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ABOUT CHARLES GAINES

Born in 1944 in Charleston, South Carolina, Gaines began his career as a painter, earning his M.F.A. from 
the School of Art and Design at the Rochester Institute of Technology in 1967. In the 1970s, Gaines’ art 
shifted dramatically in response to what he would later call ‘the awakening.’ Gaines’ epiphany materialized 
in a series called Regression (1973 – 1974), in which he explored the use of mathematical and numeric sys-
tems to create soft, numbered marks in ink on a grid, with each drawing built upon the calculations of the 
last. This methodical approach would carry the artist into the subsequent decades of his artistic journey.

Working both within the system and against it, Gaines points to the tensions between the empirical objec-
tive and the viewers’ subjective response. The concept of identity politics has played a central role within 
Gaines’ oeuvre, and the radical approach he employs addresses issues of race in ways that transcend the 
limits of representation.

In 2022, Gaines launched his most ambitious public art project yet, ‘The American Manifest,’ presented by 
Creative Time, Governors Island and Times Square Arts. Other recent public commissions include the mu-
ral ‘Numbers and Trees: Cincinnati Cottonwoods,’ organized by Cincinnati nonprofit ArtWorks and ‘Hang-
ing Tree’ at Equal Justice Initiative’s Freedom Monument Sculpture Park in Montgomery AL. Forthcoming 
public installations for fall 2026 include a new work for the Intuit Dome in Inglewood CA, and ‘A Frame for 
a Tree’ for the City of Culver City CA.

In addition to his artistic practice, Gaines was on the faculty at CalArts School of Art for over 30 years, es-
tablishing a fellowship to provide critical scholarship support for Black students in the M.F.A. Art program. 
He has published several essays on contemporary art, including ‘Theater of Refusal: Black Art and Main-
stream Criticism’ (University of California, Irvine, 1993) and ‘The New Cosmopolitanism’ (California State 
University, Fullerton, 2008). A book of his collected writings will be released by Hauser & Wirth Publishers 
in early 2027.

Gaines lives and works in Los Angeles. He has been the subject of numerous exhibitions in the United 
States and around the world and has had presentations at the 1975 Whitney Biennial and the Venice Bien-
nale in 2007 and 2015.



SELECTED MUSEUM EXHIBITIONS

2025
The Art Institute of Chicago, ‘Night/Crimes’, Chicago IL
Palais de Tokyo, ‘ECHO DELAY REVERB’, Paris, France (group exhibition)

2024
Institute of Contemporary Art Miami, ‘Charles Gaines: 1992–2023’, Miami FL (travelling exhibition)  
Phoenix Art Museum, ‘Charles Gaines: 1992–2023’, Phoenix AZ (travelling exhibition)

2021
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, ‘New Work: Charles Gaines’, San Francisco CA
Dia Beacon, ‘Charles Gaines’, Beacon NY

2017
Institute of Contemporary Art, ‘Numbers and Trees: Central Park Series IV’, Miami FL (site specific installation)

2015
Hammer Museum, ‘Gridwork 1974–1989’, Los Angeles CA (Travelling Exhibition)

2014
The Studio Museum In Harlem, ‘Charles Gaines: Gridwork 1974–1989’, New York NY (travelling exhibition)



CATALOGUE TEXTS

‘Charles Gaines: Palm Trees and Other Works’ by Hauser & Wirth Publishers, 2019
Charles Gaines in conversation with Cherise Smith, Part 1

‘Charles Gaines: Palm Trees and Other Works’ by Hauser & Wirth Publishers, 2019
Charles Gaines in conversation with Cherise Smith, Part 2
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Charles Gaines, Numbers and Trees: Tanzania Series 1, Baobab, Tree #4, Maasai, 2024, triptych, acrylic sheet,
acrylic paint, photograph, overall 7' 7/8" x 11' 1/4" x 5 3/4". Photo: Fredrik Nilsen/Charles Gaines/Hauser & Wirth.

For over five decades, Charles Gaines has created Conceptual artwork with
a distinct rule-based system that emphasizes procedure over intuitive self-
expression. Beginning with photographs of his respective subjects, he
converts their forms into numbers on a grid, assigning discrete hues to
each numeral. Layered atop one another, these color-coded schemas
constitute what he calls gridworks—a stratified aesthetic format whose
pixelated shapes hark back to early computer graphics. The product of
calculation as opposed to sentiment, these works embody Gaines’s aim to
remove subjectivity from artmaking, highlighting the determinism of social
systems and the arbitrary nature of meaning.
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The figure of the tree is central to Gaines’s practice—most notably in his
seminal “Numbers and Trees” series, a decades-long endeavor that features
kaleidoscopic assemblages of the titular structure. A new set of meticulous
gridworks, in “Numbers and Trees, The Tanzania Baobabs,” on view at
Hauser & Wirth West Hollywood, sees the artist extend his canonical series
beyond the Western Hemisphere for the first time. Centered on the
Tanzanian baobab, Africa’s largest tree—known as “the tree of life”—the
show presents nine large-scale triptychs based on photographs Gaines took
on an extensive trip across the country. The new works are striking,
exploding with prismatic complexity. But Gaines reminds viewers that
these colors just happen to be pretty. Indeed, the baobab series extends
Gaines’s legendary take on sequential pointillism and Conceptual art,
evincing a delightful aesthetic based purely on chance.

Charles Gaines, Numbers and Trees: Tanzania Series 2, Baobab, Tree #4, Zinza, 2025, diptych, photograph,
watercolor, ink on paper, overall 23 1/2 x 65 x 2″. Photo: Keith Lubow/Charles Gaines/Hauser & Wirth.

I STARTED WORKING with trees in the mid-1970s, when I began
Walnut Tree Orchard, 1975–2014. At the time, I was frequently driving in
Fresno, where I was teaching studio art at the University of California. I
thought it was interesting that if you look at a walnut orchard, no two trees
are exactly alike. I became interested in the idea that while these walnut

trees were each unique, they possessed some shared quality that made them 
all identifiable as a single species. There was a simultaneous difference and 
similarity. My desire to visually represent that duality was the catalyst for 
the first tree works.

The works also emerged from a sense of discontent on my part. I was not
happy with conventional notions of what constituted art—both the art object
and the process of creating it. When I was in graduate school in the 1960s,
the modernist ideology of expressionism dominated. It was essentially the
belief that art is produced from your imagination. Within this worldview, a
painter’s mark on a canvas was a gesture of pure expression from some
intuitive source, unmitigated by the intellect. My problem with modernism
is that it’s a totalizing theory. I’m not against self-expression; I’m just
against this absolutist viewpoint.
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Charles Gaines, Numbers and Trees: Tanzania Series 1, Baobab, Tree #4, Maasai (detail), 2024, triptych,
acrylic sheet, acrylic paint, photograph, overall 7′ 7/8″ x 11′ 1/4″ x 5 3/4″. Photo: Fredrik Nilsen/Charles
Gaines/Hauser & Wirth.

This latest body of work is an exciting development on that anti-absolutism,
as it approaches the tree gridworks from a completely new vantage point.
Until this point, all the landscapes I’ve worked with have been North
American. For this project, I wanted to work with a tree species from an
unfamiliar terrain. My research found that there are two trees that people in
the Western Hemisphere generally don’t recognize—the Tanzania baobab
and the acacia. In September 2023, I went to Tanzania for two weeks to
shoot both species. Initially, I wasn’t sure what I was going to use. But we
had the West Hollywood exhibition as a target, and I knew that it would be a
continuation of my gridworks. The show evolved into an opportunity to do
an entire series with large-scale, eight-by-twelve triptychs, which I hadn’t
done since 2016.

It takes twenty-one hours to get to Arusha, Tanzania, from Los Angeles. It
was a big trip, and I’d never gone to such lengths to create work. My son and
his partner, as well as my wife, were with me—they came for the animals. I
had a photographer, a director of production, and a manager of outside
projects, so there was a motley crew dedicated to the expedition.



Charles Gaines, Numbers and Trees: Tanzania Series 1, Baobab, Tree #7, Makonde, 2024, triptych, acrylic
sheet, acrylic paint, photograph, overall 7′ 7/8″ x 11′ 1/4″ x 5 3/4″. Photo: Keith Lubow/Charles
Gaines/Hauser & Wirth.

We arranged to have two guides take us around to see trees. We first went to 
Ngorongoro, an amazing park where we found the majority of the baobab 
trees that we shot. From there, we traveled to the Ngorongoro Crater, which 
is the largest in the world, with a diameter of twelve miles, created by a 
prehistoric eruption. Next, we went to the Serengeti and shot most of our 
acacia trees. The Serengeti is unlike anything you’ve ever seen. It gives me 
chills just thinking about it. Going through, there were elephant paths, and 
you encounter all kinds of animals. So, during this very rigorous shoot—
hundreds of photographs, ten-hour days—we had a couple of hair-raising 
encounters. The guides were incredible—all trained botanists and biologists, 
who understand the landscape. They like to drive fast over rough terrain, just 
like Indiana Jones movies. It was a thrill.

When we got back from Tanzania, I laid all the photographs out and began 
isolating those images. In this series, I’m alternating between two plotting 
strategies—one of which I have never used before. The first aggregates the 
shapes of different trees sequentially over a photograph of a single tree, with 
its color-coded variant placed atop the combination of previous layers. In the 
second, newer process, an enlarged detail of the tree crown—which I call an 
“exploded” image—is placed on the back panel, with the photo of that entire 
tree placed on the front Plexiglas panel. With this novel method, the gridded 
tree layers are revealed only within the shape of the exploded image, not 
comprehensively, as in the first plotting system—creating a completely new
effect in which the photographed tree assumes prominence. When I see what
this new strategy has produced, it’s simply amazing and unlike any of my
other trees.
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Charles Gaines, Numbers and Trees: Tanzania Series 1, Baobab, Tree #3, Tongwe, 2024, triptych, acrylic
sheet, acrylic paint, photograph, overall 7′ 7/8″ x 11′ 1/4″ x 5 3/4″. Photo: Fredrik Nilsen/Charles
Gaines/Hauser & Wirth.

Even after all these years, the work remains provocative; there’s always
discussion and debate about my intentionality. People are unsatisfied that
their meaningful experience of the work is not the product of artistic
purpose but the product of chance—a consequence of circumstances that just
happen to come together. I simply take different elements and put them
together without knowing how they will interact. So I am dumbfounded
when the assemblages have a strong emotional effect, not just on audiences,
but occasionally on me. Those unexpected emotions speak to the evocative
potential of systems. I, along with everybody else, watch—and sometimes
marvel at—the meaning the art produces.
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The artist Charles Gaines, his beauty and poignance

T rees bloom cherry-blossom pink, teal and yellow as artist Charles Gaines
walks through Hauser & Wirth’s West Hollywood gallery. Up close, his large,
gridded paintings look like clusters of pixelated squares. Zoom out and these

pointillist patterns are colorful doubles of the black-and-white photographs of
baobab trees mounted in the foreground. These latest works from Gaines’ ongoing
“Numbers and Trees” series chart seemingly endless possibilities — and the artist’s
own trajectory.

Dressed in a crisp, dark monochrome coat and slacks, Gaines makes his way to a
small office in the back of the gallery and takes a seat next to me. It’s raining out, we
are two months into the new presidency and government rollbacks — including DEI
initiatives — are underway, and Los Angeles is still reeling from the historic fires that
wiped out swaths of the Palisades and Altadena. “I’ve never lived in a decade that
wasn’t entirely problematic,” says Gaines, when I ask him what he makes of the
present.

At 80, Gaines has eyes that are clear and discerning, his generous and direct
demeanor giving away his decades-long experience as an educator. He has lived
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through enough to see that the American notion of progress is a myth — this idea that
constant work at improving the world will eventually pay off. “I never believed in
that,” he says. “With each decade of my existence as an artist, the world was always in
deep trouble.”

The way Gaines sees it, some aspects have gotten better: “It is easier to make a living
as a minority artist now.” While others have mutated or stayed the same. “Has it
reached a moment in society where you can say it’s postracial? Are women finally
treated equally? I can’t say that that’s the case,” says Gaines. When power is
embedded in social structures, no matter what changes happen within, the
framework of oppression remains. “Sometimes it looks like progress, but you open a
front door and you find out the back door got shut behind you and you didn’t even
notice it.”

The beauty and poignance of Gaines’ practice lies in his ability to form entirely new,
generative structures — a mindset with profound implications beyond art-making. “I
came into being an artist at a time where there was an incredibly racist art world, but
it was the only world that we knew about, so it was not like a regression like you’re
feeling today,” Gaines tells me, pausing. “So the application is, how do you make
things better?”

Rather than generalize or hold on to false hopes of a utopia, Gaines looks to his
immediate surroundings here in Los Angeles, where his impact on the art scene is



tangible. As a professor at California Institute of the Arts from 1989 until 2022, the
artist made it his mission to bring more minority students into the classrooms. “The
schools were as highly segregated as any other part of the institutional framework,”
he says.

Set on changing this, Gaines decided to create a scholarship program, which proved
to be an uphill battle: While CalArts was gaining national recognition, few believed
minority scholarships would benefit its long-term success. “Nobody thought it was
worth the effort,” he says. Still, a number of notable students passed through Gaines’
classroom, such as Mark Bradford, Lyle Ashton Harris, Rodney McMillian, Henry
Taylor and Lauren Halsey. “There is this quality in someone, where their abilities
match up with certain things that they want to do,” says Gaines of Halsey, who had
switched over to art school from architecture. As he watched the young artist make
her way to Yale and then gallery representation, Gaines wasn’t surprised at her swift
success. “There are situations where somebody who deserves that kind of attention
doesn’t get it — that surprises me,” he says. “With her, people saw the same thing I
saw.”

Still, for the next two-plus decades, Gaines says he only encountered about one Black
student and a couple of Latinos per graduating class — whereas his mission was to
see at least 10% people of color in the program to reflect the population. “We didn’t
get very far for a while,” he says matter-of-factly. “But you didn’t give up,” I offer.
“No, I didn’t.”

More than three decades later, the needle finally moved when Gaines launched his
own MFA fellowship program in 2021. “I realized that instead of trying to get others
interested, I needed to do it myself,” he says, crediting his recent rise in visibility (he
was signed to Hauser & Wirth in 2018) and newfound financial means, and a
supportive administration too.

https://www.latimes.com/l-a-influential/story/2024-06-02/mark-bradford-artist-abstract
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/miranda/la-et-cam-rodney-mcmillian-austin-20180110-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2022-12-08/henry-taylor-b-side-moca-review
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2022-12-08/henry-taylor-b-side-moca-review
https://www.latimes.com/lifestyle/image/story/2025-02-19/lauren-halsey-frieze-zine-summaeverything-community-center


In many ways, this long-overdue milestone can be traced back to Gaines’ arrival in
Los Angeles in 1989. The city was an emerging art center not yet on the global scale of
New York City, but apartment and New York satellite galleries as well as emerging
white cubes like Regen Projects gave it its own gravitas. It wasn’t until around the
mid-2000s, though, that Gaines saw a significant change. “The first canary in the coal
mine was that the students stopped moving to New York,” he recalls. “Then in the
early 2000s, the New York artists started moving to L.A., and the market expanded
significantly. The whole idea of gaining significance from a New York connection
dissolved, and L.A. became a real place where you could build a career.”

But who could build a career? Gaines found the answer discomforting. “The art scene
seemed to be completely uninterested in the practice of Black artists,” he says. A
certain “L.A. style” dominated — but it excluded artists of color whose work fell
outside the white standard. “It’s also true that New York was just as bad,” Gaines
concedes. “It was just larger, so there were more opportunities for minority artists to
exhibit in already marginalized spaces, but they weren’t being shown in the white
spaces at all.” White artists making figurative work were praised for depicting
everyday life; Black artists doing the same were labeled as political — and those, like
Gaines, making work that didn’t explicitly address identity were criticized for making
white art. “Being Black was the problem — it wasn’t as much about the work itself,”
he explains.



At the same time that Gaines was experiencing firsthand the drawbacks of a fledgling,
insular art scene, a general feeling that the city was the future of the art world, siloed
from the pressures of the market, began to pervade across Europe and South
America, he recalls. Soon other cities began modeling themselves after L.A. rather
than New York.

“L.A. was a sort of free, expressive environment for artists,” he says of the city’s allure
to artists, “but that environment only existed for white artists.” Looking back over the
years, Gaines outlines these patterns of discrimination: he recalls restaurants that
refused service due to his skin color, openings (even some of his own) where he was
treated like an outsider. “People didn’t know how to include me in the general
environment because of the habits of racial thinking that were prominent at that
time.” Despite and because of this, Gaines doubled down on his practice.

Born in Jim Crow-era Charleston, S.C. — his mother was a dressmaker and his father
was a construction worker — Gaines would walk the dirt roads, past the small shack
he spent his early years in, and question the arbitrary prejudices of the world around
him. Who is in charge of assigning these roles? He asked himself. His family moved
to Newark, N.J., when he was 5 years old, but the same social prejudices followed
him. After developing an affinity for art in grade school, he went on to study it at
Jersey City State College in the 1960s before attending graduate school at Rochester
Institute of Technology (where he was the first Black student in the MFA program).
He then taught art at the historically Black Mississippi Valley State College, at a time
when the civil rights movement was growing strong. A teaching opportunity at Fresno
State University in the late ’60s brought him west, where he sought refuge from the
unnervingly high racial tensions on the Mississippi campus and leaned more heavily
into conceptual art.

In the ’70s, Gaines remembers, art-making was considered the realm of the psyche
and often “seen as natural rather than cultural.” But to the artist, everything is
informed by structures of power, and to define a work as natural or intuitive protects
it from critique. Disillusioned with subjective, surface-level modes of art-making,
Gaines began to question his purpose. How might he not only underscore these
underlying structures but also use them as a tool? Then he found a solution: “I
needed to dismantle that system,” he says, “to put a firewall between what I would
call an intuitive notion and my artistic practice.”

And so Gaines’ systems were born: layers of self-generating images developed from
rule-based arithmetic, “with limits so extensive that you couldn’t imagine the
boundaries.” Beneath every figurative form he creates, there is a grid-like sequence
compelling us to question the latent networks in not only what we see, but how we
respond.

He was first inspired by the patterns of Tantric Buddhist art, and later by the
realization of the grid-like layout of trees. In 1975, soon after Gaines moved west, he
photographed a walnut orchard in Fresno near the university and drew its silhouettes
with numbers rather than lines. He began to expand his generative technique to
faces, dancers and houseplants, but trees always remained a focal point.



“Trees as a species represent this idea of a system that can produce difference
infinitely,” he says. “Rather than calculating these differences and samenesses, I use
the shape of the tree and overlap them,” he says, something that could theoretically
go on forever.

Once Gaines unlocked his system, he began to apply it to more explicitly social
subject matter: In 1992, he juxtaposed mugshots and photos of crime scenes with
images of the night sky. For a 2007 exhibition at LAXART, he installed a large glass
cube with an LED display that reflected pollution sensors around Los Angeles. For his
ongoing “Manifestos” series, which dates back to the ‘80s, he uses a method that
turns text from Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X and James Baldwin into
equivalent musical notes. For his three-part project “The American Manifest,” he
confronted the ongoing legacies of colonialism and slavery in America with a 110-
foot-long sculpture resembling a ship from the slave trade.



Jason Armond

Jason Armond is a staff photographer at the Los Angeles Times. A native of North
Carolina, he graduated from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where
he received a bachelor’s in media and journalism. His work as a photographer and
videographer has been recognized by the Hearst Journalism Awards, the White
House News Photographers Assn. and the North Carolina College Media Assn. As a
freelance visual journalist, his work has been featured in several publications before
joining The Times.

As Gaines’ practice continues and his system advances, his work accumulates layers.
Today, he muses that his trees (many nonnative to the American sites where he
documents them) could represent immigrants and how they are reduced to
bureaucratic data sets. This desire to create a structure so generative it is almost alive
has also led Gaines to expand geographically: Inspired to show people places they
would normally not see, he set out overseas to Tanzania, a country once implicated in
the slave trade. There he photographed baobab and acacias.

Over half a century into his career, Gaines is still generating new ideas: soulful songs
born from writing, paintings derived from numbers, critical ideas grown from
landscapes. “I would have thought the idea of creating trees would have exhausted
itself like 25 years ago. But it keeps producing things.”
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ARTIST’S QUESTIONNAIRE

Charles Gaines, by the Numbers
The artist on his new work at the Freedom Monument Sculpture Park in Alabama, the 
development of his practice and taking drum lessons from Jimmie Smith.

By Adam Bradley
Published May 16, 2024 Updated May 22, 2024

The conceptual artist Charles Gaines, best known for his rules-based grid works that he began making in the 1970s, 
had his imagination shaped by his experiences of difference. Born in Charleston, S.C., in 1944, a full decade before 
the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision that desegregated public schools in law if not in life, he 
realized, he says, that “there was a whole cultural and social order based upon differences between white and Black 
people.” So many of the adults around him seemed to accept Jim Crow segregation as immutable. “At the time, I 
didn’t know how a whole set of cultural values could expand out of the idea of that difference,” he says. “Even as a 
kid it seemed arbitrary to me.”

Soon after moving with his parents to Newark, N.J., at age 5, Gaines was recognized by his teachers for his art —

but even then in a manner that called attention to difference. “My fourth-grade teacher told my mother she should 
encourage my art career because if I succeeded, I would be the first Black artist in the history of the world,” he says 
with a laugh. “I appreciate her sentiment, but it shows the vast gap of knowledge, and why Black people are so 
mistreated.” Trained in traditional art-making approaches from high school through college at Jersey City State 
College (now New Jersey City University) and graduate school at the Rochester Institute of Technology, Gaines 
was inspired by the minimalist and early conceptualists of the 1960s. Their work liberated him to think about art’s 
possibilities in an audaciously conceptual manner. “Being able to draw and being an artist are two entirely different 
universes; they’re not really related,” he says. “To be an artist is complicated and varied, depending on the 
individual and their circumstances.”

https://www.nytimes.com/section/t-magazine
https://www.nytimes.com/section/t-magazine


Gaines in front of his work “Numbers and Trees: Arizona Series 1, Tree #8, Cave”
(2023). Philip Cheung

Gaines moved from making big abstract paintings in the style favored by his instructors to making process-

oriented works following a systematized approach of his own design, in an effort to unmask how politically and

ideologically driven concepts like creativity and genius really are. “I wanted to make a type of work whose

production is of consequence to the system rather than my imagination,” he says. This creates a selfless art, both in

terms of extinguishing most signs of subjectivity and in the sense of its service to a broader community and a

broader truth.



An assistant working in the Great Hall area of Gaines’s studio. Philip Cheung

Nowhere was this more impactful than in 1993 when, along with the artist and writer Catherine Lord, he curated

the landmark exhibition of Black art known as “The Theater of Refusal.” As early as 1989, Gaines had conceived of

a show that would juxtapose powerful contemporary work by Black Americans with deprecating excerpts by art

critics, highlighting the profound mismeasure of these artists’ achievements. By the time Gaines had secured a site

for the exhibition at the University of California, Irvine, many of the neglected and disparaged artists featured in

the show — Renée Green, Gary Simmons, David Hammons, Adrian Piper and Jean-Michel Basquiat — were now

celebrated. This shifted, though certainly didn’t undercut, Gaines’s critique. High visibility and marginality can

coexist, he argued. In an introductory essay for “The Theater of Refusal,” Gaines explains the concept of the

exhibition was about how “the critical environment surrounding the works of these artists intentionally and

unintentionally limits those works, creating a theater of refusal that punishes the work of Black artists by making it

immune to history and by immunizing history against it.” Long out of print, the catalog for the exhibition will be

republished in an expanded 30th anniversary edition later this fall.

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/27/arts/design/1993-whitney-biennial-theater-of-refusal-art.html


Templates and plans for work in a corner of the Great Hall. Philip Cheung

Gaines’s practice doesn’t rely on making paintings or photographs or sculptures, though the work he’s created over

his long career has involved painting on paper and canvas, sculpting using metal and wood and photographing.

Instead, his artistic aim, he says, is to “propose and develop concepts and ideas” using those materials. A trained

musician, Gaines also increasingly involves sound. Among his most audacious efforts is his ongoing “Manifestos”

series, in which Gaines selects textual excerpts of around 300 words from major political tracts (such as the 1857

Dred Scott supreme court decision that denied citizenship to Black people, and Frederick Douglass’s impassioned

response) and then transforms them letter by letter into musical notes. He uses the 12-tone scale, following a

Baroque tradition, with the letter A corresponding to the A note, all the way through G (H becomes B minor), and

with all letters in the alphabet thereafter signaling a pause or a silence. Gaines then shapes a melody, builds a

chord structure and scores the automatic composition for a nine-piece ensemble, in what ends up sounding like a

purposeful Modernist composition.

https://www.utc.edu/sites/default/files/2021-01/fddredscottspeechexcerpt2018.pdf
https://www.utc.edu/sites/default/files/2021-01/fddredscottspeechexcerpt2018.pdf


A flat file cabinet in Gaines’s studio. Philip Cheung

Gaines, 79, has been making art for more than half a century, but he’s never been as busy — and as visible — as he

is now. In 2018, he joined Hauser & Wirth, and he has since debuted major exhibitions and public commissions,

most recently a site-specific installation with Bryan Stevenson’s Equal Justice Initiative that will be featured in

Freedom Monument Sculpture Park in Montgomery, Ala., a 17-acre site overlooking the Alabama River. Gaines has

designed a 30-foot support structure from which a bronze-cast oak tree hangs by a noose. Though mechanized, it

appears to sway with the breeze. The installation is a striking riff on the “southern trees” of which the poet and

composer Abel Meeropol wrote and Billie Holiday sang, an elegy for the thousands of Black Americans murdered

by lynching. Like much of Gaines’s work, it is socially aware without being propagandistic, relying instead on a

visitor’s direct experience of the site.

In March, I visited Gaines at his 11,000-square-foot warehouse studio, located in southeast Los Angeles’s

Huntington Park neighborhood, where he answered T’s Artist’s Questionnaire.

https://www.hauserwirth.com/artists/21845-charles-gaines/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-DGY9HvChXk
https://www.nytimes.com/column/artists-questionnaire


More works from Gaines’s “Numbers and Trees” series. Philip Cheung

What’s the first piece of art you ever made?

I don’t think anyone’s ever asked me that. My earliest memory [of making art] was in grammar school in Newark,

N.J. In the fourth grade there was a mural, and I was asked to paint an image of the California gold rush: an image

of someone panning for gold, standing in the river. I guess I’d call that an artwork in the oldest, most traditional

sense. But the thing that probably informed my imagination the way I use it now is something else. I used to play

this game — I was a Brooklyn Dodgers fan — outside our house. I used to mark out a diamond and put up some

boards for the outfield, and I created this game where I would use my left hand to toss a piece of chalk to my right

hand, which held a clothes pin. And then I’d swing. Wherever the chalk would go, I’d be Vin Scully and call the play.

That happened quite early. And the reason I think of that as probably more indicative of what I do now as an artist

is that it’s the first instance where some kind of imaginative process took place that was completely of my own

invention.



“Numbers and Trees: Arizona Series 1, Tree #8, Cave” (2023). Philip Cheung

When did you first allow yourself the freedom to define art as something other than subjective mark making?

That was in undergraduate [in the 1960s at Jersey City State College], when I had a course that introduced me to

that whole area of practice in New York called the New Art, those artists [among them Robert Rauschenberg,

Jasper Johns, Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein and Frank Stella] that [the art critic] Calvin Tomkins talked about.

Part of what’s important in that time and before is to break these barriers of standard genres — painting and

sculpture and stuff like that — and treat them as ordinary objects, questioning the received or accepted technical

strategies. In unpacking that, they made all this art that was intentionally critical of the genres of painting and

sculpture and even critical of the boundaries that separated the arts — dance and music and so forth. Later, all this

became reinforced when I got over to New York and actually met some of these artists. I was still a kid, but I was

able to go to some of these events and began to experience directly some of the objects that the Pop artists and the

minimalists and the early, early conceptual artists were producing [at the beginning of the 1960s].



Detail of “Numbers and Trees: Arizona Series 1, Tree #8, Cave” (2023). Philip Cheung

When did you first consider yourself an artist?

That was at Newark Arts High School. That was a very valuable experience because, even without having much

thought about it, it allowed me to see this idea of being an artist as normal. I wasn’t the best student in the world at

that time, so I didn’t take full advantage of the experiences as I could. But that idea of being an artist was

something that I know is important: ‘What does it mean to be an artist?’ A lot of people struggle to bring that idea

into normality, but I didn’t have to struggle because the school presented it as a normal experience.



The artist’s paint brushes. Philip Cheung

Is that where you started learning to play the drums?

Even earlier. I'd been buying some albums — particularly early Miles [Davis] — and I set up this kind of drum set:

an old typewriter was the cymbal, and I had a real snare drum that our downstairs neighbor Nick gave to me. I

didn’t have a bass drum, so I just stomped my foot. And I’d play along to the records. Of course, I didn’t know what

I was doing — except I’d seen people sitting behind a drum kit. Nick, who worked at a nightclub, said that he knew

[the jazz drummer] Jimmie Smith, and I started taking lessons from [him]. That lasted through high school and

into college. By then, Jimmie’s career was zooming [playing with the hard bop organists Jimmy McGriff and

Groove Holmes and later as a sideman for the piano giant Erroll Garner]. That’s when I started playing in blues

clubs.

You were a serious musician.

I practiced two to three hours a day, and this was while I was going to school. I didn’t apply that rigor to my studies,

though. I was pretty much a C+ student all through high school and my first two years of college. That changed

during my third year [at college] when my art history teacher asked me, “What are you going to do with your life?”

For about a third of my life, I think I was generally unconscious. That question made me think. I realized that if I

wanted to stay in art, I had to go to graduate school. And if I wanted to go to grad school, that meant I had to get

good grades.



An assistant on a table in the Great Hall. Philip Cheung

What music do you listen to when you’re making art?

I don’t. At least I don’t now. In my early years, I did most of the visual work myself and, during that time, I actually

did listen more to music — pretty much a combination of jazz and classical music, put on as background. It couldn’t

be anything that would draw my attention. And then as I got older, I started listening to the radio, news radio

stations like National Public Radio. Even today, I’ll put on MSNBC as background. I very rarely work in silence,

except when I’m composing music.

Music is very important to me. The first work of art that really did something to me was by Sonny Rollins. That just

change my life. But in art, that didn’t happen until later, when I was in college, and it was the René Magritte show

at MoMA [in 1965]. It changed my perspective in the broadest sense.

https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/1898


Jars of paint in Gaines’s studio. Philip Cheung

What was so impactful about that show?

I was surrounded at the time by Abstract Expressionism. A lot of my teachers painted that way. And so that’s what

I thought the visual language of art was. When I went to the Magritte show, it was the first time I thought that a

work of art — and a painting particularly — was much more than that. I remember being fascinated by the

ambiguity of Magritte’s content, this play between the real and the imaginary. Through him, I saw that painting

allowed you to do things to objects that couldn’t happen in reality, but you can do in a painting and occupy a space

that seemed real. So I was interested in that version of the material: things burning that can’t burn, things floating

that can’t float. I saw that as a certain kind of play with content that I didn’t even think was an option in making

works of art.



Color tests in Gaines’s studio. Philip Cheung

When you start a new piece, where do you begin?

I work in series, so we’ll only do two, three pieces a year. When I thought of taking on the process of using systems

rather than my imagination in order to make work, that became the leitmotif of my entire life’s production. It’s not a

freewheeling tabula rasa subjectivity where I can only work from my impulse and my intuition. It offers a much

more rigid framework than that.

How do you know when you’re done?

Well, sometimes they’re closed systems. For example, there’s one piece where I decide I will rotate a plant four or

five times and, when the rotation is complete, then that particular part of the series is over. But then most of [my

works] are open systems, so there is no ending. Instead, the ending’s mostly limited by the installation situation.

Say there’s an exhibition where we’re going to put in this work with large plexi boxes, and it turns out that I can get

eight of them in the gallery. So I’ll do that. Without that constraint, it just can go on infinitely, to the point of boring

people stiff!



An in-progress ink drawing, called “Shadows XIV: Aloe,” 2024. Philip Cheung

How many assistants do you have?

Right now, 22.

Have you assisted other artists before?

No, I never did. Nor did I ever have artist mentors. The closest was Jimmie Smith — as a drummer, he was quite a

wonderful mentor, but as a human being. … I think it was a phenomenon of the time, a time of great transition. I

wasn’t in an environment where I could easily encounter a mentor. There were a lot of minority artists, but they

were cloistered; you didn’t have access to them unless you actually lived in New York, for example. And the white

artists. … Sol LeWitt wasn’t a mentor, but he was quite important to me and my career.



Test photos for a future project. Philip Cheung

You may not have had a mentor, but you’ve been a mentor to many — Mark Bradford, Rodney McMillian, Andrea

Bowers, Sam Durant, Laura Owens, Henry Taylor, Lauren Halsey: The list goes on. As a professor for most of your

adult life, up until retiring from Cal Arts last year, what relationship does your artistic practice have to your

teaching?

Teaching itself has been a crucial part of my studio practice. When I was in graduate school, I had the same

question I had to face in undergraduate: “What are you gonna do now?” A lot of friends were getting jobs, but I

waited so late. It just so happened, though, that there was a guy who was studying with me up in Rochester who

headed an art department in Mississippi. He invited me to come teach down there. I’d never taught before. I taught

a painting class, but I also taught art history, so I had to teach myself art history as I was teaching it to the

students. Through art history, I got a clearer sense of critical thinking because art history is an intellectual practice.

The way that art was taught to us was that artists did not get involved in intellectual practices because it interfered

with the idea of creating things. I knew that that was the problem. In fact, my difficulty in really bonding myself

with the idea of artistic practice was caused by that prescription. I wanted to expand that idea of a more

unconstrained art practice by underscoring that part of art was an intellectual practice.

That tension helped me form a course that I taught for years [“Content and Form”]. That course was very useful to

me in finding out what kind of work I wanted to do because it got me involved. I was introduced to two influential

books: “The Shape of Time” (1962) by George Kubler, and the other was Henri Focillon’s “The Life of Forms in Art”

(1942), both written by art historians. I thought that the art criticism at the time, the whole idea of aesthetics at the

time, was a disaster. It made art so uninteresting. Thankfully, those two books expanded my understanding of art

[by centering formal and conceptual connections rather than biographical and historical ones alone] and confirmed

my general notion that if you really want to find out new ideas, you have to go to the thoughts of others. Because if

you rely on your own subjectivity alone, you’re just going to run around in a circle.



Jonathan Griffin 5 HOURS AGO

When Charles Gaines was in elementary school in Newark, New Jersey, in the 1950s, he showed an
aptitude for drawing. His well-meaning teacher suggested to his mother that perhaps he should be
an artist. He could be the first black artist in the history of the world, she said.

Gaines lets out a yelp of laughter when he relates this story, speaking to me by Zoom from his
studio in Los Angeles. It’s outrageous, he says. The teacher was genuinely unaware of any history
or tradition of art-making among black people, not just in the US but worldwide. “Africa was just
Joseph Conrad, the way people understood it,” Gaines says.

Such ignorance, today, beggars belief. But vestiges of
it persist, unconscious and generally unchallenged,
and are responsible in part for the art world’s
slowness to fully acknowledge Gaines’s contribution
and achievements.

Two decades later, Gaines was making a living as an
artist and professor, even in what he calls “an
extraordinarily racist art world”. In 1975, he was

included in the prestigious Whitney Biennial; three years on, he began showing with Leo Castelli,
in New York. Nevertheless, to his frustration, he found his work was rarely written about critically,
nor was it included in exhibitions in African-American institutions.

“Why do you make white art?” was a question Gaines was sometimes asked, to his bewilderment. “I
couldn’t give an answer!” he says.

His work belongs to a branch of conceptual art specifically concerned with processes and systems.
The aim was to remove subjectivity from art by following self-determined rules and procedures.
His breakthrough came in 1973, with his “Regression” series, in which he wrote sequential
numbers in the squares of a hand-drawn grid to generate an amorphous form that grows from
drawing to drawing, each generating the next. “It looks complicated, but it really isn’t,” Gaines
assures me. “One of the joys was the fact that I could experience things that I couldn't predict, that
I couldn't anticipate.”

One of the joys was the fact
that I could experience
things that I couldn't predict,
that I couldn't anticipate

21 January 2021, 'The Financial Times', London UK
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Charles Gaines’ ‘Numbers and Trees: London Series 1, Tree #6, Fetter Lane’ (2020) © Charles Gaines, courtesy Hauser & Wirth

There were other, less joyful, things Gaines didn’t anticipate. In the 1970s, the thriving black art
scene in the US was connected especially to the Black Arts Movement, which held that art should
represent the lived experience of its maker; Gaines was making art that appeared abstract,
impersonal and systematic.

“My big challenge was, how do I explain this to people? How do I say that drawing 450 million
numbers is really my expression of racial identity?” Gaines says, with a laugh. “But the world came
around to the way I saw it. I ultimately didn't have to convince anybody of anything.”

In recent years, things have been changing. In 2018, he began exhibiting with the international
gallery Hauser & Wirth: his exhibition Multiples of Nature, Trees and Faces, opening in London
on January 29 (online only until current restrictions are eased), will be the 76-year-old artist’s first
solo show in the UK.



Charles Gaines’ ‘Numbers and Trees’ series will be on show — online at first — at Hauser & Wirth from January 29

At Dia:Beacon, New York, a long-term display of Gaines’ work, including early pieces from the
museum’s collection, will open on February 12, while at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art,
in California, an exhibition of new work is scheduled to open on February 27.

Eventually Gaines arrived at an answer to those questioning the role of identity in his work. “Now I
think that anybody who makes art is participating in a reflection of their lived experience.
Anybody. But it’s a question that white artists aren't asked.”

The assumption, Gaines came to realise, was that white western art tapped into a universality that
was unavailable to other cultures. Modernism, as he sees it, was simply the most recent
manifestation of a whole history of white cultural production that stretched back to the
Enlightenment, which, thanks to philosophers such as Hegel and Kant, saw itself as demonstrably
superior to the so-called “primitive” art and culture of non-white peoples. The Enlightenment,
Gaines believes, “is totally responsible for the invention of racism”.



Charles Gaines uses an overlaying technique in his Los Angeles studio © Fredrik Nilsen

Gaines was born in the Jim Crow South, moving from Charleston, South Carolina, to New Jersey at
the age of five. He attributes his intellectual curiosity to that highly politicised environment. “As a
child, I was very interested in these questions, ontological questions, and would ask why things are
this way and why things are that way,” he says. “The most fundamental question, of course, is why
are white people white and black people black? And why are white people treated better than black
people?”

In college, Gaines became interested in the work of composer John Cage, who led him to eastern
spiritual and artistic practices, including Tantric art. There were other long-established practices
by which the experience of artistic beauty could be created without relying on the maker’s
subjectivity.

Other conceptual artists were suspicious of beauty, which they considered the enemy of rational
thought and pure ideas. “Fortunately, I escaped that trap quite early,” Gaines says. Beauty — “an
ideological construct that has been used by western art in various ways to justify certain practices”,
as he puts it — was the central object of his critique. “It doesn't take away my ability to enjoy it,” he
adds. “I just don't think it's a product of the creative imagination.”



‘Numbers and Faces: Multi-Racial/Ethnic Combinations Series 1: Face #11, Martina Crouch (Nigerian Igbo Tribe/White)’ (2020) © Charles Gaines

In the mid-1970s, Gaines was driving in California’s agricultural Central Valley when he passed an
orchard of walnut trees. He noticed that their criss-crossing branches formed a kind of organic
grid, and that the orchard itself was a gridded system. Soon after, he made the 26-part series
“Walnut Tree Orchard” (1975), the first in a body of work depicting trees that continues today.

For his London exhibition, Gaines has made “Numbers and Trees: London Series 1”. He
photographed entire trees and transcribed them using coloured acrylic paint on to a grid. As the
series progresses, each tree is overlaid, on Plexiglas, on to the one before; a close-up photograph of
a different tree is fixed beneath. These new pieces, like the trees they depict, are majestically large.



Charles Gaines’ layering technique is also used to explore . . . . . . levels of genetics and ethnicity © Charles Gaines

A parallel series, “Numbers and Faces: Multi-Racial/Ethnic Combinations Series 1”, conducts a
similar procedure using photographs of people. Gaines first made a work featuring faces in 1978;
early on, his investigations into beauty, semiotics and arbitrary systems applied equally to genetics
and ethnicity too.

Since 1989, Gaines has been on the faculty of the California Institute of the Arts. Some of Los
Angeles’ most celebrated artists — including Mark Bradford, Henry Taylor and Laura Owens
— have benefited from his theoretically rigorous seminars. After such a long career shaping the
artists of the future, how does he feel, I wonder, about the contemporary art of today, with its
emphasis on identity politics and subjective representation?

Good, he says. The art world today is much more diverse, both racially and in terms of aesthetic
possibilities. The debates going on are “very healthy, and infinitely more interesting than the kinds
of debates that were going on in the ’70s, which were very narrowly prescribed. I feel quite happy
about that.”
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Detail of ‘Numbers and Faces: Multi-Racial/Ethnic Combinations Series 1: Face #11, Martina Crouch (Nigerian Igbo Tribe/White)’ (2020)

Find more information on the upcoming exhibitions at hauserwirth.com, www.sfmoma.org and
diaart.org

Follow @FTLifeArts on Twitter to find out about our latest stories first

Listen to our podcast Culture Call, where FT editors and special guests discuss life and art in the
time of coronavirus. Subscribe on Apple, Spotify, or wherever you listen
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FURTHER MATERIALS

Hauser & Wirth YouTube WATCH HERE
Preview Performance: ‘Manifestos 7’ by Charles Gaines
25 June 2025

The West Hollywood gallery hosted a preview performance of ‘Manifestos 7’ (2025), composed by noted 
American artist Charles Gaines, on the occasion of his West Hollywood exhibition, ‘Charles Gaines. Numbers 
and Trees, The Tanzania Baobabs.’

The preview performance builds upon Charles Gaines’ Manifestos series, in which he disarms and draws 
upon historical texts, uniting the rational, mathematical, and lyrical structures of music with the irrationality of 
violence, racial tensions and social injustice. In ‘Manifestos 7,’ the artist examines the rulings from two landmark 
US Supreme Court cases: Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) and Brown v. Board of Education (1954). The first case set 
the ‘separate but equal’ precedent and the second overturned it, bookending a period of legalized segregation 
in the United States.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SWKa23ytRak



