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FREDONIA!
Nina Johnson is proud to present Fredonia!, an exhibition of new and recent paintings by Rochelle
Feinstein, opening on November 20th, 2020 and remaining on view through January 9th, 2021.
Feinstein is a legendary painter, whose work and ideas about abstraction have influenced generations of artists. Over the past four decades, she has deflated the dogmas of modernism with
humor and verve, liberally borrowing from different schools of painting, as well as other mediums,
including drawing, photography, printmaking, sculpture, video, and installation. Though it takes
myriad forms, her singular project always centers painting within culture at large.
Fredonia! refers to a fictional utopia, a 19th-century name for the United States that never took
off, and a failed country in the 1933 Marx Brothers film Duck Soup. The exhibition features several recent bodies of work which reflect upon this time of turmoil, anxiety, and gallows humor.
Feinstein uses the motif of the rainbow—a visual trope and cultural artifact first explored while
in residence at the American Academy in Rome—to present works rich in color and connotation.
She moves freely through the history of late 20th-century painting, rejoicing in materiality while
poking holes in the notion of pure painting. In one, thick pools of paint are stitched together with a
zigzagging horizontal length of acrylic yarn. It first appears as a harshly linear intrusion fracturing
the painting. But it also resembles a line graph, and thus represents Feinstein’s playful, subversive
use of abstraction to record different types of information.
The rainbow itself begins to change form, shifting away from a purely optical presence—and from
aspirational connotations of pots of gold—to the spectrum’s current use in data visualization.
In an election year, no colors are more freighted than red and blue. Feinstein isolates these two
colors in her Plein Air series. As clouds condense and overlap, one cannot help but think of the
Electoral College map on election night. Painted on unprimed drop cloth—wrinkled, with packaging folds still visible—they foreground their material existence, and in doing so, emphasize the
logistics of capitalism coursing through contemporary art. A series of smaller works on cardboard
further this exploration. These works, with their gradients and graphs signifying everything from
customer satisfaction, to humidity, to nothing, are painted on cardboard shipped via Amazon.
These are her Happiness paintings: a state which, given the impermanence of the cardboard, is as
fleeting as a rainbow.

ABOUT ROCHELLE FEINSTEIN
Born in 1947, Rochelle Feinstein is a longstanding and deeply respected member of the New York
art community. A major survey exhibition of Feinstein’s work originated at the Centre d’Art Contemporain, Geneva (2016), and subsequently traveled to Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich (2016), Kestnergesellschaft, Hannover (2017), and the Bronx Museum of the Arts (2018-2019).
Other solo exhibitions have taken place at Kunsthaus Baselland (2018) and the Radcliffe Institute
for Advanced Study, Harvard University (2012).
Feinstein is Professor Emerita of Painting and Printmaking at Yale University (2017). Among her
numerous accolades, she is a recent recipient of the prestigious Rome Prize Jules Guerin Fellowship in Visual Arts, American Academy in Rome (2017-2018). Her work is in museum collections
including the Museum of Modern Art, New York; Amorepacific Museum of Art, Seoul; Städtische
Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich; the Pérez Art Museum, Miami; and the Mount Holyoke College
Art Museum.

ABOUT NINA JOHNSON
Nina Johnson is a contemporary art space in Miami, Florida. Opened as Gallery Diet in 2007, the
gallery has produced exhibitions by emerging and established artists from around the world,
including Terry Allen, Anna Betbeze, Judy Chicago, Ann Craven, Jim Drain, Awol Erizku, Derek
Fordjour, Nicola L., Nicolas Lobo, Nevine Mahmoud, Jonas Mekas, Emmett Moore, Cassi Namoda, Eamon Ore-Giron, Genesis Breyer P-Orridge, Jamilah Sabur, Peter Shire, Katie Stout, and
Betty Woodman. The gallery is located at 6315 NW 2nd Avenue Miami in the Little Haiti district.

Drawn and Quartered, 2019
Oil, acrylic, smalt, powdered glass on canvas
50 x 50 x 1.5 in.
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Grid, Apocalypso IV, 2020
Oil on canvas
60 x 60 x 1 in.
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Apocalypso I,2020
Acrylic on canvas
58 x 60 x 1 in.
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Apocalypso III, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
58 x 60 x 1 in.
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Plein Air VI, 2020.
Acrylic, thread on cotton drop cloth
91 x 124 in.
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Apocalypso II, 2020
Enamel, acrylic, yarn, embroidery floss on canvas
58 x 60 x 1 in.
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Fredonia!, 2020
Acrylic, cotton drop cloth, rainbow thread, archival adhesive on canvas
60 x 58 x 1 in.
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Plein Air IV, 2020.
Acrylic, thread on cotton drop cloth
97 x 124 in.
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Plein Air III, 2020.
Enamel, acrylic, thread on cotton drop cloth
92 x 124 in.
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Additional Works

Happinesses, 2020
Canvas, acrylic enamel spray paint, ink, acrylic on cardboard. Mounted on bass panel
18 x 24 x 1 in.
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Happinesses/Indexical II, 2020
Canvas, acrylic enamel spray paint, ink, acrylic on cardboard. Mounted on bass panel
18 x 24 x 1 in.
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Rainbowed Happinesses III, 2020
Canvas, acrylic enamel spray paint, ink, acrylic on cardboard. Mounted on bass panel
18 x 24 x 1 in.
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ROCHELLE FEINSTEIN
Lives and works in New York, NY

EDUCATION
1978

Masters of Fine Arts, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN

1975

Bachelor of Fine Arts, Pratt Institute, New York, NY

SOLO EXHIBITIONS
2020

Fredonia!, Nina Johnson Gallery, Miami, FL

2018

Image of an Image, Bronx Museum of the Arts, Bronx, NY (November – March 2019)
Rainbow Room/The Year in Hate, Campoli Presti, London, UK
Research Park, The Gallery at Michaels, Santa Monica, CA
Rochelle Feinstein, Kunsthaus Baselland, Basel, CH

2017

Who Cares, On Stellar Rays, New York, NY

2016

Rochelle Feinstein, Galerie Francesca Pia, Zurich, Switzerland
Rochelle Feinstein (Retrospectives): In Anticipation of Women’s History Month, Centre d’Art Contemporain, Geneva, Switzerland
I Made a Terrible Mistake, Lenbachhaus, Munich, Germany
Make it Behave, Kestnergesellschaft, Hannover, Germany

2014

Love Vibe, On Stellar Rays, New York, NY
I’m With Her, Gallery Diet, Miami, FL

2013

Rochelle Feinstein, On Stellar Rays, New York, NY
Rochelle Feinstein, Higher Pictures, New York, NY

2012

Rochelle Feinstein: The (Abridged) Estate of Rochelle F., 2010–2012, Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA

2011

The Estate of Rochelle F., On Stellar Rays, New York, NY

2009

I Made A Terrible Mistake, LAB Space/Art Production Fund, New York, NY

2008

The Studio Show, David Reed Studio, New York, NY
New Work, Momenta Art, Brooklyn, NY
Rochelle Feinstein, The Suburban, Chicago, IL

2002

Pictures, Ten in One Gallery, New York, NY

1996

Men, Women, and Children, Max Protetch Gallery, New York, NY
The Wonderfuls, Jersey City Museum, New Jersey, NJ
Copycats, Bill Maynes Gallery, New York, NY

1995

Paintings, Halsey Gallery, Charleston, South Carolina, SC

1994

Paintings, Max Protetch Gallery, New York, NY

1993

David Beitzel Gallery, New York, NY

1989

Emily Sorkin Gallery, New York, NY

1987

Emily Sorkin Gallery, New York, NY

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS AND SCREENINGS
2020

Beauty Can Be the Opposite of a Number, Bureau, New York, NY
When We First Arrived, The Corner at Whitman-Walker, Washington, DC

2019

Holly Village, curated by James Michael Shaeffer, Bodega, New York, NY
Duck or Doorknob, curated by Noam Rappaport, Ratio 3, San Francisco, CA

Absolute Threshold, curated by Elisa Linn, John Miller, Lennart Wolff. Galerie Francesca Pia, Zurich, Switzerland
Gallery Galerie, Galería, Studioli, Roma. Portfolio participation at Jack Barrett Gallery, New York, NY
2018

Notebook, curated by Joanne Greenbaum, 56 Henry, New York, NY
Manifest Content, Campoli Presti, London, UK
Hunter of Worlds, curated by Elise Lammer, SALTS, Basel, Switzerland
Michel Obultra, Issue 1. Limited Edition folio curated by Stephanie Weber/ Hopscotch Reading Room, Berlin, Germany
Out of Line, September Gallery, Hudson, NY
En Plein Air, Studioli, Rome, Italy
Kein Schmerz, Kein Gedanke, Galerie Christine Mayer, Munich, Germany
Specific Site, curated by Renaud Regnery, Klemms-Berlin, Berlin, Germany
The Tesseract, curated by Ilaria Gianni, American Academy in Rome, Rome, IT

2017

Man Alive! curated by Wendy White, Jablonka Maruani Mercier Gallery, Brussels, Belgium
Post-Election, organized by Kate Gilmore and Kristen Dodge, September Gallery, Hudson, NY
A New Norm, organized by Georgia Sagri and Fabrice Stroun,’Yλ η[matter]HYLE, Athens, Greece

2016

On Empathy, Bridget Donahue Gallery, New York, NY
How Deep is the Ocean, curated by Arlène Berceloit Courtin, Shanaynay, Paris, France
La Mérite, curated by Tenzing Barshee, Treize, Paris, France
Mean Machine (Up Jumped the Devil), The Meeting, New York, NY
The Art of Now, Hearst Galleries, New York, NY
Foundation Barbin Presents Redux Sort of, Kai Matsumiya Gallery, New York, NY
The Cats-in-Residence Program, curated by Rhonda Lieberman, Worcester ArtMuseum, Worcester, MA

2015

Occupational Therapy, Contemporary Art Museum St. Louis, St. Louis, MI
Tightrope Walking Over Delusions Swampland, Studio 10, Brooklyn, NY
New Year’s Eve Group Show, The Green Gallery, Milwaukee, WI

2014

Whitney Biennial, curated by Stuart Comer, Anthony Elms and Michelle Grabner, Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, NY
JUST ‘COS ALWAYS, Circus Gallery, Berlin, Germany
Making Sense: Rochelle Feinstein, Deborah Grant, Iva Gueorguieva, Dona Nelson, University of South Florida Contemporary Art Museum, Tampa, FL
The Cats-in-Residence Program, with Rhonda Lieberman, Real Art Ways, Hartford, CT
Rochelle Feinstein, Video, Vanity Projects, New York, NY
PIEROGI XX: Twentieth Anniversary Exhibition, Pierogi Gallery, Brooklyn, NY
Reliable Tension or: How to Win a Conversation about Jasper Johns, 32 Edgewood Gallery, Yale School of Art, New Haven, CT
Poor Working Conditions, curated by Claire Gruber, Martos Gallery, New York, NY
Clouds, organized by Adam Simon, Lesley Heller Workspace, New York, NY

2013

Jew York, Zach Feuer Gallery, New York, NY

2012

Valet of the Infinite, curated by Justin Lieberman, New Galerie, Paris, France
Social Studies, curated by Andrea Blum, Centro de Arte Contemporáneo La Conservera, Ceuti, Spain
Selections from the Hoggard Wagner Collection, English Kills Art Gallery, Brooklyn, NY
New Prints 2012/Summer, curated by Shahzia Sikander, International Print Center, New York, NY
Retrospective of S-, curated by Sam Messer & Jonathan Safran Foer, Fredricks & Freiser, New York, NY
Day of the Locust, curated by Jessica Baran, White Flag Projects, St. Louis, MO
Underemployed, curated by Josh Blackwell, Zürcher Studio, New York, NY
Inti, On Stellar Rays, New York, NY
Invitational Exhibition of Visual Arts, American Academy of Art and Letters, New York, NY
The Best of 2012, Soloway, Brooklyn, NY

2010

Desire, Blanton Museum of Art, Austin, TX
Parts and Labor, Soloway Projects, Brooklyn, NY

2009

Talk Dirty to Me, Larissa Goldston Gallery, New York, NY

2008

Video as Video: Rewind to Form, curated by Alicia Eler and Peregrine Honig, The Swimming Pool Project Space, Chicago, IL
World’s Smallest Art Fair, Anna Kustera Gallery, New York, NY

2007

Aporia-Aporia, curated by the dB Foundation, LACE Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
Horizon, curated by David Humphrey, Elizabeth Foundation Gallery, New York, NY

2006

CMYK, Canada, New York, NY

Aporia, curated by the dB Foundation, Elizabeth Foundation Gallery, New York, NY
E-Flux Video Library, Arthouse, Austin, TX
Guess Who’s Coming to Lunch?, curated by Dean Daderko, David Reed Studio, New York, NY
Let’s Talk About…, Larissa Goldston Gallery, New York, NY
181st Annual of Contemporary American Art, National Academy Museum, New York, NY
2005

Techno-Sublime, CU Art Museum, Boulder, CO
Heavenly, or A Slice of White, Bertha and Karl Leubsdorf Art Gallery, Hunter College, New York, NY

2004

A More Perfect Union, Max Fish, NY NY
Spacemakers, Lothringer Dreizehn, Munich, DE
Giverny, 5 Years of Artists, Salon 94, New York, NY
After Matisse/Picasso, MoMA P.S.1 Contemporary Art Center, Long Island City, NY

2003

Table Top Sculpture/Jessica Stockholder, Gorney, Bravin + Lee, New York, NY

2001

Camera Works, Marianne Boesky Gallery, New York, NY
All About Paint, Art Museum of University of Memphis, Memphis, TN
See You (2), curated by Sam Messer and Kiki Smith, Fredericks/Freiser, New York, NY

2000

Foundation for Contemporary Performance Arts Benefit, Matthew Marks Gallery, New York, NY
The Living End, curated by Ingrid Shaffner, Boulder Museum of Contemporary Art, Boulder, CO
Gesture and Contemporary Painting, Warren Robbins Gallery, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI

1999

Negotiating Small Truths, Blanton Museum of Art, University of Texas at Austin, Austin, TX
Calendar 2000, Bard Center for Curatorial Studies Museum, Bard College, Annandale on-Hudson, NY
Conversation, A.R.T. (Art Resources Transfer), New York, NY
Down to Earth, Marianne Boesky Gallery, New York, NY

1998

From Here to Eternity, Max Protech Gallery, New York, NY

1997

The Drawing File, Pierogi 2000, The Gasworks, London, UK
Current Undercurrent: Working in Brooklyn, Brooklyn Museum of Art, Brooklyn, NY
S.L.A.D., Apex Art, New York, NY

1996

Reconditioned Abstraction, Forum for Contemporary Art, St. Louis, MO
Painting in an Expanded Field, Bennington College, Bennington, VT

1995

Re: FAB: Painting Abstracted, Fabricated and Revised, University Art Museum, USF,

Tampa, FL

Works on Paper/Faculty, Yale University, School of Art, New Haven, CT
Skew: The Unruly Grid Gallery 400, University of Illinois at Chicago, IL
Cutting Up, Max Protech Gallery, New York, NY
Other Rooms, Ronald Feldman Gallery, New York, NY
Actual Painting, Pierogi 2000, New York, NY
1994

New Painting, Max Protetch Gallery, New York, NY
American Abstraction, A New Decade, Southern Alleghenies Museum of Art, Loretto, PA
Redefining the Pop Icon in the 90s, Pamela Auchincloss Gallery, New York, NY

MUSEUM COLLECTIONS
Amorepacific Museum of Art, Seoul, S. Korea
Lenbachhaus, Munich, Germany
Museum of Modern Art. New York, NY
Muscarelle Museum of Art, Williamsburg, VA
Mt. Holyoke College Art Museum, South Hadley, MA
Perez Art Museum Miami, Miami, FL
GRANTS, AWARDS & RESIDENCIES
American Academy in Rome, Jules Guerin Rome Prize Fellowship in Visual Arts
American Academy of Arts and Letters Art Purchase Prize
Anonymous Was A Woman
John Simon Guggenheim Fellowship
Pollock-Krasner Foundation

Joan Mitchell Foundation Grant
Foundation for Contemporary Art
MacDowell Colony Artist Residency
Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study Fellowship
Pollock-Krasner Foundation
Civitella Raineri Artist Residency, Umbria, Italy
Rockefeller Foundation, Bellagio, Italy
Louis Comfort Tiffany Foundation Fellowship
Yaddo Artist Residency
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What can an abstract painting represent? Rochelle Feinstein offers a plenitude of answers. Image of an Image is the most challenging retrospective that I
have recently had the pleasure of viewing. At first blush, this collection of works seems like a group show of diverse artists. Feinstein’s In Anticipation of
Women’s History Month (2013)—made with acrylic, oil, black cobalt glass, and buttons on canvas—is an abstraction, a color field painting gone bad. And
Plein Air 1 (2018) is made from a gray drop cloth; just as 19th-century artists ordered paint tubes, so she made this painting with materials purchased
online. Other paintings are made from untraditional materials: Fulfillment House (2017) is a loosely painted yellow, black, and grey grid, a redoing of that
familiar modernist motif. Mr. Natural (2009) depicts two green crossed lines made of crystal, reflective glass powder, oil, and charcoal on drop cloth. And
Nude Model (2009), which looks completely abstract, is constructed from Styrofoam, enamel, cloth, and paper mounted on a stretcher. Responding to
the printout of a Craigslist post that read, “Nude Model needed for abstract painting,” Feinstein shows that an “abstract nude” can only be an oxymoron.
Like many artists who matured in the 1980s after the formalist vision of abstraction had become passé, Feinstein wanted to give her paintings political resonance, and so her abstract works also refer to contemporary culture in the manner of traditional figurative paintings. That, too, may seem a contradiction
in terms, but she brilliantly resolves this by incorporating descriptive materials into her abstractions, and then uses their titles to secure their references.
Image of an Image (2010), the titular work of her current exhibition at the Bronx Museum of the Arts (which comes to the Bronx after a tour of art centers
in Geneva, Munich, and Hannover), is a painting hidden behind a scrim. It might stand for all of her art, in which she brackets and visually conceals her
subjects. Perhaps in reaction to her early career as an illustrator, Feinstein proceeds through indirection. In Anticipation of Women’s History Month, for
example,was inspired by sad humor with the fact “that the other eleven months of the year are not also an occasion to ‘celebrate’ feminism.”
Feinstein’s art, which looks unfinished and determinedly provisional, consists of what appear to be fragments of modernist compositions—often just
barely held together by grids, by color, or by words. She loves incompleteness and imperfection. Her work, which is not easy to place, is consistently
off-kilter and offhand. Feinstein makes Robert Rauschenberg—one of her obvious influences—look like Rembrandt through her determined pursuit of
incompleteness. And compared to her, Mary Heilmann is a straightforward visual thinker. In her refusal to reduce her ambitious work to a singular narrative, she wants to open abstract art to encompass almost any subject. Her art escapes all definitions, for no sooner have you pinned her down, than you
find that her next work offers fresh puzzles.
Ultimately what I admire most about Feinstein is this refusal of resolution and her serious cultivation of slight visual pleasures. Look, if you will, at Love
Is Over (2008), which consists of two panels, each made of mirrors on masonite board and acrylic, with those three words laid out—in reverse on the
lower panel—and resting on Styrofoam bricks. And consider El Bronco (1994), which consists of oil, acrylic, tape on linen, and a framed digital print.
Skid marks are formed by the words “WHITE BRONCO,” an allusion to the O. J. Simpson police chase, as seen in black and white on TV. Or view (should
I say, read?) The Little Engine (2005–08/2016). Alluding to the well-known children’s book, it is an ironic parable about colonialism, gender, and race,
as well as the embattled legacy of modernism. Composed of two engraved aluminum plaques and three canvases, it features quotations from South
African painter and photographer Zwelethu Mthethwa. Brilliantly and continuously elusive, she extends the range of painting in seemingly illogical ways.
In her art, one commentator in the exhibition catalogue says, we experience “the shipwreck of the premises of abstraction and modernism.” Fortunately
what remains is more than enough to make possible her body of enchanting, deeply mysterious paintings.

In the past few years, the art world has begun to more graciously reward artists who have honed their practice over previous decades, while remaining inexplicably under-the-radar. Artists like these 10 members of The Artsy Vanguard—a
new, annual list of the 50 most influential talents shaping the future of contemporary art practice—are finally getting
their due, with museum retrospectives, representation by major international galleries, and surging collector interest.

Until 2016, Rochelle Feinstein was often described by critics as influential, if under-appreciated; she had yet to receive
the institutional support that she deserved. All that began to change with a flurry of solo shows at museums across
Europe that year: retrospectives at the Centre d’Art Contemporain in Geneva, the Lenbachhaus in Munich, and Kestner
Gesellschaft in Hannover.
Perhaps Feinstein’s importance has been diffused thus far due to the wide-reaching, eclectic ground she covers. The
artist samples from the history of abstract painting—a grid here, a zip or splatter there—but isn’t afraid to shoehorn in
text, speech bubbles, digital prints of cats, or oblique references to everything from Michael Jackson to the Iraq War.
For an exhibition leadingly titled “Who Cares” at On Stellar Rays in New York last year, neo-Color Field experiments
shared the space with a sheer textile, its surface scrawled with so many references to current events that it became
a word salad. Nearby, a messy gestural painting in primary reds, blues, and yellows hung next to a black-and-white
reproduction of the same work: a photo printed on canvas. Should we value one more than the other? By sliding cannily between styles and media, Feinstein is nothing if not thought-provoking. A retrospective opening this fall at the
Bronx Museum of the Arts—the first comprehensive survey of Feinstein’s work in the U.S.—will finally give audiences
a chance to see her full practice in focus.

Robert Rauschenberg:
Monogram, 1955–59, oil,
paper, fabric, rubber tire,
taxidermy Angora goat,
and mixed mediums on
wood platform on four
casters, 42 by 63¼ by
64½ inches. Moderna
Museet, Stockholm.
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All Rauschenberg
images this article
© Robert Rauschenberg
Foundation, New York.

Robert Rauschenberg was enormously influential
among artists of his own and subsequent generations.
With his first posthumous museum retrospective
currently at Tate Modern in London, six artists explain
how the American pioneer affected them.

A Rauschenberg
Symposium
participants :

Mary Reid Kelley
Jessica Stockholder
Matt Saunders
Rochelle Feinstein
Sara Greenberger
Rafferty
Gedi Sibony
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Rochelle Feinstein:
Hotspots, 2003–16,
twelve acrylic-oncanvas paintings,
each 42 inches
square, with acrylicon-wood dots,
each 6 inches in
diameter. Courtesy
On Stellar Rays,
New York. Photo
Kirsten Kilponen.

ROCHELLE FEINSTEIN
Selected Robert Rauschenberg:
*“ I have quoted myself too often about this, but I always
wanted my works—whatever happened in the studio—
to look more like what was going on outside the window.”
Interview with Paul Taylor, Interview magazine,
December 1990.
“You begin with the possibilities of the materials and then
you let them do what they can do, so the artist is really
almost a bystander while he’s working.”
Quoted in Emile De Antonio and Mitch Tuchman,
Painters Painting: A Candid History of the Modern Art Scene,
1940–1970, New York Abbeville Press, 1984, p. 92.
“. . . whatever I’ve used and whatever I’ve done, the method
was always closer to a collaboration with materials than
to any kind of conscious manipulation and control.”
Ibid, p. 204.
Condensed Robert Rauschenberg:
I always wanted my works in the studio to look more like what
was going on outside the window, so the artist is really almost a
bystander, the method was always closer to a collaboration with
materials than to any kind of conscious manipulation and control.
**1. Exemplary Robert Rauschenberg:
Revolver, 1967, I, II, III, IV, V, VI.
Silkscreen ink on five rotating plexiglass discs, metal base,
electric motors, and control box, 78 by 77 by 24½ inches.
Printed in RYB.
Printed images include: transducer, hand, dance performance,
50

JANUARY 2017

playing cards (spade suit only), sparkplugs, hawk, photograph
of earth, shipping terminal, repeated human figures, motorcycle, camper, diagrams, tent, and the words (uppercase)
squall, aether, bond, ark, onshore.
2. Exemplary Robert Rauschenberg:
Passport, 1967, from the portfolio “Ten from Leo Castelli.”
Silkscreen ink on five rotating plexiglass discs, 20 inches in
diameter. Printed in CMYK.
Printed images include: mechanical things that move (cars,
fans), birds; round things.
3. Citizen Robert Rauschenberg:
Panel: “Residual Rights for the Visual Artist—
Are They Desirable?”
Monday, Oct. 28, 1974.
New York University, Loeb Student Center, New York.
Panelists: Paula Cooper, gallery owner; Lawrence
Fleischman, director, Kennedy Gallery; Robert Scull,
collector; and Ron Gorchov, Nathaniel Katz, Jacob Landau,
Peter Max, and Robert Rauschenberg, artists.
I was a fan of Rauschenberg’s from the time I first
became aware, age twelve, that such a thing as a “living
artist” existed. Painting wasn’t my default move, it was my
choice; I guess I liked its problems. Rauschenberg’s work
stood as a model for engagement with event, with material, with life and lives, through uncensored art-making. I
attended this panel. Everyone argued with everyone, on the
stage, from the audience. The issue at hand: artist resale
and royalty rights, for which Rauschenberg was perhaps
the key advocate. The discussion went on for a long time.
When it ended, I found myself caught in an aisle, smashed
chest-to-chest against Rauschenberg, who wore the softest
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Rauschenberg:
Revolver II , 1967,
silkscreen ink on
five plexiglass discs,
metal base, electric
motors, and control
box, 78¼ by 77 by
24¼ inches.
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On Stellar Rays, New York, USA
BY J E N N I F E R K A B AT

Words drip from a curtain:
‘HEARTB/ROKEN/DEARM/EMBERS/HARTI/SLAND/DEARW/HITEP/EOPLE/HEARTS/HAPE/
FEEDB/ACKL/OOP/FEMINISTIC/ORIGIN/ALIS/M’. The words, though, are broken, handwritten, a
lamentation. The line breaks force me to re-read them. ‘DEARM/EMBERS’ scans as ‘dream embers’.

‘ORIGIN/ALIS/M’, with its dangling ‘M’, could be shorthand for ‘men’ cut o from their ‘origin’, while
‘ALIS’ reads as ‘allies’. In her show ‘Who Cares’ at On Stellar Rays, Rochelle Feinstein o ers the dream
embers of our present. Her curtain might be a shroud. The piece Ear to the Ground (2017) cuts the
gallery in half, while the paintings in the show are all halves and doubles, diptychs and triptychs that
capture the current sense of helplessness not just in politics or society, but in art too, when its ability
to create change can seem limited. The show’s title, ‘Who Cares’, is both a question and statement,
as in ‘who gives a damn’.

Rochelle Feinstein, ZUI, 2017, charcoal rubbing on paper, acrylic, ink on canvas, 96 x 114 cm. Courtesy: On Stellar
Rays, New York

In Feinstein’s work, language often �oats free and becomes an abstraction itself. The curtain also
reveals the way the show comments on the human condition – colour (of both paint and skin) and
the social realm, care and empathy – as well as on how these terms are set out for us. On either side
of the curtain, colour wheels spin out of control in O Color (2017) and the paired canvases Color
Therapy (2015), begun during the �rst Black Lives Matter protests. In Color Therapy, the paintings’
colours bleed into each other and drip down the canvas; shards of a colour wheel point like missiles at
the falseness of colour as code, science or even art. The work seems to collapse under the weight of a
dark void at its centre, like a dying star.

Rochelle Feinstein, ‘Who Cares’, 2017, installation view. Courtesy of the artist and On Stellar Rays, New York;
photograph: Kirsten Kilponen

The work in ‘Who Cares’ is mournful. Take H(e)art Island (2017), for example: it represents both love
and a location. New York City’s Hart Island has a disparate history as a Civil War prison, a women’s
sanatorium and a potter’s �eld, the last resting place of the lost or indigent, where some 850,000
have been buried. Their family members have been waging battle with the city for the right to visit. In
its shades of slate, the painting could be maudlin. A stu�ed and stitched heart lies on its side,
sagging at the centre, mapped with crisscrossing dotted lines like paths or sutures. Here is loss,

history and empathy in our emoji era where images can stand in for words and words are often
emptied of their meaning. The painting’s companion piece, ZUI (Zoomable User Interface, 2017), has
honed in so close to the map it’s collapsed, or become abstract.

Rochelle Feinstein, ‘Who Cares’, 2017, installation view, On Stellar Rays. Courtesy of the artist and On Stellar Rays,
New York; photograph: Kirsten Kilponen

Feinstein abstracts objects that are ‘enigmas’ to her (the word appears more than once on the
curtain) in order to grapple with their meaning. As seen in ‘In Anticipation of Women’s History

substance, while feeds cycle through news fake and otherwise, celebrity and punditry, protest and the

Month’, her 2016 European touring retrospective, she’s used feminism, politics, the work of other
personal.

artists and even reproduction and abstraction itself as her starting points. In her 2011 show ‘The
Estate of Rochelle F’, Feinstein plumbed mortality and the Great Recession as she broke apart,
remade and reused her own work (and works other artists had given to her), as if the gallery were a
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and a country. Today that ORIGIN and M – the Originalists, a large camp in the Republican Party,
want to return to a literal reading of the US Constitution. Which again begs the question: Who Cares?
Particularly in an era when care can be eeting, professed with ease on social media but lacking real
substance, while feeds cycle through news fake and otherwise, celebrity and punditry, protest and the
personal.
J E N N I F E R K A B AT
Jennifer Kabat is a writer based in upstate New York, USA. A recipient of the Creative Capital / Warhol
Foundation Arts Writers Grant for criticism, she teaches at New York University and is working on an
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GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN
AI\T

Rochelle Feinstein
Painterly joie de vivre and political malaise face off in Feinstein's new show,
which is titled "Who Cares." Spoiler alert: apathy loses. "Off Color," a big square
canvas featuring brightly colored trapezoids in pinwheel formation, greets
visitors with a wow at the door. In other works, Feinstein tempers ebullience with
encroaching darkness. A white curtain is emblazoned with words and phrases
lifted from political news coverage, a tempest of language in the artist's handwriting.
In the scenestealing "H(e)art Island," a misty gray encroaches on a maplike
abstraction, embellished with a hand-sewn heart shape. Named for Hart Island, the
historic New York location of a now defunct psychiatric hospital and a potter's field, it's a
melancholic tribute to the city's forgotten. Through May 14. (On Stellar Rays, 213 Bow
ery, at Rivington St. 212-598-3012.)
THE NEW YOI\KEI\., MAY 8, 20!7
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Rochelle Feinstein is tough on painting while remaining a true believer. Work by work, she seeks to reinvent it, honoring the familiar structures of high
modernism—the grid, the monochrome, a critique of the frame—by taking them down a peg. Following a cross-Atlantic trajectory of artists, from Duchamp
to Rauschenberg and beyond, who engage the contingencies of daily existence, Feinstein brings to her painting a range of materials and content, no matter
how incongruous or low, that amuse and move her. Language plays a central role and dark humor is one of her constants, as she forces abstraction to accommodate life’s petty humiliations, fluctuating tastes, and mundane terrors. Her paintings feel personal, not only because we sense they matter so much
to her, but because they insist upon our reaction. “love your work” six paintings exclaim in a cheerful font invented by Feinstein; we can read the words as
command or advice (“Love Vibe,” 1999–2014). Or, since they are written backward in speech bubbles, as if emanating from us, the words can serve as an
indictment of our own mindless blandishments. Think about what you see and say: this is the message she urges upon us.
A clutch of European curators and critics have recognized in Feinstein a spirit more akin to Continental iconoclasts like Martin Kippenberger and Albert
Oehlen than to many of her US peers who started showing in the late ’80s; her conceptual leanings seem to slot easily into the discourse of post-structuralist and political theory. 1 Indeed, Feinstein is having a European moment, with a sizable retrospective that originated at the Centre d’Art Contemporain
Genève in January 2016 and is currently installed at the Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich. It travels to Hannover before coming to New York in
June 2018. 2 She has shown recently in Zurich, at Galerie Francesca Pia, was brought to Art Basel this summer by the London gallery Vilma Gold, and will
have a solo at London’s White Cube in fall 2017.
The contents of the retrospective vary slightly from venue to venue, depending on the size of the exhibition space (Geneva showed seventy-two works,
Munich has forty-two), and each show carries a different subtitle, named for a painting or installation on view. Given the artist’s mercurial practice, these
variations feel apt. I saw the Lenbachhaus iteration, subtitled “I Made a Terrible Mistake,” at its opening this summer. The museum’s curator, Stephanie
Weber, manages to convey the arc of Feinstein’s career despite having room for only about half of the seventy-seven objects on tour. And more: Weber
brings out an often unrecognized undercurrent of pathos in Feinstein’s work, one that touches on the frustrations of a life in art and on the artist’s race with
mortality. It’s always been there—the melancholy within Feinstein’s edginess—but, focusing on a few groups of paintings and several discrete installations,
Weber accords it precedence.
The show begins in the late 1980s, when Feinstein had already thrown out “nature, a suggestion of human forms, generalized architectures, saturated
color,” as she says, to start from scratch—turning to the grid as a point of departure:
I had used a gridded format consistently since my student days without knowing precisely how to use it. I went back to the basics to find out how and why,
step by step. Simultaneously, I had the ambition to record a present-time filled with eating, walking, sex; on the experience of being in the world—while
remaining an abstract painter. As I dumped the idea of developing a signature style, the limits I set for each work upped the ante for the next piece: each
painting had to be discrete; it had to have a subject that comes from normal, stupid life. No repeats, no refinements. 3
Over the next decade, Feinstein discovered a seemingly inexhaustible potential for revelatory content in her initial point of reference, the grid. At first her
paintings were one-offs, like Flag (1993), its dirty red-and-white-checked dishtowel a “found” grid placed within a more wobbly hand-drawn net of blotchy
orange strokes. As Weber writes in the catalogue, the painting alludes to Jasper Johns but also, in its abjection, to Mike Kelley’s Janitorial Banner (1984);
some observers at the time seized on it as a “feminist gesture.” 4 Feinstein responded with Find Your Own Damn Voice (1994), in which she placed small
reproductions of her own grid paintings in small square plastic sheaths and Velcroed them onto a canvas—in a grid.

The artist then began working in series. “The Wonderfuls” (1990–97), a group of fifteen paintings currently in the Munich exhibition, adduces the ironies
of an overused adjective. She recycled leftover red and green paint in the last few days of 1990 for It’s a Wonderful Life, creating an ugly holiday plaid as
(in part) an indictment of Christmas (and the film). In A Wonderful Place to Live (1994) she repeatedly collaged rochelle, illinois 61068 within the black
bars of a grid enclosing bare linen squares, reinventing a banal midwestern town as though it were named for herself—an absurdist self-aggrandizement.
Wonderful Sex (1992) attaches to the canvas a souvenir dishtowel printed with images of presidential libraries, which are reiterated over the surface as
repeating red and black shapes blotted with blue—a witty mess inspired by Bill Clinton’s infidelities but implicating the rest of the presidents as well. After
a terrible vacation with a lover, she made Wonderful Vacation (1994), a striated Rorschach blot in green and blue in which the two halves seem to turn
their backs on each other. 5
In the early 2000s, Feinstein increasingly incorporated photography and video, and turned away from the grid as a singular preoccupation. “I Made a
Terrible Mistake” is a large group of works dated from 2002 to 2005 that includes video, sound, colored lighting, and a dizzying array of paintings of all
sizes, some displayed on the wall and others resting against it. The artist first exhibited this series in a lower Manhattan storefront in 2009 in an even larger
version. 6 The title quotes pop star Michael Jackson, who offered the sentence as an apology for dangling his young son from a balcony in Berlin in 2002,
to the horror of fans and press gathered outside. One of the most striking pieces in the installation is a blue and pink tempera painting reading auditorium,
with the more precise name of the place, michael jackson auditorium (indicated on an accompanying plaque), partially obliterated by two rectangles. This
damnatio memoriae was not Feinstein’s invention but an actual phenomenon, as the sponsors of the auditorium covered up the name after Jackson was
accused of being a child molester. 7
Another preoccupation of “I Made a Terrible Mistake” is late soul singer Barry White—he of the sexy lyrics and velvety bass, whom we hear in a faint audio.
Among the loveliest paintings in the room are canvases rendering the refractions of a disco ball. In Deeper, Deeper (2003), they flicker over painted lines
of borderline obscene White lyrics; in the white-on-white DJ Purity (2004), they allude both to the ’70s dance culture that Barry White pervaded and to
the iconic painting by Kasimir Malevich. The installation, however chaotic, resonates with the perverse delights of debased heroes and bad practice—call it
“wrong,” or GNORW, the title of a lurid 2002 canvas with those letters painted on a nasty-looking striped pillow stuck onto the surface.
Such “missteps” are humorous, to be sure, but this is a humor rooted in the poignancy of human existence.
The disgraced Jackson, a filthy old dishtowel or pillow—Feinstein elevates her subjects even as she offers them up to ridicule. Laughing almost with embarrassment at what we see, we are also strangely heartbroken; we see her works as rooted in human stresses and failings, from soured relationships to the
weight of unsold inventory. Her unrelenting criticality produces the darkest kind of hope—evidence of the will to keep creating even in despair (“I can’t go
on, I’ll go on,” as Beckett famously wrote in The Unnamable). Feinstein’s preoccupations are, as literary scholar Robert Alter observed of Saul Bellow and
Itzik Manger, “the grossness, the poignancy, and the sadness of things flawed in the world below.” In a 1972 essay, Alter identified the bleak optimism in
Jewish humor:
The perception of incongruity implies the perception of alternate possibilities, humor peeking beyond the beleaguered present toward another kind of man
and another kind of time; for the very aura of ridicule suggests that it is not, after all, fitting for a man to be this pitiful creature with a blade of anguish in
his heart and both feet entangled in a clanking chain of calamities. 8
Out of failure the artist scrapes an odd form of dignity, as manifested in creative practice itself. For example, in 2009, in the wake of worldwide economic
collapse, Feinstein decided she would, for a time, make work entirely from stuff already in her studio, including earlier paintings that she painted over or
cut up and reused. It was unseemly, she felt, to do otherwise. Moreover, like so many New York artists, she had been forced out of her studio; she decided
to empty, as well, two storage spaces. The sheer volume of unsold material weighed her down, as it does many an artist as the years pass. The result was
“The Estate of Rochelle F.,” a “pre-posthumous” (her phrase) group of paintings, numerous explanatory text drawings, and a printed portfolio.
It was not the first of Feinstein’s works referring to the physical and psychic toll taken on artists who feel their careers will never properly launch. Perhaps
the most poignant work in the exhibition is the multipart Before and After (1999). It consists of a dozen canvases. Eleven of them constitute the “Before”:
some hung, others leaning against the wall, they self-referentially depict, in exceedingly pale pastel colors, blank stretched canvases leaning against a wall
and each other. The twelfth work is painted in red and white; it shows studio storage racks, with canvases slotted into shelving and more works implied by
a flat file at the lower right. This is the “After,” the end of a narrative of seemingly unvalued productivity. Or is it? The strength of this work lies in its allure:
the delicately tinted canvases, with their allusion to modernist monochromes, are charged with meaning. The colors imply changing light, as if these paintings have carried with them other spaces and times, a kinetic passage. It is the ultimate representation of an artistic practice that revels in its own unfolding.
Alienated from a system in which labor’s fruits in the form of earnings will seemingly never accrue to the maker, the artist claims her work—indeed, “loves”
her work. Irony of ironies, so does Lenbachhaus, which has acquired Before and After for all posterity.
“Rochelle Feinstein: I Made a Terrible Mistake,” at the Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich, through Sept. 18. The retrospective, with varying content and subtitles, then travels to the Kestnergesellschaft, Hannover, Dec. 3, 2016– Feb. 12, 2017, and the Bronx Museum of the Arts, June 27, 2017–Sept.
22, 2018.
Endnotes
1. Kerstin Stakemeier treats Feinstein’s art as an “affective” practice, interpreting it via Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Lee Edelman, and others, in
“Affectionate Expropriation,” Stephanie Weber et al., ed., Rochelle Feinstein, Cologne, Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2016, pp. 14–18. See also
“The Gang and the Post-Gang Painting of Albert Oehlen: A Conversation Between Rochelle Feinstein and Kerstin Stakemeier,” in Achim Hochdörfer, ed.,
Albert Oehlen Painting, Cologne, Buchhandlung Walther König, 2013, pp. 62–101.
2. In addition, a survey of the work in the form of an artist’s book, Rochelle Feinstein: I’m With Her was issued by Black Dog Publishing, London, in 2016. It
contains facsimiles of catalogue essays and reprints of articles from the past twenty-five years, including Carrie Moyer’s “Modernist at the Disco,” published
in Art in America, September 2008, pp. 92–93, and a story I wrote, titled “Sandy’s Day,” for Feinstein’s 1996 exhibition catalogue Satocpyc, New York,
Bill Maynes Gallery (facsimile pp. 30–45).
3. Quoted in Fabrice Stroun and Tenzing Barshee, “Love Vibe: A Conversation with Rochelle Feinstein,” in Weber et al., p. 26.
4. Stephanie Weber, in Weber et al., pp. 68–72.
5. The artist recounts this incident in Stroun and Barshee, p. 27.
6. The exhibition was installed in a lower Manhattan storefront under the auspices of Art Production Fund/Lab Space; for images, see Rochelle Feinstein:
I’m With Her, pp. 58–85.
7. Jackson died during the run of Feinstein’s exhibition, and some visitors arrived thinking it had been devised as a memorial, a situation that transformed
the whole show, in one sense, into a mistake.
8. Robert Alter, “Jewish Humor and the Domestication of Myth” (1972), reprinted in Sarah Blacher Cohen, ed.,Jewish Wry: Essays on Jewish Humor,
Detroit, Wayne State University Press, 1987, p. 26.

How much hedonism can painting tolerate? Can an affair become an image? What can
abstraction offer besides its Erhabenheit? Other artists have the success; Rochelle Feinstein has
the better questions. Now the native New Yorker is finally honored with an extensive
retrospective.
“Thinking today, finishing tomorrow”, once said Martin Kippenberger, but it was somehow
visible in his images, it became a problem when his punk anti-intellectualism turned into a cliché.
Although her work shares much of Kippenberger’s wit, directness and recklessness, Rochelle
Feinstein’s problem seems to be quite the opposite, that is, she never quite finishes thinking.
Feinstein’s art is a bit impertinent, a challenge, maybe also an expression of a wonderfully
misguided career choice: Within the field of conceptual art, where thoughts take precedence, she
most certainly would have been welcomed with open arms. But until very recently few in painting
could make any use of her work.
Only now, around 70 years of age, a great retrospective is bestowed on her. The of a long
misunderstood genius? Of course not! Feinstein rejects the genuflection and asks us to dance.
The first room of the show, which premiered at the Centre d’Arte Contemporain in Geneva, and
is now at display at Munich’s Lenbachhaus, is decorated in the style of a discotheque from the
1970s. Everyone came: concretion and abstraction, popular culture and art history, the personal
and the political. A few pictures lean against the wall, much like they got too exhausted by all the

dancing and therefore toppled over to the side. Others turn their back on us, as if they had
nothing to say. Glamour and sex are in the air, the soul singer Barry White whispers salaciously
from a video loop. A fan whirrs in another video, spotlights illuminate the images in everchanging colors. A rotating disco ball is chained in front of a monochromatic black canvas.
“Abstraction goes disco,” explains Rochelle Feinstein. What is going on here?
It’s the magic of the club: On the inside hierarchies will break up, hierarchies between day and
night, men and women, you and me, high and low. Contradictions suddenly become endurable.
Thus in Feinstein’s installations icons of pop (Barry White, Michael Jackson) encounter icons of
painting like the black square (Kasimir Malevich, Ad Reinhardt), sex-appeal, hedonism,
Erhabenheit: What is an icon, what are the conventions it follows? Does it appeal to our gut, our
feelings, our mind? Feinstein seems to be less concerned with ironic equations than with a reworking of the surfaces of the iconic; with restoring its inherent magic. Thus the color on her
monochromatic black canvas was literally scraped off with her fingernails in order to release the
underlying threads of gold and silver which are running down the surface like tears. Grief and
glamour are closely related, explains Rochelle Feinstein. But can one confront noble abstraction
with so much affection? Counter-question Feinstein: Wasn’t Malevich’s picture initially supposed
to decorate an opera?
The engagement with the history of abstraction and its generous combination with references to
pop culture and personal experiences can be understood as one characteristic of Feinstein’s
oeuvre. She just cannot be reduced to an artistic hallmark. “I have never been interested in
ingenuity and stylistic refinement, although these are certainly the criteria by which art is usually
taught, analyzed and perceived”, explains Feinstein. “This feels unnatural to me, it doesn’t
correspond to the way I think about painting.”
Hence it doesn’t seem surprising that the art market had little use for Feinstein’s work. Whoever
expects art to possess the security of a safe investment, or, the steady profit development of the
stock exchange, will most certainly not bank on this anarchist, because she also tends to blunder.
As an example, a collector knocked on her door by the end of the 1990s. Feinstein initially
showed him gigantic group of unsold art works; he immediately cut and ran – she got the idea for
her picture Before and After – which depicts her storage: Self-demolition as a creative act.
And Feinstein even goes further. In The Estate of Rochelle F. (2010) she presents her own “preposthumous” estate. The work was created as a reaction to the financial crisis, Feinstein clarifies,
when she found herself forced to give up one of her archives simply because she couldn’t afford
the rent any longer. “I wanted to know: What does the recession mean for people, what does it
mean for me as a painter? What does it mean to make a living?” She drew together unfinished
works of art, drafts, ephemera, photographs, and newspaper in order to create something new.
Her “estate”, she explains, links works from 1995 to 2009 to form a “non-stylistic style.”
Feinstein, who was born in New York in 1947 and who kind of resembles Susan Sontag given
her grey streaks in her otherwise black hair (she doesn’t want to be photographed for this essay),
initially came to painting through evening courses. In the late-1960s, when the medium was still
under the spell of Abstract Expressionism, Feinstein worked for the advertisement agency Doyle
Dane Bernbach, which served as a model for the TV series “Mad Men”. Making money during
the day, dabbling with the canvas at night. “Commercial illustration is based on the direct
exchange between the creators, the product, the client, and the consumer. But painting, it seemed
to be behind a thick wall, but I was unbelievably attracted to it. I didn’t understand its
conventions, and I am basically still trying to decipher its incredible possibilities.”

Feinstein fights that battle alone. Neither as a student at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn or the
University of Minnesota nor as a professor of painting at Yale, where she teaches since 1994,
could she reconcile with the idea of a “signature style” or of attaching to a specific art movement.
Conceptual art: For Feinstein completely correct in its revolt against the fetish art, but she
wanted to incorporate this thought process into painting itself. The political activism of the
women’s movement: For Feinstein absolutely worthy of support, but she didn’t want her art to
be usurped by it.
Feinstein finished “Flag” in 1993, a work that alludes to Jasper John’s eponymous painting. Here,
Feinstein combines the typical modernist grid with a common, off-the-shelf dishtowel, that she
incorporated in the picture’s bottom right corner.
As some female artists identified this gesture as a feminist statement, Feinstein reacted
impatiently and created a new work. Her Flag (1993) picture is now shown alongside a painting
composed of reproductions of other works, placed into plastic bags that are attached onto the
canvas, much like a chronological postcard rack. The work’s title: Find Your Own Damn Voice
(1994).
Her work titles consistently pose such demands. Make it Behave (1990) for example; it shows a
reddish square that somewhat maladroitly surrounds the canvas, as if Feinstein isn’t fully in
control of the color field painting’s heroic gesture. Or Smile (1994), in which she combines the
characteristic orange of the smiley-symbol with the well-known smile of Leonardo da Vinci’s
Mona Lisa. Who is addressed here? Who exercises one’s authority: the artist or the spectator? Are
we the audience or does the painting speak to itself?
Two languages, two systems are conflicting here. On the one hand it is the language of everyday
life as “something that is common and accessible to everyone, something that exists independent
of painting”, as Feinstein elaborates. On the other hand there is the history of painting, the
conventions of its composition, the modes of perception that it imposes on us: Who is this Mona
Lisa to tell us how to look at her?
At least since the 1980s painters have sabotaged the idea of pure abstraction, as Feinstein
concedes: “There was conceptual abstraction, the Neo-Geo-Movement, contaminations of
“pure” painting. But for me they still followed the same ground rules for abstraction. That wasn’t
enough; I didn’t just want to expand the history of art, I wanted – and this might sound a little
presumptuous – a systematic change. I wanted the painting to originate from life and to
reverberate to life in return.”
Painting as a chronicle for stories like this one: During the mid-80s to the beginning of the 90s,
Feinstein’s had a boyfriend. They separated, and she learned shortly thereafter that he was a serial
philanderer, cheating in NY, across the US, and in Europe. Those events that didn’t deter him
from sending Feinstein an electricity bill of 23 USD, asking pay her half of this amount, and
signing this letter “Love, Paul.” Her picture “Something for Everyone” uses an airline map to
diagram and index this betrayal.
Gradually, Feinstein’s generic principal becomes clearer now. She translates everyday feelings into
the language of abstraction. Recalling Mondrian, Malevich, Rothko, Reinhardt, and Agnes Martin
she reexamines what their repertoire of forms can offer a today’s New York woman of the 21st
century beyond the noble ideal of revolution, Erhabenheit and transcendence. Can abstraction
embody banal feelings like jealousy, love, sex, and anger?

Stylistic incoherence becomes a protective cloak: only that way can Feinstein protect the feeling
from kitsch, the political from the gesture, the painterly from drying up. Feinstein knows that art
is bigger than her. That’s the reason why every thought, as soon as being articulated, and every
image, as soon as being painted, must be revisited anew.
“People often ask me: What is your favorite piece?”, Feinstein recalls. “I can never answer that. If
a piece does its job, if it functions, then I am satisfied.”
Which job?
“Art History organizes, neatens, pigeonholes our experiences and feelings. In life, sometimes we
oppress and sometimes we are oppressed. I want to find the terrain where both collide.”
Feinstein loves painting, that’s why she demands everything from it. She rejects old myths, opens
them up for new meanings; she studies the material’s elasticity, negotiates which landscapes she
can possibly cover based on her capacities. Geography was realized in 1993/1994 as Feinstein was
surrounded by grief and death. The AIDS-crisis was at its peak, “it was during that time”, as she
phrases it, “a condom burst during intercourse.” Feinstein reached for a bucket of white paint
and repeatedly emptying it over a canvas to see if it rips apart. It was tight, but the canvas held
up.
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Rochelle Feinstein’s work is hard
to decipher. It is full of jokes, yet
oddly lacking in punch lines. Unlike
that of many of her postmodernist
contemporaries, the elusive meaning
of Feinstein’s work has consistently
deferred any sort of commodification. Alongside a continuous and
insistent engagement with the
problems of painting, she has produced video and time-based work
as well as sculpture and installation,
yet her works are not an intertextual
pastiche or a pedagogical deconstructive tool. Ironically, they seem
to continue the modernist project in
spite of itself. It was said of Picabia
that he was, above all, an abstractionist. For Feinstein, abstraction and
non-instrumentalized thought have
always reigned supreme. This makes
her work particularly timely. Should
we not, at the tail end of our postmodern, post-ideological era, look to
those who kept the faith all along?
Her paradoxically political brand of
art pour l’art and her laissez-faire attitude toward subjects could easily be
seen to prefigure the works of Rachel
Harrison, or to sit alongside those of
Jutta Koether, Michael Krebber, or
Martin Kippenberger. Unwavering
belief alternates with self-effacement, and then violently segues into
an absurd surrealist game.
A friend recently related an
anecdote to me concerning her own
experience of a work by Rochelle
Feinstein: a painting of a grid with
a meandering line disrupting the
order. Of course, the easy way to
deal with such a work would be to
posit the two elements against one
another: order and self-reflexivity
versus the chaotic human gesture.
Familiar territory. But Feinstein’s
explanation of the work was quite
different. The grid was Los Angeles,
and the line was the path of OJ
Simpson’s SUV cutting through the
freeway while being chased by the
police. What!?!?
It was my honor and pleasure to
visit Feinstein’s studio last summer.
We had a long conversation there
concerning her most recent project,
The Estate of Rochelle F., followed by
our attempt to hash out some of the
finer points in an even longer conversation by email.
—Justin Lieberman
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Mr. Natural, 2010, reflective glass, crystal, charcoal oil on
dropcloth, 72 × 50 inches.
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from their original state. My actions are
directed by curiosity: how do these elements partner with a painting language
that is, also, an already received one?
this question has been prominent in my
work since 1989.
in this project, i get to tweak my
own credo. The Estate relies on the
depletion of those things already
available, including older paintings. two
rules emerged rather quickly. First, to
not spend any additional money on this
work and to use any and all supplies as
“assets.” second, to use maximal material and minimal gesture. i hope we get
to anarchy and what an oeuvre is later.
JL: this reminds me of an essay by
John Miller where he discusses the
potential energy of art supplies, and
the way that it’s exhausted by their
transformation into artworks, the
artwork functioning as the graveyard of
art supplies. Your way of working here
seems to challenge that: old works are
imbued with new use value. this seems
to take a lot of weight out of the objects, returning it to yourself through a
de-prioritizing of the idea of a “finished
work.” But it also brings up some weird
questions in relation to the originals:
Were they ever once complete? Are you
defacing them?
The estate of Rochelle F., 2009, dropcloth, canvas, paper,
60 × 60 inches.

Justin Lieberman: Your new project,
The Estate of Rochelle F., is retrospective, but with a deliberate revisionism,
taking apart older works and rearranging the components into new things.
it seems like a pretty anarchic move in
relation to most people’s conception of
an oeuvre, but then you’re still alive so...
Rochelle Feinstein: i’m a liar. i’m still
here, as intended, when i began the
project in 2009. i know i won’t always
be here, but at that time, i was mulling
over the question: What is compelling
to make paintings about? the economy
and everything else was either in
shutdown or moving backward. i’d just
consolidated two storage spaces into a
single archive. My studio was packed
with diverse materials, including paint
to make paintings from—all were useable “assets” with unrealized potential.
it was an Aha! moment: i decided
to use up as much of this surplus as
possible to make new work. this was

a thought that had gravitas. to create
an estate i would control, what would
that be, pre-posthumously? Pre-posthumorously? Weird and interesting, to
have a start and end point roll into one
another, to be consciously creating a
past intended as an accumulation of
many paintings that would materialize
as a corpus sometime in the future.
Yeah, it’s a retrospective collection, assembled in the present tense...
implemented as a device for me to
devise new work. Revisionism is implicit
in the act of recycling. in my case, both
the inert materials and a few former
paintings just came along for the ride,
each presenting an idiosyncratic dare.
Whatever inorganic stuff they are made
from, how they signify, their vernacular
associations (craigslist, cardboard,
placemats, snapshots, window shades,
and so on), each presents a specific
challenge. their physical properties
and the way we name and identify
them both inevitably undergo alteration

RF: i do believe in a “finished work.”
Yet, if the work is still in my possession, and i’ve concluded that it needs
to be “fluffed” because of current
circumstances, then i will do so. the
“original” then exists as a foundation
for a new “original.” i use traditional
painting materials as an aesthetic
choice, understanding how they behave
during the working process. the use
of “non-art” materials by countless
artists is practically a default mode
by now. stuff, or residue of stuff, has
long been part of the vocabulary of art
supplies, and in many cases, has been
substituted for paint. Art supplies are
also pre-coded for a specific end use: to
make a work of art. employing both in
one work is unexceptional. Materials are
everywhere, potentially speaking, yet
their transformation into a new territory
of form and content, feels less likely to
occur or to be something sought after.
Garbage bags, textiles, hair, rubber,
text, etc., are well-worn tropes. they’ve
been indexed, categorized, homogenized, and pasteurized, absorbed as a
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set of accrued meanings through the
historical precedent of the last century,
recent criticism, or via six months of
social media buzz. the use of materials
or materiality—when painting with a
capital P is at stake—is encrypted into
this already agreed-upon canon. For
example, in 1992 i used a dishtowel
in a painting. the checkbox next to
my name was ticked off as follows:
“feminist,” “issues of domesticity,”
“anti-modernist.” Yes, i’m fortunate
to have anything checked off, but my
point is this: i am interested in how a
perceptual experience transforms into
a cognitive one. this need not begin
with gender, but it could if gender
was presented as the primary issue,
overshadowing the read of the other
elements in a work.
Warhol speaks of material
transformations with eloquence in The
Philosophy of Andy Warhol (From A to B
and Back Again). he cites the mountains
of unusable footage cut from the synchronized swimming scenes in esther
Williams’s films. he says something to
the effect that he’d like to make a new
movie from these “leftovers.” he says
it’s a movie he’d like to see. And it’s a
painting i’d like to make.
to your previous question: two
reclaimed paintings in the estate were
lying around, nagging at me in the
studio. two other pieces were stretched
and primed, but were without imagery.
the remaining stretchers were bare,
recycled from discarded paintings
formerly in storage. there is one small
painting i didn’t show you, pulled from
the dust pile. i cleaned and repainted
it, reproducing the sooty residue as an
image, added new things, and it was
finished. Yes, it was complete, and now
it is a new complete. this is weird and
we’ve just begun.
JL: But there is a fundamental difference between Warhol’s transformation
of the esther Williams leftover material
and your treatment of your own past
production, which requires a certain
leap of faith, right? After all, you can’t
pretend to be objective about this stuff.
RF: Yes, there are undeniably fundamental differences. My subjectivity has
been a constant, annoying cop and
critic. Plus, Warhol did not actually use
the Williams outtakes to make a new
film. What we may share is an attitude
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Origin of Untitled (!) in The estate of Rochelle F. catalog, 2010,
ink and collage on paper.
that considers what is unseen, or is
barely visible, as a productive place to
stage a new subject. While some Estate
paintings are built upon my earlier paintings, most are not. the rest, however,
are made, at minimum, from an art supply or artifact, both vestigial leftovers
from some other form of production.
JL: Are you saying you consider your
early work to be barely visible? i would
think that a subjective assessment of
one’s own past production would send

it into glaring relief. there is an element
of psychoanalysis in this revisionism.
You have to deal with your own history
through your associations with the
works. “i was sleeping with so-and-so
when i made this, etc.” changing the
work is like a confrontation with whatever personal associations reside within
it. You strip it of its “pure” relation to a
memory of your past self by infecting it
with your present self. Maybe once you
commit to altering the works, you alter
them in relation to themselves rather
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than in relation to external criteria?
RF: that’s not at all what i meant. let
the early work sit tight, unaltered. i’m
fine with that. My thoughts in 1989
were not solely about merging varied
materials with paint. i was fascinated
by the question of seriality and socalled signature style, neither of which,
even as a young artist, i could align
with or subscribe to. it was such a
given for the many painters of my
generation that i’d have to be comatose not to find this fascinating. After
showing through the ’80s i decided
to address this in my work. of a form

is not very interesting to me, although
that is the way much painting is taught,
investigated, and perceived. it feels
unnatural to the way i think about
individual works or the accumulated
works of a given artist. Back then i was
too involved in feminism and activism
for these engagements not to have
informed my thinking as a painter. i
wanted systemic change, a balls-out
way of making my paintings be, actively, even aggressively, in discussion with
one another. i committed to the idea
that a painting done in 1995 could be
partnered with something from 2009,
an a-stylistic “style,” each appearing to

have been made contemporaneously,
yet with huge variables of content
sourced from many quarters. it’s all
made from a whole cloth of recording
and reacting to major or mundane
experience, from my subjectivity and
my encounters with subjects. i don’t
make serial works but, now, having
said all this, perhaps the entire body of
work of the last 20-odd years is a single
project? the past can represent itself,
and it will, in any event. the intent for
The Estate project is to deplete those
passive things not yet used, to make
a new work. But before anything is
cut, screwed, glued, stapled, poured,
brushed, or sanded, there is feeling; all
the forms follow from that. i like that
you’ve opened the psychodynamic
door.
JL: For me there are two kinds of
artists: those whose work develops
temporally, and those whose work
expands in space, creating endless
variations on a central thesis. Pure
formalism generally engenders temporal development, whereas in the work
of artists like hR Giger, Mike Kelley,
Paul Mccarthy, salvador Dalí, or Walt
Disney, there seems to be a desire to
create a themed world. Your project
almost seems like a transition from the
thematic type to the temporal type—it
engages time so unequivocally.
so the works come out of a
charged emotional place, rather than
one of disinterested reflection. You love
a particular work, so you find a way to
care for it. You respect one, so you find
a way to honor it. You hate another, so
you find a way to deface it. You joke
around with one. You treat the works
as though they are people. You form
relationships with them.

Untitled (!), 2010, oil, acrylic, gold leaf, textile on canvas,
49 × 38 inches.

RF: that’s very close. i’d add that these
are multiple places of feeling. one place
of feeling—concerning, say, desire,
anger, curiosity, exhaustion, or frustration—is quotidian. the other place of
feeling, or of reflective feeling, is about
painting; i can’t have been doing this for
so long without a charged relationship
to painting. What it can and can’t do,
what is or is not expected from it (let’s
get into this?) in relation to historical or
cultural imperatives... i am emotional
about painting culture. Most works in
this project spring from this friction.
Mr. Natural is an example. My initial
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because it is so sticky. the words
audience and viewer are frequently used
interchangeably, but they’re not. An audience represents a plurality of “stuff.”
A viewer is one—potentially a unit of
the aggregate, a brick in the building,
but no less crucial. My short answer
to your question, and the one from the
audience: the viewer is not anonymous.
this always arises with abstract painting, and with painting in general. What
do you think about what the audience
doesn’t know?

Nude Abstract, 2009, mixed media, enamel,
acrylic, 36 × 36 inches.
thoughts were about American gestural
abstraction—i’ve admired it from afar,
periodically hoping my gestalt could
morph into the cosmic, mystical place
of a fermenting soul. At the same time,
while very interested in first-generation
abstract painters such as Richard
Pousette-Dart, i’m impatient with
latter day mark-making employed as a
conveyance for fuzzy feeling. Blah. this
Mr. Natural began taking shape through
material choices . . . a canvas dropcloth,
visible staples, footprints, and a groundglass surface, slightly dangerous to the
touch. the dropcloth, longer than the
stretcher, could not be cut (one of my
rules) hence the draping at the bottom
is a natural result of the misfitting. this
led to a memory of R. crumb’s Mr.
natural, the sybaritic alien guru-ofchoice who i enlisted as my guide to
the inscrutibility of generalized gestural
abstraction. i arrived at a big X, both an
index of no, and a territorial marking of
a rectangle.
All these “places” are equally

charged with meanings, and hugely
interesting to kick around, like a couple
of cats in a bag, with, hopefully, a less
tragic, and more subtle, resolution.
JL: this brings up a subject that is
always sticky, which is the relationship
to the viewer. there seems to be an
oscillation in your work between an objective critical distance (which depends
on a certain shared knowledge with
viewers) and a reactionary anarchism
that disregards the presence of viewers entirely. how do you approach the
subject of what the audience doesn’t
know?
RF: By finding what the viewer does
know, which may be equal, less, or
more than what i know. chances are
that i’m as present in the world as i am
in my studio and in teaching. Artists
are all both producers and viewers.
Ya’ think? someone asked me a question during a recent lecture: Who is
my viewer? Which is really interesting

JL: i like the distinction between the
viewer and the audience, but i don’t
want to think of the audience as a
plurality. i would rather make some
distinctions about my own audience
and what they know, and then address
them as such. As for the viewer, in the
beginning stages of a project, i prefer
to think that this person doesn’t exist.
once i’m further along, i acknowledge
that i am working for them, and try to
find some common ground. then i let
them lead the way, and try to speak for
them in such a way that the ideas seem
like theirs rather than mine. sometimes
i misstep, and the viewer says “no.”
(When i have made jokes in bad taste,
or assumed too much, for instance.
then there are bad reviews in public,
and chastisements from my friends in
private.) then i backpedal furiously and
try to reformulate. Finally, i assume they
know everything i know and that they
are sick of hearing me talk about it. i’m
burned out and can’t give anymore.
that is always the tragic end of my
romantic/antagonistic relationship with
the viewer. then it starts all over again...
RF: Quite a negotiation . . . We differ,
as we should, but maybe not so much.
the “stuff,” that is, the knowledge of
audiences, has great diversity. so, for
me, it’s an unfixed, randy group, changing its tastes, its database, so to speak,
at accelerated speeds of acquisition,
satiation, and registration. i participate
as an artist who is a part of that audience and is simultaneously compelled
to taking a position, a point of view,
in relation to that polyglot material.
Mine is not a fixed position in relation
to subjects or forms. i might have
just identified my position: mobility.
therefore, your romantic/antagonistic
relationship of starting with “the viewer
does not exist, yet” is one i might try
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on, like a set of instructions, very other
to my antagonistic/romantic habituated
pattern, which is “i am the viewer,
and, oh, yeah, what is this supposed
to mean?” then i could romance the
whole thing by trying to understand it,
woo it into something with sex appeal to me. the viewer will, inevitably,
return in the end.
the question “Where’s the
love?”—in the big geo-world, or in the
phenomenological sense—is a big
part of my drive to make work and of
my engagement with the viewer. it’s a
roundelay. A craigslist posting, captioned “nUDe MoDel neeDeD FoR
ABstRAct PAintinG,” had been in my
files for six years before i could use it
in Untitled, Nude (2009). only through
undertaking The Estate and having the
necessity to use stray materials could
i reframe and engage with someone
else’s absurd sexual paradox, but
through my cold eye. What would a
nude, abstract painting look like? i could
not stop thinking about the person who
baited this hook. i took the bait just so i
could make a work rooted in those ludicrous premises. the arguments of style,
form, modernism, feminism, social media, and the distribution of some kind of
information were compressed into one
craigslist solicitation paragraph. so the
work is white, flat, lozenged, painted,
rendered, printed, textual, assembled,
and collaged—a naked abstract painting
in low relief.
JL: Your position seems very generous
and permissive toward the audience.
Mine is all fucked-up and egomaniacal,
full of resentment and a pathetic desire
for acceptance. i aspire to be a bit more
open. that said, i think that we are
both engaged in a kind of courtship. A
seduction.
there is a deliberate impoverishment of materials and means in your
work, almost in an Arte Povera sense,
which also references the impoverishment of culture at large rather than
strictly gallery culture. there’s also an
element of non-nostalgic camp in your
work which i see as democratic—it’s
the part that lets me in. once i read that
a gesture is “defined by its economy
and grace”—i like that. But then i also
read this impoverishment as a withholding, a “this is what you get.” there
is a kind of altercation between the
permissiveness of the camp element

Image of an Image, 2010, gold and aluminum leaf on canvas,
digital image on scrim, 81 × 77 inches.
and the feminine no implicit in your
abstraction. the materials and means
don’t give themselves over so easily
to understanding. they demand that
we take responsibility ourselves. We
have discussed your work in relation to
feminism. is this withholding related?
RF: i don’t feel at all generous. i instinctively steal and borrow subjects
to engage with things that are not of
me but are present in the ecosphere
enough to become me. i may appear
permissive and respectful at first,
but i’m often puzzled, grabby, and
mean-spirited in stealing subjects and
materials. As a work begins, these bits

of information are held captive (very
unseductively) until they cooperate with
the conditions i propose with paint,
scale, and color decisions. this is where
i butt up against subject: Where is it,
exactly? What are its margins, limits?
the third part is the most vexing and
complex one: What do i have to offer?
My beliefs, perceptions, understandings... how does a thing get made
so that it becomes an aggregate of
socially generated subjects and materials, painting rules and regulations to do
or be undone, and my own skill, or lack
thereof, and, ultimately, an object that
proposes, through its stubborn stillness,
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The Little engine (triptych), 2005–2008, mixed media, canvas,
79 × 240 inches.
the active movement of thinking?
i like boxing, so in regard to the
idea of an altercation, great! Most
people think of an altercation as a
street fight, a brawl; anything goes.
But boxing is a match: a codified set of
rules and strategies men and women
learn, rehearse, and apply. Boxers vary
in height, weight, age, talent, technique,
physical and mental agility, versatility.
the match-up may not always be ideal,
but whether it’s a three-round novice
fight or a twelve-round bout, the ring
is always the same size—a grid within
which you must gain control through
the use of all available tools. i’m for
any art that uses the tools and rules
for gain. i think of my studio activity as
more nuanced than a brawl: locate the
grid, find the center, don’t square up,
keep moving, create an opening, and
be alert to ones that suddenly present
themselves. the altercation—well, it’s
just bam bam bam—an event quickly
produced, enacted, gone. not too much
to chew over in the end.
in relation to the feminine no that
you detect, that’s a yes. the question of
value as specifically related to an impoverishment of means, in this particular
project, not my work as a whole, is a
yes...
JL: Are you playing with me? that’s a
no, yes?
RF: okay, i am playing. You’re correct.
it is the feminine no: a way of giving
meaning to loss. The Estate taken as
a construct is, fundamentally, facing
loss as a productive act. it has felt

performative somehow, but not in the
sense of a work of performance art
or a durational event. even working
figuratively was never an option for my
work. An object elicits zero empathy;
it’s not sentient. it’s more of an obstacle
to feeling. My no and the obstacle
are co-dependents. i’m reminded of
a legendary story that i heard firsthand but of which i remember only
the outlines. At a public lecture at
columbia University on the philosophy
of language, someone was saying that
a double negative could become a
positive but a double positive cannot
become a negative. From the rear of the
hall, philosopher sidney Morgenbesser
shouted, “Yeah, yeah.” this is the way i
mean my no.
JL: hilarious. i think of your no as
a negation that does not involve an
imposition of will. it is a sacrifice of
something that you want for the sake
of maintaining the structure of the
self, a denial to the self for the self. it
is not a simple “no means yes” thing,
though. You might associate it with the
Bartleby stance: “i would prefer not to.”
Bartleby sacrifices everything through
this no: his job, his place in society, his
freedom, and, ultimately, his life. And
what does he gain from his sacrifice?
nothing that we can perceive. that is
why it is so disruptive! his refusal to
participate causes havoc all around him.
it is tremendously romantic, almost
impossibly so. that is how i perceive
your project.
RF: negation has been a productive

force in my studio, and acutely so for
the last 18 months. A couple of years
ago, the dBfoundation gals proposed
a project to a group of artists based
upon Bartleby’s stance. i think it was
for t-shirts. i could not come up with
anything for them. i now realize the
reason—it was an already-announced
cultural negation. i have to find my
own negation, it must be all mine. For
example, to reject figuration as sentient,
too loaded, is to negate my body. i can’t
quite do that, but i can “prefer not” to
deal with “the body” as a construct
examined, denounced, re-constituted,
reformulated as “social” bodies. Make
any sense?
JL: Perfect sense. i feel the same way.
i find the bandwagon oppressive.
especially in relation to this particular
issue, because a bunch of Bartlebys
standing around in a room together
completely shuts down debate. it is a
boring party. the refusal is no longer
disruptive if it becomes a convention.
then it is merely a coquettish game.
RF: And you offer a perfect example.
if our works were installed in a room,
together, there would definitely be
debate. Unless, of course, we occupied
the space as a position, in collaboration. that would smooth the read of
the work. this seems to be a common
experience, amongst artists, consensual
parties, and teachers of art. As far as
this consistency goes, choosing “a
direction” as an individual, amplifying it through sequential, repeatable
presentation of works, i’d prefer not to.
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As i’m making paintings, i’m occupied
by thinking about the discussion they
create with one another—is it a somber
argument, are they mocking each
other?—as well as the contradictions
inherent inside each piece.
JL: tell me about the shower curtain.
RF: thank you for a simple question!
everyone calls it a shower curtain. i’m
learning to live with that. it’s actually
two panels of a scrim with a digital
print, to scale, of the painting it hangs
in front of. i applied gold and aluminum
leaf to each quite recently, using the
print like a paint-by-numbers template.
it’s probably more straightforward than
my description. should i go further? the
title is An Image of an Image.
JL: so there is a distancing going on?
What was the image originally?
RF: it is an act of distancing that
provides me with space for speculation. i’ve got to go backward a little.
the image was initially the third element in a 2008 triptych titled The Little
Engine. the title is borrowed from
The Little Engine that could, an early
20th-century children’s book that i read
many times over as a child—my Mother
Goose—about the triumph of will over
adversity. it’s a moral tale, as well as a
parable of American modernism. My
triptych began with this quote from the
south African artist Zwelethu Mthethwa:
“Art in our day is not really done for
art’s sake; it questions issues related to
global processes such as urban industrialization, identity crisis, gender, race and
social imbalance.” the middle painting
of the Engine was based on a photo of a
bullet-riddled windshield. But the Image
of an Image you ask about—this was
initially the caboose of the “engine,”
and was developed without an external
textual or visual reference. Gold and
aluminum leaf was applied to canvas
and an image took hold—either of a
wall or a map in a state of assemblance
or deconstruction—while the leafing
brought other iconic, slippery representations to mind.
Back to the scrim—or curtain—it
was a digital image, intended to hang as
part of the triptych, but i decided not to
add it. The Little Engine was completed
without the addition, and the scrim was
stored. Image of an Image has become
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Boxers vary in height,
weight, age, talent,
technique, physical and
mental agility, versatility.
The match-up may not
always be ideal, but
whether it’s a three-round
novice fight or a twelveround bout, the ring is
always the same size—a
grid within which you
must gain control through
the use of all available
tools. I’m for any art that
uses the tools and rules
for gain.
a painting independent of the earlier
triptych. i had leftover foil that i leafed
onto the scrim; with the additions, the
potential was realized, as a material is
projected upon and through—it’s reflective and transparent, so the doubling
of image then varies with the available
light source. the making of this thing,
involving processes handmade, digital,
sewn, and fabricated, was immensely
satisfying as it was dictated by what i
thought the object needed rather than
by a priori decisions.
JL: What does it mean to state “Art in
our day...” on a painting in such a clear,
general way? it seems bizarre. it insists
that this is what art is, for everyone, and
assumes an almost impossible authority. i am tempted of course to reply:
Who are you to say what it is?
RF: those were key questions for me
before i thought of making The Little
Engine: Who is being addressed?
Who is doing the addressing? i was
not just tempted to ask, but i did ask:
Who are you to say what it is? Yet,
while i agree with the urgency of social
subject matters (social imbalance,
identity, environmental issues, etc.) they
have become so accessible within art
production and art education as to be
nearly a prescriptive form. they’re verging on becoming as ossified as gestural
abstraction has within the visual landscape. Who doesn’t think about socially
generated circumstances? Who doesn’t

parse an art object as a social being? i
wanted to make the painting look like a
poster, an announcement, or a demand,
and motivate it retinally to stumble over
the words. For real. We talked earlier
about the relationship of viewer to audience, and finding a “place of feeling.”
Yes, anger, consternation, and admiration—how could i make what was an
already complicated condition to an
even slower read, making it a more
vexing experience than it already was?
By trying to engage with the question
visually. Who am i to make a painting
about this? Agency is the answer to this
question: i am the artist.
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