craft proper. 
This new age of  abstraction probably never saw itself  coming 
(or leaving) but its masterpieces looked and felt as earnest and as 
self-assured as anything; they invariably looked like “Art.” I saw 
it everywhere and kept thinking: “Why?” 
  
Bushwick was a physical and mental space I increasingly consid-
ered my own, and this work, this “new” abstract painting some 
had already tried to label Humble, Provisional, Modest, D.I.Y., 
etc., really was everywhere. But only a handful of  artists and cu-
rators were talking about what it meant, and why. New Yorkers 
(actual or adopted) excel at de-contextualizing their work and 
themselves, acting as if  in the proverbial bubble; I for one want-
ed to bring the conversation on.
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There was already some great critical material out: written words 
and smartly curated exhibitions (many of  them mentioned in the 
essays and conversations collected in this book.) My attention 
was particularly piqued by Christopher K. Ho’s 2012 essay “The 
Clinton Crew: Privileged White Art,” way more than Raphael 
Rubenstein’s 2009 “Provisional Painting” and/or Sharon Butler’s 
2011 “The New Casualists” which were, in their own ways, trail-
blazing. No artist I knew particularly liked to be labeled “provi-
sional” or “casual,” catchwords that whiffed of  labelism and/or 
crypto-institutionalism. In that context, Chris’ bluntly confron-
tational (self-confrontational, even) “privileged” tag was a total 
shock, and I mean that in the best possible way. Absolutely no-
body wanted to be called “privileged,” (or “white” for that mat-
ter), but the essay’s arguments were so strong and relevant that 
artists, art lovers and critics alike simply couldn’t ignore them. A 
conversation between me and Chris started, and we both heard 
more and more voices coming in the fold. Then David Geers’ 
“Neo-Modern” came out and the idea of  editing and printing 
the book you hold in your hands gained speed. 

“Neo-Modern” appeared on the smooth, finely printed pages of  
October, that Bible of  art criticism. From the Brooklyn perspec-
tive, the essay clearly took a stab at “our” context, referencing 
work that (although questionably exemplified in the essay) we 
all knew was exactly “that” kind of  abstraction. Who was this 
David Geers, and why had that little abrasive essay not been writ-
ten 10 years before? She or he was writing under a pseudonym 
(that we quickly understood, and it didn’ take a PhD in Google, 
either). How about that? Questions, questions.

I called Chris and we both figured out David Geers’ identity by 
placing a Wanted sign on our social networks. We met David and 
got him on board Golden Age, titling the project after the closing 
line of  his essay. We reached out to Lane Relyea and Gregory 
Sholette, too. They both had published outstanding essays that 
Chris and I agreed were not nearly as part of  the conversation as 
they should be. Finally, and in keeping with NURTUREart’s mis-
sion to create opportunities for emerging artists and curators, we 
contacted a substantial group of  abstract painters, some of  them 
doubling as writers, critics and curators, and most of  whom used 
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a variety of  other media and approaches to art-making. We used 
the book as an opportunity for Chris, David and Lane to up-
date their own individual takes on abstraction, and for Jonathan 
Allmaier, David Xu Borgonjon, Vince Contarino, Ariel Dill, 
Keenan Jay, Lauren Martin, Lauren Portada, Nathlie Provosty, 
Stephen Truax, and Keith J. Varadi to voice their opinions on 
the same topics directly, in lengthy and relatively unfiltered con-
versations that we set up both as actual gatherings and/or email 
exchanges. The conversations were loosely moderated around 
topics that appear and reappear in both the republished essays 
and their postscripts. The result is in your hands. 

Golden Age is an important experiment for NURTUREart and 
it follows in the steps of  our 2012 paperback collection of  in-
terviews ...Is This Free? (published concomitantly to the epon-
ymous summer 2012 exhibition series). The idea is to expand 
NURTUREart’s mission beyond creating exhibition, educational 
and professional opportunities for emerging artists and curators 
by producing publications that aspire to function as both criti-
cal tools and outlets for their ideas and opinions. We hope that 
Golden Age accomplishes all of  this and more. The book is as 
much an attempt to summarize an existing conversation as it is 
an incitement to deepen discussion about what contemporary 
art practices (above and beyond specific styles, trends or topics) 
mean, and how we can further their impact, agency and relevance.

We thank all involved for their time and generosity. This book 
was partially made possible by a grant from the Wolf  Kahn and 
Emily Mason Foundation, to which we renew our gratitude.

Marco Antonini
Executive Director and Curator
NURTUREart
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Conversation: Ariel Dill, 
Lauren Portada, Stephen 
Truax, Marco Antonini

I’m thinking about some of the shows I’ve seen around 
Bushwick recently. There are back-to-back abstract art 
shows, even in the same space. I’m wondering: does that 
somehow negate some of the social effect of what abstrac-
tion can or can’t do if everybody is showing it and making 
it, or does it amplify its effects?
Lauren, you used to work in 1717 Troutman in Ridgewood, 
Queens, which was and still is ground zero in that sense.
It wasn’t three years ago. It was mostly manufacturing or 
other businesses. The Brooklyn Salsa guys were in there. 
So you think that all of this exposure is a more recent thing?
Yes. It seems like it’s exponentially increasing every year, 
from one Bushwick Open Studios [BOS] to the next. 
Is it a Bushwick thing?  Is there a point in having a conversation 
about new forms of abstraction here in the neighborhood? 
I had a studio in Bushwick from 2006 to 2011, after I left 
grad school, and galleries were just starting to open. BOS 
was happening, but I never participated. 
What about the galleries?
Bushwick is perfect for artist-run spaces. The artists who 
run them are often painters, and they are going to show 
work that they respond to. It happened more and more af-
ter the recession. 
It seems like you are suggesting that artist-run spaces close-
ly reflect the realities of art-making, and the reality of art-
making is that there are more painters.
Probably those artists showed their friends and were friends 
with painters. 
I think this is the kind of group dynamic that can actually 
lead to a recognizable scene.
I don’t want to generalize. I honestly haven’t been to a lot 
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of shows in Bushwick recently. I think there are probably 
more handmade, less slick paintings.
And that might be a major thing, politically speaking.
I think that artists who are just getting out of grad school, who 
don’t have any money, just tend to make their own work.
Yeah, but they also don’t go to the supermarket to buy a 
pound of butter and put it on a pedestal. That’s cheap too.
I’ve seen plenty of that in Bushwick.
I think there has been a strong emphasis on abstraction, 
particularly in Bushwick, but I’ve been looking at it from a 
much wider scope, in New York and around the world. It’s  
just been massive. Every art fair I’ve been to, every interna-
tional art exhibition I’ve been to, shows a ton of painting, 
sculpture looking at painting, photography looking at paint-
ing, and more painting.
But that has something to do with the logic of art fairs too. 
Well not just art fairs; biennials too. There’s been a real 
strong push. I feel like a theory has been coming along. 
There’s been a lot of writing done about it and a lot of 
thought put into it. Basically every major art magazine has 
done their own exposé on what they think this “new ab-
straction” means and why. I think the guy who kicked it 
off was Raphael Rubenstein [“Provisional Painting,” Art in 
America, May, 2009].
That was 2009, I think.
I would say Lane Relyea, who was already writing about 
new abstraction in the early- to mid-2000s.  He wrote an 
article titled “All Over and At Once” published in X-tra 
in 2003, I believe. It addressed the idea of a cyclical re-
turn to  abstraction. For me, that article was congruent in 
tipping off an abstract movement in specifically painting 
that addressed something beyond itself. Later trends then 
veered away from abstract painting toward sculpture and 
video. Then—I agree with all of you—two years ago all of 
a sudden abstraction, specifically geometric abstraction, in 
painting, returned.
I don’t know if it was only two years ago.
Well yes, I mean in terms of proliferation where it’s …
...exponential.  
It’s also because the participants started getting more 
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shows.Probably it had been happening for a long time but 
artists were in their studios just trying it. Then you all got 
older and had better shows and more exposure. It’s like a 
coming of age.
But I agree with what Ariel said. I don’t feel like I’m a part 
of a movement. It doesn’t feel cohesive and it doesn’t feel 
in tandem with the writing. There isn’t a dialogue between 
artist and critics.
I tend to be more critical of abstract work, because I make 
it. As artists it feels uncomfortable to be grouped together. 
Additionally, we’re not necessarily married to our current 
style or even medium (painting). Ariel, Lauren and I have 
all changed our work drastically, even within the last 5 years.
That’s very honest of you. The impression from the ouside,  
from someone who doesn’t make art, is that artists are very 
protective about their originality. But you all understand 
that there can be a way of talking about art without deal-
ing with the particularities of one’s own work, of discussing 
more general aspects. For example, I think that a very im-
portant thing about the handmade aspect of much contem-
porary abstraction is the humbleness of the resulting work.
By handmade do you mean the approach to the actual making?
The general approach, yes. And I also think, the whole phi-
losophy that can be seen beyond that. People who live in 
the same world have similar experiences. I mean, everyone 
is different but…
When Regina Rex started in 2010 it was to a large degree 
a reaction to what was happening in Bushwick. It was a 
super-clean white cube with a pared down, minimal sensi-
bility, and a program that intentionally moved away from a 
D.I.Y. aesthetic.
So Regina Rex actually acknowledged the existence of a  
D.I.Y. aesthetic, given that you did something that reacted 
or commented on it?
Absolutely. 
I was writing for a local blog in 2010, BushwickBK, as their 
art editor and I stumbled into the 1717 Troutman space, 
walked into this white cube and immediately saw how trans-
formative that space was and how it changed the neigh-
borhood [see Stephen Truax, “The Curatorial Knife,” Bush-
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wickBK, July 20, 2010]. It wasn’t even up for debate. They 
brought it to this whole different place.
What is it, after all, that makes either a show or a particular 
piece stand out when you see one abstraction show after the 
other? I think that abstract work should have a social aspect 
to it, and also show the daily rigor of personal practice. 
The idea that there is a social aspect to this way of working, 
to this new abstraction, is very interesting. 
It’s like participating in a dialogue: exchanging studio visits, 
showing, or being in conversation with artists or collaborat-
ing or defining a sort of practice that may exist outside of 
just the making of work.  
It is about participating in an active community, being 
aware of what is going on around you. 
Yes, for sure, but that brings us back to the question: Are 
we a cohesive community or aren’t we a cohesive commu-
nity? Because this is the first time I’m meeting Ariel though 
I’m aware of her work, in the same way I’m aware of Ste-
phen’s work.
And you live close by.
Right.
We chose that. It wasn’t like, “Whoops, we ended up living 
blocks from each other.” We chose to live in Bushwick.
And why was that?
I moved here because I wanted to be around other artists. I 
thought it was just me and my other RISD friends bro-ing 
out and moving to Bushwick. I didn’t realize that everyone 
on planet Earth had moved here to make his or her life as 
a painter. [All laugh.]
So is this return to abstraction representative of a certain 
generation?
The High Times, Hard Times: New York Painting,1967-1975 
show was really important to a lot of people of our gen-
eration [National Academy Museum, New York, February 
2007]. I was excited by the way those artists followed a per-
sonal vision. Our approach is maybe even more embracing 
of the historical then those artists’ approaches were. We are 
more… well, it’s just allowed. 
What is allowed, who allows it, and why?
I felt it was kind of transgressive to pull directly from Picas-
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so. Now it’s not, because you see so much of it. I remember 
seeing a Nicole Eisenman show and thinking “She’s just 
going for Kirchner and Picasso. This looks amazing and 
fresh.” I think a lot of artists saw that as exciting. Art is 
made from looking at other art and reading it; it doesn’t 
come out of nowhere.
It doesn’t seem fresh to me. It’s actually cyclical too, be-
cause this kind of return was already there for example in 
early postmodernism. It was what Julian Schnabel and com-
pany did years ago, what you see in the artists of Achille 
Bonito Oliva’s Transavanguardia....
I don’t know if I agree with that. We’re nothing like the 
Neo-Expressionists. I would say that ‘80s painting was a 
sort of last gasp of Modernism—generally figurative paint-
ing without any sense of irony, remove or skepticism. 
But it took something from the past, from tradition.
Everything takes something from the past! [Laughs.]
Certain artists and movements do it a lot less.
I would really differentiate those ‘80s painters, East Village 
painters, and what’s happening now.
Many people of that generation would probably say: “This 
reminds me so much of what happened in the East Village.”
Of course there is a relationship.
Sure, people coming together and making work.
Right. And being a little bit of trailblazers.
Or like ‘70s SoHo.
When I look back at ‘70s SoHo, I look at Richard Serra’s 
works and Robert Morris’ scatter pieces and all the crazy 
stuff that was happening at 111 Greene Street, where it was 
like “I’m just going to install an I-beam and that will be the 
whole show.” We don’t do that. We are actively trying to 
make something. I feel that constant hyper-invention leads 
to exhaustion. For example, there was a moment when we 
went through the ontological crisis of the artist. Who am I? 
What should I make? What is critically and socially respon-
sible to make in my present moment? And we were just like, 
“No. I am a painter.”
Conceptual gestures were becoming one-liners, and we 
were sick of one-liners.
So what was the Pictures Generation going back to?
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I’m saying they went somewhere else because the previous 
mode was tired.
There’s a difference between going and going back. I meet 
so many people who mention Arthur Dove and Charles 
Burchfield as their sources of inspiration…
Why does every source of inspiration have to be current?
I like them both, especially Dove. I just want to understand 
the meaning of looking so far back.
Dove and Burchfield are trying to give you a mystical, tran-
scendental experience. Think about Dove’s Fog Horns, 1929. 
He’s really trying to depict sound…
There’s an idea of spirituality…
...and also something that makes you wish you had that ex-
perience.
That’s why Robert Gober curated that Burchfield show at 
the Whitney [Heat Waves in a Swamp: The Paintings of Charles 
Burchfield, 2010]. Same with Forest Bess at the Whitney Bi-
ennial 2012, a great painter who was completely overlooked 
and was completely sincere about his project.
And they’re not making work as a clean Modernist idea of 
pure color and form.  It’s relating to a personal experience. 
It’s… 
...overlaid.
It’s overlaid with their life. That’s what a lot of painters 
look for now. I look at Hilma af Klint. She is someone that 
a lot of painters are rediscovering. She was not part of the 
Modernist canon. 
And she was at the Venice Biennale this year [Il Palazzo 
Enciclopedico (The Encyclopedic Palace), curated by Mas-
similiano Gioni, Giardini/Arsenale, the 53rd Biennale di 
Venezia, 2013].
That kind of approach to abstraction is what we find in-
teresting. It’s more like a research-based way of looking at 
work, historical work, and seeing how it can relate to our 
time now.
It’s pastiche.  
Pastiche is something quite specific to me. It’s not just re-
spectful quotation. It implies hierarchy in the sense of an 
elevated historical standpoint, which in turn implies…
Why would it imply a hierarchy?
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Because that’s what allows pastiche. You can only pastiche 
things when they are far and removed from you, so well 
known that you have no issue taking from and reshuffling 
them. In the present that would not feel the same. 
You call it pastiche but I say they are just influences. If you 
directly took an exact shape from a Hilma af Klint painting 
and put it into your work, that’d be pastiche. It’s almost like 
a distance. But using af Klint as an example again, she was 
very spiritual and interested in theosophy. I’m going to look 
at her work and I’m going to play with those concepts but 
I have a critical distance from them. I am drawing from the 
imagery and the ideas. I am attracted to the spectacular im-
ages and the ideas generating her work. 
To what extent? I mean, to what end?
To generate imagery and to generate a narrative: to make work. 
How did we get here from the earlier generational question?
I don’t know, but I think it does tie back to the generational 
question because we are talking about distancing, and we’re 
also talking about appropriation versus pastiche. It’s about 
creating your own kind of dialogue from these elements 
and moving on…
…from history. I think what we are doing here is defining 
contextualized differences between our historical source 
material, what we’re painting, and why we’re painting it.
I would also like to hear about why you are painting or what 
the social standing of your artistic practice is. How does it 
touch or impress people? Do you think that it is something 
that only belongs to you? I am thinking about the way Hilla 
Rebay wrote about abstraction, almost like a utopia, which 
just seems quaint at this point, but that kind of desire…
Why does it have to be quaint?
Because that desire for an improvement of life through 
spirituality and art seems to have failed.  
If that’s the case, the question remains: How can you make 
paintings that are subtle and wonderful? To make this kind 
of work is really difficult, but I still think it’s important. Part 
of being a conscientious painter is to be concerned with find-
ing new qualities in the work. I think when you are making 
private, poetic work, you are still making something con-
nected to the world. Even if it is abstract, it is also realis-
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tic because its concerns are real. Now, is this some sort of 
dream, a utopian one that has ended abruptly?
By what? 
The monochrome. I do want to make a clarification about 
what defines good abstraction to me. One of the very first 
steps for me, in making that distinction between what is 
really working and what isn’t, is a critical distance from the 
practice of painting. The painter has to be able to…
...be self-aware?
Yeah, but also look at the painting as a symbol. I’ve writ-
ten a lot of criticism about painters who seem to approach 
painting in a very un-self-critical manner. I feel like that is a 
huge tipping point. You need to see an art object for what 
it means, for what it symbolizes. There are a lot of paint-
ers active today who are working in this way: Allison Katz, 
Charlene von Heyl, E.J. Hauser, Joe Bradley, Joshua Abe-
low, Laura Owens, and Thomas Schiebitz, to name a few. 
I think this is interesting, the “painting as a symbol.” Con-
tent is a part of form and form is part of content.   
Do you think it’s the same symbol for all artists?
Obviously I can’t speak for all artists, but for me, I see it as a 
very specific artistic gesture to create a painting in 2013 and 
to have it be small, beautiful, and made by hand.
You say there’s something specific about this kind of paint-
ing or art-making. What is it?
There is the refusal of two things. One is the huge commer-
cial gallery work that is happening right now: Gagosian’s 
eleven galleries, the Hirsts and Murakamis, etc. Then there 
is also the refusal of creating conceptual one-liners. I look 
at that stuff and I really like it but I also see a big flaw there. 
Conceptual gestures don’t work anymore for me.  I have to 
make something.
There are other parts of you than just your brain. [Laughs.]  
A lot of us are using a more physical, sensual approach to 
material. When people say it’s about their process, they’re 
really talking about their physical relationship to making 
work.
I’m interested in how this kind of abstraction relates to 
commodity culture, because a lot of people would argue 
that to make something small and abstract would be per-
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Lauren Portada, Untitled (Simon), 2013. Acrylic on linen, 22” x 17”.
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fectly fitting for the market, while I think about small, ab-
stract work as a sort of subversive act.
An abstract painting is certainly market-ready, but the art-
ists’ intentions are not always opportunistic. Small, humble 
works produced in higher numbers do not allow for the 
same surplus value of large, expensive, and/or scarce ones. 
Regarding what we were saying before about inheritance 
and assimilation versus disruption and critique, your gen-
eration tends to lean towards inheritance, right? Did that 
start in art school?
I always looked at other artists or other work and that never 
felt like something specific to my generation. In order to 
understand not only what is happening next but what is 
happening now, I had to look at what happened before.
Your professors would come and say, “Look at this.”
Sure or I would say, “I’m looking at this.” I was in under-
grad with a bunch of high Modernists and I was taught by 
a bunch of high Modernists and everybody was obsessed 
with the turning point of Cézanne and all I did was look at 
that goddamn table that shifted ever so slightly. [All laugh.] 
In grad school the program was conceptually-driven and 
we talked about what it meant to have an artistic practice as 
well as a social practice. 
Where do you draw the line between artistic practice and 
social practice? Do you see a social component in your own 
artistic practice, as abstract painters?
Yes, and they can actually be one and the same. I don’t 
think that going into my studio, where I am alone, is an 
isolated or isolating thing.
What I’m trying to understand is whether or not the way 
you work and socialize shows a potential to change the art 
world and its dynamics.
Absolutely, which brings to mind Christopher K. Ho’s 
“Privileged White Art” [WOW HUH, Spring 2012]. The 
artists are mentioned as being a part of a privileged class. A 
socializing, “privileged class” responding to their environ-
ment both in the work they are making and the context 
they work in. Is that their only choice, or are they respond-
ing to something? Are we making the work that needs to be 
made? How is what needs to be made determined? Or, are 
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we making work we want to make?
Which brings us back to the ontological crisis of the artist.
What would be more desirable to the three of you? Know-
ing that you are doing what needs to be done or feeling 
confident that you’re doing what you want to do? 
I see myself as a project-based artist. I don’t just make 
paintings; I also work with photography, printmaking, and 
sculpture; I organize exhibitions; I write about art. I try to 
be very intentional about what I’m doing.  I would want my 
work to express a combination of need and want.  If it’s 
not both, than what are you working for? It’s either navel-
gazing or trend-forecasting.  
Ultimately I don’t see them as being opposed. By doing 
what needs to be done, wouldn’t one be confident doing 
it as well? My work is made out of both want and need, 
determined by my relationship to society. It is important to 
me that my work reflects, as well as projects within a social 
and cultural context.
The exterior and the interior are both present in my work.  
I make my work out of a desire to enter into a relationship 
with materiality, which allows me to get out of myself.  
You can definitely take a political stance by using really per-
sonal subject matter. 
I think the word we choose to use is “culture” rather than 
politics. Being the kind of artist currently under discussion, 
you are a cultural contributor, not a political activist.
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Vince Contarino, NT/NF/10, 2013. Acrylic on canvas, 11” x 14”.
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Neo-Modern
To any practitioner or critic informed by the critique of  mod-
ernism, its recent revival in artistic practice offers a bewildering 
puzzle. Repealing established taboos and turning back the clock, 
the last few years have seen a renewed interest in abstraction, 
materiality, and process in ways that, on the surface, recall the 
formal strategies of  modernist art and its Minimalist offshoots. 
In the United States alone, the New Museum’s Unmonumental 
(2008), the Kitchen’s Besides, With, Against, and Yet: Abstraction and 
the Ready-Made Gesture (2009–10), the Sculpture Center’s Knight’s 
Move (2010), the Los Angeles County Museum of  Art’s Blinky 
Palermo: Retrospective 1964–1977 (2010), the Museum of  Modern 
Art’s Abstract Expressionist New York (2010–11), and a host of  
gallery shows have all registered this seachange, showcasing a re-
surgent concern with abstraction from a variety of  perspectives. 

While many of  these artistic practices and curatorial projects 
demonstrate complex and critical relationships to modernism, 
abstraction, and autonomy, there is nevertheless a slow gravita-
tional pull, in both production and reception, toward a less re-
flexive and more nostalgic attitude. Indeed, any visit to Chelsea, 
the Lower East Side or an MFA program will yield a peppering 
of  objects that mimic the formal moves of  some modernist art. 
Why now? My conjecture is that this revival is a return to foun-
dations not unlike similar returns during periods of  great anxiety 
and upheaval. But whereas the rappel à l’ordre of  the 1920s, for 
instance, gazed toward an antique figurative tradition, the current 
turn to the classical grasps at more recent bedrock.
 
A perfect storm of  timing and influence, this embrace of  mod-
ernist styles is a convergence of  several developments. It is, in 
equal parts, a generational fatigue with theory; a growing split 
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between hand-made artistic production and social practice; and 
a legitimate and thrifty attempt to “keep it real” in the face of  an 
ever-expansive image culture and the slick “commodity art” of  
Koons, Murakami, and others. But, it also represents a nostalgic 
retrenchment on the part of  an art world threatened by tech-
nological transformation and economic uncertainty that now 
undermine its hierarchies and claims of  cultural precedence. At 
the same time, today’s appropriation of  modernist abstraction 
is far too eclectic to be associated with the medium-specific, te-
leological formalism of  Clement Greenberg. Neo-formalism can 
draw on a range of  influences spanning Constructivism to Arte 
Povera, but it most closely resembles Action Painting in its em-
phasis on performative production (read process) and abstract 
form. Inoculated with a dose of  the everyday, however, neo-for-
malism traffics in hybridized materials that afford it a referential 
base and so insulate it against charges of  pure abstraction. Its 
décor, too, often carries a payload of  gritty materialism that de-
flects any accusation of  strictly aesthetic claims. Thus a work by 
Josh Smith, Daniel Hesidence, Alex Hubbard, Thomas Haseago, 
Richard Aldrich, or Gedi Sibony, just to name a few, might juxta-
pose a modernist look with a material process, counterbalancing 
aesthetic delectation with ascetic denial.

Negating pictorial depth with surface, and conventional repre-
sentation with materiality, such practices attempt to circumvent 
a fundamentally unreliable and theoretically foreclosed image-
world. But if  this resurrected interest in material experimenta-
tion and anti-pictorial opacity is admirable as a resistance to a 
perfected illusionism, it also turns a blind eye to its own conser-
vative tendencies. Incorporating the received values of  material-
ism and context-sensitivity, today’s neo-formalism nevertheless 
pursues an art of  intuitive, aesthetic arrangement that satisfies 
the need for formal continuities and simple answers during a 
particularly complex time.

While it propounds a discourse of  quotidian modesty—“an 
alchemy of  the everyday”—neo-formalism in fact nullifies the 
specificity and discursive potential of  its own materials and sub-
sumes them in a familiar modernist idiom.1 Unlike the critical 
appropriation art of  the 1980s, it advances a reverential manual 
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re-crafting of  modernism that filters its sources through the 
individual sensibility of  the artist. Less simulation than emula-
tion, neo-formalism is in fact a restorative project that may “test 
the limits of  your faith in art,” but only in order to “renew it” 
more resolutely.2 Acting like a modern-day Arcimboldo, the artist 
shapes the ordinary matter of  today into the formal echoes of  
yesterday, thus validating the modern “visual tradition as an in-
trinsic and enduring value.”3 In so doing, neo-formalism retreats 
to a solipsism that, while guaranteeing improvisatory freedom, 
also shelters the artist and the collector alike in an echo chamber 
of  art-historical reference and formal free-play. At once shield-
ed and entombed, neo-formalism remains a pictorially but not 
operationally resistant gesture that is characterized by aesthetic 
withdrawal and ratified by an all-too-willing market.

Rhetorically supported as a shift to concreteness and aided by 
current theory’s frayed relation to practice, neo-formalism also 
reanimates well-worn tropes of  emotive expression and cathartic 
gesture. One sees this especially in the return of  Expression-
ist painting, replete with a discourse of  ineffable and unfettered 
“creation” and an equally transcendental subject who “does not 
rely on nostalgia [or] visual culture” but forms “an elusive space 
that takes the viewer beyond a definable language.”4 Here the 
artist once more assumes the mantle of  an emancipated creator 
(and we that of  emancipated spectators), allowing us to relive a 
myth of  a “wild,” unmediated subjectivity welded inextricably to 
the primal medium of  paint—an image that is perhaps comfort-
ing but also nostalgic and mystified. 

From a structural perspective, this shift in focus from discourse 
to subjectivity and from representation to thing counters more 
dematerialized practices such as conceptual and media-based 
work. Often evoking the modesty of  everyday materials, neo-
formalism appeals to the simplicities of  artistic labor, a last bas-
tion of  humanity’s endangered (yet “enduring”) tactile engage-
ment with matter. At the same time, neo-formalism constitutes a 
complement to the reinvigorated focus on performance; indeed, 
it is one part of  a dyad in which the never-extinguished need for 
anthropomorphism and figuration finds its transitory place on 
the gallery and museum stage in performance art (witness the 
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fanfare around Marina Abramovic’s recent retrospective The Art-
ist Is Present). Such populist anthropomorphism thus offers up 
the body for voyeuristic scrutiny, while the commercial object is 
stripped down to a vague, formal vehicle, conventional enough 
to appeal to an equally broad audience.

To be fair, in this time of  economic crisis and political uncer-
tainty, modernism may offer the closest thing we have to a solid 
foundation—to a classical as well as a critical past. Yet, if  today’s 
run to the Rothkos imitates modernism’s dialectical nature (its 
tactical call-and-response of  one style to another) in order to 
contest the dominance of  conceptual and image-based works, it 
also discards modernism’s oppositional aspects. Instead, it plun-
ders modernism’s formal attributes for whatever charge they 
might still hold, trafficking equally in the shockingly outré and 
the canonically familiar. 

A painting by Josh Smith, for instance, coyly plays with Expres-
sionist tropes smuggled in under the rubric of  reproducibility; 
each mark functions as both authentic gesture and copy, at once 
full of  hyperbolic display and empty of  sentiment. Yet, posed 
against no hegemonic realism and consumed for its aesthetic ap-
peal, such work simply traffics in familiar clichés of  artistic inno-
cence. Such innocence, supported by Smith’s own prosaic articu-
lation of  his practice, has long been the stuff  of  modernism’s 
embrace of  the primitive, the infantile, and the savage. Small 
wonder, then, that his abstractions and paintings of  fish, leaves, 
and his own endlessly and decorously rearranged name would 
find such a market in an era marked by anxious retrospection. 

Such a project represents a cynical model for a contemporary 
practice that now searches for loopholes and blind spots in a 
constant hedging of  bets. In effect, it allows the artist and the 
collector to have it both ways—the luxury of  aesthetic pleasure 
and its simultaneous disavowal. Younger artists exploit this am-
biguous terrain, too, acting as unwitting champions in today’s 
version of  “the return to the craft.”5 A process-based resin 
painting by Alex Hubbard, for instance, can echo de Kooning, 
Rothko, or Tapiès, all of  whom are aggrandized in a youthful 
update. Meanwhile, a silver-dipped painting by Jacob Kassay 
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reinvents the Constructivist and Minimalist monochrome as a 
product of  the (now antiquated) photographic process, but also 
recasts it as a sumptuary wall hanging that vainly mirrors the like-
ness of  its possessor. 

In this way, neo-formalism exhumes and recombines formerly 
revolutionary models—Constructivism, Abstract Expression-
ism, Arte Povera, Minimalism, etc.—but in so doing fails to 
grasp new social and cultural configurations that call for differ-
ent strategies altogether. In stark contrast, developments in tech-
nology, the Internet, and social media have helped to mobilize 
actual revolutions like the Arab Spring and now the Occupy Wall 
Street movement, while the art world is still trying to connect an 
emancipatory rhetoric to an economy of  luxury goods. To obvi-
ate such impasses and vulgar concerns, neo-formalism retreats 
to the aura of  the object and to its hallowed resting place in 
modernist abstraction.

However, unlike modernism’s former champions, today’s art-
ists, critics, and salespeople often struggle for a language to dis-
cuss such practices. Instead they fall back on the old mantra of  
“process”—not because the work arrests language or transcends 
positivist conceptions, as is often claimed, but because, in the 
absence of  the lofty (yet critical) discourse that fueled much of  
modernism, there is so little to discuss except process. This un-
moored rhetoric finds itself  reflected in art schools as well. A 
visit to an MFA program today will reveal a plethora of  “slacker 
abstractions” that channel anyone and everyone from Rich-
ard Tuttle to Michael Krebber. When queried about the criti-
cal stakes or guiding principles of  such a practice, the student 
repeats the language of  the press releases: “Well, it’s really in-
tuitive, just thinking about materials and process.” Such myopia, 
born of  theoretical foreclosures and a general sense of  defeat-
ism (one student recently remarked, “How do you compete with 
Avatar?”), also signals a withdrawal, a back to-basics mentality. 
In this retreat, modernism offers a proud, long-unclaimed his-
tory that can now be surfed, collaged, and artfully arranged into 
quasi-uncanny objects, critical in form yet complacent in spirit.
The danger here is less that this art promotes an illusory auton-
omy or cynically concedes to the market than that it reveals the 
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discourse of  art as now consisting of  nothing but the market. 

Needless to say, the collecting class, largely unexposed to the 
critique of  modernism and still driven by humanistic myths of  
creation, celebrates any return to the promise of  an autonomous, 
self-possessed maker yielding highly aestheticized products 
through mostly intuitive means. For this generally older demo-
graphic, the return to modernism is perceived as combining the 
street cred of  a younger generation with a vetted inoffensiveness 
that closely echoes the classics of  the past century. So a Thomas 
Houseago sculpture may invoke the primitivist heroics of  Pi-
casso, while a “face painting” by Mark Grotjann can echo Klee 
or Poussette-Dart. 

Lest one believe that a work’s implicit criticality were sufficient to 
undo, convert, or contest this mentality, any visit to a collection 
will reveal the naiveté of  such thinking. Still motivated by aes-
thetic appeal, market value, and the decorative place of  a work in 
the home, most collectors in fact seem unmoved or impervious 
to a work’s critical gestures, while artists are often torn between 
personal politics and commercial pressure. The two parties thus 
engage in an uneasy courtship around unspoken divisions and 
unacknowledged aspirations, where each seeks the perceived 
(and performed) freedoms of  the other. Even when purchased 
for institutions, the work can still be vetted through a private 
home en route to a public forum. It is only logical that this circuit 
of  exchange privileges a particular type of  work, a particular type 
of  practice, a particular type of  discourse. 

Understanding this implicitly, neo-formalism tacitly reveals an 
epistemic shift, a historical transformation, whereby, with the 
avant-garde now jettisoned as a naive fiction, the contemporary 
artwork is regarded as little more than an exclusive (exclusion-
ary) objet d’art. If  we consider the formal veneer of  the works 
in question, the structure of  today’s art market, and the ornate 
passivity of  its championed products, we see a return to a pre-
modern condition, in which the artwork is limited largely to a 
propagandistic, affirmative, or decorative role, as was the case 
with eighteenth-century painting. Indeed, one only has to look 
at Nattier, Fragonard, and Boucher to see the operational ho-
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rizon and destiny of  much of  today’s production. Comparing 
these two epochs, defined by gross economic asymmetry and 
the alienation of  its “enlightened” aristocratic class from an im-
poverished and flawed infrastructure, we see the logic of  today’s 
political and economic divisiveness, the “mobs” rioting in the 
streets, as well as the courtly properties of  today’s art.

Taken broadly, this shift is tied to the art world’s becoming a pe-
culiar form of  niche industry, equal parts Hollywood and exotic 
market (Gagosian Gallery, for instance, now sells speedboats de-
signed by Marc Newson). Witness, too, the ever-growing number 
of  art fairs that scour the globe for new collectors, the height-
ened fascination with celebrity (i.e., James Franco’s newfound 
legitimacy as an artist), and the Oscar-inspired Art Awards that 
started as a gag by Rob Pruitt but have now been transformed 
into a legitimate award ceremony. 

The neo-formalism crowding today’s MFA programs, galleries, 
museums, and art fairs is both the ostensible antagonist of  this 
development and its reaction formation. It may appear to deny 
a perfected spectacle, but it is tethered to it as by an umbilical 
cord.6 Lest one mistake it for the autonomous art once champi-
oned by Adorno, this work seldom aspires to address the gener-
alized alienation that would result in a gesture of  refusal, nor is it 
refused by a literalist audience in search of  simpler things. Rath-
er, it greets a pre-primed spectator, already indoctrinated into the 
codes and mythologies of  the modern, who happily welcomes it 
as a return to old certainties—an echo of  a lost golden age.

David Geers

Footnotes:

1  “An alchemist of  the everyday, Sibony makes stripped-down sculptures 
that may test the limits of  your faith in art, but they’ll also renew it.” 
“Gedi Sibony,” The New Yorker (May 26, 2008), p. 16.

2   Ibid.
3   See Saatchi Gallery’s artists profile for Gedi Sibony, n. p.: “In That’s 

Tall’s Tale, Sibony configures a ‘painting’ from plastic sheeting and pack-
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ing tape, with the irregular shape of  the ‘canvas’ drawing reference 
to artists such as Ellsworth Kelley and Frank Stella. By exposing ex-
actly how the work was made, Sibony instigates a performative role for 
the artistic process, focusing attention on the subtle tensions within 
the composition and its very considered and sophisticated balance of  
form, materiality, and space. Through this intense scrutiny, Sibony af-
firms the authenticity of  artistic integrity, positing a refined connois-
seurship of, and heightened sensitivity to, visual tradition as an intrinsic 
and enduring value” (saatchi-gallery.co.uk/artists/gedi_sibony.htm? 
section_name=shape_of_things, accessed January 16, 2012).

4   Press release for Daniel Hesidence’s American Buffalo, D’Amelio 
Terras Gallery, 2010, n. p.: “Hesidence’s work does not rely on nos-
talgia, visual culture, nor pay ironic tribute to artists of  admiration. 
Rather, Hesidence locates information through a concentrated process 
of  creation, forming an elusive space that takes the viewer beyond a 
definable language. Like the highly improvisational and gestural Euro-
pean ‘Art Informel,’ his paintings are uncompromising, wild, and ag-
gressive. Often evocative of  moods both dark and elated in the same 
canvas, they are past description, unutterable in their fluidity and intri-
cate logic. For both painter and viewer, these works embody a vitality 
that unabashedly consumes the senses.”

5  In “The Return to the Craft” (1920), Giorgio de Chirico urges a 
return to classical tradition after a state of  avant-garde “hysteria”: 
“With the sunset of  hysteria more than one painter will return to the 
craft, and those who have already done so can work with freer hands, 
and their work will be more adequately recognized and recompensed.” 
See Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, eds., Art in Theory 1900–1990 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1992), pp. 234–37. It is also interesting 
to note that de Chirico’s emphasis on the reception by “freer hands” of  
commensurate compensation is echoed in today’s emphasis on labor 
and process as an index of  aesthetic (and perhaps monetary) value. 
Both returns mobilize the rhetoric of  craft as essential to tradition. To-
day’s coupling of  process and abstraction is thus a literal “re-crafting” 
of  the modernist past.

6   As Clement Greenberg famously wrote, “No culture can develop with
out a social basis, without a source of  stable income. And in the case 
of  the avant-garde, this was provided by an elite among the ruling class 
of  that society from which it assumed itself  to be cut off, but to which 
it has always remained attached by an umbilical cord of  gold.” See 
“Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (1939), in Art in Theory 1900–1990, p. 533.
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Postscript to 
“Neo-Modern”
A lot has changed since Neo-Modern was first drafted in August 
of  2011 in a moment of  relative quietism. Who could have pre-
dicted that a mere month later, this nation would witness one 
of  the biggest protest movements in its recent history. Reflect-
ing on this writing in hindsight, and through the prism of  these 
events, it becomes clear that the aesthetic trends outlined in the 
article have only continued, while the conditions inspiring them 
have also intensified. The increasing economic polarization fu-
eling the art market, its global spread in an exhibition biennial-
art-fair complex, and the art world’s growing fascination with 
celebrity continue to bear this out. Yet, given the exacerbation 
of  these patterns, it is also necessary to consider what I de-
scribed as neo-formalism within a broader context that delineates 
not only the operational limits of  the hand-made artwork, but 
also a kind of  compromise position imposed on its maker. This 
position often rends the artist between contradictory demands: 
between a vestigial discourse of  criticality and market pressures, 
between nostalgia for a lost object and a blunted political con-
sciousness trapped in a loop of  superficial negation. Located 
within these tensions, and denied the utopianism of  the past 
that it both spoofs and valorizes, neo-formalism can thus be re-
framed along two related logics: those of  the ruin and the joke.

Much has been written on the ruin lust that has seized contem-
porary art in the last decade. For Brian Dillon, the archeology 
of  artistic and architectural modernism that has so preoccupied 
artists of  late is manifestly “a discourse on ruins in a Romantic 
mode.”1 “At first glance,” he writes, “the assertion that ‘moder-
nity is our antiquity’ (as one of  the guiding rubrics of  Docu-
menta 12 had it) allows for a potentially endless poring over 
the rubble, and the discovery time and again of  our melancholy 
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distance from the formal ambition or political charge of  the 
modern.”2 Much of  the rhetoric surrounding today’s fetish for 
modernism, Dillon admits, is careful to avoid an attitude of  
mourning and instead calls for “a re-animation (or maybe oc-
cult conjuring) of  the corpse of  Modernism.”3 Yet for Dillon, 
as for others, this raises some taxing problems as well, since, 
such a fixation on the ruin and reanimation of  its latent energies 
was itself  a quintessentially modern problem. “At every turn” 
he writes, “[…] the contemporary ruin gaze is seemingly mired 
in a revivalist nostalgia.”4 

Turning our own gaze to “Neo-Modern,” it is easy to see how 
this logic of  the ruin plays out in much of  the work discussed. 
For as a Picasso may be a ruin of  an Ingres or a Manet, so to-
day a Thomas Houseago sculpture is a ruin of  a Picasso, both 
deconstructing and preserving its object for a tradition-hungry 
clientele. Indeed, as the works described in “Neo-Modern” and 
similar ones tow the line between demolition and reverential 
exhumation, they conjure up the ghost of  modernism uncannily 
revived today as “our antiquity.” Seen through the optic of  the 
rappel à l’ordre, this logic syncs neatly with a general sense of  po-
litical and economic anxiety that fuels our current retrospection. 
We scour the past, it seems, looking for constants and guaran-
tees. Yet, whether posed as melancholic mourning or celebra-
tory citation, it is neo-formalism’s timing and marketability that 
are particularly conspicuous. In this light, the citational nature 
of  much contemporary art has been equated by Melanie Gil-
ligan to finance capital that, no longer investing in productive 
forces, instead generates money out of  money through increas-
ingly complex side-bets and financial instruments.5 For Gilligan, 
the recycled, self-cannibalizing nature of  art in this latest stage 
of  capitalism offers an uncanny parallel to the financial sphere 
that also traffics in the looting of  past resources and yields prof-
its from “derivatives.”

At the same time, today’s erosion and exhumation of  the mod-
ernist object may not be solely fueled by mercantile concerns. 
Informed by a modern-day Ruskinism that privileges the tac-
tile and the hand-made, this recent “return to craft” is born 
of  a healthy skepticism of  technology and consumer culture to 
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which the hand-wrought object offers an earthy panacea.6 As 
we witness transformations in every sphere of  production and 
consumption, the experience of  the seamless web in our homes 
and on our phones, and as we consider a future transformed by 
social media and 3D printing, we come to increasingly fetishize 
the slow process of  an inimitable “genuine” object that em-
bodies the values of  a receding world. For Andreas Huyssen, 
such drive towards authenticity comprised the essential matrix 
of  modernist thought that continues to this day. “The desire for 
the auratic and the authentic,” he writes, “has always reflected 
the fear of  inauthenticity, the lack of  existential meaning, and 
the absence of  individual originality. The more we learn to un-
derstand all images, words, and sounds as always already medi-
ated, the more, it seems, we desire the authentic and the imme-
diate…”7 For Huyssen, echoing Walter Benjamin, such longing 
for the authentic represents “the media and commodity cul-
ture’s romantic longing for its other.”8 Most central to this logic, 
however, is also a longing for stable origins that today, even 
in negative form—that is, in modernism as ruin—grant neo-
formalism its authenticity and authority as marketable guarantee. 

Yet, if  neo-formalism partakes in the logic of  the ruin that 
preserves an uncanny, deformed modernism, it also manifests 
an ambiguity that aligns it closely with irony, puns, and verbal 
humor; indeed, its quirky innocence is one of  the many foils 
used to sidestep the critical burdens that stultified some art of  
the eighties and nineties. However, while many neo-formalist 
works may rely on the joke to obviate more political demands, 
they also mobilize a particular form of  humor for their opera-
tions—a pun less indebted to social commentary than to abject 
self-deprecation. A brief  foray into humor theory might illumi-
nate this mechanism. For example, in the Semantic Script-Based 
Theory of  Humor (SSTH) elaborated by humor researcher Vic-
tor Raskin, a word or a phrase with a double meaning in the 
common joke is described as a script switch trigger and allows the 
shift from one semantic script to another. Similarly, Salvatore 
Attardo’s Isotopy Disjunction Model (IDM) posits an analo-
gous mechanism where a connector overlapping two opposing 
isotopies (or readings, for lack of  a better term) is followed by 
a disjunctor, or punchline, that disambiguates them and gives the 
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joke resolution.9 While in verbal jokes, this polysemous connec-
tor forces the receiver to follow the dominant script until the 
punchline shifts him to the opposing one, in the neo-formalist 
work, it is often the formal image drawn from the modernist 
cannon that acts like such a connector while a formal negation 
via process, materials or context acts as the disjunctor. Thus 
overlapping two opposing isotopies (image and object, singular 
work and serial production, etc.) such a mechanism might in-
deed enable the neo-formalist work to seem reflexive, or “criti-
cal” and celebratory at the same time. But what does such abne-
gation ultimately accomplish? 

While the structure of  overlapping opposing scripts is not ex-
clusive to humor or to neo-formalism, more urgent is the ques-
tion of  why extreme positional equivocality pervades so many 
contemporary artworks. Humor, as we know, is often condi-
tioned by aggression, but also by powerlessness and duress. To-
day, such pressure to camouflage a counter-text may point to 
the oppressive influence of  the contemporary art market and 
the structural envelope of  what Suhail Malik has described as 
our ubiquitous “post-negational art.”10 For Malik, it is precisely 
contemporary art’s absorption of  its own antithesis, by aspir-
ing to a notional real (as in real politics, real materials, real social 
relations), that propels art’s internal indeterminacy yet leaves its 
highly determinate, often unjust institutions intact. While trap-
ping us in a post-Duchampian loop where the moment one ne-
gates art with non-art (via the readymade, Relational Aesthet-
ics, etc.) one simply produces more “contemporary art,” this 
structure prevents us from engaging art’s institutions as they 
actually are.11 And, while humor poses its semantic antitheses 
and transgressions within prescribed limits, rituals, and spaces, 
contemporary art’s internal self-negations also serve to legiti-
mate its wider institutional system. 

In neo-formalism, such auto-negation can be seen in the many 
nods to context and appeals to gross materiality (e.g., the incor-
poration of  low materials, studio detritus, raw canvas, etc.) that 
may “humble” and deconstruct the work formally but only to 
reassert the authority of  its institutional frame. Moreover, such 
versions of  deconstructive “passing” also reveal the contradic-
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tory demands imposed on the artist today who might rhetori-
cally side with an avant-garde legacy of  negation while negoti-
ating exhibition avenues increasingly dominated by commerce. 
As deconstruction in this sphere is reduced solely to formal 
maneuvers, so, too, political gestures become limited to histori-
cal citation rather than changes wrought more caustically in the 
distribution and property structures of  the work. 

Thus confined to the world of  private patronage, limited edi-
tions, and collectibles (as Amazon Fine Art bluntly puts it), art-
ists and other industry professionals are forced to refine their 
rhetoric in increasingly narrow ways. It is here that we encoun-
ter the renewed emphasis on “process” as a mana term that 
conveniently screens out these contradictions. However, as 
promotional literature and artist statements continue to extoll 
materiality as spirit (or performativity as élan), such myopic fo-
cus on material presence only fetishizes a surface materialism that 
allows the greater economic asymmetries subtending the art in-
dustry to remain unchallenged. Indeed, for many of  us, a more 
transformative spirit is being modeled outside the mainstream 
art world altogether.12 Not long ago, this improvisatory (but col-
lective spirit) flowered in the hand-scrawled protest signs of  the 
Occupy movement, and we can see this spirit still in the many 
Web-based or socially engaged projects that point to models of  
sharing and authorship outside the familiar art as luxury goods-
cultural tourism paradigm.13 

As these hand-rendered signs and other attempts at authenticity 
prove, we still need the object more than ever. We need this ob-
ject that, frequently culled from the garbage heap, is repurposed 
to grander ambitions. Yet, we need this object not as a shrine to 
the past, but as a platform for reforming the present and prefig-
uring the future. To be fair, the neo-formalist artwork privileges 
a kind of  repurposing as well. But too often its deconstructions 
and reanimations dwell solely on the ruin of  the exploded work 
and in so doing, entreat the viewer to a process of  mourning, 
or else, to an ecstatic negativity—not to an imagination of  what 
follows. And, while mourning may be preferable to manic cel-
ebration over the corpse of  modernism, today, such mourning 
may foreclose alternative models and scenarios offered from all 
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sides.14 These models reside in what is inclusive, communitar-
ian and even, perhaps, free. They may also be represented not 
by demolition, but by an exit from the loop of  self-negation 
altogether—by affirming a new positive and letting go of  the 
object of  loss. Thus could we begin transcending our regress of  
ruins (of  deconstructing Minimalism, say, or Ab-Ex), and start 
posing, however awkwardly, the illegible script whose meaning 
we’ve yet to decipher. Granted such utopianism may seem naïve 
to us now, and certainly, past artistic experiments were always 
informed by historical memory. But since we have foresworn all 
new beginnings and demystified our tabula rasas, we now roam 
from ruin to redux, desperate for the good object that won’t let 
us down. 

Coming to art in search of  this good object, we are often torn 
between the freely shareable and immaterial one of  the Web, the 
relational one legitimated by the institution, and the material, 
highly exclusive one clad in the tattered or ironized garments 
of  the classics. The opportunity offered to object-makers today 
is one that moves beyond mere historical mining—beyond our 
derivatives—and rethinks the object through formal inventive-
ness, a future-directed imagination, and new, more equitable 
property relations.15 It is here that I extend the call, already la-
tent in “Neo-Modern” and followed in subsequent writings, to 
imagine what kind of  work such rethinking would yield. What 
would be its means of  display, distribution, and the formal lan-
guage evolved from these concerns? How would this artwork 
visualize its politics and begin to test these politics through 
their effects and even, perhaps, through their censure? And, if  
in identifying our need for the hand-made object, our anxiety 
about its eclipse, and our fear of  what’s to come, we still insist 
on a culture of  unique things: how can we make these things 
available to those outside of  our cloistered showcases, and make 
them ciphers of  a more just future rather than memorials to a 
glorious, but nevertheless concluded past?

David Geers
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(February 1, 1994) p.195-227. Though such bisociation or “contrast” 
theories are complex in humor research and do not necessarily entail 
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the opposing, more logical one connoting physical punishment. Such 
a mechanism is widespread in jokes and puns but also forms the struc-
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contradictory readings. Although, for the sake of  brevity, I cannot ad-
dress here the larger implications of  humor and visual art as non-bona-
fide modes of  communication (i.e., communication deviating from the 
cooperative, direct and economical transmission of  information), I 
plan to develop these ideas further in another paper on art and humor.

10  See Suhail Malik, “On the Necessity of  Art’s Exit from Contempo-  
rary Art”: http://artistsspace.org/programs/on-the-necessity-of-arts-
exit-from-contemporary-art/
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cupy Museums, and W.A.G.E., among others.

12  Sharon L. Butler in “Abstract Painting: The New Casualists” invokes  
Malevich in defense of  the new “casualism” in painting, writing that 
“Malevich believed that pure feeling was to be found in non-objective 
painting, and that materialism could lead to ‘spiritual freedom.’ Both 
Malevich and the new casualists, who approach their work intuitively, 
are unfazed by ill-defined parameters or truncated lines of  thought.” 
However what Butler and some artists associated with this “casual-
ist” approach miss is that much of  the abstraction of  the modernist 
moment—and the Russian Avant Garde in particular—was tied to a 
revolutionary social project. This distinction is one of  the key chasms 
separating neo-modernism from its twentieth-century antecedents. 
For more on “casualism” see Sharon L. Butler, “Abstract Painting: The 
New Casualists,” The Brooklyn Rail, June 3rd 2011, http://www.brook-
lynrail.org/2011/06/artseen/abstract-painting-the-new-casualists

13  See my “Open Call: Art, Democracy, and the Culture of  Consensus,” 
Fillip #17, Winter, 2012. Also for some of  these alternative models 
and socially engaged projects, see ExchangeWorks, Art Commons, 
OurGoods, and Dose Projects that, respectively, experiment with bar-
ter, art-sharing, and alternative charity-funding models.

14  See Yves-Alain Bois, “Painting the Task of  Mourning,” Painting as Model 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993). 

15  In the frame of  Malik’s critique: How can we stop disavowing art’s 
inauthenticity through some recourse to a real or so many internal ne-
gations, and instead, accepting art’s artificiality, start reforming and 
negating its unjust systems? As Malik puts it: “Justice is itself  artificial; 
it is made now.” Suhail Malik, “On the Necessity of  Art’s Exit from 
Contemporary Art”: http://artistsspace.org/programs/on-the-neces-
sity-of-arts-exit-from-contemporary-art/
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Conversation: Jonathan 
Allmaier, Vince Contarino, 
Marco Antonini

So this apparently modest and unassuming abstract work 
we are circling around has been going on for a while.  I’ve 
been in New York for ten years now, and it was already 
around when I arrived, whereas it was extremely infrequent 
where I came from. 
What was it like in Italy? What kind of  work was there?
It’s still going in the same direction as when I left. It stems 
from conceptual art, developing on that with a little bit of  
social concern and relational gestures for good measure. 
More recently, and generally speaking, there also has been a 
return to “pure” materials, a rediscovery of  tradition, local 
history, and lore. Here in the U.S. you have David Geers 
describing the local painting scene as “[l]ess reflective and 
more nostalgic,” which both sound like negatives to me. 
The fact that NURTUREart is located here in Bushwick 
was part of  the reason we wanted to do this book. From our  
standpoint, it seems like abstraction has been particularly 
happening here. What is it, and why here?
I’ve been in New York for almost 16 years. It is interesting to 
see all this abstraction—particularly the kind you are talking 
about, this kind of  “provisional” work. When I moved here 
there wasn’t any abstract painting happening amongst my 
peers. At the time I was trying to figure out what kind of  art 
I wanted to make and I didn’t really identify with what was 
being exhibited or talked about in the art world.
We were still in the long tail of  the ‘90s then.
I wasn’t aware of  anyone even close to my age that was mak-
ing abstract painting. I wanted to be a painter but I wasn’t 
quite sure where I fit in, especially given the fact that I was 
surrounded by a lot of  conceptual/identity-based art that 
dominated what was being shown and written about at the 
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time. Like most people, I knew about the New York School, 
but didn’t really know too much about the High Times, Hard 
Times artists, the ‘70s stuff. It took me maybe 6 or 7 years 
after moving here to get exposed to that. This group of  art-
ists inspired radically different thinking in regards to paint-
ing and materials. I live in Fort Greene, my studio is in Clin-
ton Hill, so I’m not in the center of  the Bushwick art scene, 
but I’ve shown here and come to see exhibitions. I visit a 
lot of  friends that have studios here, so I’m curious about 
how it must feel for younger artists, arriving in this center 
where there seems to be an over-saturation of  abstraction 
being made, specifically the kind of  work we are talking 
about. How do you separate yourself  from the pack? Many 
articles have tried to force a label on this return to abstrac-
tion, which doesn’t make much sense to me.
It is very hard and probably useless to label and name 
things. When I talk about this book with people I often find 
myself  just saying “that kind of  work.” But I do feel that 
there is something there, something that a lot of  people feel, 
a series of  traits that unify contemporary abstraction now. 
I think I know what you mean, but it seems that this is a 
discussion about style, and I wonder whether style is actu-
ally very interesting. I do recognize that there is a lot of  a 
certain kind of  work—that kind of  work as you say—but 
what you are talking about is the way the work looks. For 
me, the way the work looks is not the issue, unless the work 
itself  has made its looks the issue. But if  we’d like to say, for 
instance, that this is a good painting or that is a lousy paint-
ing, or that this is a good time or a bad time for painting, 
I don’t think that style is that interesting. Style is just style. 
Let’s assume we’re only talking about the good paintings.
What makes a painting good is not its stylistic concern. In 
fact if  I see a painting only concerned with style, with how 
it is going to be perceived or how it is going to fit in within 
a certain kind of  category, or into some idea of  a particular 
historical moment… something like that makes a painting 
much less specific. If  style becomes the most important 
concern, then there’s no painting to talk about: all you can 
talk about is style. I think that’s true whether you’re embrac-
ing style or avoiding style. Either way it’s dull. 
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Works that are stylistically similar often present some sort 
of  shared background in their conceptual aspects.
Not necessarily.
Well, one of  the first prompts I wrote down for this inter-
view was, “Is it possible to talk about style at this time and 
place?” Is style something real, or do you think it’s some-
thing we inherited from art history?
I don’t see why not. People use words to describe a certain 
way of  working. There is style and there is attitude, and the 
two of  them get confused sometimes. There’s what we, as 
painters, see in the studio, when we are looking at the work, 
and then that same work goes out into the world and it is 
received and perceived differently. I think that maybe that’s 
what Jonathan is referring to. This idea of  “style” is, no 
pun intended, sort of  painted with a very big brush.  What 
people think about painting has a life of  its own, it has to 
do with remembering, and with them not being directly in-
volved with art making. When you mention the ‘70s, all of  a 
sudden people think of  disco, but there was all kinds of  shit 
happening in the ‘70s. In Reinventing Abstraction, the show 
that Raphael Rubenstein put together at Cheim & Read 
[2013], he was sort of  talking about how people remember 
the late ‘70s and early ‘80s. Beyond that collective memory, 
there also was ground-breaking painting and thinking, hap-
pening at the same time and sort of  forgotten, which be-
came the subject of  his exhibition. I think that show con-
nects the dots to what is happening now. 
Do you see a backwards movement in art and pop culture 
at large, a desire to go back…?
Do you want to know why so many paintings seem formally 
similar? 
Well, no. But I think that artwork often gets radically  re-
evaluated through the lens of  time and nostalgia, something 
we can see in fashion, music, all culture. 
JA:  It’s like what Vince said about disco, and his consider-
ations about Rubinstein’s Cheim & Read show.
Did you like it?
I did like it. When you’ve seen an artist’s work from a certain 
time period, it’s very interesting to see things from a differ-
ent time period too. Disco or fashion or all that nostalgic 
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stuff  are things that you think about when you think about 
a certain period. They are things that you hold in your mind. 
How specific are they? It’s hard to say, because they don’t 
really exist outside your knowledge and memories and con-
versations. But if  you’re talking about a painting that was 
made then, that painting also exists now. We can go and 
look at it and see what it is.
You could say the same about disco. 
True, listening to disco is in some ways the same thing. But 
only if  we are listening to a particular song—the compari-
son’s better with live music—those particular notes and 
beats, as opposed to talking about disco-in-general or using 
“disco” as a shorthand signifier for all sorts of  things.
I agree with you that there are concepts that surround mu-
sic, fashion, art, etc. that only exist and propagate in our 
minds, as ideas and communication. But we also have Vivi-
enne Westwood T-shirts from the ‘70s; these still exist. A 
song by the Bee Gees can still be played and danced to.  
The question is how we treat the T-shirt or song. Are 
they real—and maybe we can even learn something from 
them—or are they just extensions of  our notions? We don’t 
have to add mentality or ideas to objects. They are already 
there; they’re not separate from the object. When I see a 
painting from the ‘70s I don’t think about the time in which 
it was created in a generalized way. It exists now, in my look-
ing at it. When I’m looking at a Rembrandt, that’s a con-
temporary painting because I’m looking at it now. Looking 
at the painting, I can learn all kinds of  things about it: its 
circumstances, culture, time period, geography, economics, 
politics, etc. But I learn these things in ways that are not 
separable from the object itself. They are that painting’s 
painting-circumstances; they’re not abstracted or general-
ized circumstances. 
This is an interesting attitude. I think it’s happening a lot. 
It’s a form of  respectful co-optation. Artists feel that these 
examples are still valid and alive today, so they include them 
in their work without resorting to actual quotation. But I 
also want to talk about the way a lot of  abstract painting 
is being written about. I don’t mean the critical essays that 
we’ve all been reading; more like the press releases of  the 
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shows, their introductions. I noticed some interesting coin-
cidences: press releases are often substituted by poetic or 
otherwise creative texts; the artworks are framed in some-
what dismissive, neutral or vague terms; there are references 
to various ideas of  community; and a general sense of  anti-
intellectualism pervades. Another thing I noticed is how the 
reality of  the social context in which the artists live reflects 
the way their work is displayed. 
I’ve put together a couple of  shows, one about abstraction, 
and it was up in the Bronx River Arts Center. It was a 32-art-
ist exhibition called called The Working Title and it opened in 
March 2011. I co-organized the show with Kris Chatterson 
who is also an abstract painter. At the time Kris and I were 
doing our own blogs and we started Progress Report, which 
presented collected texts and images about the conversa-
tions we were having during studio visits. It was through 
our work on Progress Report that we were approached by Jose 
Ruiz, the director of  BRAC, who was thinking about put-
ting together an abstraction show himself, but decided that 
he was more interested in seeing it from the artist’s per-
spective. It was the kind of  thing that had a lot to do with 
timing, that coincided with a lot of  commercial galleries 
closing down. This led to a lot of  people being pro-active 
in organizing pop-up shows in unused real estate, and that 
kind of  thing.
That was what I was trying to get to by mentioning a “social” 
aspect.  
We called it The Working Title because we were really ex-
cited about what was happening amongst our peers with 
abstraction. We could see a lot of  varied connections but 
couldn’t really put a finger on it ourselves—kind of  like an 
undefined moment. At the same time, all of  the work had a 
specific and clearly-defined voice.
So you gave it a title that expressed…
…open-endedness. It wasn’t just a painting show. It was a 
show dealing with abstraction and what that can do, try-
ing to extend the conversation in and out of  the moment. 
We had two contributors for our catalog. One was painter 
Shirley Kaneda, a central figure in publishing writings on 
abstraction from the previous generation, who wrote a 
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more historical essay. The other was independent curator 
Jon Lutz, who had a list of  6 questions, 2 of  which he sub-
mitted to each artist.
Do you remember what the questions were? 
“Does teaching outside of  the studio affect what you 
make?” “Do you think about your work in a contemporary, 
historical context?” “What does progress mean to you?” He 
was sort of  trying to get to the bottom of  what you are 
saying. The list of  people writing about abstraction is short.  
We like to think the work can best articulate itself, and I 
think that is a lot of  the reason you are seeing the press re-
leases in the way you described. Abstraction is hard to make 
and hard to write about. Putting those questions forward 
actually allowed for what we’re in now, a much more fluid 
conversation.
Jonathan, I saw you nodding when Vince said that writing 
about abstraction is difficult.
Definitely. 
You actually write about your work. There are some really 
interesting texts on your website.
Well, if  I get interested in something in a way that suggests 
communication, I’ll try to write about it. If  I’d like to com-
municate this idea or that idea, then writing to me is the 
right form for that.  
Do you think it’s possible to express one form (art) through 
the other (writing)? Is it a possibility you find stimulating?
Yeah, I guess it could be stimulating, but what I like about 
painting is that it is very hard to understand. There’s a sense 
in which you actually can’t understand it, a sense that you 
can’t completely wrap your head around it, no matter what 
you do. You can encounter it and manipulate it, or touch it 
and walk away; it would still be there. Whereas writing or 
talking can be understood completely, especially if  the writ-
ing is good and clear. But at any rate the form of  writing is a 
form of  understanding. You can hold the whole argument 
in your mind and tell someone else about it. An art object 
doesn’t allow that.
It has it’s own thing going on.
Yeah, it’s not entirely available to us.  
And is there any difference about writing about abstract art 
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versus other kinds of  art?
No, I don’t think so. I’m curious about what you have in 
mind when you say “abstract art.”
I think something that is abstract is something that doesn’t 
represent anything you would…
No people or trees. [Laughs.]
Yeah.  Nothing in the artistic text, a sculpture, an installa-
tion, a photograph, you name it.  
What if  it reminds you of  a tree? [Laughs.]
If  it reminds you about it very closely, it’s not abstraction 
to me.  
What if  it reminds you a little bit less? [Laughs.]
There’s a line that is very subjective, and I guess you can 
consider this or that abstraction based on that. But as a gen-
eral concept I would say it starts wherever an image cannot 
be related to the real world. I know… it’s vague.
To me an abstraction is just an idea that’s been separated 
from an object. I don’t think a painting can ever be really 
abstract because it’s not an un-instantiated idea. It’s always 
here or there; it’s this or that. A painting is not like words. 
Words really are abstract. 
Is it the painting’s objecthood, its physicality, that makes it 
impossible for it to ever be abstract?
That’s right: abstraction means you’ve separated meaning 
from object. That’s what language does; that’s how it oper-
ates.  A lot of  people think paintings can do that but, really, 
a painting is still a painting. It’s still there! 
There’s a valid argument against defining abstraction at all. 
I feel like if  there’s any kind of  painting, really good paint-
ing, you almost forget what you’re looking at. Abstraction 
has been around for 100 years now but every generation is 
exposed to a quantity of  different things. Take social media: 
that is a convenience, but also a burden that we have to deal 
with, that can distract and affect what we make. In terms of  
describing what is abstract or not, I think everyone has their 
own definition. When it comes to informing my own work, 
I’m not only thinking about other painters—Christian Mar-
clay’s Guitar Drag, for example, is one of  the pieces I think 
about the most, both in terms of  mark-making and for its 
use of  sound. It’s like having a radio in your head that is 
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constantly changing stations, adjusting what you’re listening 
to. But at the same time, it’s a very specific action he’s taking 
to create that response.
Going back to Jon Lutz’s questions: What is your idea of  
progress?
The artists that got asked that question gave the most heat-
ed responses, like, “What do you mean, ‘What is progress?’” 
But it is an interesting question, because painting is chal-
lenging. It’s essentially applying colored mud to a flat surface 
and trying to make something out of  it. I guess that’s what 
I’m attracted to about painting in general—challenging the 
limitations of  this way of  working, at once very economical 
and self-contained, yet something that can carry a unique 
power within itself  and its relational context to other things.
What about you, Jonathan? What is your idea of  progress?
Progress is a word that presupposes a context. You have to 
identify what the context is and then you can talk about 
progress within that context. The question would be:  
What’s the context and how do you identify it? In paint-
ing, oftentimes the context for progress is still construed 
in terms of  style, making for a very old-fashioned idea of  
progress. Originality is itself  a very modernist idea. That’s 
something I noticed about David Geers’ “Neo-Modern.” 
The essay finds fault with a lot of  contemporary art for 
being too modernistic—which I think is a very interesting 
idea! But the criticism itself  has a modernist point of  view. 
All the art-historical categorization, also the persistent idea 
of  a somehow linear progression in art and technology—to 
me that’s an issue—I think those kinds of  ideas of  progress 
really come from a particular idea of  the self, from a mod-
ernist idea of  the self. 
What is this idea of  self  that you’re thinking about?
Just this idea of  free, unattached, powerful…
…man?
It’s just the self, but yes, the modernists usually mean a man 
who is able to just decide or decree what’s to be done based 
on some abstracted notion of  history, as though the self  
were not itself  historically contingent, as though the self  
were somehow outside its circumstances. It doesn’t seem 
like an accurate description of  what a person, what an artist 
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is. No one is isolated from a particular set of  circumstances.
What about the isolation of  the studio?
You have the paint there and the stretcher and canvas and 
everything, not to mention the room.
You are with objects then.
You are, and also you have all the paintings in there.
It seemed like you are talking about social isolation, indi-
vidualism, not objects.
I guess I don’t make a distinction. People also are objects. 
Objects are not the same as human beings, but they do 
have a subjectivity, a point of  view, which you can recog-
nize. That is an interesting thing about a painting: you can 
certainly recognize a painting’s own point of  view. Is it the 
same as the person who made it? Who knows, maybe that 
person is dead. [Laughs.]
Wait, I disagree. Do you think a painting is or not?
The same as the person who made it? No, it’s not.
So a painting has a life of  its own. But that’s probably cap-
tured in your personal artistic practice, isn’t it? 
Well, I follow the materials in relation to each other—that’s 
a kind of  culture. I’m curious, so I try to learn from the 
paintings, too. I observe them and try to describe what their 
relationships are, and that might generate another painting.  
The only way to describe it, for instance, might be with an-
other painting. It’s all coming from the paintings, and they 
are coming from the materials and their properties—those 
are things, but they are ideas too—they’re just not abstract 
ideas. But to me the really complex ideas are the instanti-
ated ideas.  
In my own practice, I think about specific questions like: 
“Is a painting a thing or is it an action?,” “Is it process or 
do you have a preconceived image in mind?” I do make 
conscious decisions in the work, but lately have been al-
lowing the process to do most of  the heavy lifting as I look 
for road signs along the way. What does it mean when you 
have two things next to each other, and what can that do 
within itself, in the simplest terms possible? Ideas can come 
from anywhere. I hear something or watch something, or 
respond to another artwork. I try to take what I’m attracted 
to or have a real sensory response to, and bring it into the 
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painting.  More than anything else I feel like I just try and 
ask a lot of  questions.
It’s quite a traditional approach...
Maybe. The word “traditional” can be seen as negative but 
we are all coming from tradition in one way or another.
I think that we have been in the zone where tradition is not 
seen as a negative thing for quite a while now.
I feel that in some of  the articles in this book and beyond, 
mentioning tradition is an attack. For example, there’s this 
article that was in the New Yorker a few months ago called 
“What Makes an Artwork Seem Dated?” [Tom Vanderbilt, 
June 27, 2013]. It’s something that I’ve been thinking about 
since I’ve been in New York. What’s this thing going to 
look like in 10, 30 years?  The writer was posing a question 
that I’m at the same time fascinated and intimidated by. The 
best comparison he made was about science fiction, arguing 
that films about the future can somehow feel like the most 
dated genre of  all.
It’s certainly hard to try to imagine the future. You’re taking 
a huge risk.
When I talk about tradition and painting, I think there are 
certain things that you can move forward with but then 
there are others that border with the nostalgia you men-
tioned before; I’d rather not call them that but they resem-
ble dead-ends. I try to stay as far away from that as possible. 
I’m interested in paintings  that appear to be traditional but 
are actually quite radical—Al Held’s alphabet paintings for 
example. Big, massive acrylic paintings on fucked up panels 
made in the 1960s remain as radical today—maybe even 
more so—then when they were made. They say a lot about 
what I’m attracted to in painting: efficiency, and what a 
painting can or cannot do.
Going back to David Geers’ “Neo-Modern” for a moment, 
what do you think of  his use of  the word “formalism” or 
“neo-formalism” when talking about a certain kind of  ab-
stract work? 
You could say there’s a lot of  aestheticized work and a lot 
of  the work isn’t very good. In that case calling it “formal-
ism” may be a way of  saying it isn’t very good.
Yes, one of  the issues I have with his essay is that Geers 
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always seems to assume we’re talking about bad work!
That’s right.
The essay is kind of  a downer and cynical in that way. On the 
other hand, I read Chris Ho’s “Privileged White Art” essay a 
couple of  times and loved it [WOW HUH, Spring 2012]. I 
think all work, not just abstract painting is challenged by the 
issues he brings up.
He used his own, “generational,” approach in it.
I feel like he’s got a very singular angle. He assumes a lot about 
the personal backgrounds of  the artists he discusses. I kind of  
have a problem with that. What I do like about Chris’ article 
is that he remains generally curious and evidently attracted to 
abstract painting and sculpture. There seems to be a genuine 
investment there in finding out more, which never strikes me 
as cynical. But he still challenges this kind of  work and folds 
it into his own practice as an artist. The references to Occupy 
Wall Street in Geers’ “Neo-Modern” are timely but then there 
are a lot of  other things happening at this time in history, and 
I don’t know if  anyone should make artwork that’s specific to 
that or any other movement. If  you do then it’s going to be 
attached to it forever. I love conceptual work and I love works 
that deal with identity and politics but I wouldn’t want any 
of  that to be a prerequisite for making strong work. It either 
happens or not. What Geers is saying somewhere around the 
end of  the essay is that the Internet and social media are what 
we should be using to express the spirit of  our times, that 
working on objects is ultimately a “vulgar concern,” and do 
we really need more “things” in the world?
Well, I had to laugh when I read that paragraph about the 
Internet and social media and Occupy Wall Street, because 
when I think of  Occupy Wall Street and the technology that 
facilitated it, I think about the human mic. [All laugh.] 
Right, they weren’t allowed to have bullhorns, so speeches had 
to be repeated with call and response. That really is the tech-
nology associated with the protests—a truly iconic example 
of  analog exchange. 
I don’t know whether the human mic is new or not, but it is 
definitely technology, and any kind of  technology, new or old, 
implies some kind of  politics, not to mention power. Who 
controls the human mic?
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Keith J. Varadi, Bernie, 2013. Oil and canvas, 9” x 12”.
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D.I.Y. Abstraction
A recent spat of  articles and museum shows have drawn attention 
to the state of  abstract painting today and especially its under-
lying material conditions of  possibility. “There is a fascination 
with industrial techniques and printing technology,” writes Jeffrey 
Deitch in the catalogue for his recent show The Painting Factory at 
L.A. MoCA. “Painting with this tough, Pop, minimalist, factory-
like aesthetic looks so relevant right now and is inspiring so many 
emerging painters.”1 Missing from the discussion, though, is any 
mention of  the crucial importance to painting, as to society at 
large, of  individual-scale D.I.Y. or freelance production. Abstract 
painting, as a typically modernist phenomenon, has always been 
inspired on some level by ideas about technology—about new 
paints and other innovative materials and procedures of  the stu-
dio, about the leading role in a secular, democratic world of  free 
and mindful laboring in general, of  large-scale production in the 
overall organization of  modern society, even of  the utopia that 
developments in such production might eventually deliver society 
into. In what follows I seek to update this history for a present era 
dominated by entrepreneurs, home offices and desktop printers.

A common assumption about today’s proliferating electronic 
technology and digital media is that it turns the world increas-
ingly sublime in scale and immaterial in nature. But this loses 
sight of  another trend, just as important, which is the current 
emphasis placed on individual human capital and its embodied, 
improvised performances. As the economy shifts from com-
modity production and exchange toward information-oriented 
services and short-term contracts, participating parties are drawn 
into more intricate social collaboration, and subjectivity itself  gets 
inducted more completely within productive and economic pro-
cesses. Pitted against the mechanical, quantitative tasks of  Ford-



Jeffrey Scott Mathews, Untitled (1982), 2012. 
Bi83 and acrylic on canvas, 11” x 14”.
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ism, post-Fordism boasts decision-making, information filtering 
and the management of  affect—not passive workers, shoppers or 
entertainment audiences but prosumers, information managers, 
DJs and the like, all of  whom adopt a supposedly active relation 
toward pliant databases. Instead of  being suppressed for the sake 
of  getting work done, now the communicating and performing 
of  subjectivity is itself  put to work.

It’s under such conditions that individual-scale D.I.Y. or freelance 
production has come to the fore. D.I.Y. is not a counter-cultural 
movement but the very name of  what’s most official and canon-
ized in today’s culture. The topic is often broached in music criti-
cism, about how (to quote the website Pitchfork) what’s long been 
categorized as indie rock “has metastasized toward the main-
stream, a process that’s been abetted by placement in movie and 
TV soundtracks of  bands from Bon Iver to Broken Social Scene 
to Iron & Wine.” New post-Fordist work arrangements have en-
couraged this merging of  mainstream and indie, industrial and 
hand-crafted, high and low tech. Common among today’s cultural 
industries has been a turn away from an earlier factory model of  
rank-and-file labor armies manning assembly-line production to 
smaller, more intimate work teams stationed at individual-scale 
hardware like laptops and other peripherals routinely found in 
many of  today’s households. This has led some commentators to 
hail a dawning “revival of  certain ‘pre-modern’ craft-influenced 
work arrangements … the new economy reveals itself  as a return 
to the situated, interpersonal and skill-centered forms of  produc-
tion associated with pre-modern (craft-rich) economies.”2 Like 
the Ben and Jerry’s ice cream we eat or the small-batch, home-
brewed beer we drink, we imagine that more and more of  our 
cultural products are authentically handcrafted, churned out not 
by gigantic corporations but by small groups of  ambitious tinker-
ers futzing in small downtown lofts or neighborhood backyards 
and basements.

Indeed, neoliberalism in general has largely sold itself  as an “ar-
tistic” revolution, promising an end to Fordist conformity and 
standardization via a more fulfilling life of  individual autonomy, 
personal initiative, creative spontaneity and self-realization. This 
is supposedly the upside of  the neoliberal crusade to shift risk 
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onto individuals and privatize social life through aggressive as-
saults on unions and state assistance programs. Confusing euphe-
misms of  “the creative life” with neo-entrepreneurial theories of  
“creative destruction” is a way of  providing ideological cover for 
the makeover in labor conditions to more chronically intermit-
tent employment with longer work hours and no benefits. Artists 
and designers are made into role models for the highly motivated, 
underpaid, short-term and subcontracted creative types who poli-
ticians and robber barons imagine will staff  their fantasy of  a fully 
freelance economy—what ex-Al Gore speechwriter Daniel Pink 
has titled “Free Agent Nation” and the Tony Blair government 
pithily christened “The Talent Economy.”

And so it goes for the artists making D.I.Y. paintings. In their 
application of  steady, routinized, repetitive labor and use of  per-
sonal-scale, low-budget materials, and with their resulting work’s 
overall sense of  precariousness and impermanence, these art-
ists don’t defy the mainstream but express its most characteristic 
trends. These are “the conditions under which the true reality of  
our age is experienced,” to borrow a line from Clement Green-
berg in the late ‘40s about the sense of  isolation and alienation 
that confronted New York School painters at the time. “The 
experience of  this true reality is indispensable to any ambitious 
art.”3 Ditto for D.I.Y. today.

The work I’m calling D.I.Y. abstraction—made by such artists 
as Cheryl Donegan, Adam Henry and Jeffrey Scott Mathews, to 
name a few—shares close quarters with what Sharon Butler and 
Raphael Rubinstein have recently pointed to as an emerging trend, 
what Butler calls “The New Casualism” and Rubinstein calls 
“Provisional Painting.” According to Rubinstein, the hallmark 
of  such provisional canvases is that they “risk inconsequence or 
collapse … they embrace the amateurish and fucked-up … they 
look casual, dashed-off, tentative, unfinished or self-cancelling.”4 
But with many of  the examples in Rubinstein’s list, whatever an 
individual work might suffer from such things as hesitancy, be-
laboredness and lack of  mastery is more than compensated for 
by the foregrounded presence of  the painter her or himself—
the painter’s worrying and indecision, the compelling drama of  
the artist’s perpetual questioning and doubt. On the contrary, the 
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D.I.Y. abstraction I’m talking about, despite employing a personal 
scale, otherwise avoids signs of  personalism and instead favors 
a quasi-classicist aesthetic of  mostly unmixed color, unbroken 
line and closed form. To paraphrase Greenberg again, against 
the hand-writing and gesturalism of  much ‘50s painterly abstrac-
tion (think de Kooning and Kline), these artists favor a relatively 
anonymous execution. In other words, their works are post-paint-
erly despite their provisionality. While small in size and obviously 
hand-wrought, their abstraction tends toward impersonality. 

For example, in Mathews’s work, the handmade quality means 
the work carries some of  the elegant lyricism of  drawing, and 
yet Mathews avoids any of  the carving and chiseling into space 
that usually results from a strenuously drawn line. Instead, the 
bleed caused by his use of  straight-out-of-the-package sharpies 
and other kinds of  ink markers softens and fattens the line, re-
sulting in effects that are closer to watercolor than drawing, as if  
the color itself  were thickening into a specific width that it arrives 
at on its own. Furthermore, by working into canvas that is ei-
ther unprimed or has its fabric-quality somehow exacerbated, the 
allover weave creates an evenness across the entire surface that 
emphasizes the lateral diffusion of  color rather than the inward 
digging of  wrist-led drawing and the illusionist effects of  value 
contrast. In several of  her paintings from 2007, Donegan does 
literally the opposite, clawing away patches of  their metallic-taped 
surfaces to reveal the underlying layers of  cheap cardboard sup-
port beneath. But like with Mathews’s fabric weave, the glittering 
effects of  the tape, made all the more fireball-like by Donegan’s 
knife slashes, as well as the abused mushiness of  the exposed 
cardboard, also keeps the paintings’ surfaces from hardening, 
and it’s this softer field that stops them from rigidifying into true 
geometric abstraction, keeping them closer to, say, Kenneth No-
land’s concentric circles than Piet Mondrian’s squares or Robert 
Ryman’s process-oriented tutorials. 

But all this doesn’t mean that such surfaces truly breathe. The 
paintings I’m describing tend to be relatively small and insistently 
dense and concrete. Their smallness necessitates that they’ll be 
experienced as material objects, never as fields outright. So too, 
the diminutive size disengages the work entirely from the sur-
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rounding architecture, thus imbuing it with a sense of  on-the-go 
mobility and transcience. Adam Henry shows the role that size 
plays in this; as his canvases get bigger, emphasis on repetitive 
making turns into optical patterning, and priority shifts from the 
artist’s hand to the viewer’s eye. Mathews often goes in the oppo-
site direction. At least when he spatters heated metal (a substance 
called bismuth) onto his canvases, as in Untitled (1982), 2010, scale 
is reversed; the paintings take the example of  Jackson Pollock 
in the opposite direction that Richard Serra followed with his 
throws of  molten lead, not toward an expanded arena of  physical 
space but toward miniaturization. The glittering bismuth appears 
to both pre- and post-date industrial notions of  materiality, recall-
ing at once medieval alchemy as well as microchip minerals like 
silicon, coltan and cassiterite.

Neither do the canvases of  Mathews, Henry and Donegan em-
ploy much compositional juggling and arranging of  distinct 
forms, which would privilege the framing edge as demarcating the 
visual “whole” against which such relational balancing is judged. 
Rather than insisting on each painting as an isolated instance of  
visual deliberation, as representing a unique set of  formal deci-
sions that frame and enliven the viewer’s line of  sight, priority 
is instead given to the lateral production of  works, one canvas 
after another. Such paintings are more about behaviors of  mak-
ing than looking. And this could stand, paradoxically enough, as 
an indication of  the extent to which even painting today at its 
most abstract and colorist and post-painterly has been effected by 
the rise of  information. After all, what distinguishes information 
is how it privileges performance and operation, what messages 
do rather than mean; information asks to be handled, processed 
and circulated (search, filter, point, click, link, reply, save, forward, 
etc.), not looked at from a distance and experienced optically, like 
‘60s abstract painting, or even read and deciphered like so much 
‘80s art with its reliance on semiotics and theories of  the sign.

Indeed, it may be that what most recommends this kind of  paint-
ing to a place of  centrality in our D.I.Y. age is its superior asso-
ciations with the studio, that artisanal site of  making and doing, 
rather than in the power of  painting to induce certain modes of  
reception like immersion or opticality or semiotic critique. This is 
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especially true of  such conspicuously made or crafted paintings, 
paintings worked on by a single pair of  hands, with a plasticity 
both hard and yet malleable enough to withstand being heavily 
manipulated while still yielding form. Furthermore, what so en-
ables such work to convey pure doing, to straddle both D.I.Y. 
and anonymity, to suggest an artisanal performing of  subjectivity 
albeit in an impersonal mode, is precisely that they are paintings, 
rather than belonging to some other category of  art. That is, rath-
er than a special preserve of  unique individuality, here painting 
stands as close as one can get to just doing stuff, purely making 
things. As Barry Schwabsky writes in the introduction to the re-
cent Phaidon catalog Vitamin P2, “The ordinariness of  painting 
has become one of  its most important characteristics. Painting is 
so familiar, so well-known that it’s become the default mode of  
art-making. The ordinary art made by the ordinary artist is likely 
to be painting.”5 

And yet if  painting does present itself  today as the best means to 
simply make and do, as if  with no other objective or end in sight, 
nothing other than the daily practice of  painting, to borrow Ger-
hard Richter’s now famous line, then it’s also probably true that 
the studio and the making of  paintings no longer guarantees as it 
once did a determinant frame of  reference for an artist’s activity, 
a set of  imposed meanings or metaphors that approximate or link 
the specific, contingent artistic act to the general, to something 
like tradition or history or community, something that transcends 
or feels more enduring than the moment to moment of  simply 
doing. Under the conditions of  D.I.Y. labor, in which the D.I.Y. 
artist is whatever she or he is doing at any given moment, a ba-
sic cog in the post-Fordist logic of  just-in-time production, the 
studio and the paintings made there become nothing more than 
an endless string of  those isolated moments, stretching out as if  
in an empty and indeterminate temporal span, one thing after 
another. Making paintings suddenly becomes just like how Bruce 
Nauman described the making of  his more Duchampian art, an 
art that supposedly comes after painting: to paraphrase Nauman,  
painting today is just what an artist does, just filling time while 
sitting around the studio.

Perhaps this is what makes D.I.Y. abstraction so compelling now. 



Cheryl Donegan, Luxury Dust (Silver), 2007. 
Silver metallic tape and water-based oil paint 

on archival cardboard, 18” x 24”. 
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The post-painterly approach in the work highlighted here, in 
which D.I.Y. is treated as part of  the common material givens 
undergirding production today, not as a foregrounding of  per-
sonal gifts and one’s unique endowments, is crucial to how these 
canvases uniquely manifest contemporary feeling—not despite 
their impersonality and anonymity but because of  it. The paint-
erly personalism in too much of  Rubinstein’s “Provisional Paint-
ing” portrays our D.I.Y. neoliberal world in an overly enchanting 
light. Being a D.I.Y. artist in the Rubinstein mode, too unique 
and uncategorizable and ever-changing to be pinned down by a 
single, definitive visual statement, can often result in a roman-
tic art, its template is the romantic hero’s transcendent quest of  
leaving behind common social definitions and roles in search of  
unique paths and triumphs, fuller truths and a more authentic and 
rich existence. And yet today the association between authentic-
ity and the uniquely handmade has become a primary sales pitch 
used by business to add exchange value to everyday retail objects. 
Indeed, with official policy advancing risk, flexibility and short-
term speculation over the social contract’s promises of  long-term 
security, it’s hard to see how the values promoted in our D.I.Y. 
age can be taken as challenges to the system when these are the 
very attributes today’s dominant system so loudly promotes. On 
the contrary, today’s claims of  romantic defiance and personalism 
too often look past the fact that our sense of  expanded individual 
agency has been purchased largely through an aggressive shat-
tering and collapse of  the larger social structure. Falling progres-
sively into ruin, this is a scene that belongs not to romance but 
to tragedy. 

And D.I.Y. has become something like the campaign slogan for 
this historical development, on the one hand a puff-chested mani-
festo about the democratization of  authenticity and uniqueness 
beyond the formerly exclusive perserve of  artists, and on the 
other hand a sad resignation that artists now share the same ex-
ploited fate as new-economy working stiffs across the board. The 
result is that the popular solidarity once promised by modern la-
bor is now misrecognized as a dispersion of  individual flex-timers 
each expressing her or his different, unique sensibility. The D.I.Y. 
abstraction of  Mathews et al. thus updates the current state of  
painting by focusing on the sense of  short-term, freelance pre-
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cariousness and insecurity that today pervades the base-line ex-
perience of  labor, including that performed in the artist’s studio. 
In a world increasingly restricted to just tools and techniques and 
their on-demand performance, contemporary painters continue 
to produce work, from one moment of  doing to the next, one 
after another, despite the increasing ordinariness, aimlessness and 
disenchantment of  their situation, without any promise of  their 
output eventually resulting in some enduring social and historical 
meaning, or of  its landing a place for itself  within a redemptive, 
time-honored tradition, or of  its being received by a robust, dis-
cerning and coherent discourse. The only option they have is to 
act out in their daily material practice the society’s reigning, ter-
rifying belief  in the short-term, the temporary, the moment to 
moment, the always on call, the get-it-while-you-can and enjoy-it-
while-it-lasts. Here artistic labor becomes nearly indistinguishable 
from flex-time wage labor—anonymous, abstract, interchange-
able and disposable. Painting as just doing stuff, like a hamster 
on its treadmill, as if  in a perpetual feedback loop, over and over, 
with no other further objective in sight.

Lane Relyea
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Lauren Martin, Trompe L’oeufs, 2013. 
Gesso, oil, enamel, and plastic, 12” x 18”.
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Nobody asks what I think about recent art anymore. That’s okay, 
because it’s not a very interesting question (I’ll explain why later). 
Still, if  I were asked I’d probably mention two things. Both are 
related to labor. Number one: it used to be assumed that, with 
artistic as well as other types of  labor practices, a much more one-
to-one relation existed between skill and task—that is, between 
what an artist or other worker has the capacity to do and what 
their doing actually produces. A pipe fitter fits pipes, a painter 
makes paintings. Today, this skill-task correspondence has begun 
to unravel. In our on-demand, just-in-time world, employees of  
all stripes are assigned tasks that are myriad and that change mo-
ment to moment, context to context. Often approaches and solu-
tions will be improvised well beyond the expectations of  training 
and expertise. Paolo Virno has described this as a newly democra-
tized form of  virtuosity, defined less by mastery of  one particular, 
rarified skill than by a general willingness to try one’s hand at all 
sorts of  specialized tasks, whether one is qualified or not.1

This kind of  virtuosity—or ambitiously dispersed amateurism—
characterizes a lot of  current post-studio practices, whereby art-
ists abandon the studio, with its stable routines for perfecting 
technique, and instead search scavenger-like for ever-new sites 
and contingencies, “moving between roles” as they “swap one so-
cial or project-related setting for the next.”2 There’s a short-term 
precariousness and insecurity, not to mention something like per-
petual job training, that closely aligns such practices with today’s 
service-economy labor in general. But that doesn’t mean that, 
back in the studio, painters and sculptors remain immune. The 
conditions underlying labor’s shifting valuation extend to them as 
well. That is, they too feel the pressure to become virtuosic; they 
can’t just make and exhibit objects but must also produce parties, 

Postscript to 
“D.I.Y. Abstraction” 
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magazines, clothing, dinners, performances, graphic design, mu-
sic, etc. The same goes for studio artists as for everyone else; your 
CV will look thin if  you only list shows. Shows aren’t enough; 
now you have to attend residencies and publish blogs and curate 
others into shows. The more diverse the categories, the better. 

So what I said before about painters making paintings was wrong. 
Perhaps they once did. For a while what they produced instead 
were shows—that is, at least since the ‘60s exhibitions replaced 
the single work as the primary unit of  meaning in art3 (“I’m work-
ing on my show” is what painters, like all other artists, would 
say.) But no longer are shows primary. Today artists, painters in-
cluded, work on something larger and more amorphous. They 
orbit and sometimes even create worlds, some of  which are art 
worlds. They hop between revolving scenes, juggle various pro-
fessional identities, seek out and improvise ever-new situations 
and contexts for staging what can be recognized and evaluated 
by their peers as art, all squeezed into schedules already full of  
myriad non-art activity. If  this is true of  those lucky few who 
have Chelsea galleries, it’s even more true of  the countless rest. 
In Brooklyn (but also in Chicago, Philadelphia, Kansas City, San 
Antonio, San Francisco and beyond) artists band into groups, ad-
lib galleries, cobble together crowdsourced support for occasions 
where colleagues meet and stay informed, all to achieve the level 
of  coherence necessary for internally reproducing things like pro-
fessional status and recognition—that is, for running art worlds.4 
Such artists, painters included, have to devote as much attention 
to organizing as to object making. This is why I think it’s uninter-
esting to talk about art today. A much more compelling topic is 
all the social labor poured into creating and managing the many 
moments and contexts that make up today’s various art worlds 
and their entanglements with other worlds.

When the single artwork was primary, its context was often de-
scribed diachronically—as moving from previous work toward 
future work, the resulting narrative gaining value by mirroring 
or internalizing the supposedly autonomous progression of  art 
in general. When focus turned toward exhibitions, art’s context 
became more synchronic; exhibitions were related to overlap-
ping institutions, to an art system. But today both art’s time, its 
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traditions, and its spaces, its institutions, have dispersed. This is 
my second point. Connectivity and circulation have perforated 
institutional enclosures like museums; here again exhibitions are 
superseded, made into mere excuses for all the newly prioritized 
social events and educational programming. And so it goes with 
art’s temporality. Today the moments of  art pass by unbound 
and disarticulated, like pdfs previously sequenced as essays into 
magazines or mp3s that float free of  their original albums. For 
example, when I want to look at what’s new in painting I’ll often 
search blogs, where entries are stacked with the most recent gal-
lery or studio visit on top. A new canvas appears only to imme-
diately get pushed down by the next entry and so on. Such blogs 
help filter out from the expanding ocean of  artworld output a 
simple, manageable selection of  high-value hits. And like search 
filters, they displace the need for criticism—there’s no point in 
assailing something for its shortcomings since not making it onto 
the blog already means being condemned to invisibility. But after 
a few weeks, perhaps only a few days, the same fate befalls the 
blog’s chosen few; with each new post they too will sink further 
and further into the cold, dark depths of  obscurity. 

All this has relevance for the studio and the labor undertaken 
there. I’ve remarked on this elsewhere, when addressing the re-
cent amateurish (or virtuosic?) trend in painting, what’s been 
labeled “Provisional Painting” by Raphael Rubenstein, “The 
New Casualism” by Sharon Butler and “Neo Modern” by David 
Geers.5 My contribution to this debate was meant to nudge it 
toward labor concerns and away from questions about painting’s 
relation to subjectivity or history or criticality or the market, all of  
which I feel are increasingly beside the point. “What most recom-
mends this kind of  painting to a place of  centrality,” I countered, 

Is its superior associations with the studio, that artisanal site of  making and 
doing, rather than in the power of  painting to induce certain modes of  recep-
tion like immersion or opticality or critique…. [Painting] presents itself  today 
as the best means to just simply make and do, as if  with no other objective 
or end in sight, nothing other than the daily practice of  painting, to borrow 
Gerhard Richter’s now famous line.

But there’s more. Laboring as if  with no further end in sight sig-
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nificantly alters the experience of  time in the studio. “The studio 
and the making of  paintings,” I continued, 

No longer guarantees as it once did a determinant frame for an artist’s activ-
ity, a set of  imposed meanings or metaphors that approximate or link the 
specific artistic act to the general, to something like tradition or history … 
something that transcends or feels more enduring than the moment to mo-
ment of  simply doing… The studio and the paintings made there become 
nothing more than an endless string of  those moments, stretching out as if  in 
an empty and indeterminant temporal span, one thing after another. Making 
paintings suddenly becomes just like how Bruce Nauman described the mak-
ing of  his more Duchampian art, an art that supposedly comes after painting: 
to paraphrase Nauman, painting today is just what an artist does, just filling 
time while sitting around the studio.6

But here again I was wrong. Or at least I should have added this 
important caveat: because the studio, too, has been perforated, 
and the time of  art dispersed, what fills time in the studio now 
is not just an artist making art but myriad identities and activi-
ties. Art must take a backseat to the more crucial task of  creating 
its various conditions of  existence, its contexts, visibilities and 
relations. Thus art today, painting included, may indeed be just 
what an artist does to fill the day, again following Nauman, but 
only when she or he can find spare time to actually make art and 
perform the role of  the artist, rather than having to attend to the 
million other things that need to get done.

Lane Relyea
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Conversations: 
Nathlie Provosty, 
Keith J. Varadi, 
Christopher K. Ho

CKH:  I’ve been trying to get 
into the minds of  26-year-olds. 
One disturbing observation is 
that desires seem immediately 
verbalized, if  not quite exter-
nalized as demands. There is 
little discretion, less self-disci-
pline. The old avant-garde pur-
suit of  the new transforms into 
gratification now.

KJV: Well, another thing that’s 
happening with my genera-
tion is that more people are 
going to graduate school than 
ever before. They are receiving 
knowledge and information 
and education, and everything 
is becoming more streamlined 
and classified. And institu-
tions like the New Museum 
or the Hammer Museum want 

CKH: I’ve been trying to get 
into the minds of  26-year-olds.  
One of  the most disturbing 
things is the desire for imme-
diate gratification. There’s no 
distance. Ten years ago, irony 
pervaded art. When did we 
lose if  not specifically ironic 
distance then self-conscious 
distance from what we do? 

NP: I had a discussion with 
Daniel Baird, a writer, about a 
year ago [Summer 2012], and 
I asked him what he thought 
about irony in a painting. He 
said, “Well, I think about it like 
irony in a person. I can meet 
someone who is ironic, but I 
don’t feel like I really want to 
get to know them because you 
feel like they’re pushing you 

In August 2013, Christopher K. Ho invited artists Keith J. Varadi and 
Nathlie Provosty to talk about their work, with specific focus on their 
thoughts about the generation who came of  age in the ’90s, conservatism, 
and abstract painting. Ho sat down with Varadi and Provosty separately. 
What follows is a parallel conversation.
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to break the “next big thing.” 
They want to do so at rapid 
rates that mimic how the rest 
of  the world operates. If  you 
wait too long, you’ll end up 
looking like a crusty fart, ask-
ing: “The past two years have 
been dominated by painting; 
what’s that all about?” 

CKH: Are you calling me a 
crusty fart? 

KJV: No, but art historians 
often have a skewed take on 
art-making. I don’t think you 
do because you hang out with 
artists and you make art. Lane 
Relyea doesn’t either. He is an 
incredibly smart guy who has 
a strong background in aca-
demia, but also hangs out with 
a lot of  artists. I think art his-
torians often seek mile mark-
ers; it’s all about theses. You 
and Relyea and many of  your 
peers were educated with all of  
these perpetuated ideas rooted 
in semiotics, commodifica-
tion, etc. Now you are trying to 
make artists of  my generation 
into commodities. 

CKH: That’s terrible!

KJV: But that’s what you guys 
are doing. For all of  the accu-
sations about my generation 
being conservative, it is the 
people writing about us who 

away.” If  you have a real rela-
tionship with someone it’s not 
going to be ironic. I mean, who 
knows what real is, but in this 
case I think it’s connected to 
a broader desire for intimacy. 
Another characteristic of  our 
culture—which seems very 
much connected and possibly 
proportionate to technological 
development—is rampant de-
pression. And with it a longing 
to feel connected, hence all the 
“technology as relationship,” 
the social media.

CKH: I certainly see intimacy in 
so-called relational work, but if  
there’s a new sense of  intimacy 
in painting, where is it happen-
ing? 

NP: I think it’s happening in the 
realm of  desire. I don’t know 
if  its happening but I think it’s 
being sought after. Think of  
the idea of  absorption versus 
vacuousness. Both are spaces 
of  lost time. When you come 
out of  absorption you feel con-
nected, more filled, more alive.  
When you come out of  vacu-
ousness, from watching a bad 
TV show or something, you 
feel depressed, bad, or blank. I 
think they are very closely tied; 
they share the same image but 
different content. Yet, technol-
ogy is just a tool. The variable 
is experience. 
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are really conservative. “These 
are the Provisional Painters; 
these are the Post-Internet art-
ists; these are the this; these are 
the that…” But maybe we’re 
not the things they say we are. 
Having said that, I have ab-
solutely no real issue with art 
writing or cultural criticism. I 
obviously think it’s essential. 
I am routinely publishing es-
says and reviews myself. I just 
want writers to hold them-
selves to the same standards to 
which they claim to hold those 
who they write about. And of  
course you need to coin some 
sort of  term or catchphrase in 
order to prove your point. But 
why do so many of  the ones 
that gain traction seem so re-
gressive or stifling, you know?

CKH: But surely it can’t be a 
sprawling mess, or worse, a 
bunch of  individuals pursuing 
their own personal projects. 

KJV: Right, it can’t be. You 
once referred to my personal 
projects as idiosyncratic. I do 
all of  these idiosyncratic proj-
ects, as you say, as an individual 
artist, and then I do further 
idiosyncratic projects with two 
co-collaborators as Picture 
Menu, a group of  artists com-
prised of  myself, my girlfriend 
Rachel LaBine, and my best 
friend Michael Kennedy Costa. 

CKH: How do you distinguish 
the desire for intimacy from 
mere desire and gratification? 

NP: As with the difference be-
tween the post-experiences of  
absorption versus vacuous-
ness, maybe you only know 
afterwards.

CKH: I’m really glad you are 
participating because your 
work doesn’t fit into any of  
the three models described 
by Lane Reylea, David Geers, 
or Gregory Sholette, or the 
unspoken model, provisional 
painting. Plus you’re not quite 
of  the generation I’m dis-
cussing. Would you describe 
perception as an underlining 
guideline of  your work?

NP: Well, I have read other art-
ists’ comments about what they 
do. In “Seeing is Forgetting the 
Name of  the Thing One Sees” 
by Lawrence Weschler, Robert 
Irwin states perception as his 
main preoccupation. For him it 
is primarily about looking very 
carefully. Beuys also used the 
word perception, as a way to 
democratize his idea of  social 
sculpture. So, the word means 
totally different things to them. 
Perception, yes I resonate, as a 
form of  awareness.

CKH: Attentiveness? 
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Michael and I first met in grad-
uate school at Virginia Com-
monwealth University. We put 
together a group show called 
Exit Light at Reference Gallery 
down in Richmond. Once we 
settled into New York in 2011, 
we put together a couple of  
more shows, and then Rachel 
came on board. 

All three of  us have worked 
for artists or galleries and have 
been able to see the most re-
cent market boom from vari-
ous perspectives. Addition-
ally, we started seeing a lot of  
things presenting themselves 
as D.I.Y. Part of  my problem 
was that these guises of  D.I.Y. 
were conformist by default—
something that Relyea estab-
lishes in “D.I.Y. Abstraction.” I 
began to take note of  a num-
ber of  signifiers of  D.I.Y. prac-
tices in general, whether they 
pertained to art spaces that al-
most exclusively showed their 
friends, artists making “scrap-
py” objects, or poetry presses 
that were putting out chap-
books. But a lot of  these oper-
ations were using what seemed 
like manipulative moves of  
going beyond their immedi-
ate peer group, attempting to 
work with certain artists or 
writers, with the hopes or ex-
pectations of  the favor being 
returned—a quid-pro-quo model 

NP: Attentiveness is rooted in 
attention, and I relate attention 
with “to be given attention” or 
“to attend to.” So that carries 
a residue of  wanting and get-
ting from the world, which is 
a very predatory, capitalistic 
mentality. Participating in the 
world—even on a social or po-
litical level—is innate on some 
level, and could be vivid if  you 
choose it, but this is a different 
topic. I’m concerned with hav-
ing the work hold a space of  
hopefully initiating experience 
rather than wanting or getting, 
rather than it making demands.

CKH: There’s this great essay 
by Thierry de Duve about the 
ethics of  modern art. He talks 
about modern works propos-
ing, “This is Art” and allow-
ing the viewer to accept or 
reject the proposition. What 
you’re saying resonates with 
that argument. I bring this up 
because often the complaint 
about abstract painting today 
is that it seems so foreign to 
someone of  my generation or 
my background, where we’re 
steeped in a desire to see art 
engage in something that is, if  
not outright political, at least 
polemical.  I wonder if  you 
see your paintings proposing 
an alternative term to politics, 
like ethics?
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that made me wary. There was 
no progress; there was just this 
stagnant pond. 

CKH: A lack of  ambition... Be-
ing happy with showing your 
friends...

KJV: Like being a popular local 
band and never going on tour. 
In contrast, when I ask some-
body to be in a show, I try to 
make it clear that I want to put 
together a show that I want 
to see. I want other people to 
see work that I think ought to 
be seen, and I want to have a 
discourse with people whose 
work and ideas I admire. I 
would rather have a challeng-
ing show or a super sexy, weird 
show that makes you actually 
think rather than have every-
thing “just be okay.” 

Things are more complicated 
than the narrow definition of  
D.I.Y. that young artists have 
come to understand these 
days—having your own studio, 
stretching your own canvas, 
gessoing the surfaces yourself, 
and applying the paint yourself. 
Personally, I don’t really feel so 
comfortable with the idea of  
doing it yourself. I like team-
work. I like collaboration. I’d 
just prefer not to do anything 
where there are considerable 
strings attached, which by de-

NP: To me, the term has to cre-
ate its own terms depending 
on what the work needs, which 
is part of  the process of  an 
artist creating what he does. In 
the case of  morality I prescribe 
to Chris Burden’s ideas on the 
topic, that art-making is essen-
tially amoral. Of  course ethics 
are different than morality be-
cause they grapple with society, 
with the question of  impinging 
on other people’s freedom (or 
what we currently recognize 
as freedom) and the conse-
quences of  doing so. As far 
as my work, I recognize that 
subtlety is slow but potentially 
more memorable than a kind 
of  descriptive, overt represen-
tation. Immediate results are a 
bias of  our time. The possibil-
ity of  changing a viewer’s per-
ception of  a work of  art, or his 
or her life over a long span, is 
a potential of  painting, or any 
other form that is carried out 
convincingly.

CKH: That idea of  slowness 
extends to your process. Your 
show Violets Violence Silence 
[Gallery Diet, Miami, June 
2013] felt incredibly, deeply re-
searched.

NP: Up until a few months be-
fore Book of  Hours [1:1, New 
York, November 2012] and on 
to that show, I had been work-



Nathlie Provosty, Subject Without a Skin, 2013. Oil on linen, 84” x 96”.
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fault, often leads me to do 
things myself. 

Though, if  I think of  my par-
ticipation in Picture Menu—
this notion of  a D.I.Y. men-
tality is interesting because 
we’re really not doing anything 
ourselves. We’re doing it with 
each other, we’re doing it with 
other artists, and we’re doing it 
at other spaces. We’re inviting 
other artists to participate with 
us, and not approaching a show 
as us picking three or four art-
ists and putting some objects 
in a space. We’re approaching it 
as a strange, malleable collabo-
ration between a physical space 
and us, the artists involved, as 
well as the public.

CKH: Right, I get it. But isn’t 
Relyea’s thesis precisely that 
capitalism in its recent “third 
spirit” instrumentalizes indi-
vidualism and the artistic, au-
thentic subject? 

KJV: If  you see someone’s re-
sume, it’s expected that they 
went to this undergraduate 
program, then this graduate 
program, and then showed at 
this type of  gallery. These ex-
pectations hinder an artist’s 
ability to foster individualism. I 
truly do believe in trying to cul-
tivate your own character. Re-
lyea mentions craft breweries 

ing with what paint itself  does 
and how it reflects and inter-
acts with changing lighting 
conditions. To stretch time in 
directions beyond the present 
and future, the work needed to 
address history. I researched 
hundreds, thousands of  imag-
es. The process became about 
finding visual resonances be-
tween historically or culturally 
distant images, and about dis-
covering relationships between 
structure and content. For ex-
ample, in Jean de Beaumetz’s 
Christ on the Cross with a Carthu-
sian Monk, the three Marys in 
mourning formed an amazing 
curve, indicating simultane-
ously one Mary in the process 
of  mourning. Though the 
formal manifestation would 
be the circle in this case, the 
translation of  source image 
to painting image is not literal, 
but a mind process.  You can 
create connections about how 
rhythms and melodies work. 
A rhythm is very modern. It’s 
regularized, a heart beat, very 
gut, and related to Paleolithic 
and indigenous aesthetics. 
Melody is more lyrical, less 
predictable. I’ve made paint-
ings that are either rhythmic or 
melodic, and have been work-
ing to combine the two be-
cause there’s a contradiction, 
complication, making it even 
more alluring to pursue.
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and all of  this other shit hap-
pening where I live in Brook-
lyn, where some dude with a 
sheep is making his own wool 
sweaters on Wythe. That’s 
not true individualism or au-
tonomy. It’s a bullshit cop-out, 
and an example of  the neo-
liberalism Relyea talks about. 
That neo-liberalism is actually 
pushing us back into confor-
mity. It’s like what happened 
with neo-conservatism, where 
political thinking went so far 
to the left that it came around 
to extreme right-wing politics. 
The same thing is happening 
with this notion of  D.I.Y. 

CKH: Let’s talk about the Inter-
net, which Relyea’s “D.I.Y. Ab-
straction” doesn’t fully address.

KJV: I have a problem with the 
watered-down idea of  how the 
Internet and smart phones and 
so forth “rot the brains of  the 
youth.” First, I would argue 
that this isn’t just a problem 
with my generation—I see 
people who are my aunt’s age 
focusing on their iPhone in-
stead of  focusing on the coffee 
they are supposed to be getting 
from the barista, you know? 
Second, it is much more com-
plex than “technology is dark, 
technology is a distraction.” 
Some artists actually benefit 
from the fact that there is so 

CKH: If  the rhythm is, I don’t 
know, the gridding or some 
structure that underlies, what 
would be the melody?

NP: The color vibrations. They 
subvert the monumentality of  
the drawing. Another thing I 
looked at is, how do people 
think about chance? I’ve been 
seeing a lot of  work lately that 
is really reliant on all kinds 
of  chance factors—as Lane 
Relyea describes in his essay 
“D.I.Y. Abstraction”—that 
are not conscious, not chosen 
in a deliberate fashion. I love 
when Mallarmé writes: “The 
inner structures of  a book 
of  verse must be inborn; in 
this way, chance will be totally 
eliminated and the poet will be 
absent.” Bruce Nauman also 
used chance to create distance 
within the structure of  a very 
strong method. Cage too, but 
these artists were inventing a 
form through control of  the 
context. Of  all the dirty tarp 
painting I’ve seen lately, maybe 
there was a first discovery, but 
the multitude and similarity I 
see now reflects a monotone 
engagement with thinking.

CKH: Is there anything old fash-
ioned about the consciousness 
you mention?



82

much stuff  going on all the 
time. Older generations of  art-
ists might open new windows; 
artists of  my generation are 
opening new tabs, and going 
back and forth, back and forth, 
back and forth, between those 
tabs. You may ask, “Why not 
just open a new window and 
not a new tab, focus on the ar-
ticle on Gawker or on whatever 
website, read that article, and 
then go to the next article?” I 
would respond: “Well, here’s 
the thing, Chris: what that ar-
ticle on Gawker was talking 
about is really related to what 
this article on Salon is talking 
about, which is related to this 
article on Grantland. And if  I’m 
trying to make a connection 
between Grantland and Salon, I 
may need Gawker in between.” 

CKH: That’s very frustrating 
for me because it bespeaks a 
lack of  discipline as well as a 
lack of  focus. And it does not 
explain the contemporaneous-
ness of  D.I.Y. abstraction, as 
well as other kinds of  abstract 
painting, and the Internet. 

KJV: I would argue that the 
focus has merely shifted, and 
thus, so have the methodolo-
gies of  seeking and sharing. 
But painting has always been 
and will always be of  the time. 
People who keep thinking that 

NP: The word “consciousness” 
hasn’t been fully understood 
because it historically has reli-
gious or modern implications 
of  unity and inwardness. But 
the word also means “mind in 
the broadest possible sense.” 
I’ve been thinking about com-
plexity, disharmony, contradic-
tion. A friend Chloé Rossetti 
recently shared with me her 
having read that in our cur-
rent age, beginning with the 
Enlightenment, then the In-
dustrial Revolution, and now 
this technological revolution, 
minds are explicitly, physically 
different than they were in the 
Medieval Period. I am inter-
ested in the participation of  
making new mind, recognizing 
that our speeds are different, 
our computing, computational 
skills are innately different.   

CKH: So you’re taking con-
sciousness, jettisoning its en-
lightenment roots, and think-
ing of  its present iteration. Is 
this a way of  countering the 
presumed conservatism of  the 
medium of  painting?

NP: Words have different in-
flections depending on the 
context within which they’re 
used. Jettisoning roots is im-
possible. When I think about 
what conservatism means, it 
indicates a unified and often 
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painting has died or is going 
to die soon—I feel like that’s a 
personal issue that a lot of  art-
ists or other art world people 
need to deal with on their own. 
Let’s be honest, painting is 
never going to die. It’s a matter 
of  fact at this point. You know, 
people still play the piano…

CKH: True, but the past 15 
years has witnessed a real re-
naissance of  abstract painting, 
and it is difficult to reconcile 
that commitment to, or nar-
row focus on, a medium with 
the context of  simultaneously 
open tabs. Painting just seems 
so not of  our time, so conser-
vative.

KJV: First, if  you have re-
cently moved to New York 
and are struggling to pay rent, 
and if  you’re making delicate, 
dandyish small paintings in 
a 200-square-foot studio by 
yourself, that’s totally under-
standable. It doesn’t mean it’s 
necessarily thoughtful, rigor-
ous, or interesting. But I think 
it’s important to remember 
that young artists are trying to 
balance all of  their own issues, 
and they often feel like they 
can’t be bothered with all of  
these other depressing things. 
When I see a group show of  
a dozen or so paintings, hung 
salon-style, and I can’t differ-

dogmatic vision of  how other 
people should be that is re-
actionary, reacting instead of  
acting. It’s anti-change, pro-
status-quo. You want other 
people to think how you think, 
or you think what’s been 
thought already, without real-
izing it, a kind of  neglect of  
history and other potentials 
that could keep things moving 
fluidly. Perhaps what you mean 
when you say conservative is 
you mean known. A known 
thing. Paint has this really an-
cient history and certain tech-
niques are known. Maybe what 
you mean by not conservative 
is unknown. So then the ques-
tion is by putting a medium 
into the category of  “known” 
it negates the possibility of  the 
“unknown” within it. Which 
is why I would say probably 
in most cases painting is con-
servative, or uninformed; but 
there are—and this would be 
because of  one’s temperament 
or draw in the world—things 
you feel you must do, and with-
out delusion. There is potential 
and it’s a risk, particularly in a 
medium that is known histori-
cally, and not metal and glass 
and flash.  I think quality, of  
good painting, is defying of  
characterization on some level. 
It rises while ever-eluding. 
CKH: Relyea doesn’t really dis-
cuss technology, speed, and 
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entiate who made what, it of-
ten screams: “Holy shit! I have 
to pay rent!” I empathize with 
these artists. But I am more in-
terested in the artists who try 
to work through these issues, 
rather than those who seem 
to be satisfied with drinking 
PBR’s and patting their peers 
on their backs. 

I think that is what separates 
an individual like Richard Al-
drich from the pack. He is a 
painter who lives and works 
in Brooklyn like these other 
artists you’ve brought up. But 
the first time I saw his work, 
I could sense a serious level 
of  ambition. It was a different 
kind of  ambition, that’s for 
sure. But I could tell he wasn’t 
satisfied with simply being in 
fun shows with his buddies. 
His paintings are super quirky 
and personal, but also critical 
and confounding. Sure, there 
are examples of  potential 
precedents such as Raoul de 
Keyser or Michael Krebber, 
who are often cited in making 
the case for lumping artists 
of  our generation together to 
create some sort of  trend or 
movement. However, I think 
it would be far wiser to look 
to the artist who Aldrich often 
cites himself, Daan van Gold-
en, as a stronger precedent for 
him. Aldrich regularly quotes 

media. Can you speak about 
the contemporariness of  
painting in the world you just 
described, populated with 
post-industrial, faster-paced 
minds?

NP: Yes, I’ve thought, what 
would the relationship of  my 
work and technology be if  
there is one? In painting we 
see technology manifest in: 
First, the process of  making 
the painting, although it may 
not be visible at the end. Plen-
ty of  people, like Peter Hal-
ley or much younger artists, 
design his or her paintings on 
the computer. In fact, David 
Reed has said that he makes a 
mark with paint, then puts it in 
the computer and manipulates 
it, then ends up painting the 
new mark, which looks more 
real than the original. Second, 
someone uses technology as 
a subject matter, which is vis-
ible in the painting, but it’s not 
a part of  the process. The use 
of  technology in this context 
becomes part of  both subject 
and content. Now, what would 
be the third role of  technol-
ogy? And this is the part that 
is murky because inevitably 
with the speed and function-
ing of  technology you have 
to have a dialectic, the inver-
sion (and subversion). So I ask, 
what works against the speed 



Keith J. Varadi, Born Dead, 2013. 
Oil and canvas, 18” x 24”.
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him and not de Keyser or 
Krebber for a reason. I think 
there is something much more 
conflicted in Aldrich’s work 
than in de Keyser’s, and some-
thing much more wrought than 
in Krebber’s. Like van Golden, 
there is an intuitive intellec-
tualism present in his work. 
Unlike some have claimed, I 
don’t think Aldrich’s work is 
at all about failure, erasure, or 
any of  these exhausted recent 
themes. It’s not about being 
casual as Sharon Butler claims 
or provisional as Raphael Ru-
binstein does. Rather, I think 
it’s more about flaunting awk-
wardness and the beautiful 
contradictions that can result 
from the surprising confidence 
it takes to do so. Furthermore, 
there is something about his 
practice that places the work 
somewhere between being 
literal and being literary. I re-
ally appreciate his approach to 
making art. 

I wonder why more people 
don’t talk about Daan van 
Golden. I guess it’s probably 
because he is more difficult to 
pin down than most other art-
ists. His work isn’t so easily di-
gestible upon first viewing (or 
second or third, maybe). He 
doesn’t try to wow the viewer 
with imagery like many two-
dimensional artists often try 

and the image of  technologi-
cal experience? That’s partially 
why, for example, I and prob-
ably many other painters make 
paintings, because the explicit 
non-reproducible qualities 
of  them, I feel, are extremely 
important right now. Because 
they work against the prevail-
ing trend.

In other words, just to sur-
render to what visual technol-
ogy has to offer seems to me 
too literal, less complicated, 
and therefore less interesting 
ultimately. Technology has 
become a prosthetic. Think 
about people who have a pros-
thetic leg: it looks like a leg, but 
this model is really much less 
effective than one of  those 
prosthetics that looks like a 
sword. [Laughs.] That’s what 
the runners use. It’s a super 
non-human, foreign-looking 
object, which catapults us into 
the difference between what 
looks like but is not and what 
does not look like but is. And 
this isn’t even taking into ac-
count the amputated leg that 
still causes pain. These actual 
experiences of  the body are 
metaphors or microcosms of  
human relationships with tech-
nology. And potentially paint-
ing. 

CKH: Relyea’s essay also implies 
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to do, nor does he lay things 
out for the viewer the way that 
conceptual artists have histori-
cally done. Aldrich wrote a re-
ally good piece on him in Art-
forum a while back. You should 
check it out if  you haven’t read 
it yet.

CKH: So what may seem like a 
lack of  risk is in fact pragmat-
ics? 

KJV: I think people of  your 
generation, Chris, were con-
cerned with pragmatics. I 
think people of  my generation 
are often unfortunately con-
sumed by pragmatism. That is 
a major difference to keep in 
mind. Despite the constant ac-
cusations about my generation 
being entitled, I would argue 
that people of  your genera-
tion tend to be entitled more 
so than many of  those who 
are coming out of  art school 
today. I know many New York 
artists of  your generation who 
own an entire floor of  a stu-
dio building and drive a sick 
Volvo. Young Brooklyn art-
ists of  my generation might 
be making paintings or draw-
ings in their Bed-Stuy bed-
room and drinking $7 pints 
of  beer they can’t afford. And 
yet, people of  your genera-
tion are often saying, “What 
happened to conceptual art?” 

that capitalism, in its embrace 
of  do-it-yourself  or freelanc-
ing, instrumentalizes subjectiv-
ity and individualism.

NP: I remember the essay de-
scribing a kind of  impoverish-
ment of  the very hard work-
ing, motivated, and underpaid 
person; the new ideal.  In most 
cases that’s disturbing and a 
factor. I understand broadly 
the necessity of  critique and 
that the whole history of  labor, 
labor laws, and unions sort of  
hold that criticism up. A natu-
ral casualty of  socio-political 
assessment is the exception, in 
other words, the possibility of  
an individual’s impact. 

CKH: Yes, critiques of  capital-
ism often lack confidence in 
humanity to be humane. When 
in fact even in the most ridged 
of  systems—penal colonies or 
the military—moments of  hu-
manity disrupt. Also, the way 
you’re looking at perception—
in terms of  subtlety—con-
tours slowness more complex 
than the fastest of  computers. 
I’ve noticed a lot of  young, ab-
stract painting not only is fast 
and looks fast, but also pleases 
in a quick way. It’s this provi-
sionality that attracts many, but 
that to me lacks complexity 
and difficulty. 
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26-year-olds who just gradu-
ated from Pratt or SVA might 
be working three jobs to pay 
their rent. That doesn’t nec-
essarily leave much time to 
think about pragmatics. And 
if  they are fortunate enough 
to make some cash from their 
art or get some hype or press, 
can you blame them for feel-
ing validated to some degree?

CKH: The only thing that 
catches my mind in a negative 
way is that it’s often still about 
you finding your voice. 

KJV: Yes. But I am okay with 
that. I’m okay with it because 
I think that, again, that’s what 
making art of  any kind is re-
ally about. It perhaps reverses 
your generation’s approach. 
I feel like we all need to ask: 
How do I understand the 
global scene, in order to un-
derstand myself ?  How do I 
understand myself  so that 
I can maybe try to under-
stand everybody else? And 
if  I can’t understand myself  
well enough to be critical of  
myself, how can I understand 
anybody else or anything else 
very well? From having a con-
versation with you or reading 
Al Jazeera, I learn about my-
self. If  I don’t have anything 
solid in terms of  my own 
values, if  I can’t find my own 

NP: Maybe that’s the distance 
you mentioned when you 
brought up irony or self-con-
sciousness.

CKH: Exactly.

NP: Although self-conscious-
ness is different from self-
reflection, and also different 
from self-entitlement—which 
has nothing to do with inti-
macy. When I say the word 
intimate I think of  a mother 
and her child, this sort of  care. 
The problem with entitlement 
is that it is selfish rather than 
self-conscious.

CKH: Which is why I miss self-
consciousness so much. In 
place of  self-consciousness is 
selfishness.

NP: Right, but then again self-
conscious may not be gener-
ous, or even other-aware.

CKH: Well, a third term that is 
neither self-conscious nor self-
ish could be generous, or per-
haps conscientious. My con-
cern is that a lack of  explicated 
politics enables an artist to do 
what he or she wants without 
a guidepost that is external to 
one’s own desires, or wants, 
or what gratifies you. Without 
something external, whether 
an ideology, or a political or 
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socially transformative agenda, 
work becomes deeply person-
al, and possibly self-indulgent.

NP: That’s a danger. And it has 
to do with not knowing how 
to spend your time. Yet it pre-
sumes that politics is the only 
possibility for external engage-
ment, and that guideposts have 
to be visible to those whom 
the post is not for. There is a 
reason, even back in the early 
18th century, the poet Edward 
Young asked, “Born original, 
how comes it to pass that we 
die copies?” It’s worth ask-
ing every day, rather than fall 
into the hole of  anonymous, 
impotent individualism, in lieu 
of  the longer road towards an 
actual impact as an individual. 

voice, how can I even contrib-
ute anything worthwhile at all?

Postscript: Varadi lives in Los 
Angeles as of  October 2013.
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After OWS: Social 
Practice Art, Abstraction, 
and the Limits of the Social
In the third chapter of  Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, the novel’s 
protagonist, Ishmael, enters the Spouter Inn in search of  pas-
sage onto a whaling ship. He soon encounters an age-darkened oil 
painting in the entranceway and becomes perplexed. The canvas 
is so covered in scratches and smoky residue that it’s all but im-
possible to make sense of. Throwing open a window to gain more 
light, Ishmael attempts to describe what he sees:

What most puzzled and confounded you was a long, limber, portentous, 
black mass of  something hovering in the center of  the picture over three 
blue, dim, perpendicular lines floating in a nameless yeast. A boggy, soggy, 
squitchy picture truly, enough to drive a nervous man distracted.1

Ishmael renders the painting virtually abstract, or non-objective, 
as his act of  interpretation comes to an impasse. But his com-
prehension of  the image is not merely blocked by the marred, 
smoky surface. The materiality, or “thingness,” of  the work simul-
taneously frustrates and fascinates him by denying him access to 
its meaning. I think of  this truculent, besmoked painting often, 
especially when contemplating the growing allure of  socially en-
gaged art among younger artists, including those students who, by 
dint of  previous training, lean toward craft-based object making.
Anyone who teaches visual art is familiar with the following 
problem. Two seemingly opposite pedagogical poles appear to 
be collapsing. On one side is the singularity of  artistic vision ex-
pressed as a commitment to a particular material or medium. On 
the other is an ever-increasing pressure on students to work col-
laboratively through social and participatory formats, often in a 
public context outside the white cube. One of  the most common 
catchall terms for the latter tendency is social practice art. Cur-
rently, there are about half  a dozen college-level programs pro-



Doug Ashford, Six Moments in 1967 #5, 2010-2011. 
Tempera on wood and photograph, 12” x 12”.

Courtesy Wilfried Lentz, Rotterdam.



92

moting its study. However, if  you include the many instructors 
who regularly engage their students in political, interventionist, 
or participatory art projects, the tilt toward socially engaged art 
begins to look more like a full-blown pedagogical shift, at least in 
the United States.

The studio art classroom, as opposed to the lecture hall or semi-
nar space, is where these contradictions are most apparent, and 
often most disarming. Any given cohort of  entry-level students 
(graduate or undergraduate) includes both object makers and 
social practitioners. Similarly, the faculty at non-specialized art 
schools, and universities tend to express a range of  aesthetic in-
terests with varying degrees of  engagement in art’s material pro-
duction. But most significantly, the studio classroom is where art’s 
institutional socialization begins, and where the student encoun-
ters a very contemporary problem—let’s call it the ontological 
crisis of  artistic subjecthood—the infinite regress of  self-definitions 
and anti-definitions that have plagued every nascent artist since 
Marcel Duchamp and Moholy Nagy’s rejection of  the “magic of  
the hand.”2 If  one can purchase plumbing equipment and suc-
cessfully display it in a museum, or have an abstract artwork made 
to order over the telephone, then what exactly defines the artist 
today, at least in a professional sense? The assembly line studio 
practices of  artists like Damien Hirst and Jeff  Koons serve to 
exacerbate this crisis. Uncertain about the fundaments of  their 
profession, instructors (like me) perform a kind of  ontological 
triage on identity-punctured art novices. (I will confess that this 
surgery is often also an act of  self-healing.)

Stephen Wright may not be the first cultural theorist to link con-
temporary art’s object-anxiety with the definitional crisis of  the 
contemporary artist herself, but Wright is distinguished by his 
view of  this ontological precariousness as a potentially liberating 
moment, rather than as a problem to solve. He writes, “Envisag-
ing an art without artwork, without authorship, and without spec-
tatorship has an immediate consequence: art ceases to be visible 
as such.”3 Without a visible “work,” sans artistic reception, there 
would appear to be no way in which Wright’s militantly discreet 
cultural labor could be framed as art, not even by the “art po-
lice.” Adopting philosopher Jacques Rancière’s definition of  the 
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aesthetics of  politics, Wright rejects the manner in which critics, 
curators, and art historians delineate the category of  art and am-
plify one cultural discourse over the noise of  others.4 By embrac-
ing, rather than avoiding invisibility, everyday occurrences, and 
noise, Wright elaborates a way for artists to leap out of  prescribed 
aesthetic frames, past the policing of  artistic borders, and move 
directly into a cultural “usership” within non-art social relations, 
including political activism.

Initially, this program would appear to fulfill a certain early-twen-
tieth-century avant-garde injunction that art must dissolve into 
life, while aligning itself  with certain 1960s conceptual artists who 
sought to become autodidacts in collaboration with “citizen’s ini-
tiatives, amateur scientists’ projects, and so on.”5 Except that both 
of  those efforts landed art back in private and museum collec-
tions. But let’s say that Wright’s un-framed usership is conceiv-
ably already taking place; just think of  the explosion of  informal, 
noisy cultural activity associated with Occupy Wall Street.

In an unexpected move, OWS has not embraced invisibility or 
rejected an audience. Rather the movement instead has claimed 
its own cultural terrain, and has done so in full public view. OWS 
confronts the police, both literally as well as figuratively, inter-
weaving both short-term tactics and longer-range strategies for 
returning privatized space to common use. It’s as though some-
thing long held back was streaming forth, suddenly animated, but 
bringing along with it a shadowy archive of  other histories, and 
other attempts at self-realization, like a surge of  long-silent dark 
matter spilling irrepressibly into the light. This emergent swarm-
archive insists that the hazy, smoky residue of  time become nois-
ily present for all to see.6 In a rapidly gentrifying city like New 
York the materialization of  the past is always a challenge. Mean-
while, Zuccotti Park and other OWS encampments revealed a 
mix of  high-tech digital media and handmade signs, a mix of  the 
archaic and the new as if  beneath the internet there is cardboard.

All this complicates the classroom context. After all, instructors 
can hardly follow Wright’s prescription simply by refusing to en-
gage with art’s institutional frame, at least not until before that 
glorious moment when all delimiting social divisions are swept 
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away in the ecstasy of  revolution.7 Prior to that day of  liberation, 
any failure to reproduce one’s own academic field simply amounts 
to professional suicide. On the other hand, dissolving art into a 
corrupt world appears equally dishonest, and merely adds fuel to 
a neoliberal agenda that seeks to eliminate all economically “use-
less” areas of  study as philosophy, poetry, classical languages, and 
all other non-commercial forms of  “culture.”8

I teach at a school where a significant number of  undergraduate 
and graduate students make paintings, sometimes in a traditional 
way, which is to say, in a realistically representational mode, and 
other times they produce a variation of  post-war abstraction. I do 
not claim that this necessarily excludes the realm of  “the social” 
as a concrete presence, especially as it manifests itself  nowadays 
in the omnipresence of  portable electronic devices linked togeth-
er through the Internet. Digital images turn up as source material 
for student drawings and paintings; while working from photo-
graphic sources is hardly new, it seems that portraits of  friends, 
family, pets, and self  are more captivating when rendered in low 
resolution with acidy smart phone colors. Fast-paced paging 
through crowd-sourced databases such as Flickr or Google has 
also become second nature when researching new project ideas. 
But more to the point, a certain compulsory “connectivity” in-
fests student art assignments, even those rooted in traditional me-
dia. One young student of  mine made oil paintings of  strangers 
she had image-grabbed from live video chat room encounters. At 
her final critique, she opened a laptop and an assortment of  ran-
dom online voyeurs dropped in to watch us. First, a duo of  giggly 
women appeared, followed by a young man who stared blankly at 
us from the other side of  a webcam, apparently masturbating just 
out of  frame. Naturally, issues of  privacy emerged (our privacy, as 
well as that of  the online strangers), and this provided an open-
ing for us to explore broader issues of  what constitutes artistic 
subject matter nowadays. Nevertheless, until the laptop was at 
last snapped shut, the intrusion of  “the social” into the classroom 
oscillated between diversion and disruption as the specificity of  
the student’s paintings faded further into the background of  our 
discussion.

Granted, this example is somewhat superficial and represents 



95

only the outward collision between older, skill-based art traditions 
and portable electronics/social networks. Far more difficult to 
nail down is the place of  “archaic” media such as drawing, paint-
ing, and sculpture in the sphere of  social practice and perfor-
mance art. No doubt some of  you will think of  street art, protest 
props, or papier-mâché puppets. Or perhaps what comes to mind 
are those climate-controlled layers of  lard and honey and felt that 
once accompanied lectures by iconoclast Joseph Beuys, and that 
nowadays sit in some swanky kunsthalle, art center, or museum. 
Once again, to go beyond shallow assumptions of  social media’s 
invasion of  traditional art practices, let me put the question dif-
ferently: Where does abstraction and the non-representational 
intersect with the social? Or, put the other way around: What is 
the limit of  the social within the social itself ? I wish to propose that one 
way to approach this question is through Jane Bennett’s concept 
of  the agency of  “thinghood,” the “material agency of  natural 
bodies and technological artifacts.”9

Bennett, a political scientist by training, wants to articulate a non-
human materiality in much the same way that Michel Foucault ex-
plored culture as an objectified force of  human affect and desire, 
most famously including institutional discipline. Bennett, how-
ever, introduces us to a world of  vibrant matter, in which concrete 
forces sometimes appear as obstacles to overcome, and some-
times as obstacles that overcome us (consider Hurricane Katrina 
in 2005, or the massive Japanese tsunami of  several months ago). 
Ultimately, these extra-societal agencies must be understood as 
forces to be reckoned with, as well as engaged with,10 though al-
ways in a critical manner.11

The recognition of  a resistant thingness at work within the social, 
including those human-originated technologies that have gone on 
to operate virtually independent of  us, may in fact mark a point 
of  conceptual convergence for those contrary artistic poles dis-
cussed above: the immaterial, social practitioner and the studio-
based artist. Note how artist, activist, and teacher Doug Ashford, 
who worked with the socially engaged artists’ collective Group 
Material for over fifteen years, grapples with the role of  the ab-
stract object in a series of  paintings he has worked on over the 
past few years:
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I’m wondering what it means these days to employ abstract images as a par-
ticipant in social organizing efforts. For many years I was a collaborator in 
Group Material, an artistic process determined by the idea that social libera-
tion could be created through the displacement of  art into the world, and the 
world into the spaces of  art.12

Ashford seems to suggest that his current interest in abstract art 
and object making was foreshadowed by Group Material’s col-
laborative installation practice. In 1990, he and other members 
of  the collective organized the Democracy exhibition for the Dia 
Art Foundation’s short-lived exhibition space on Mercer Street 
in Manhattan. They transformed Dia’s gallery into a classroom, 
complete with rows of  desks and chalkboards. Around the “class-
room” hung a selection of  artwork arranged “salon-style” over-
lapping against bright red walls, an anti-white cube gesture similar 
to a Group Material design “signature.” With Democracy, as with 
many of  their installation projects, the collective sought to gener-
ate a different kind of  space within the art gallery, a social arena in 
which learning could take place directly or indirectly through an 
art whose form and/or content focused on questions of  inclusiv-
ity and participation:

Today I’m interested in how our exhibition designs assigned democracy’s un-
predictability and inclusivity to an imaginable shape, a shape you could feel, a 
shape that is always irregular and fluctuating: an abstraction.13

Ashford takes his hunch a bit further, in the form of  a challenge: 
“Is abstract painting a clue to the irregular shape I experienced 
at Group Material shows and our modeling of  democracy?” Can 
something so abstract even be visualized? Or is the question re-
ally about the intersection of  a certain aesthetic vocabulary with 
everyday social routines? After all, Group Material’s project is but 
one attempt by artists to make something ineffably abstract into 
a concrete force or agency, or to attempt the opposite by dema-
terializing the well-worn world of  the social into an aesthetically 
informed spectacle through the strange agency of  abstraction.

Grainy images of  large, suprematist shapes in the streets of  1920s 
Belarus flash up in my mind as I write this last sentence. Aimed at 
inspiring new ways of  thinking and new forms of  organizing dur-
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ing the early years of  the revolution, these startling plastic forms 
were generated by Soviet Commissar of  Art Kasimir Malevich 
and his colleagues at the Vitebsk School of  Art. Suprematist 
pedagogy also took place inside the classroom. Students not 
only constructed three-dimensional geometric forms in a radi-
cal break with realist traditions, they also understood abstraction 
to be central to the realization of  a new “creative collectivity.”14 
This mental recollection is replaced by another black-and-white 
photograph, this time on the cover of  The Los Angeles Times. It 
depicts Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz’s discerning 1977 me-
dia event In Mourning and in Rage, which was staged before news 
cameras on the steps of  Los Angeles City Hall to call attention 
to the victims of  the brutal Hillside Strangler. The performance 
begins with a troupe of  preternaturally tall, veiled figures slowly 
emerging from a funeral hearse to silently protest a culture they 
believe promotes female victimhood.15 The concise geometry of  
the forms and staging is a quintessential Western artistic trope 
morphed into public spectacle in pursuit of  social justice. But 
there is a reciprocal way to examine the agency of  thingness and 
social practice, one that is less about abstract forms intervening 
in social content, and more about the social itself  as a kind of  ab-
straction, or perhaps more accurately, as a merging of  biological 
agency with mechanical and mnemonic forces.

Operating the “people’s microphone,” or “human microphone,” 
is simple enough. Made famous by OWS as a response to a New 
York City ban on amplified sound at Zuccotti Park, a group of  
listeners broadcasts a speaker’s words by loudly repeated them 
in unison. For larger gatherings, a second wave of  repetition is 
sometimes necessary. On one level, this cultural innovation ap-
pears to be a “flesh and blood” substitute for an electronic tech-
nology that large public meetings have come to depend upon. On 
another level, the people’s mic introduces mechanization directly 
into human-to-human interaction by alternating segments of  
speech with interruptions to generate gain, a series of  discontinu-
ous procedures that send physical ripples through a congregation 
transformed, one could say, into a temporary, self-regulating cy-
bernetic community, an undulating cyberorganism. Likewise, the 
entire OWS panoply of  hand-drawn or pirated imagery—made 
with thin-point or chisel-tipped markers, bits of  torn masking 
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tape, clipped newspaper, collaged laser prints, spray paint stencils, 
as well as charcoal and acrylic, and limitless pieces of  recycled 
beige cardboard—exhibited the unmistakable qualities of  an 
archive even before the encampment was power-scrubbed into 
history. Here I am approaching the idea of  the archive not as a 
precise collection of  thematic documents that uphold this or that 
school or historical interpretation, but instead envision it as a site 
of  conceptual “objects,” as well as an unbounded material ac-
cumulation capable of  becoming a force of  spirited intervention 
in the present. In this sense, Zuccotti Park, along with all other 
OWS encampments, embodies an archive avant la lettre, that is to 
say, a collection of  materials, biopolitical practices, and everyday 
concrete documents waiting to be recognized as an interpretable 
text. Sadly, in New York City, the moment of  this “reading” be-
gan at 1 a.m. on November 15 when the NYPD began to clear 
the park.

Embracing Bennett’s material vibrancy within social practice 
means recognizing not only the role of  extra-human technolo-
gies and abstract concepts like democracy, but also the corporeal 
presence of  “nature,” not in some sugary, universal form, but as a 
negation that radically confronts human culture with alterity. This 
line of  thinking might, for instance, nudge a project focused on 
the interaction of  human and natural ecologies within a down-
town waterfront or inner-city park—to cite a couple of  examples 
I am familiar with—into a reflection about what the river might 
demand from society, as opposed to what it offers city residents.16

Likewise, if  we think of  putting “art” to work explaining or 
engaging participants in an abstract notion like democracy, as 
Group Material sought to do, we could, with more effort, turn 
this procedure around and consider how an abstraction like de-
mocracy might manifest itself  in physical, even aesthetic forms. 
At the same time that art’s previously hidden sociality material-
ized within OWS, or the Internet, or via the steady stream of  col-
lective practices that have blossomed over the past fifteen years, 
there is a danger that a range of  techniques, non-discursive ways 
of  thinking, and material forces will be rendered obsolete, regres-
sive, or invisible. Such an approach might also help terminate 
endless debates about artistic deskilling whose concrete art-world 
manifestations have less to do with theoretical niceties like imma-
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terial labor than they do with the unspoken hierarchy between a 
class of  idea-artists and a lower class whose skills are called upon 
to fabricate projects.

Returning to the darkness of  the Spouter Inn, Ishmael eventually 
believes he can recognize what the obscure mass at the center of  
the half-lit painting represents. In a reading foreshadowing the 
impending drama, he offers: 

A final theory of  my own, partly based upon the aggregated opinions of  
many aged persons with whom I conversed upon the subject. The picture 
represents a Cape-Horner in a great hurricane; the half-foundered ship wel-
tering there with its three dismantled masts alone visible; and an exasperated 
whale, purposing to spring clean over the craft, is in the enormous act of  
impaling himself  upon the three mast-heads.

Perhaps, rather than thinking of  social practice art as a strategy 
for unlikely survival against the forces of  neoliberal enterprise 
culture and its strip-mining of  creativity, we could inscribe this 
still-emerging narrative with a stubborn sense of  materiality and 
a vibrantness that if  nothing else would challenge unspoken hi-
erarchies and divisions of  labor, because a critical, social practice 
should above all acknowledge the limits of  the social within the 
social itself.

Gregory Sholette



101

Footnotes

1   Herman Melville, Moby-Dick: or, the Whale (Waking Lion Press, 2009) 
2   See the interview with Marcel Duchamp following his “retirement” 

from making art.
3   Stephen Wright, “Users and Usership of  Art: Challenging Expert Cul

ture” (2007), transform.
4   Rancière’s definition of  the police is cited by Wright, ibid.
5   Wright’s text does not focus as much on the artist’s troubled identity as 

on artistic reception; I have therefore taken some liberties in applying his 
thinking to the question of  practice itself.

6   For more about OWS and the concept of  the archive, see my forthcom
ing text “Occupology, Swarmology, Whateverology: the city of  (dis)or-
der versus the people’s archive” in the online version of  Art Journal. And 
about the concept of  art’s missing mass, see my book Dark Matter: Art 
and Politics in the Age of  Enterprise Culture (Pluto Press, 2011).

7   I am referring here to Karl Marx’s oft-quoted remark from The German 
Ideology that “in communist society, where nobody has one exclusive 
sphere of  activity but each can become accomplished in any branch he 
wishes, society regulates the general production and thus makes it pos-
sible for me to do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the 
morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after 
dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, 
shepherd or critic.”

8   For an excellent reference to this process of  corporatized education, see 
Edufactory Journal.

9   Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of  Things (Duke Univer-
sity Press Books, 2009), xiii; 1.

10 Ibid, 4.
11 Jane Bennett is not the first thinker to take materiality and its affect on 

art, science, or politics seriously. Certainly Theodor Adorno’s concept 
of  negative dialectics grapples with the category of  nonidentity, apply-
ing it not only to the realm of  ontology, but also to aesthetics, and in 
ways that exceed in their critical force such currently fashionable writ-
ers as Jacques Rancière. But Bennett explicitly distances herself  from 
this approach, arguing that Adorno still holds out hope of  reconciling 
the unspeakable otherness of  things with human knowledge (ibid, 14), 
and that Rancière admits only those who can engage in human dis-
course into the realm of  political participation, thus leaving aside other 
beings, forces, animals, and things (ibid, 106). By contrast, Bennett’s 
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vibrant matter acknowledges the full-on agency of  the non-human in 
itself, without need for human definition, acceptance, instrumentality, 
or intervention. Still, I suspect that despite her resistance to Marx-
ism, Bennett’s ideas are strangely closer to those of  Walter Benjamin, 
perhaps more so than she might acknowledge. I am thinking here of  
Benjamin’s positive appraisal of  surrealist photography in which every-
day things dulled by  familiarity reassert themselves through uncanny 
estrangement, but also of  his interest in the politics of  dreaming and 
fantasy—lets call this the vibrancy of  the historical unconscious, or of  
the archive from below.

12  All quotes are from Doug Ashford and Angelo Bellfatto, “Sometimes 
  We Say Dreams When We Want to Say Hopes, or Wishes, or Aspira-
  tions” in Interiors (Bard CCS and Sternberg Press), originally presented 

as a conversation at The New Museum, April 29–30, 2011.
13  Ibid.
14  Aleksandra S. Shatskikh, Vitebsk: the Life of  Art (Yale University Press,

2007), 137.
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Jonathan Allmaier, cp13. Untitled (Plastic Points 2), 2012. 
Oil on canvas, 92” x 63 1/8”. 
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I started oil painting again after two years. It feels good to 
allow intuition to play a larger part in studio.
It’s like listening to an audiobook. 
I find oil painting obsessively cerebral. Analysis is much 
more intuitive. 
In “After OWS: Social Practice Art, Abstraction, and the 
Limits of  the Social” Gregory Sholette approaches the 
social as a kind of  abstraction, and reciprocally abstract
painting as having “concrete force or agency.” Can abstract 
painting and political, participatory art meet?
I am highly skeptical—highly. More compelling is David 
Geers’ proposal in “Neo-Modern” that modernist forms 
and aesthetics are coming back as a style dissociated from the 
ideology that they emerged from. I’ve always felt a sense of  
political impotence. I didn’t even see OWS firsthand. Many 
of  my peers have relatively privileged upbringings, which 
gives us a fair amount of  distance from the issues at hand.
Sholette describes two student groups: object makers and 
social practitioners. There were definitely object makers at 
RISD, but not many political activists. Political art was al-
most frowned upon. Various teachers warned me that my art 
wouldn’t reach a lot of  people, and suggested that I focused 
on the few that it would. Artists, at least young artists, don’t 
have much pull in the world—hence the lack of  political en-
gagement. 
Is that the reason that you two, respectively, are investigat-
ing “genuineness” and “happiness”—terms that are positive 
and can be characterized as pre-political? 

 Conversation: 
Keenan Jay, Lauren Martin, 
David Xu Borgonjon, 
Christopher K. Ho
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Keenan Jay, My War, 2013. 
Griptape, acrylic, sticker, plastic rails on panel, 8”x10”.
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Genuineness is an important political issue, insofar as it 
must underpin any political action that is to be taken seri-
ously.
And happiness is democratic or at least relatable to by many, 
which gives it political potential. But anything I do concern-
ing political topics or social issues will be observational and 
descriptive, rather than motivational. As Keenan said, art 
students are insulated, and arguably the least equipped and 
informed to address politics. My grandmother warned me 
not to go near Occupy Providence, because there were drug 
addicts and hobos!
Still, Occupy Providence was great because after everyone 
left, it consisted of  homeless people, and it became a power-
ful homeless lobby that effected legislative change. In con-
trast, other Occupy sites such as OWS stressed the process 
of  protest over its aims. If  the goal is just to create a public 
space, all you can do is perpetuate that public space. It is im-
portant to have coherent political goals—reducing income 
inequality, promoting diversity, whatever. So rather than de-
bate what is or isn’t political about art we might ask what our 
politics are, and then make art. 
What are your political goals, David?
To have political goals. What are yours?
Well, what do you do when you don’t have any?  
There are base goals like egalitarianism.
Wouldn’t the first step of  figuring out political goals be to 
decide our relationship to the market, because the market is 
our context?
Surely there are connections between art and life other than 
the market, if  not precisely in the way that artistic avant-
gardes once sought. 
Art and trend is one scary connection. 
Scary and strong. The positive spin would be thinking about 
fashion as self-expression.
Yes, we have been taught from a young age to think about 
art as a way of  expressing our inner being and emotions. 
Approaching art as personal, rather than social, transforma-
tion unburdens artists from having to represent and change 
society, and connects art with life on an individual level. If  we 
are better-expressed people, we are happier people, and if  
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we are happier people, we are better citizens.
The power of  that argument is that as we self-fulfill, soci-
ety becomes better. What looks like a self-indulgent practice 
of  studio-based abstract painting in fact has indirect social 
ramification.
Yet it cancels art’s revolutionary and subversive aspects. 
Artists use art to center themselves rather than themselves 
contribute to the field of  art. And your scenario presumes 
society to be open, and citizenship a given—which could 
explain why contemporary modest abstract painting is large-
ly an American phenomenon.
Well, not just American. It has found very fertile ground 
in, for example, Belgium—think de Keyser and Tuymans.  
But there’s certainly a deep affinity between post-war in-
stitutional liberalism and abstract painting. And that’s the 
context where the distinction between self-centering and 
contribution to a field doesn’t hold up. I think that within 
the utopian project of  M.A.P. they are the same. It’s like 
in kung fu movies. You develop killer moves not by being 
power-hungry and outwardly oriented, but by having sweet 
inner peace. 
Well, self-fulfillment isn’t necessarily about begetting better 
citizens. It can be living in a fulfilling way. I read an inter-
view with the Chinese artist Lily Yeh, who spoke about her 
training in traditional Chinese painting before she came to 
America. In that culture, artists generally share their work 
with only a few intimate friends. Art was not for public con-
sumption, much less socially transformative.
Doesn’t this lead to the position that painting is about mod-
esty, humility, and not thinking art can do anything? Doesn’t 
this lead to the annoying contention that withdrawal is the 
most radical act, like when John Kelsey speaks of  artists 
striking in “Escape from Discussion Island”?
No. George W. Bush, Sunday painter, is better than George 
W. Bush, President. Perhaps doing no harm is the extent of  
painting’s politics. I don’t want to be the advocate for not 
caring for others, but I think of  painting as a string of  small 
things, with the goal of  staying two steps ahead. You’re just 
trying to stay sane. I can only control what I do and what 
happens to me, and I can’t do much about how anyone else 
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reacts. The analogy is when you’re on an airplane, and you 
have to put on your own mask before putting on someone 
else’s.
That analogy is dire. It also intimates a second step: If  cen-
tering yourself  through the activity of  painting in studio is 
putting on your own mask, what does the subsequent act of  
putting on your seatmate’s mask look like? 
Being critically engaged. Having a better understanding of  
one’s self  is necessary for having a better sense of  one’s 
relationship to their surroundings and other people. After 
moving to America, Yeh’s practice became much more rela-
tional. Perhaps this is because her training in classic Chinese 
art provided a different understanding of  what constituted 
success as an artist. Besides, what’s wrong with modesty and 
humility?
Online communities inspire me. I think that there is a small 
circle of  people that you can take care of. I can’t imagine 
abstract painting doing anything on its own, and suggesting 
there is a mode of  making that would have direct political 
impact seems misguided. Though I can imagine a society 
in which everyone is a committed modest abstract painter 
six hours a day, and devotes another four to local politics. 
I guess it’s really the question of  defining the communities 
one holds oneself  accountable to. For example, do you work 
across groups within a geographic area (neighborhood) or 
do you work within a group across geographic areas (sub-
cultures)? 
Tell me more about self-fulfillment as a goal. It has been 
five years since Raphael Rubinstein published “Provisional 
Painting,” which means abstract painting has been promi-
nent for at least that long. Have those painters self-fulfilled 
and are they better citizens? Will you come to me in several 
years and say, “I’ve done it. I’ve self-fulfilled.”
Self-fulfillment is not a goal and that demand for progress 
is questionable. You’re doing it every moment you are doing 
it. It would mean having a painting practice compelled by 
something like the meditative or contemplative rather than 
by trends or markets. The thing about self-fulfillment is that 
there isn’t a specific end to achieve. There is no progress 
because it is an end in itself.
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Lauren Martin, Sad Pretzel, 2014. 
Oil, acrylic, aerosol, and transfer on canvas, 12” x 18”.
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But there must be markers, criteria, of  some sort, no? You’re 
defining a specific, prevalent type of  contemporary painting 
that harkens back to modernist abstraction through the term 
“self-fulfillment.” This suggests to me that by approaching 
the activity of  painting as staying centered and being content, 
you transfer modernist art’s timelessness onto the self-actu-
alized or constantly self-actualizing subject. But life—aging, 
parenthood—will intervene, punctuate, and puncture studio 
activity, just as real politics punctured modernist painting’s 
supposed autonomy.
Do you at least concede that painting is about subject forma-
tion, if  not self-fulfillment and better citizenship? 
Maybe from ages 4 through 14, but not beyond. Prolonged 
adolescence—this continuous self-actualization—is imprac-
tical and unhealthy. Within the field of  art, much less society, 
we need more people who sacrifice their own practices—in 
the form of, say, sitting behind the gallery desk or art han-
dling, of, to use Lauren’s analogy, giving up your oxygen 
mask entirely. Sacrifice, as much as self-fulfillment, under-
pins good citizenship.
That’s part of  the appeal of  craft and technique. Like, damn, 
he spent twenty years getting that medium consistency just 
the right amount of  tacky. But contrasting self-fulfillment 
and self-sacrifice seems a little off  to me. Sacrifice, if  willing, 
as the word implies, is always a bit fulfilling. So the difference 
between you and Lauren plus Keenan is not that they believe 
in selves and you believe in causes but that your self  suffers 
and theirs satisfies. 
Maybe things are getting lost here. I don’t think fulfillment 
comes from the act of  painting. It comes from being recog-
nized as an artist—the desire for which is fueled by insecurity. 
I’m with Lauren. We should have more publicly available 
rankings that we can vocally disagree with. Not in the sense 
of  “rankings are dumb,” but of  “rank me higher!”
Well, sort of, but no. Abstract painting is an available means 
for people to identify and commune with a peer group who 
then provides validation. It is not in contrast to participatory 
art, but rather is community-based. I don’t want to self-fulfill 
in a studio, alone.
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EJ Hauser, Good News, 2012. Oil on canvas, 63” x 60”.
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1. One pressing task for contemporary abstract painters is to iden-
tify procedures that genuinely aid self-actualization, and to distin-
guish them from merely self-indulgent ones. Insofar as David Xu 
Borgonjon, Keenan Jay, and Lauren Martin recast modernist self-
reflexivity as self-fulfillment (see interview, p. 104), each painter 
(formerly artwork) progresses towards actualization (formerly the 
essence) of  him- or herself  (formerly the medium). Here, com-
positional awkwardness and hesitant brushwork indicate nebulous 
subject formation rather than function as anti-academic gestures 
(Sharon Butler), symptomatize painting’s attenuated authority (Ra-
phael Rubinstein), or reflect contemporary labor conditions (see 
Lane Relyea essay, p. 56). A corollary challenge: the viewer must 
judge the maker’s character, and his and her evolution towards it, 
rather than qualities in the work itself. Such might be an update 
to what Stephen Truax and Gregory Sholette refer to as the “on-
tological crisis of  (artistic) subjecthood” (see interview, p. 14 and 
essay, p. 92).

2. A second task for contemporary abstract painters is to differ-
entiate virtuosity (here used differently than in Reylea’s postscript 
see p. 58) from facility. Sholette points to the recent contradiction 
between material and medium specific object makers and social 
practitioners (see essay, p. 90). The latter further splits into (older) 
activist art that effects change, and (newer) relational and/or an-
tagonist art that reflects the structure of  democracy and/or sus-
tained conflict. A third option: art that fosters better-expressed 
people, who in turn constitute a better—more virtuous—citizenry 
(see Borgonjon et al. interview, p. 104). In art, to achieve virtuosity, 
one practices daily and hones through exercises; this might explain 
the large volume and small scale of  abstract painting in Bushwick 
and elsewhere (see Ariel Dill, Lauren Portada, and Stephen Truax 

Postscript



113

interview, p. 10). Becoming-expert also requires self-discipline, the 
opposite of  indulgence. In this regard Vince Contarino’s material 
and gestural economy, and Jonathan Allmaier’s systematic explora-
tions are exemplary (see images, p. 22-23, 47 and p. 51, 103). 

3. A third task for contemporary abstract painters: to approach 
pragmatics as the basis for political realism rather than as a coping 
mechanism. Keith J. Varadi comments, “if  you have recently moved 
to New York and are struggling to pay rent, and if  you’re making 
delicate, dandyish small paintings in a 200-square-foot studio by 
yourself, that’s totally understandable” (see interview, p. 83). Here, 
the danger is not so much that Bushwick abstraction misconstrues 
the petit-bourgeois fantasy of  consumption as realm of  personal 
autonomy (a mirror of  and correlate to the pitfalls Relyea de-
scribes for D.I.Y. production [see essay, p. 56]), but that it excuses 
disengagement. Constructive and timely would be if  pragmatism 
begets a politics different than that of  ’68 and its current rejoinder, 
the Tea Party, i.e., a politics absent revolutionary and/or ideologi-
cal pitch. To take cue from President Obama on healthcare: “It 
makes sense to build on what works and fix what doesn’t, rather 
than try to build an entirely new system from scratch.”

4. A forth task for contemporary abstract painters is to make consci-
entious art instead of, or in addition to, that which alters the sensible, 
to use Jacques Rancière’s now ubiquitous term (see Dill et al. in-
terview, p. 17). Conscientious art—art mindful of  and responsible 
to others—tempers modernism’s self-reflexivity and the current 
generation’s admixture of  willful solipsism and unselfconscious 
(un-ironic, authentic, unmediated) technique. Previous golden 
ages have produced creative flourish. They also often heralded the 
birth and strengthening of  civic institutions. In contrast, modern 
and market art alike overlook and underestimate the middle, privi-
leging various outliers: visionaries, revolutionaries, and art stars. As 
the wealth gap widens in the United States, and as demagoguery 
erodes centrist American politics, might it be incumbent on art-
ists to align with the middle, to embrace moderation? At worst 
contemporary abstract painting signals a rappel à l’ordre (see David 
Geers essay, p. 32); at best it is civic minded.

Christopher K. Ho
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Stephen Truax, Untitled (Sunday Painter), 2013. 
Gouache and acrylic on canvas, 20” x 16”.
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