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Parts & Labour

New York-based artist Amy Sillman talks with Matt Saunders about dandyism, comedy and

the legacy of Abstract Expressionism

For more than 30 years, New Y ork-based artist Amy Sillman has maintained a serious engagement with
drawing and painting. Often mining periods ofart history considered outdated, such as high Modernist
abstraction and Abstract Expressionism, Sillman reinvests painting with ideas from philosophy,
psychology and feminism —as well as a healthy doseofhumour —to create a conceptually and formally
rich body ofwork. She has exhibited extensively in the US and Europe and, in 2009, held a residency at

the American Academy in Berlin. Her most recent solo exhibition, ‘Transformer (... or, how many

lightbulbs does it take to changea painting?)’, was at Sikkema Jenkins & Co, New York, earlierthis year.

Matt Saunders: I firstheardyournameina1998Village Voice review by Peter Schjeldahl. After quoting
you atlength (describing you as ‘rangy and witty’), he confesses that a wall in his apartment ‘hankers’ for
your paintings: ‘Go see. A new, slightly difficult, densely eroticrelationship may commence in your life.’
Y ou made Schjeldahl want to startsomething —a conversation, perhaps —

and that made a huge impression on me. I feel like your workinsists on that kind ofengagement, more
verbal and free-form than ‘oil on canvas’would imply.I was reminded ofthis in your last two shows with
their funny mix ofbig, gestural paintings alongside Xeroxed ’zines, firstin Berlin (at carlier | gebauer),
thenin New Y ork (Sikkema Jenkins & Co.). What wereyouup to?

Amy Sillman: Two things: one, I wasthinking about diagrams as a way to understand the way painting
works; and two, I realized that in BerlinI needed a way to stage my paintings very specifically, to avoid the
total clichéreading ofhighly aesthetic Ab Ex -derived things. In New YorkI sort ofget around this
problem because it’s my hometown, but in Berlin I was not known and who would know how to place the
work?I do use the rhetoricand procedures of Abstract Expressionism but I'm trying to make something
thatisn’t comfortable inits skin. So I made a ’zine as a kind oftranslation deviceand also included these
joke drawings, fictional seating charts that  had made about art-world dinner parties with made-up

characters. It kind ofworked. When these jokes and 'zines were present, it seemed like everyone knew
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howto approach the paintings the way I wanted them to, with a certainirreverence. SoIcontinuedto

include my ’zines and my joke drawings after Berlin.

MS: Do youthinkthat’savulnerableposition, or more like stand -up?

AS: Iguessit’s both.InBerlinitreally struckme:Iapproach painting the same way I approach these
seating charts, so why wouldI not show that more? Make the whole exhibition morelike my own
personality, which is kind of funny, scrappy and contradictory. So I started thinking aboutthe

diagrammaticas arhetorical device.

MS: A diagram makesrelations.

AS: Yes,that perfectly expresses my attitudetowards painting; I'm trying to investigate relations
between thingsthat don’t go together. I thought ofa diagram as a kind ofhomemade schema, an attempt
toreconstructsomething that happened over time. Then I realized that’s really howI think ofabstract
painting. It’s sort ofa framework through which you try to reconstruct painting itself, and you’re both
detaching yourselffrom it and also inserting yourselfinto it, and also throwing in things that screw up the
whole system, like comedy. In this way I was hoping that the paintingswould seem more synthetic. Or

absurd, even wrong.

MS: TI'veoftenassumed that Abstract Expressionism was overplayed in discussions ofyourwork. But
youseem to embrace the association.

AS: Well, I've accepted Abstract Expressionist materials: the large canvases, oil paint, the scale, stretcher
bars, turpentine, brushes, gestural process,a process ofadding and subtracting. It would be an over -
estimation to say that I study it — like a monk, with art history books open in my studio —and try to re-
createit. Idon’tdo that at all. But it would be an underestimation to say that I'm indifferent.I’'m
passionate about looking at the work ofthe postwar period in painting. I've taken it on as a subject, a
material subject, partly becausel love it. My first art classes were taught by old Ab Ex New Y ork School
guyswho hungout at the Cedar Bar — exactly the clichéd types I was trying to avoid being mistaken for in

Berlin!

MS: What didyoulearn?
AS: Procedures. We would draw from the figure in a way that highlighted the things that Abstract
Expressionists valued —like accidents, mistakes, physicality, tactility, transformation. This was anti-

classical methodology.

MS: Perhapsanunappreciatedway to work?
AS: Ab Ex painting was not the expectation for afemale art studentinthe 1970s.Atthe timeitwasa
surprise to my friends, who were rock musicians and filmmakers, that I believed painting could still rise

fromits ashes and say anything relevantat all. I approached this area precisely because I liked to draw



more than anything else, I liked to learn a foreign language —and painting for me was all that. Plusit was
considered kind oftaboo at the time for anyone smart,so I was curiousaboutgoing to a place wherel
don’t supposedly belong.I’d probably feel the same way aboutgoingto a hippie commune. I arrived with
built-in skepticism, along with self-consciousness, but I wantedto go there.

MS: Ineverhad muchinterestinthe ‘transgression’ ofrunning with Abstract Expressionism,butyour
workdoes, at times, feel perilous by insisting on expression as the end goal ofa painting.

AS: Insimpletermsyoucould say thereisa certain ‘transgressive’ goalintryingto exploita collapsed
and forbiddenterrainin order to openit up, de-mythologize, exploit and change it for new people’s use.
Atthat time it was basically like trespassing. But ‘transgression’ sounds kind ofjuvenile to me. I’'m more
interestedin the specific use ofaffect which seemed to be claimedby expressionism —and also in certain
feelings like embarrassment, awkwardness, difficulty, antagonism. I'm less interested in the idea oftaboo
activity, than in wanting to find something wherethereshouldbe nothing.Ilike the idea ofa dialectics of

form, not puttingitin terms ofso-called de-skilling. I felt I was re-skilling my self.

MS: Ithinkoftheearly-20th-centuryidea ofde-skilling as a cultural ploy —trying to move outsideofa
set of established values. What you’re talking about is psy chological.

AS: Maybe a psychological relationship to these formsis the mostimportant thing I haveto offer. I'm
not offering psychological subject matter. I'm trying to make a psy chological form: immersive form,
permissive making, where things emerge out ofyou and whereyou make contact with the world. I am
interestedin a desire for pleasure and a simultaneous desireto fuckthings up. Or atleastit’sa place to

start.

MS: What about psychological processes?

AS: Thaveareally complicated procedure. I will attempt to overcome, paint out, destroy, erase, undo as I
do things. My workis painted and destroyed 100 times before anyone besides me ever sees it. The resultis
a complicated surface that hasbeen touched in many ways, with a strong sense ofattachment and
antagonism. It’snotanice, polite way of making art, where you plan and then execute somekind ofmodel
— thisis foreign to me. My way ofworkingis intensely analytical at the same time as intensely instinctual;
it’s done within a structure with certain materials that allow certain things to happen.I don’t knowifI’'ma
communist —a materialist! — or a psychoanalyst or a formalist. But I don’t think the formal wellisdry or

inherently conservative.

MS: Youhaveacertain formal way of moving paint around, yet the range ofthe ideas you’re ascribing
and thinking aboutis much greater. How complicated does that language become? How are things
represented, specifically?

AS: Tam basicallyadraw-er.Ihave several different registers of drawing. First comes big thickets of

abstract marks, what Deleuze calls ‘asignifying traits’,through which I try to locate something, some



weight or presence.Intothis comes akind of semiotics, when I'm drawing an image, but it’s usually from
my head and thereforekind ofweird and not realistic. Those two things fuse together with a purely
subtractive form: erasing, painting over, scraping out, negating the image. All ofthat is thenrendered in
terms ofcolour and composition, and then all ofthat formal and material stuffis rendered in terms of
destabilizing non-painting forces, things thatI’m thinking about that cut in, like sex, jokes, language
fragments, what I ate yesterday. It allamounts to a kind ofdynamic formal machine that pointsboth
inward and outward. I'm not claiming any kind ofunique territory here;thisis probably a good
description ofany improvisational form, in music or film etc. But I thinkwhat is importantisthatit’snot

about aesthetics, beauty or decoration or any ofthat. It’s a kind of structured interaction with the world.

MS: Inyourbookwith Gregg Bordowitz [Between Artists: Amy Sillman/Gregg Bordowitz,2007], you
invoke theideaofugliness asagoal. I'm a bit skeptical of ‘radical’ ugliness, since taste is a shifting quality.
By insisting on painting’s material language, perhaps you make a tangle out ofthe question oftranslation?
That seems like a form of ‘resistance’.

AS: Uglinessis a way to describethe uncomfortableor difficult, not the abhorrent. I don’t thinkabout
what’s ‘new’ — I thinkabout what’s surprising, which is a goal worth pursuing. Saying I valuewhat is ugly
is a shorthand for being willing to accept discomfort and embarrassment and all the adjacent feelings that

come with doing something you're notquite familiar with. Strangeness is the goal.

MS: Encounteringyourpainting Blue Diagram [2009],the blue struck me as an aggressive interloper.
Like it just stomped in. I was discomfited; the blue was electric.

AS: Inthatnew body ofwork, I wasusingoil crayons purchased froma paint factory in upstate New
Yorkcalled R&F.Irealized recently that all the colours oftheir crayons have areally specific palette —alot
ofthem looklike the colours ofsportsjerseys or 1980s outfits. It’s an interestingly weird, bright, but

garish colourpalette.

MS: TI'veneverseenyouatworkwiththe crayons. Do they blend? Bleed?

AS: No.Idontusemuchsolvent.Ispend anincredible amount oftime actually smashing these wax
crayons,blending and mixing them, and when I'm painting I'm scraping alot oflayers off. I mix up my
own greys and browns using the sludge and scraped -out paint from my paintings. I've been trying to mix a
palette oftwo kinds ofunwanted colours: one ofshadow and dirt, and one insanely bright and uncool. A
short-hand for that might be: enjoying the ugliness ofit. The whole idea of shadow versus garish colour
came from some drawings I made in about 2002 with figures and their shadows, where the shadows
weren’t obeying their figures, but weredoing autonomous things to the figures. Since then I've been

thinking about making paintings from two kinds of palettes combined.

MS: Ire-watchedthe 1981 Clash ofthe Titansrecently,and it’s wonderfully syntheticlike that. One

character, for instance,alternates between being made of plasticine and bein g an actor with fake hair



glued to his face. With all the effects, they don’t always get it right, so there are scenes wherethe light is
warm and then cool and then warm. Shadows and light feel material. It's very wonky, very beautiful.

AS: Impurity and synthetic-ness are important qualities to me; not syntheticin the sense of plasticky
and technological, but just in the sense that it’s been synthesized from other elements. I know alot of
people who are obsessed with obsolete media, like old computers or out-of-date Super Mario-type games.
Their pleasure is probably similarto mine in trying to reconfigure high Modernism from its place of
veneration to a place of potential. I like something you said once abouthow when you were in art school,
this area waslike foreclosed real estate. Its handicap appeals to me;it’s one way to thinkaround
professionalism in the art world. I once read an interview with George Kuchar, one of

my favorite filmmakers, who said that he made hisunderground films because he was

too disorganized to make Hollywood films.

But I thinkit’s also about not wanting to be

a hackand liking a certain crudeness.

MS: Like the jokesin your work.They re folded right into the dough.It’s akind of synthetic, wrong
situation.

AS: They’refoldedin, and throughthem I hope the paintings are folded out.

MS: Earlieryoucalled yourselfa communist. How do you equate thatidea with materials?

AS: InBerlin, I wasfriends with art historians who were studying the Soviet avant-gardes and I learned
alotfromthem.Iwasincredibly moved by the work ofthe early Russian poets, especially Alexei
Kruchenykh. Apparently the poets in this circle werenot Bolsheviks but more aligned with the anarchists.
I was totally inspired by the books madeby Kruchenykh and Olga Rozanova,and others. I was thinking a
lotabout the Russianslast yearand realized: one, thatalot ofthat history was not shownto me whenI
was an art student; and two, that I'm dedicated to struggle and materiality. I'm interested inlabourand

work. Inthisway I am the opposite ofadandy.

MS: ‘Oppositeofadandy’?

AS: Tusedtoobjecttodandyismbecause I hated theideaofimitatingthe upper class. I nowrealizethat
a dandy isamuch more nuanced position than I had thought, buta couple ofyears ago,before I
understood that so well, Michael Krebber cameto Columbia to speakto the mfa students and really
knocked everyone’s socks offtalking about the position ofthe dandy.I had to speakright after him and I
thought, well, what is the anti-dandy position? I realized, I'm nuts and bolts. I’'m the oppositeofa dandy
because I embrace workand struggle. I don’t float around the boulevard, I get up in the morningand go to
work. Ugh, it’sso American! I'm like Mickey Rourkein The Wrestler [2008]. That’s my version ofthe

opposite ofa dandy —a wrestler,maybe with a day job.



MS: What doyourecognize askinin the Russianbooks?

AS: They’renottype-setor made on machines.They’re madewith purloined suppliesyou get at your day
job. Kruchenykh made books while he was working in a railway o ffice. They’re absurdist and
nonconformisteven though they partly reference folkloricbooktraditions in Russia. They renot about
such lofty things as mechanical reproduction or distribution strategies, they’re just scrappy little books
made with such intensity, with nonsense sounds and handwriting wrestling it out. So they’reradical but
notin a heroic register, like the Utopian overthrow ofthe government, but instead in the manner ofa kind
of desperate undertow. The rhetoric ofthese books islike a minor key, which reminds me ofwhat I said
before aboutugliness. It reminds me ofthe American poetictradition, where the poem comes outofthe

body, like in Walt Whitman.

MS: What comesoutofyour workfor meisan invitation to look, and look with care.I’m always trying to
identify the final brushstroke —where the last thread is, and then pull on that thread and go backwards
through the picture.

AS: That’sreally almost amethod, what yousaid.

MS: Isthereanythingelse youwantto mentionthatwe haven’t talked about?
AS: TIfeellikeI owealotto my friends who are other kinds ofartists, not painters necessarily —poets,
filmmakers, etc. Sometimes I feel like the workis a gift to them. I like to see my paintings as a social act, a

linguistic act, an attempt at conversation. It would be niceto be able to say that in print.

Matt Saunders



