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Adams and Ollman is pleased to present (of an object) 
Synchronized Loss, a solo exhibition by Stella Zhong, on view at 
the gallery from July 9 through August 27, 2022. The exhibition 
features six sculptures installed within an imposing built 
environment. The sculptures read as fragmented architectural 
elements, technology, or systems. Although suggestive of 
functionality, they disrupt our sense of scale and logic, turning 
away from us, hiding their purpose, intentions, and identity.

Zhong’s recent sculptures are carriers of discrete information 
and secret worlds. The artist builds environments that imply 
navigability of a map or utility of a tool. Smaller components 
perform precise, if unexpected, roles in and around the host 
forms. These circles, lines and dots are interchangeable as 
numbers, words, places, particles that continuously split, 
group, reconfigure. As they slip from order into randomness, 
systems emerge and dissolve, transforming into futuristic 
landscapes that are obscured and shifting in nature. Often the 
viewer must look beyond the surface—to the bottom or the 
back of a work, in between objects, or above normal height. 
Crouching or jumping might reveal the worlds they contain—or 
sometimes not at all. 

Included in (of an object) Synchronized Loss is a group of five 
sculptures that are iterations of one form—a two-dimensional 
plane bent to multi-dimensions—that conjure both privacy 
and potential. The viewer is confronted with the front of the 
sculpture that appears opaque and gives little information; 
the other side encompasses many states entangled at once. 
Within the interior of these sculptures reside layers of miniscule 
objects that oscillate between recognizable things and 
abstract geometries. Here, Zhong closes the gaps between the 
outer space and the subatomic, the intimate and the distant, 
the material and the metaphysical. The sculptures become 
self-referential, the scales and physicalities incoherent; 
strings are electricity, dots are atomic formations doubled as 

numeric codes. They weave questions around anonymity, 
entanglement and entropy into a new model that expands 
the artist’s ongoing concern with the initial breaking point of 
order and logic.

Stella Zhong (b. 1993, Shenzhen, China; lives and works in New 
York, NY) received her BFA from Rhode Island School of Design in 
2015 and MFA from Yale University School of Art in 2021. Her work 
has been exhibited nationally and internationally: at Chapter NY and 
Sculpture Center in New York, NY; FANTA in Milan, Italy; The Aldrich 
Contemporary Art Museum in Ridgefield, CT: Galerie Marguo in Paris, 
France; PEANA in Mexico City, Mexico; Guan Shanyue Art Museum 
in Shenzhen, China and Hive Center for Contemporary Art, Beijing, 
China; among others.
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Stella Zhong
5th Strategy to Alternate, 2022
string, wire, various clays, steel mesh, paper, 
plastic, paint, sand, resin, tint, wood
45 1/2h x 12w x 9d in
115.57h x 30.48w x 22.86d cm
SZ/S 2249
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Stella Zhong
6th Strategy to Alternate, 2022
string, wire, various clays, steel mesh, paper, 
plastic, paint, sand, resin, tint, wood
49 1/2h x 12w x 9d in
125.73h x 30.48w x 22.86d cm
SZ/S 2250
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Stella Zhong
7th Strategy to Alternate, 2022
string, wire, various clays, steel mesh, paper, 
plastic, paint, sand, resin, tint, wood
49 1/2h x 12w x 9d in
125.73h x 30.48w x 22.86d cm
SZ/S 2251
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Stella Zhong
Strategy to Alternate *Outside of Expected Range, 2022
mylar, paper, string, wire, various clays, plastic, oil paint, resin, 
fiberglass, tint, wood
78h x 13w x 8d in
198.12h x 33.02w x 20.32d cm
SZ/S 2252
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Stella Zhong
9th Strategy to Alternate, 2022
string, wire, various clays, steel mesh, paper, plastic, paint, sand, resin, 
tint, wood
49 1/2h x 12w x 9d in
125.73h x 30.48w x 22.86d cm
SZ/S 2253
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Stella Zhong
Tilted Airs, 2022
string, various clays, steel mesh, sand, resin, 
tint, wood
11h x 6 1/2w x 2d in
27.94h x 16.51w x 5.08d cm
SZ/S 2254
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Alternate views: Stella Zhong, Tilted Airs, 2022



Adams and Ollman  418 NW 8th Avenue, Portland, Oregon 97209  +1 503 724 0684  adamsandollman.com

Alternate views: Stella Zhong, Tilted Airs, 2022



Adams and Ollman  418 NW 8th Avenue, Portland, Oregon 97209  +1 503 724 0684  adamsandollman.com

Alternate views: Stella Zhong, Tilted Airs, 2022



Adams and Ollman  418 NW 8th Avenue, Portland, Oregon 97209  +1 503 724 0684  adamsandollman.com

Alternate views: Stella Zhong, Tilted Airs, 2022



Adams and Ollman  418 NW 8th Avenue, Portland, Oregon 97209  +1 503 724 0684  adamsandollman.com

Alternate views: Stella Zhong, Tilted Airs, 2022



Adams and Ollman  418 NW 8th Avenue, Portland, Oregon 97209  +1 503 724 0684  adamsandollman.com

Alternate views: Stella Zhong, Tilted Airs, 2022



Adams and Ollman  418 NW 8th Avenue, Portland, Oregon 97209  +1 503 724 0684  adamsandollman.com

Detail: Stella Zhong, Tilted Airs, 2022
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STELLA ZHONG

B. 1993, Shenzhen, China
Lives and works in New York, New York

SELECT SOLO AND TWO PERSON EXHIBITIONS
2022	 (of an object) Synchronized Loss, Adams and Ollman, Portland, OR
	 Fanta-MLN, Milan, ITA
2021	 comet without a tail, Chapter NY, New York, NY
2019	 Empty City, Spring/Break Art Show, New York, NY
2016	 nigh, Peninsula Art Space, Brooklyn, NY
2004	 Zhong Diming, Guan Shanyue Art Museum, Shenzhen, Guangdong, CHN

SELECT GROUP EXHIBITIONS
2022	 The Hearing Trumpet Part 2, Galerie Marguo, Paris, FR (forthcoming)
	 52 Artists: Revisiting a Feminist Milestone, The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum, 		
		  Ridgefield, CT (forthcoming)
	 InPractice: Literally means collapse, SculptureCenter, New York, NY
	 Por debajo del árbol, organized by PEANA, at Praxis - Casa Hernández, Mexico City, MEX
2021-22	 A Couple of: The Dual-mechanism of the New Generation of Asian Artists, Hive Center 		
		  for Contemporary Art, Beijing, CHN
2021 	 3.0, Chapter NY, New York, NY
	 Arcadian Feedback, M 2 3, New York, NY
	 24 Signs of the Times, Mana Contemporary, Jersey City, NJ
	 GTFO, Always Fresh, New York, NY
2020 	 Present in absence, Chapter NY, New York, NY (online)
	 From Here to There, Japan Society, New York, NY (online performance)
	 Drawn Together, Chicago Composers Orchestra (online)
	 This Time We Know Each Other, Green Hall Gallery, Yale University, New Haven, CT
	 Touching / Feeling, Hua International, Beijing, CHN
2019 	 We Don’t Really Know Each Other, Green Hall Gallery, Yale University, New Haven, CT
	 Playground, ZH Projects, Brooklyn, NY
2018 	 Enter, Linger, Exit, Tiger Strikes Asteroid PHL, Philadelphia, PA
	 Here and There, 205 Hudson Gallery, Hunter College, New York, NY
	 Flat File, Tiger Strikes Asteroid NY, Brooklyn, NY
	 On The Dolly, Hunter College, New York, NY
2017 	 Screening001, Unnamed Gallery, Brooklyn, NY
	 Brackish, St. Lydia’s Church, Brooklyn, NY
2016 	 Nigh, Peninsula Art Space, Brooklyn, NY
	 Untitled, Art Mora Gallery, New York, NY
	 Sacred Spaces, Fields Studio, New York, NY
	 Fun House, Barrett Art Center, Poughkeepsie, NY
	 Wide Open, BWAC, Brooklyn, NY
	 The Pull of the Print, Verum Ultimum Gallery, Portland, OR
2015 	 Dent, The Plant, Providence, RI
	 Unnameable, Weybosset Gallery, Providence, RI (solo)

	 Glass Triennial, Woods-Gerry Gallery, RISD, Providence, RI
	 Openings Openings, Benson Hall Gallery, RISD, Providence, RI
	 Transatellite, Exposé Gallery, RISD, Providence, RI
	 Exphrasis, Benson Hall Gallery, RISD, Providence, RI
	 Funny, Isn’t It?, Red Eye Gallery, RISD, Providence, RI
2013 	 Summer Exhibition, Paris College of Art, Paris, FRA
	 Future! Future!, Xiao Yan School of Art, Shenzhen, Guangdong, CHN
2010 	 End-of-Year FMP Show, Herbert Read Gallery, Canterbury, Kent, GBR
2008 	 The 55th Anniversary, China Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing, CHN

SELECTED BILBIOGRAPHY
2022 	 Piero Bisello, “Stella Zhong and many confusing scales,” Conceptual Fine Arts, 			 
	 March 9, 2022.
	 Catherine Wagley, “The 10 Best Booths at Frieze Los Angeles 2022,” Artsy, 			 
	 February 18, 2022.
2021 	 Lai, Ophelia. “Beyond Recognition,” ArtAsiaPacific, July-August 2021.
	 Oetting, Blake. “Feeling Lunar,” Texte zur Kunst, June 2021.
	 Hohmann, Marc. “Stella Zhong, comet without a tail,” Days Magazine, 
		  Summer 2021.
	 Tan, Lumi. “First Contact: Stella Zhong,” Mousse Magazine, 75, Spring 2021.
	 Fateman, Johanna. “Goings on About Town: Stella Zhong,” The New Yorker, 			 
	 January 22, 2021.
2020 	 Heinrich, Will. “A Striking Balance of New and Rediscovered at the Independent 			 
	 Fair.” The New York Times, March 5, 2020.
	 Klingelfuss, Jessica. “Independent New York delivers resilience, poignance and 			 
	 power,” Wallpaper, March 5, 2020.
2019 	 Rodney, Seph. “This Year, The Spring/Break Art Show is Less Fanciful but Still Worth It.”
		  Hyperallergic, March 8, 2019.
	 Camastro, Savannah James. “Bushwick Artist and Gallery Director Builds Imaginative World
		  for Spring/Break Art Show.” Bushwick Daily, March 5, 2019.
2017 	 Zevitas, Steven T. “Stella Diming Zhong.” Studio Visit 37 (2017): 228.
2016 	 “Stella Diming Zhong.” Create! Magazine, no. 1 (2016).
	 Liang, Jingning. “Time-based Sculpture by Diming Zhong.” 318ART.com, 2016.
	 Ning, Wang. “Emerging Chinese Artists to Watch, Sina Contemporary Art Interview with
	 Wang Ning, Diming Zhong’s Art.” Collection Investment Journal, 2016.
	 Zhong, Diming. “How to Make an Ancient Glass Unguentarium.” Manual Journal, 2016.
2015 	 “Stella Diming Zhong at Peninsula Art Space.” RISD XYZ Magazine, 2015
	 Elizabeth, Abigael. “Unnameable, A Solo Show.” The Round, Brown University, 2016.
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Stella Zhong: I have been building spaces hidden 
within my sculptures where entirely made-up, 
secret worlds reside. These areas are either in 
the bottom or the back of a piece, or on the very 
top above normal height, so crouching down or 
jumping may get you a partial view into these 
worlds and sometimes not at all.

Recently I was asked what I would call these 
“worlds/things” underneath/above my structures, 
and I realized I have never had a name for them. 
Even to vaguely say that they are between 
places, words, objects, numbers, or beings 
feels inaccurate. I make the individual units 
(the little clay balls and cubes etc.) that make 
up the sprawling landscape of my sculptures 
like the production of buttons or nails. Then 
when they are placed in the work their roles and 
relationships become extremely precise. This 
precision is measured against something I can’t 
quite pinpoint. I stop working on them when I 
feel like I’ve become a stranger, a visitor who’s 
trying to decode information and history from 
them. 

Your paintings often come to mind when I 
look out onto surrounding rooftops, dotted with 
seemingly unconnected objects, half visible or 
half submerged. I always look for things that 
seem to not belong—I do that when looking at 
your paintings too! In your newer works, there’s 
also an absence of the ground but there are 

gravities. I feel connected to that. I try to get that 
feeling in my work. Sometimes a string becomes 
the heaviest among all the things. What do you 
call the clusters of objects in your paintings?

Mariel Capanna: I welcome this prompt to give 
the clusters a name! A few months ago in a 
used bookstore in Doylestown, PA, my husband 
stumbled upon James Lipton’s An Exaltation 
of Larks, a compendium of “terms of venery”  
including a “gaggle of geese” or an “ostentation 
of peacocks” or a “shrivel of critics”. To date,  if 
I’ve ever referred to the shapes in my paintings 
collectively, I’ve called them what you called 
them—“shape-clusters.” But like you with 
your buttons and nails, I have some analogies 
in my pocket. Lately I’ve been thinking of 
them like fistfuls of confetti tossed into the air, 
or like soap flakes settling in a snow globe—
lightweight things, easily carried and tossed by 
external forces like shifting winds or waters. Or 
sometimes I think of these shapes as things that 
have flight, like a murmuration of starlings or 
a flutter of migrating monarchs ready to land. 
A toss of shapes? A flutter of shapes? Maybe I 
should find a more particular word for “shapes” 
too.

It’s true—the view in my recent paintings has 
shifted up and away from the ground. All of my 
shapes used to feel pinned or stitched or pasted 
or collaged in place beneath a horizon line. Your 
observation about gravity helped me realize that 
when everything was tethered to the ground in 
my paintings, relationships between shapes were 
very precise. Now that everything is tossed into 
the air, all shape-relationships are in flux and 
things tend to be drifting apart unless they’re 
gathering together toward the bottom edge of 
the painting, like sleet on a windshield. Can you 
tell me more about the pull of gravities in your 
work? About weight and lightness? About your 
NASA 0-gravity experience last year?

In conversation: 
Mariel Capanna and 
Stella Zhong, May 
2022

Detail from Spontaneous Unmixing of Static and 1/3s is 
Never Observed, 2022 at SculptureCenter.

Detail from Spontaneous Unmixing of Static and 1/3s is 
Never Observed, 2022 at SculptureCenter.

Detail from Spontaneous Unmixing of Static and 1/3s is 
Never Observed, 2022 at SculptureCenter.

Los Angeles. Photo: Stella Zhong.

Personal photograph of Zhong’s taken in her studio.
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SZ: A toss of shapes! I love that. Now that you 
mentioned the Zero Gravity flight, what happens 
on the plane during zero gravity looks just like 
your paintings: a toss of object-human-shapes. 
While floating next to someone’s stuffed animal 
and globs of water, I felt an equalizing of 
meaning and weight, that I am no different from 
a little bubble. And I giggled a lot, from feeling 
a true empathy with tiny, potentially lifeless 
things. Spotting a sock in your painting gave me 
a similar hehe moment. 

I don’t think I consider gravity directly most of 
the time. I am tuned into the other forces that pull 
against it or are free of it; recently electricity, 
ultrasound, and waves have been very present 
albeit fictitiously extant in my work in forms 
like strings, paper, mesh. … I think about how 
these intangible forces carry information and 
cut through gravity. And they lead me to a 
dimension where I see everything as a temporary 
combination of atoms. The small objects feel like 
an enlargement of the various atomic processes: 
grouping, splitting, reconfiguring...

Do you think about painting fluttering objects 
as a grounding practice or one that untethers 
you more? I am curious because I’ve recently 
discovered that I work very much like a painter. 
I treat the spaces or structures that I build 
like canvases. Even though I put a lot of care 
and intention into their creation, they are not 
specific until the small objects populate them. 
My process is pinpointing something within a 
blurry field, then finding a location that perhaps 
grounds or triangulates the planar/planetary shifts 
that you observed. I like what you said about 
intimacy and distance. It’s a strange feeling—my 
favorite—to feel extremely close to something 
unreachable and perhaps unknowable.  

Thinking about light, my head is often split 
between outer space and subatomic space. In 
both places, light doesn’t penetrate the same 
way as in an oxygen atmosphere. I guess 
it’s supposed to be very dark. I don’t know 
where my light comes from. The atmospheres 
portrayed in your work are in-between time to 
me. It tells me that I am standing at a particular 
angular position between the sun and earth to 
be able to access that range of color in the sky. 
I am interested in this idea that sunset/rise is 
“fleeting,” but it’s not true. It’s always there, the 
pink-orange-blue haze is always there, we are the 
ones that rotate into the visible zone and have to 
rotate out of it.

MC: Wow, Stella! Thank you for pointing out 
what I now recognize as obvious—that the 
colors of sunrise and sunset are always there, and 
that we’re always rotating toward or away from 
them. Until now, I have thought of that pink-
orange-blue light-condition as “fleeting”. And 
fleetingness has been an important part of my 

Detail: Mariel Capanna, Cotton Field, Sampler, Milk Jug, 
Porch, oil on panel, 10x13 inches, 2017.

Plaza de Armas de Chinchero, Chinchero, Peru. Photo: 
Mariel Capanna.

Bennington, VT. Photo: Mariel Capanna.

Detail: Mariel Capanna, Sash Lock, Lightbulb, Hay Bale, 
Swan, oil, marble dust and wax on panel, 12x9 inches, 2021.

Film Stills from Orfeu Negro, Dispat Films/Gemma/Tupan 
Films, 1959.

Detail from Spontaneous Unmixing of Static and 1/3s is 
Never Observed, 2022 at SculptureCenter.
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painting process, generally. I’m always working 
from direct observation of videos or slideshows 
of images in motion, and it’s for the very fact 
that these images are fleeting that I feel driven 
to catch and collect something from them. To 
“catch” here is maybe to notice and remember 
for a moment; to “collect” is to make notational 
marks on my painting.

For a while I treated my source material—say, 
a found home video—like a whole lifetime 
with a hard-edged beginning and a hard-edged 
end. I gave myself the strict rule that when the 
video ended the painting had to be finished. I 
felt an urgency to see as much as possible and 
to paint as quickly as possible, since anything 
that I missed on the screen would be lost to 
the painting. But over the past few years, I’ve 
relaxed those time constraints and I’ve been 
treating my source material more like a day that 
will be followed by another; I let myself watch 
the same thing over and over again until the 
painting feels finished. Working this way, I can 
trust that whatever I miss once, I might catch on 
a second or seventh or eighteenth viewing. It’s 
like knowing that the sun is going to rise again 
and give me another chance. I’ve always thought 
of my paintings as having a shifting point of 
view, but I’m realizing that there’s something 
about my logic that still assumes a fixed position 
in relation to the sun. Maybe that’ll change, 
thanks to this exchange. I like the idea that the 
paintings can chase or follow the pink-orange-
blue.

Is painting these fluttering things grounding or 
untethering? Sometimes it can make me feel 
frantic, trying to observe too many things at 
once. But if I soften and generalize my attention,  

I can usually manage to attend to one thing, and 
then another, and then another. So at its best 
it’s maybe both: it makes me feel light, nimble, 
flexible (untethered), but also sturdy and sure 
(grounded). The paintings are built one little 
object/shape at a time, and if those shapes feel 
too disparate I’ll connect them with something 
thin like a string, a ribbon, a streamer, a bow. 
Maybe these lines of mine play a similar role to 
your strings and mesh—they’re delicate forces 
that hold things and spaces together.

I notice that when objects are tucked into holes 
or crevices in your sculptures, or when things are 
nestled behind curved surfaces, I think of them as 
hiding, or seeking privacy. Do you always have a 
sense of what’s happening in each nook of your 
work? Or are some things somehow private, kept 
secret even from you?

I like how your paintings are “built one object/
shape at a time.” I share the same rhythm. I 
often tell people that I build simultaneously as I 
excavate—two opposite actions at the same time. 
It means that I am always only seeing the partial 
picture. Intentions and surprises continuously 
counter one another. You are totally right about 
the role of strings and mesh in my little worlds: 
to hold, to point, to transmit. 

In terms of the rendering of things, do you ever 
think about cuteness, cartoon? It’s a question 
I get asked sometimes, specifically about my 
small objects that are usually nondescript but 
read as cute. There’s a level of cartoon-like 
quality to your painted things, too. They are not 
entirely realistic and are simplified both in shape 
and color. Perhaps it’s a way to secure memory 
without overcrowding with details? Perhaps this 
is how the world exists in your consciousness? 
This makes me think about virtual reality. You’ve 
conjured a parallel reality that’s two degrees off 
from the one we physically live in, but it doesn’t 
require much struggle to be versed in that new 
one either.

Here’s an annoying question for you: when do 
you know when a work is done!? Not something 
that I am particularly concerned with but curious 
if it’s on your mind. 

MC: My painting practice involves accepting 
that I am, as you put it, “always only seeing the 
partial picture;” accepting that if I’m focusing 
on one thing, then I’m necessarily failing to 
see everything else—or at least failing to see 
everything else in any kind of detail. My painting 
practice also involves accepting that I’m always 
only partially remembering that 

Detail: Mariel Capanna, Rooftop, Ladder, Lightbulb, Clock, 
oil, chalk, and wax on panel, 24 x 30 inches, 2022.

Detail: Mariel Capanna, Candles, Kite, Ball, Birds, oil, chalk, 
and wax on panel, 56 x 52 inches, 2022.

SZ: Privacy is something that I have been 
thinking a lot about and there are many layers 
to it. I am interested in privacy as individuals, 
in anonymity; I am interested in our private 
minds that we can’t even fully access; I am 
interested in agency beyond human’s. I usually 
have a pretty good sense of the geography of the 
spaces I’m building. What goes on within these 
spaces evolves from the build-excavate process I 
mentioned earlier. I enjoy this part a lot because 
it always feels out of body, it feels like I am 
an outsider trying to piece together something 
of a different time/logic, or trying to solve a 
math problem. There are moments when what I 
made becomes completely unknown to me, and 
that’s when I usually stop. I guess these objects’ 
privacy are protected both from hiding and from 
being themselves coded through a few rounds of 
translation.  

Taking objects from movies and pictures, do the 
stories remain with the objects you pick out? 
Does a painting become a collage of multiple 
parallel and intersecting narratives, which only 
you would probably know? Are they your 
secrets? 
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partially seen picture. The cartoonish quality 
that you identified is mostly the result of the 
limitations of my memory. When I’m watching 
a video I’ll see a pale blue bicycle and I’ll 
remind myself: “pale blue bicycle, pale blue 
bicycle”—but then when I reach out to paint 
it I’ll hardly remember the proper shape of a 
bicycle so I’m forced to simplify it. Or I’ll see 
a beautiful boot with a bit of sock sticking out 
and I’ll think “brown boot with yellow striped 
sock, brown boot with yellow striped sock” and 
then that’s what I’ll paint, but it will certainly 
have lost the particular charm and character 
of the brown boot that I first noticed and 
cared to paint. That can be dissatisfying in the 
moment—I’m often disappointed by or critical 
of that cartoonish quality—but then that brown 
boot in its simplified form will, in my painting, 
form some surprising relationship with, say, the 
simplified shape of the pale blue bicycle, and 
then I no longer crave for my painted brown 
boot to be a faithful rendering of that original 
idiosyncratic brown boot. With all of my 
paintings, I’m asking: when strung together, can 
a series of incomplete views, clunky translations, 
misremembered moments, flattened experiences, 
and oversimplifications yield something new 
that’s still meaningful in its own right?

Another thing that leads to cartoonishness is my 
speed of painting (i.e. fast). Painting quickly, 
there’s no time for me to render shapes carefully, 
which leads to simplification. But it’s funny, 
when I’m painting very very quickly, there’s 
still no time for careful rendering but there’s 
also no time for clean-edged simplification. 
My brushstrokes become clunky and paint 
application thickens. At that quickest speed, my 
paintings seem to lean back away from cuteness, 

because (maybe) my quickest marks are less 
identifiable, less nameable, more abstracted. 

associations with cuteness in response to your 
work are mostly inspired by relative scale? Or is 
there something else at play?

Detail: Mariel Capanna, Trees, Snow, Crowd, Sky, oil, marble 
dust, and wax on panel, 20 x 16 inches, 2022.

Carmeline Missal of Nantes, Illuminated Manuscript on 
Parchment, 1471-1476.

In graduate school, my final studio project 
(ultimately unfinished due to covid) was a series 
of negative shapes—wall-shapes, really—
pulled from the backgrounds of family photos 
and applied in lime plaster to the walls of my 
studio—preparatory work for what was meant 
to become a fragmented fresco. I’m pretty sure 
you saw that work-in-progress (I was so happy 
and honored to see you at my 2020 fall semester 
final review!).  I remember that one of my 
critics visited my studio while I was working 
on this and exclaimed “Wow, all the cuteness 
is gone!”—and this was clearly, to her mind, a 
positive development. I wonder, how do you feel 
when “cuteness” comes up? Do you think that 

Detail: Mariel Capanna, Negative Space, brick dust, riverbed 
sand, and slaked lime on drywall, concrete floor, and steel 
door, 2020.

Your question about the relationship between 
my painted shapes and their source narratives is 
a good one and, I’m finding, a tricky one for me 
to answer. There are paintings that I made seven 
or two years ago whose sources I already forget. 
Once that’s the case, I’m certainly not a keeper 
of the painting’s secrets. In other cases, I’m very 
sure of where the imagery originated, and the 
painting does have a strong association with that 
original source. When I can associate the objects 
with a narrative, I think of them as functioning 
like an arma christi painting—scattered 
reminders of disparate scenes that contributed 
to a linear narrative. When that narrative slips 
away from memory, the paintings feel to me 
more like hand-painted corner store signs... the 
scattered shapes and objects are associated with 
one another simply because they’re in the same 
place at the same time. I don’t tend to advertise 
what my source materials are for a given 
painting. When I do reveal source materials, the 
experience of the painting can become too much 

of a matching game. When I keep the source 
materials to myself, viewers tend to find their 
own associations with shapes and objects, and 
the paintings become familiar in a personal way. 
So maybe this is a long-winded and reluctant 
“yes”: they are secrets.

Found photo. To submit attribution, please get in touch.
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When is a work done? I like that for you, 
distance, mystery, and a feeling of unknown 
are the signals. I tend to call a painting done 
when every mark and every zone has a role in 
relationship to all the others; when no part of the 
painting feels stranded, idle, isolated. Sometimes 
I aim to make a very sparse painting, and when 
it’s almost feeling finished I make a mark that 
throws everything off. Then I need to make 
forty-two more moves in order for everything 
to work and by that point it’s a very cluttered 
painting and that’s just what it has to be. My 
paintings are additive and cumulative, and it’s 
difficult for me to remove things or edit back. 
Rewinding isn’t an option. So if I want a painting 
with ample negative space or open space, I need 
to build it up very cautiously. Does your building 
process involve much unbuilding? Undoing and 
redoing?

I’ve noticed that if I spend a few weeks painting 
all day, every day, it becomes especially fun 
to go on walks because I begin to perceive the 
environment around me as a composition of 
small scattered shapes, as in my paintings. I 
become more likely to see, say, a thin brightly 
colored ribbon caught in a bush, or a distant 
traffic cone, or the flight of a small bird. Do 
you catch glimpses of your sculptures and 
compositions when you’re moving through the 
world, outside of your studio?

SZ: I do all the time! Just the other day I saw this 
group of satellites on the corner of a building and 
thought to myself—that’s my work!

Los Angeles. Photo: Stella Zhong.


