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LOS ANGELES — After a morning
of uncharacteristically torrential
rains, Felix, the debut art fair of
mega-collector Dean Valentine,
opened in the historic Hollywood
Roosevelt Hotel to much fanfare
and generous attendance. The fair
consists of two main sections with
special projects interspersed
throughout the building. The first,
and far more accessible section,
the Cabanas, hosts everything
from a brightly colored interactive
musical booth by Esther Pearl
Watson and Mark Todd at
Susanne Vielmetter to a more
serene selection of Roger White
paintings laid out lovingly on a
Roger White on a hotel bed at Grice Bench

hotel bed at Grice Bench. Fair-

goers can weave in and out of the ground-floor poolside rooms with relative ease,
though expect the usual hustle-and-bustle feel of art commerce in action.
Valentine has said he wanted to eliminate this general commercial feel of art
fairs, and, to a certain extent, he did. The hotel rooms do give the possibility of
finding something genuinely unexpected in a way temporary white walls never
again will, including one moment of sheer delight I had spotting a beautifully
strange sculpture of stacked human feet by Mella Jaarsma, placed in front of a
floor-length bathroom mirror at Baik + Khneysser. However, there is no way to
make concerned or disappointed-looking gallerists (on their cell phones or
staring curmudgeonly off into space, respectively) look like anything other than
evidence of “transactions” or lack thereof.
A major hiccup in fair operations had to do with the one segment of government
that seems to run with astounding efficiency: the Fire Marshal had the entire
second section of the fair, located on the 11th floor, on a veritable lockdown. What
this meant, practically speaking, was that the line for the elevator was almost out
the door and the rewards were mixed for those who chose to brave it. Once
upstairs, the hotel rooms were sparsely attended by design and despite a
humorously striking tangerine dog by Ilona Rich tucked away in a shower stall in
the Kenny Schachter booth (it was a great day for bathroom art), most galleries
chose not to utilize the hotel rooms in any particularly novel way, instead settling
on safe, sellable artworks and presentations — a missed opportunity. That being
said, The 13th Floor, an exhibition curated by Andrew Berardini and presented by
the French Committee of Art Galleries, is a must-see. Between the view, the
takeaway newspaper essay that doubles up as an exhibition checklist, and the
French film noir vibes of the work, the grand finale of the Felix fair makes it
worth the trip up.
The Felix Art Fair continues at the Hollywood Roosevelt (7000 Hollywood Blvd,
Los Angeles) through Sunday, February 17.

Nods to the philosophical and an absurdist humor set
the tone of this eclectic group show that is
never short on substance. An homage of sorts to a
late UC Berkeley professor, “Don’t call me when you
are rich or famous. Call me only if you are in the
gutter.” is a mix of emerging and mid-career artists,
and although painting dominates, there are also
satisfying forays into sculpture, installation, film, and
photography. Mostly comprised of American artists
based in California and New York, the show also
includes a smattering of works by German artists
Corinna Schnitt and Bendix Harms and Canada-born
Jagdeep Raina.
Here, the irreverent and playful are built on smart, often philosophical underpinnings. Elizabeth
Ferry’s Die on Pedestal (2016) consists of an oversized, crudely fashioned die atop a raw wood
pedestal, bearing the letters “EFIG” on the side amid glitter sparkle. The work’s playful form butts
up against the suggestion of an effigy, and takes it further with the obvious double entendre of the
title. Situated in relation to philosopher Immanuel Kant’s musings on wallpaper and the
pedagogical value of decorative arts sits Corinna Schnitt’s Drawing 1 (2015), a small colored
pencil drawing of a decorative floral motif, using only x’s as its structural syntax, as if transcribing
a cross-stitch or upholstery textile. Nick Herman’s Imperial (Green) (2015), a canvas plastered in
tiled remnants from an Imperial-brand commercial product, is also a nod toward Kant’s wallpaper,
but does so with a decidedly pop slant.
Luis Flores’ installation Fuck It, I Guess I’m Gonna Die (2016) is a (perhaps too) literal, partmodernized take on “Buridan’s Ass”, a philosophical paradox that illustrates problems inherent to
free will. Here, a clothed woolen figure donning a donkey mask stands ineffectually between two
bales of hay on the floor, unable to pursue either due to the inability to make a rational decision in
a situation where the incentives are equal.
A noteworthy highlight of the show is the work of Roger White, which includes a watercolor
portrait of philosopher F.P. Ramsey (2016), a small oil painting of Donald Trump’s coif on a
display stand in Trophy (2016), and Untitled (2016), a quotidian yet exquisitely-rendered
bathroom still life pictured through the reflection of a mirror. Even without knowledge of the
philosophical referents, much appreciation can be found in the formal sophistication, humor, and
smart sensibility of the works in “Don’t call me…”
“Don’t call me when you are rich or famous. Call me only if you are in the gutter”, July 9-August
27, 2016, at Grice Bench, 915 Mateo Street, 210, Los Angeles, California,
90021, www.gricebench.com

Opening: “Exalted Position” at Peter Blum Gallery
Well, if you’ve gotten this far, you must like summer group exhibitions, so how about one
more? This one has the kind of tight, three-artist focus we like. The premise of this show, curated
by Vlad Smolkin, is simple but interesting: artists who heighten the importance of banal objects
through technique. Roger White, Irina Rozovsky and Graham Durward make pictures of things
like flowers, smoke and the landscape, but their works emit a specialness that goes beyond the
way we normally view these mundane objects.
Peter Blum Gallery, 20 West 57th Street, New York, 6-8 p.m.

“For heaven’s sake, madam, what is a vibration?”
That is the protagonist, Jep Gambardella in Paolo Sorrentino’s fantastic film La Grande Belleza
(The Great Beauty) interviewing the performance artist Talia Concept. Concept has just fed him
some mumbo jumbo about her performance that entailed child angels wrapping her in a veil, then
her standing up to reveal her vagina scalded with a sickle and hammer, running into a pillar and
smashing her head, falling and writhing before finally standing up and yelling, “I don’t love you!”
When Gambardella asks her what she reads, she responds, “I don’t need to read, I live on
vibrations, extra-sensory ones.” When he asks her to explain, she rambles on about everything
from conflictuality to her mom’s abusive boyfriend, when all Gambardella wants to know is what
the heck she means by “vibrations.”
The exchange has become emblematic of how many people see the current art world—
inexplicable, full of a lot of hot air, and people birthing paint-filled eggs and eating their hips.
At the same time, the art world can feel like that first time you walk into a high-end luxury store—
everything is out of your reach, you’re not quite sure where to start, and there are a whole lot of
venomous people judging your every move.
Enter Roger White, author of the delicious new book The Contemporaries: Travels in the 21st
Century Art World. Astute and conversational, White’s writing unveils the current state of the art
academy, the studio, and the art market through the careers of the artists Dana Schutz, Mary
Walling Blackburn, and Stephen Kaltenbach.
What becomes abundantly clear is that while the art world is certainly full of its fair share of
absurdity, there are people producing work worth talking about, and there are people who actually
do understand it.
The second issue that becomes clear, is that the starving artist really is dead. While there are the
issues of student loans, non-unionized studio workers, and lack of credit—that those are the
obstacles is a sign of just how much has changed. The art world may involve troublesome
creative types, but, explains White, “contemporary art is what passes through the institutional
wickets of the school, the market, the art press, and the museum.”
The book opens with it strongest section—the academy. White takes the reader through his time
as a critic for the graduate school at Rhode Island School of Design (RISD), one of the premier
art schools in the world. Art school, however, is not a haven for society’s misunderstood artistic
misanthropes. “The minute we’d set foot in our first seminar room, we were all already inside the
industry,” writes White. The students are already building their career portfolios, learning how to

The State of Things: Roger White’s “The Contemporaries”
Paints a Clear Picture of the Art World Today
BY MOSTAFA HEDDAYA | MARCH 19, 2015

Roger White and the cover of his new book, "The Contemporaries."
(Photo by Maggie Clinton, Courtesy Bloomsbury
The perambulatory, socio-anthropological genre of art writing receives a much-needed
invigoration in Roger White’s “The Contemporaries: Travels in the 21st-Century Art World,” out
earlier this month from Bloomsbury. Moving nimbly from the macro concerns of academy,
studio, and marketplace to intimate engagements with three artists, the titular “contemporaries”
— Dana Schutz, Mary Walling Blackburn, Stephen Kaltenbach — White’s essayistic reporting is
even-keeled and lucid while maintaining an energetic curiosity. The insider gloss typically
peddled by the contemporary-art-for-laypeople genre is here traded for methodical explanations
of studio practice and the mythos of the artist — from the Factory to the Koons factory, macho
modernism to MFAs to the “Milwaukee model.” As the author puts it himself, he is not interested
in the “professionalized and financialized” facade of the art world but the “profound tensions”
undergirding it.

Crucially, the art-school apparatus is brought in for much-needed demystification here, and
White offers nuanced prose on the credentialing juggernaut that’s as maligned as it is
misunderstood. Though a virulent, student-debt oriented pushback has (rightly) greeted the art
institution in recent years, with the proliferation of free and non-accredited peer-driven
alternatives, White reminds us that “more artists now come through art programs in the United

States each year than were produced by the city-states of Florence and Venice during the entire
fifteenth century.” The terrain of the contemporary academy is expertly dissected here, with
White layering context and analysis on a first-person account of a “crit” at the Rhode Island
School of Design, where he teaches. The scenes are richly reported: no detail, from apparel to
elocution, is spared. White weighs in with memorably-formulated critical asides, describing in
one parenthetical, for example, the transition of the art instructor “from silent and inscrutable
icon to something more like a full-time life coach.”
In many ways the book’s first chapter is its strongest, offering up a sensitive look at the academy,
the “uchronia, not utopia” of MFA-space as a micro — or is it macro? — cosm for the ideas and
social relations constitutive of art-making. It’s an area familiar to the author, who teaches and
holds an MFA from Columbia — credentials that no doubt add a dimension of self-interest to the
discussion, but the reader is spared the usual crudely polemical take all the same. (This
component of the book is also a much-needed update to “Art Subjects,” the definitive 1999 study
of the MFA scene by the academic Howard Singerman.) But those coming to “The
Contemporaries” in search of juicy “insider” anecdotes will also find their fix, particularly in the
second chapter on artist assistantships, which delivers Page Six-strength gossip (one blind item
tells of a Christmas gift in the form of an offer from employer to assistant to sign a painting of the
assistant’s own initiative, thus transmuting her volunteer labor into five-figure value) alongside
more substantive ruminations about the changing face of the art profession’s entry-level (and, in
the third chapter, its broader spectrum and possibilities).

The second half of the book is given away to three in-depth reports on three divergent artists: the
figurative painter Dana Schutz, whose commercial career took off even as art academia seemed to
have all but moved on from her interests, and two generationally distant yet equally mercurial,
difficult-to-pin-down practitioners: Mary Walling Blackburn and Stephen Kaltenbach. Situated
somewhere between magazine profile and critical essay, the engagement with and selection of
these artists is both illuminating and unorthodox — only Schutz is in any way a boldface name in
contemporary art. But these choices in style and substance vindicate White’s method and project:
that “contemporary art” is not so much a beachhead as it is a dense and variegated terrain, of
which this book is a worthy (and entertaining) cross-section.
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‘The Contemporaries,’ ‘Painting Now’ and More
By HOLLAND COTTER
JUNE 25, 2015

Chris Ofili, “Afrodizzia (2nd Version),” 1996; acrylic, oil, polyester resin, paper collage, glitter, map pins
and elephant dung on linen.
Everyone says the art world has changed, which is true, though your view of how, and how much,
will depend on your entry point. Mine was long ago, in the early 1970s, when New York City was
utterly unlike the High Line town of today. It was on the verge of bankruptcy. Physically,
Manhattan was unraveling at the seams, and “urban renewal” had trashed vast stretches of the
other boroughs, leaving working-class residents, many of them new immigrants, marooned.
The commercial art world, confined to Manhattan, was small. Galleries numbered in the high
dozens to very low hundreds, with the newest ones in a still raw SoHo. A critic could do a
comprehensive sweep in one hard-working day. Rents in Manhattan were doable. Most artists
lived there, sometimes upstairs from the galleries they showed in. The social pool was small. You
could pretty much fit the whole demographic into two downtown bars on a Saturday night.
The art world still filled some popular notion of bohemia, though professionalization was
underway. Everyone had gone to art school, though graduate degrees were uncommon unless
your goal was to teach. Galleries were tightly run shops. SoHo was already a
brand. In 1974, New York magazine ran a cover story calling it “the most
exciting place to live in the city,” and included a gallery map.
Yet alternatives to it existed, probably more than I knew. I lived farther
south, below the still half-empty World Trade Center, on the fringes of the
financial district. I lived with one artist, and was surrounded by others.
There was no money. Few of my friends showed in galleries. Many were
performers; most were multidisciplinary: filmmakers who painted, musicians who danced. A lot
of people had pickup day jobs. I had a string of them and wrote about art at night.

In 1980 I had to move. SoHo was by then out of financial reach, so I went first to Chinatown, then
to the East Village, which was just becoming an art neighborhood and a manifestly un-SoHo
scene of apartment-studios, shoestring storefronts and a bit (just a bit) of racial mixing. The
area’s brief heyday coincided with an economic boom; club crawling and art collecting grew chic.
Limousines showed up on Avenue A; people climbed out and wrote checks for whole shows.
This was the start of something we now know well. Money brought instant problems. Artists
began producing too fast. And the market did what it always does: It created a few stars, gave
them everything and gave everyone else nothing.
All that ended with the crash of the late 1980s, by which time the East Village was out of fashion
anyway. Galleries closed; careers tanked. With the market in disarray, some gate-crashing
happened and new kinds of art came in. Work by African-American, Asian-American and Latin
American artists finally gained admission, bringing politics with it. AIDS and the culture wars
intensified the politics. For the first time in memory, art felt fused to life. You probably had to
have been around to understand how utopian the moment felt. Multiculturalism was always a
tricky concept. For me, back then (and still) it meant one main thing: everyone coming to the
table, bringing colors, languages, genders, attitudes and stories, to cook up new kinds of meals.

Dana Schutz, “Assembling an Octopus” (2013); oil on canvas.
But the racial and ethnically uniform art establishment — museums, big galleries, major
collectors, mainstream critics — never really went for any of this. And when the economy got back
on track, it didn’t have to. By the turn of the millennium the old machinery was up and juiced. Not
only was there unimaginable wealth around, but art’s stock was sky-high, with a new class of
collectors investing fortunes in it. The events of 9/11 didn’t change this. The 2008 recession didn’t
change it. The market kept growing. The basic art story of the past 15 years or so is about volume.
Galleries mushroomed. (Chelsea was born, then Williamsburg, then Bushwick.) Museums
ballooned. Art schools turned out record numbers of graduates. One of them was Roger White,
who arrived on the scene around 2000 and describes what he found, then and since, in his book
“The Contemporaries: Travels in the 21st-Century Art World.”
An artist, teacher and estimable prose stylist, White was born in 1976, grew up in California,
graduated from Yale in 1997, then came to New York City, where he acquired an M.F.A. in
painting from Columbia University and an insider’s knowledge of the professional landscape. His
book is an episodic report, at a slight critical remove, from various points on that terrain,
beginning in a long first chapter with a plunge into a full day of attending studio critiques at one
of the country’s top art academies, the Rhode Island School of Design.
The critique, or crit, is a standard art school exercise, wherein students submit their current or
most recent work to group scrutiny and comment by faculty members and classmates. Some
sessions are rumored to be brutalizing, ego-mauling assaults, like an art school version of hazing.
The 19 that White describes, and in which he participated as a faculty member, have some edgy

moments, but are conducted in a coded language that seems designed to sound tough without
actually delivering any damage or, it would seem, any practical correctives.
What the crits seem most useful for — though White denies this — is to push students into
learning how to explain, defend and generally package their work. To what degree such packaging
figured in art school training decades ago I don’t know, but a developed patter, as carefully
composed as a press release, is now a regular feature of a new professionalism. Here, as
throughout the book, White is an observant, vivid reporter, but perhaps exactly because he is
inside the system, somewhat cautious as critical commentator.
He doesn’t say that self-selling is now an essential skill for ambitious graduate students who are
stepping from school into a competitive marketplace. Many have put their economic futures in
hock to pay for an education that costs thousands upon thousands of dollars. While a degree has
become a career requirement, it guarantees nothing, not even a supportive teaching job, as art
schools increasingly rely on low-paid and disposable adjuncts. White writes hardly at all about
money, but he acknowledges its weight in one terse sentence: “The three numbers that never
seem to drop are tuitions, big-city rents and the total student debt.”
With the odds stacked against artists being able to support themselves through their art straight
from school, day jobs are the norm. And the next subject in the book is postgraduate employment,
specifically the role of assistant to artists with careers already well established. Here again White
is evenhanded in his description, but more willing to sound adversarial. He spells out the rewards
and travails of work that can range from errand-running to ego-stroking, and from making coffee
to making someone else’s art.
He describes studio situations in which highly successful artists — Jeff Koons, for example — no
longer have a hands-on relationship to their art, which is physically produced by carefully drilled
assistants. White notes that this is common now, though you get the sense that the painter in him
doesn’t fully approve. Even when the workshop masters are fair employers, as Koons apparently
is, they come off looking somewhat suspect. And White reserves unalloyed scorn for one unnamed
artist who, when it came time to give Christmas gifts, had an assistant produce one of “his” works,
which he then signed.
Even paintings can be made in a hands-off way — Koons’s are — though of all major art forms, it’s
the one most closely associated with an artist’s touch, and the aura of one-off preciousness that
conveys. That’s one reason for its overwhelming popularity in the past several years, coincident
with the market surge. Paintings work well in art fair booths. Collectors can feel they’re getting
some old-fashioned skill for their money. Critics uncomfortable with Conceptual-style art, which
doesn’t lend itself to easy description, find in painting something they can comfortably write
about in an old-fashioned formalist way.
Unsurprisingly, books on painting, in full color and large format, are not in short supply. A bunch
have been hitting the market lately. Some don’t pretend to be much more than opportunistic
boilerplate. Prestel’s hefty “The Paintings That Revolutionized Art” is of this sort, chronologically
lining up 100 canonical Western paintings from Giotto to Lucian Freud (with a token nonWestern image, a Hokusai “Wave”), accompanied by short texts attributed to the “Prestel editorial
department.” The book’s opening sentence — “Art is a universal expression of humanity” — sets
the standard, in tone and weight, for what follows.
Suzanne Hudson’s “Painting Now” is far more focused — all the work is recent — and genuinely
global in its selection. But it’s still essentially an annotated list split up under vague headings
(“Appropriation,” “The Body”), and it reads like one. There are ideas here, but the writing in runon artist-by-artist entries has the dense, mechanical locution of auction-catalog copy, which is as
joyless to read as it must have been to write.
“Painting Beyond Pollock,” by Morgan Falconer, makes an initial pretext of taking a critical
position on the recent hype surrounding the so-called return of painting after its being forced into
exile by Conceptualism. (Painting never went anywhere; just look in our museums.) He suggests
that the attachment to the medium is older-generational. “To people in their 30s and 40s, such
as myself, painting’s grip isn’t so strong.” But with that any contrarian stance pretty much ends.
What follows is a cheerleading modern history, with Pollock as a tired touchstone. It has a few
wild cards but mostly, fatally, restricts its choices to “painters whose work is judged by a
consensus of critics and historians to have made the most significant contribution.” “Sadly,” he
writes, most of those painters are men, though he does nothing to right the historical balance.
And he thinks it is “too soon” (why?) to write non-Western painting into the mix.

Consensus culture is the name of the game in 21st-century art so far, thanks to the engulfing, turfmolding power of the present market. Simply put, it dictates what gets noticed. For years now
there have been laments about a “crisis in criticism,” meaning, among other things, that
criticism’s former role in shaping art is now in the market’s hands. The laments are not
unfounded. Week after week, at least in New York, the same few critics write about the same few
shows and say identical things about them. It’s like reading a single review. In a similar way,
Falconer gives us, apart from a few tweaks, a standard, market-vetted history, which he sells as
something new.
Where do we find new? White, in the second and more interesting half of his book, looks for it,
and feels he’s found it, outside the art world’s heavily networked centers. In a chapter called
“Milwaukee as Model,” he travels to that Midwestern city and likes what’s there, past and present.
Referring to early-20th-century painters like John Steuart Curry and Grant Wood, he writes that
“Regionalism constituted the first critique of New York as the center of the American art world,”
and argues that this remains an active, healthy perspective:
“The relative absence of an art infrastructure in Milwaukee means that artists can play a bigger
role in determining how things are going to go; in this respect, the scene is wide open to change in
a way that places like New York, or even Chicago, haven’t been for generations.”
My own experience of artist communities in smaller cities in the United States and elsewhere, as
was the case with alternative art scenes in New York in the 1970s and ’80s, confirms his
observations.
White also finds refreshment in contemplating certain artists from the past who deliberately
veered away from the mainstream, his primary examples being a pair of very different 1960s and
’70s Conceptualists, Stephen Kaltenbach and Lee Lozano (1930-99). Both, separately and in very
different ways, removed themselves from the art industry’s circulatory system, and made that
removal part of their work. In doing so, White suggests, they offer a powerful example to young
artists today, an alternative to the current, crushing educational-industrial options.
And he sees hope in younger artists like Mary Walling Blackburn, whom he describes as “a singer,
a tutor, a choreographer, a documentary filmmaker, a tourist, a critic and a translator” with a
strong but politically uncategorizable activist streak. No one, least of all the art industry, seems to
know what to do with her, and that, White apparently feels, is beyond good. It’s invaluable.
The filmmaker Luis Buñuel once said that artists “keep an essential margin of nonconformity
alive. Thanks to them the powerful can never affirm that everyone agrees with their acts.” In fact,
the New York art world and many of the art schools that feed it are precisely in the business, by
creating an endless supply of pleasing product, of assuring the economically powerful that their
acts are just fine.
Blackburn, at least in White’s description, has determined to do the opposite, to perch on the
margins delivering large, unpalatable statements at inconvenient times, loud. She seems to
understand the reality that the market is, at present, an unmovable force. You can capitulate to it
and follow its bidding; or you can bang your head against it in ultimately useless protest; or we
can turn our attention in other directions and focus on where the market isn’t looking, which is in
many, many directions.
Just as, in some ways, current regional artist communities recall aspects of the mainstream New
York art world as it existed 40 years ago, figures like Blackburn are ghosts of alternative
possibilities past. Such figures are also, however, promises of possibilities present. They are proof
that no matter how hard the market tries to force consensus, there is not, and never will be, a
single art world. There are many; some are communities of one. And they are constantly changing
— all good news for artists whose point of entry is now.
THE CONTEMPORARIES
Travels in the 21st-Century Art World
By Roger White
Illustrated. 276 pp. Bloomsbury. $28.

Holland Cotter, an art critic for The Times, won the Pulitzer Prize for criticism in 2009.

“For heaven’s sake, madam, what is a vibration?”
That is the protagonist, Jep Gambardella in Paolo Sorrentino’s fantastic film La Grande Belleza
(The Great Beauty) interviewing the performance artist Talia Concept. Concept has just fed him
some mumbo jumbo about her performance that entailed child angels wrapping her in a veil, then
her standing up to reveal her vagina scalded with a sickle and hammer, running into a pillar and
smashing her head, falling and writhing before finally standing up and yelling, “I don’t love you!”
When Gambardella asks her what she reads, she responds, “I don’t need to read, I live on
vibrations, extra-sensory ones.” When he asks her to explain, she rambles on about everything
from conflictuality to her mom’s abusive boyfriend, when all Gambardella wants to know is what
the heck she means by “vibrations.”
The exchange has become emblematic of how many people see the current art world—
inexplicable, full of a lot of hot air, and people birthing paint-filled eggs and eating their hips.
At the same time, the art world can feel like that first time you walk into a high-end luxury store—
everything is out of your reach, you’re not quite sure where to start, and there are a whole lot of
venomous people judging your every move.
Enter Roger White, author of the delicious new book The Contemporaries: Travels in the 21st
Century Art World. Astute and conversational, White’s writing unveils the current state of the art
academy, the studio, and the art market through the careers of the artists Dana Schutz, Mary
Walling Blackburn, and Stephen Kaltenbach.
What becomes abundantly clear is that while the art world is certainly full of its fair share of
absurdity, there are people producing work worth talking about, and there are people who actually
do understand it.
The second issue that becomes clear, is that the starving artist really is dead. While there are the
issues of student loans, non-unionized studio workers, and lack of credit—that those are the
obstacles is a sign of just how much has changed. The art world may involve troublesome
creative types, but, explains White, “contemporary art is what passes through the institutional
wickets of the school, the market, the art press, and the museum.”
The book opens with it strongest section—the academy. White takes the reader through his time
as a critic for the graduate school at Rhode Island School of Design (RISD), one of the premier
art schools in the world. Art school, however, is not a haven for society’s misunderstood artistic
misanthropes. “The minute we’d set foot in our first seminar room, we were all already inside the
industry,” writes White. The students are already building their career portfolios, learning how to

speak about their work so that galleries will want to work with them, and some are even hiring
undergraduates to complete the labor on their visions.
According to White, art school really is the only game in town for aspiring artists, and “more artists
now come through art programs in the United States each year than were produced by the citystates of Florence and Venice during the entire fifteenth century.”
As White goes from one student thesis to the next, the reader gets a glimpse not only at the work
of the country’s top art students, but also how somebody who supposedly understands this “stuff”
approaches it. We watch as he tries to write metaphors, issues like deskilling (if something badly
made was intentional or not), and the stereotypes (SoHo-in-the-’80s black, East Village
alternative of bright, clashing colors). We get to watch critics work their way through a piece of
art. Immediate responses range from “The past life of these materials is the least interesting thing
to me” to another critic declaring about fake flowers, “These are very female things.”
There is a lot of mind-numbing chatter that represents the worst of the inscrutable navel-gazing
we associate with the art world. There is a debate about whether or not something “posits
something about its ability to posit something.” One critic tells a student, “You have to make better
paintings fail.” One exchange between student and critic involves the critic demanding, “What
does that paint can stand for, in that painting?” When the student doesn’t reply, the critic
continues, “Stop squirming! Is there a political implication to this paint can or not?”
The book also covers the hot button issue of the artist’s studio. Many artists, most notably Jeff
Koons, employ large numbers of studio assistants who are the ones who actually produce the
artwork the artists put their names on. While that is an issue that I still find difficult to agree with,
White does a good job of explaining the mindset behind it. It has a long tradition, including some
of history’s more illustrious painters like Rubens, Michelangelo, and Raphael. Other art forms
don’t require the artist with the vision to actually make the object at question—Frank Gehry
doesn’t build his buildings. And then there is the practical element of the studio system providing
a constant source of jobs and networking opportunities for young artists. White also makes the
interesting point that if one considers the “most common charge leveled against art since the turn
of the twentieth century—my two year old could make that!” the whole point is that what is
visionary about the art isn’t the actual manufacture of it.
While less engaging, the sections on artists Dana Schutz, Mary Walling Blackburn, and Stephen
Kaltenbach are still informative as they track the different ways each has worked his or her way
through the contemporary art world. They read more as stand-alone essays or profiles on the
artists, but are a good way for White to rescue the art world from a lot of the ridicule it faces as
these are artists he clearly holds in esteem.
And the art world does need rescuing—certainly White’s book has plenty of juicy anecdotes that
demonstrate his awareness of the industry’s current reputation. There is the assistant who was
offered a Christmas bonus of one of his employer’s paintings, which would be worth tens of
thousands of dollars. “But there was a catch,” confesses White, “the assistant had to make the
painting himself, start to finish, on his own time. The artist would then come in at the end [and]
scribble his signature.”
Then there is the German artist Martin Kippenberger, who made his assistant complete a series
of giant paintings, only to crumple them and shove them in a dumpster—which was then the
piece shown at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.
The artist that takes the prize, however, is Nam June Paik. According to one of Paik’s former
assistants, a European collector visited the studio to buy one of his pieces. “The trouble was that
the studio hadn’t built it yet,” writes White. “They went into crisis mode and completed the
sculpture just in time for the visit—which did indeed lead to purchase.” The best part? “Paik never
laid eyes on the piece.”
White’s book is not, nor does it intend to be, an exhaustive survey of the contemporary art world.
As he notes in the beginning, he focused solely on the U.S. But at a time when most of us
probably find it more fulfilling to consider work by past generations, in part because so much of
contemporary art can seem like unapproachable BS, White’s book is an excellent foray into a
world that is still worth our consideration.
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At U.S.C., traditional art education has been replaced by a more corporate emphasis on
technology and innovation. Credit PHOTOGRAPH BY DAVID BUTOW/REDUX
Nestled among the exhibition reviews and auction reports in contemporary-art journalism last
week were scattered items about the Roski School of Art and Design, at the University of
Southern California. On Friday, the first-year students in the school’s M.F.A. program announced
that they were all dropping out. “All,” in this case, meant seven students: a small number, but,
given the difficulty of getting students or artists to do anything together, the action was a feat of
organization and solidarity. It was also a brave gesture—not heroic, maybe, but one made at a
personal cost and resonant with the larger situation in art right now. The M.F.A. is not only a
prerequisite for teaching art but a marker of professional seriousness in the art world: if you want
to get your work into the Whitney Biennial, so the conventional wisdom goes, you’re going to
need a degree. Abandoning one on principle is no small thing.
In their open letter, posted to an art-education Web site, the U.S.C. Seven (as they were
christened on Twitter) detailed the timeline that led to their decision to withdraw from school. Last
December, their program director, A. L. Steiner, stepped down, and no replacement was
appointed. Frances Stark, another senior faculty member, left shortly thereafter. In January,
according to the students, meetings with the school’s new administration (Roski
appointed a new dean, Erica Muhl, in 2013) suggested that funding promises
made to them during recruitment would not be honored. They would now be
competing for the second-year teaching fellowships that they had understood to
be guaranteed, and faced a potential doubling of their student debt. Reports of
curricular changes in the offing led the students to suspect that Roski’s

administration did not intend to retain, in recognizable form, the program that they had enrolled in.
“We quickly came to understand that the M.F.A. program we believed we would be attending was
being pulled out from under our feet,” they wrote; prolonged negotiations with the administration
had left them feeling “betrayed, exhausted, disrespected, and cheated.” Stark, the Los Angeles
artist who left the faculty in December, echoed their sentiments. “The issues that led to this
walkout, the lack of transparency or ethical behavior on the part of the U.S.C. Roski School’s
upper administration, are precisely the ones that caused me to resign several months ago,” she
told me. “I would also say that they are the big-picture elements here. The students felt lied to and
mistreated by Roski leadership, and chose to distance themselves from that behavior.” (Muhl
issued a statement countering the students’ claims, which noted that the Roski M.F.A. program
“remains one of the most generously funded programs in the country” and that the school
intended to honor “all the terms in the students’ offer letters.”)
The U.S.C. Seven’s decision to drop out is a vote of no confidence in the administration of one
particular school—which, until the recent overhauls, had been among the most wellregarded graduate art programs in the United States. But is it also a rejection of what art school
has become? The M.F.A. is recognized as the terminal degree for artists wishing to teach on the
college level. However, as the art historian Howard Singerman has argued, more people now go
to M.F.A. programs to learn to be artists than to learn to teach: getting the degree is a way to
acquire the conceptual and social skills needed to navigate the professional art world. So, as
tuition costs continue to rise and M.F.A.-bearers are produced in higher numbers each year,
further outstripping the capacity of either the academic job market or the art market to absorb
them, many teachers and students have voiced concerns about the future of the whole
arrangement. (Full disclosure: I am a critic in the M.F.A. painting program at the Rhode Island
School of Design.) For the U.S.C. Seven, the loss of two revered faculty members and an alleged
higher debt load led them to opt out of the system.
The situation at U.S.C. is a small scene in a much larger drama, one concerning the place of art
in the new, more corporate university order. Traditionally, art education has been a little too
vocational to fit in with the rest of the humanities. But lately it seems that art education isn’t
vocational enough. Or, at least, it’s out of step with the pedagogical model to which universities
are turning in an effort to make their arts offerings both more alluring and more lucrative. Last fall,
the Roski School of Art and Design inaugurated the U.S.C. Jimmy Iovine and Andre Young
Academy for Arts, Technology and the Business of Innovation, a four-year undergraduate
program designed to “empower the next generation of disruptive inventors and professional
thought leaders across a multitude of global industries.” (Muhl serves as both the dean of Roski
and the director of Iovine and Young.) The ultra-hip academy, where students learn about visual
and audio design rather than art or music, and where coursework culminates at a mysterious
experimental facility known as The Garage, was made possible by a seventy-million-dollar gift
from its eponymous donors—both of whom recently sold their headphone company to Apple for
$3.2 billion, and one of whom is also known as Dr. Dre.
The Iovine and Young Academy is emblematic of this new model: a consolidation of technology,
management theory, and design training intended to bring the arts into a productive relationship
with the business world, and students into fruitful employment in the bosom of Big Creative. Its
discourse is heavily inflected by Silicon Valley tech-speak and the upbeat abstractions of
corporate lingo: disruption and innovation, sustainability and social responsibility. At the top of the
bullet list is that elusive grail of the new economy: creativity. The California College of the Art’s
M.B.A. in design strategy promises an opportunity to “master the tools to make change and move
beyond profit.” The college’s methodology is collaborative and post-disciplinary. The Hasso
Plattner Institute of Design, at Stanford, also known as the d.school, boasts classes taught by “a
robust mix of faculty and industry leaders, combining disciplines like computer science with
political science, and CEOs with elementary school policy-makers.”
These academic developments pose some questions for artists and students of art, among them:
Is art a business of innovation? What is left for artists when creativity has been so thoroughly
claimed by corporate interests? Over e-mail, I asked the former M.F.A. students what they were
planning to do next. They responded as a group, and said that they wanted to continue exploring
the many questions forced on them by their second, unexpected course of study in the political
economy of art and the university. A heavy undertaking, to be sure, but they were heartened by
the support they’ve gotten from peers and strangers. Through their Tumblr page, they have

received notes of encouragement from graduate students all over the world, scientists, opera
singers, gallerists, poets, “and even young artists still in high school.”
This brings us to the value that often drops off the lists of those espoused by the new art-school
programs. “The M.F.A. Program we entered in August 2014 did one great thing: it threw us all
together, when we might not have crossed paths on our own,” the former Roski students wrote, a
reminder that, before there is creativity (or disruption, if you prefer), there is something quaintly
called community—which is hard to quantify, always there if you want to find it and can lead to all
sorts of developments beyond professional success. They closed their letter with a call for likeminded individuals to get in touch, particularly anyone who “dreams not of creating a ‘better’
institution, but devising new spaces for collective weirdness and joy.” School’s out, forever.
An earlier version of this piece did not identify Roger White as a faculty member at the Rhode
Island School of Design.

7. The Contemporaries by Roger White (Bloomsbury USA)
Every so often there’s a survey of the art world written in a way
that’s accessible even to people who don’t know Christie’s from
Sotheby’s (they are pretty much the same). Based on in-person
interviews and his own experience as a writer and artist, Roger
White’s expedition into contemporary art is required reading as
an introduction to a range of artistic practitioners from painters
to conceptual artists, both famous and intentionally obscure.
White makes the sometimes difficult details of recent art history
enjoyable and satisfyingly voyeuristic.
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When Roger White, the artist and co-founder of the art journal Paper Monument,
went to California to meet with the conceptual art pioneer Stephen Kaltenbach,
he saw much of the artist’s life there: his home in Davis, his studio, his unfinished
projects. Kaltenbach told White about his early career in New York, living in SoHo
back when it was in its artistic prime. Kaltenbach even explained how, after a number of LSD trips, he began to hear what he interprets to be the voice of God. “I was
hearing God, he was telling me things that were going to happen, and they would
happen. It was just not possible.”
It is small, intimate moments like this — moments otherwise privy only to artworld insiders — that comprise White’s new book “The Contemporaries: Travels
in the 21st-Century Art World.” As the “travels” in the title suggests, “The Contemporaries” is not a comprehensive guide, but rather an in-depth look at some of the
debates that animate the current art scene. These debates are big, complex topics
like the rise of the MFA, the dominance of the art market and the ethics of art production when assistants are doing most of “the work.” And to flesh them out, the
book goes where the art is: White travels to California to meet with Kaltenbach, to
Gowanus to visit the studio of the painter Dana Schutz, to the Rhode Island School
of Design to examine the MFA path, to Milwaukee to visit a burgeoning artists’
community. “I wanted to go into the landscape and see what I could see,” White
says. “Travel books have always been really important to me. Bruce Chatwin was a
big influence on my writing; you know, he was a great travel writer. Travel presupposes you’ll come to some understanding at the end, but it’s not an argumentative
book, it’s not a polemical book.”
But the reference to travel in the book’s title functions in a second way: chapter by
chapter, the book mirrors the journey of the artistic life. “It does move from what
is now the way that most people approach art, which is through art school, and
that progresses through labor to the establishment of communities,” White says.
“And that gives us different possible outcomes: market success in the case of Dana
Schutz, to calculated critical refusal in the case of Mary Walling Blackburn, to
something else in the final chapter on Stephen Kaltenbach — which is a real life in
art.”
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Ultimately, White hopes that “The Contemporaries” will bring readers to a greater
understanding of a world that can be difficult to comprehend. “Art is this funny
thing because there’s so much of it, so many people engage with it,” he says, “but
it seems sometimes, I think, less accessible than other cultural worlds like music or
film or theater. It has a sort of low profile.” Though his own insider access is a key
component of what makes the book so engaging, he aims especially to interest the
kind of reader who doesn’t share it. “They kind of throw up their hands sometimes:
‘Oh, I just don’t get it,’” he says. “They view it as a bunch of really expensive
weird junk, and I do think I was conscious of wanting to write for people that might
have that perspective and bring them in.”
“The Contemporaries: Travels in the 21st-Century Art World,” $28, is out today
via Bloomsbury.
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You don’t need a degree to understand contemporary art — just an
open mind.
A Brooklyn writer and artist has penned a book attempting to explain
the vast and saturated world of contemporary art, which he will discuss
at PowerHouse Arena in Dumbo on March 3. In “The Contemporaries,” Roger White — who is primarily based in Vermont but has
held studios throughout Kings County since 1998 — explores art
schools, assistantships, small city art scenes, and three contemporary
artists whose work is more different than similar, all in an effort to
answer the question: what is contemporary art?
We weren’t sure either, so we caught up with White to find out.
Trupti Rami: How would you explain contemporary art to the average Joe?
Roger White: Contemporary art as a term is a useful sort of fiction to
bring different practices together under one roof. One of the things
that fascinates me about contemporary art is that, right now, there are
artists doing very different things from one another. One person is
painting traditional oil still-lifes, another artist is giving performance
lectures, a third is engaged in activism. All those things are supposedly contemporary art, but they have little in common with one another.
TR: Why should regular people care about it?
RW: There’s this idea that art is esoteric and abstract, but the thing about contemporary art is that artists want it to be relevant to the contemporary situation. It’s also very accessible. Art-making in the United States was for a long time something that very few people actually
did. Over the past half a century, we’ve seen a huge explosion in young people making work in lots of different places. There’s a tremendous
amount of production and strange, wonderful, exciting things happening.
TR: How can newbies get started in their own contemporary art odyssey?
RW: New York is so great. Galleries are free. You can go to the Lower East Side, Bushwick, Chelsea [Editor’s note: The Brooklyn Paper only
endorses doing one of these three things], and a lot of different neighborhoods and take an afternoon to see amazing work you’ve never
seen before for no money. A trip to MoMA could help to see where all of this comes out of. But really, my advice is to dive in and don’t be
intimidated. It’s there to be enjoyed.
TR: Where is the best place to learn?
RW: One of the things that makes visual art different than other media like film, music, or sports is that it is meant to be seen in person as
much as possible. Chances are you won’t have to go very far. Brooklyn is interesting because things move very fast. Five years ago, Williamsburg was viable for artists. Now they’re moving out to Bushwick and Ridgewood. Sunset Park, too. If it doesn’t yet have gallery spaces, it
will. There are also wonderful non-profits in Dumbo like Smack Mellon. I get overwhelmed trying to keep track of it, but it’s not something
to be intellectually mastered. It’s not school. It’s art.
Roger White discusses “The Contemporaries” at PowerHouse Arena [37 Main St. between Water and
Front streets in Dumbo, (718) 666–3049, www.powerhousearena.com]. March 3 at 7 pm. Free.

‘The Contemporaries,’ by Roger White

"Balloon Dog (magenta) 1994-2000" by artist Jeff Koons was featured in retrospective exhibition on
Tuesday Nov. 25, 2014, in the Centre Pompidou modern art museum in Paris, France. (Jacques Brinon/AP)

By#Colin#Fleming#March#20#
If you’ve ever gone to a contemporary art gallery and hovered in front of some painting thinking, “Egads, I
have no clue what is going on here,” this slim volume can give you one. Strolling around various corridors
of the modern art world, Roger White’s “The Contemporaries” suggests just how far the business is from
those romantic notions of a starving painter in his garret apartment, brush quivering.
White, a critic and painter himself, starts with the teacher-student evaluation process in the program at the
Rhode Island School of Design. Instructors make rounds, and students lay into their peers in the most
unintentionally hilarious passive-aggressive manner: “Can you talk a little about your concept of skill?” It
all feels a bit like a sitcom episode, only this is real — and expensive.
White’s narrative has its voyeuristic appeal, and you can relate to the feeling of being put on your defensive
haunches, but the book sometimes resembles the creaky thinking of these would-be art stars: Visuals are
presented, and yet nothing is really expressed in the way of a conclusion. There’s this constant nagging
feeling throughout “The Contemporaries” of “What are you trying to say, man? What is your point?”
Still, the anecdotes will please both hard-core art buffs and occasional gallery-goers because White
demonstrates so dramatically how market forces have trumped aesthetic concerns. Another section delves
into the history of artist assistants and ranges all the way back to Rubens in an attempt to better understand
the factory style of modern artists like Jeff Koons.
With his own MFA bona fides (from Columbia University), White tends to write passively. Humor and
insight, unfortunately, shade to the incidental, but when he interjects his own experiences into a given
topic, the book feels like a painting one can walk into. He describes a summer as a sculptor’s intern, for
instance, and you come away with an understanding of how much ennui can dominate even the most
passionate-seeming of professions. “For the first month, the sculptor and I watched movies, read art
magazines, and cooked big lunches. A few mornings each week I’d show up at his apartment-studio ready
for action. We would brew a big pot of tea, set up at a worktable in the middle of the studio with pens and
notepads, and proceed to get nothing done.”
Gossip ensues, another intern turns up, and White departs with nothing having been completed, although
later he learns that the artist did indeed complete a major sculpture. Which might be the
salient point of this book beyond the anecdotes and the ruminations on digital and
nonpictorial art that challenge our concepts of what art is. A lot of it is just chopping wood,
which is to say, process and time. That notion is apt to make you click on the iPhone
camera to create your own contemporary excursions, or else hurry back to the coffee-table
book of Monet water lilies.

Nods to the philosophical and an absurdist humor set
the tone of this eclectic group show that is
never short on substance. An homage of sorts to a
late UC Berkeley professor, “Don’t call me when you
are rich or famous. Call me only if you are in the
gutter.” is a mix of emerging and mid-career artists,
and although painting dominates, there are also
satisfying forays into sculpture, installation, film, and
photography. Mostly comprised of American artists
based in California and New York, the show also
includes a smattering of works by German artists
Corinna Schnitt and Bendix Harms and Canada-born
Jagdeep Raina.
Here, the irreverent and playful are built on smart, often philosophical underpinnings. Elizabeth
Ferry’s Die on Pedestal (2016) consists of an oversized, crudely fashioned die atop a raw wood
pedestal, bearing the letters “EFIG” on the side amid glitter sparkle. The work’s playful form butts
up against the suggestion of an effigy, and takes it further with the obvious double entendre of the
title. Situated in relation to philosopher Immanuel Kant’s musings on wallpaper and the
pedagogical value of decorative arts sits Corinna Schnitt’s Drawing 1 (2015), a small colored
pencil drawing of a decorative floral motif, using only x’s as its structural syntax, as if transcribing
a cross-stitch or upholstery textile. Nick Herman’s Imperial (Green) (2015), a canvas plastered in
tiled remnants from an Imperial-brand commercial product, is also a nod toward Kant’s wallpaper,
but does so with a decidedly pop slant.
Luis Flores’ installation Fuck It, I Guess I’m Gonna Die (2016) is a (perhaps too) literal, partmodernized take on “Buridan’s Ass”, a philosophical paradox that illustrates problems inherent to
free will. Here, a clothed woolen figure donning a donkey mask stands ineffectually between two
bales of hay on the floor, unable to pursue either due to the inability to make a rational decision in
a situation where the incentives are equal.
A noteworthy highlight of the show is the work of Roger White, which includes a watercolor
portrait of philosopher F.P. Ramsey (2016), a small oil painting of Donald Trump’s coif on a
display stand in Trophy (2016), and Untitled (2016), a quotidian yet exquisitely-rendered
bathroom still life pictured through the reflection of a mirror. Even without knowledge of the
philosophical referents, much appreciation can be found in the formal sophistication, humor, and
smart sensibility of the works in “Don’t call me…”
“Don’t call me when you are rich or famous. Call me only if you are in the gutter”, July 9-August
27, 2016, at Grice Bench, 915 Mateo Street, 210, Los Angeles, California,
90021, www.gricebench.com

goers can weave in and out of the ground-floor poolside rooms with relative ease,
though expect the usual hustle-and-bustle feel of art commerce in action.
Valentine has said he wanted to eliminate this general commercial feel of art
fairs, and, to a certain extent, he did. The hotel rooms do give the possibility of
finding something genuinely unexpected in a way temporary white walls never
again will, including one moment of sheer delight I had spotting a beautifully
strange sculpture of stacked human feet by Mella Jaarsma, placed in front of a
floor-length bathroom mirror at Baik + Khneysser. However, there is no way to
make concerned or disappointed-looking gallerists (on their cell phones or
staring curmudgeonly off into space, respectively) look like anything other than
evidence of “transactions” or lack thereof.
A major hiccup in fair operations had to do with the one segment of government
that seems to run with astounding efficiency: the Fire Marshal had the entire
second section of the fair, located on the 11th floor, on a veritable lockdown. What
this meant, practically speaking, was that the line for the elevator was almost out
the door and the rewards were mixed for those who chose to brave it. Once
upstairs, the hotel rooms were sparsely attended by design and despite a
humorously striking tangerine dog by Ilona Rich tucked away in a shower stall in
the Kenny Schachter booth (it was a great day for bathroom art), most galleries
chose not to utilize the hotel rooms in any particularly novel way, instead settling
on safe, sellable artworks and presentations — a missed opportunity. That being
said, The 13th Floor, an exhibition curated by Andrew Berardini and presented by
the French Committee of Art Galleries, is a must-see. Between the view, the
takeaway newspaper essay that doubles up as an exhibition checklist, and the
French film noir vibes of the work, the grand finale of the Felix fair makes it
worth the trip up.
The Felix Art Fair continues at the Hollywood Roosevelt (7000 Hollywood Blvd,
Los Angeles) through Sunday, February 17.
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ROGER WHITE
White’s loose-limbed paintings are sneaky. They may puzzle at first, then lodge in your mind’s
eye for days. Six canvases, all sixty by forty inches, portray similar groupings of odd and
indistinct shapes. That similarity is the first clue that what appears almost slapdash is actually
lapidary. White plays intricate games with negative and positive space, though the rules never
fully reveal themselves. The flirtatious complexity is reinforced by watercolor studies, which
relate to the paintings, as well as by four little airbrushed acrylics on paper. They resemble
blurry photographs of sunsets and shadows—postcards from abstraction’s beautiful edge.
Through Dec. 19.

Seeing Enough Shows on the LES
by Stephen Truax on November 8, 2010
A generic survey of New
York’s Lower East Side
galleries, perused at random
on the first week of
November, 2010, including
observations from a viewer
completely outside the art
world.
Jerry Saltz often ridicules
artists for not going to see
enough shows; that they
have several cookie-cutter
reasons: too busy, not
wanting to overexpose
themselves in the scene, fear
of polluting their unique and
singular artistic vision, etc.
Well, I set the fear of
contaminating my art aside
and I went around the New
York City’s Lower East Side
gallery circuit on Saturday.
The list of galleries in my
pocket was formidable, all
reputable doozies that I
would probably give my left
arm or at least my left eyeball
to show at myself. This is the
real thing: art. This is what
it’s all about, right?
What we need to keep in
mind is that these galleries

A typical Lower East Side view (image via lushlifeles.com)

are, in my opinion, producing

some of the best art around, probably in the whole world.
Consider that we’re in New York, a top-tier art city. We’re in recession, meaning, the artists who
maintain representation, and the galleries who keep their doors open, are arguably the best of the
best. We’re on the LES, and because there are significantly fewer economic pressures – paying
lower rent than Chelsea, operating at a lower price range, etc. – there is a greater liberty to take
risks; yet, it is still highly accessible to important critics, collectors, and others who assign value to
art.
My favorite gallery-going partner, let’s call him “J,” is not an artist, but a regular old civilian who
has no art historical background whatsoever, doesn’t believe the National Endowment for the
Artists (NEA) should have any government funding at all, but is generally interested in
contemporary art, and goes to see a fair amount of shows each month. I treasure his opinion
more than almost anyone else’s.
His vision is unclouded by art theory, he doesn’t get the
art historical in-jokes, he doesn’t pick up on obtuse
philosophical references, he has zero qualms about
demanding with a furtive glance that we leave
immediately, and once outside a gallery, dismissing a
show with statements like, “Artists are boring.” No
opportunistic career-driven chit chat, no pretending to “get
it” just to look smart, no friendship-ties with anyone we’re
going to see today: refreshing! Just to give you an
example of his unfettered taste: in August, in Chelsea, J
really liked Sarah Sze’s installations at Tanya Bonakdar,
but thought Mel Bochner’s Die, 2005, painting at Mitchell
Innes & Nash left something to be desired (“Every word
piece looks like that. Every artist does that,” he said.
Charming, isn’t he?)
Sarah Sze, “Hidden Relief” (2001) (image
via tanyabonakdargallery.com)

It all started off pleasantly, J and I had walked on Orchard
Street many times before to go shopping at all the little
boutiques, get coffee and pasties at little bakeries, you
know the drill. I was struck by J.’s frightened reaction as I lead him off of Chrystie and into the
long “marble” hallway that leads to Canada Gallery. He was actually a little terrified. “Are we even
allowed to be in here?” and “Are you sure this is the right place?” I had never thought about it
quite so literally, but a lot of the spaces we art-types end up hanging out in are actually scary.
Freakishly cold lighting, cast concrete floors, bare white walls, weird shit hanging everywhere; it is
a little scary.

Installation view of Matt Connors’s “You Don’t Know” at Canada Gallery (image via canadanewyork.com)

The whole gallery looked abandoned, except for a shearling-collared leather jacket hanging on
the railing at the entrance. A solo painting show titled You Don’t Know was apparently aptly titled,
as J. really didn’t know who Kazimir Malevich was, so really didn’t get the white-on-white box or
the four-black-corners paintings that were clearly referencing (ridiculing?) Suprematist painting.
In the second room, there was about twenty or so artfully dressed people attending an artist talk
by the painter, Matt Connors. Despite some rather unwelcoming glances from several attendees,
we listened in on his talk for a while, which I thought sounded rather intelligent. We caught the bit
where he was discussing how he selected the three intentionally clashing reds (burgundy, China
orange-red, and fuchsia-red) he selected in three different pieces in the same room. J, on the
other hand, thought he sounded, “like a douchebag.”
J’s reaction to the artist talk at Canada lead me to consider, is art-talk, in general, really
douchebaggy sounding? I knew exactly what Connors was talking about, regarding play, problem
solving, intuitive decision making, the edges of the painting, etc., but to J, all of this was jargon. I
was in on the joke, I laughed when I walked in and saw the quasi-copy of Suprematist
Composition: White On White, 1917; I thought the variety of painting styles, matching framing,
and digital print “sculptures” were conceptually tight and aesthetically accomplished. It was,
however, problematic for me that my un-art-educated companion couldn’t get into Connors’ show
at all.

Installation view of the Matthew Chambers exhibition at Canada Gallery (image via nyuntitled.com)
Meanwhile, Untitled (the gallery) was, I kid you not, “rather pleased to announce its first ever-solo
[sic] exhibition” [from the press release, emphasis mine] of Matthew Chambers (born 1982, Boise,
ID). Jel Mesler and Carol Cohen “curated” this show of thirty-six eight-by-four foot canvases hung
edge-to-edge around the entire gallery, painted so recently that the rancid smell of oil paint stick
permeated the entire space.
I will continue to quote the press release verbatim it must be the quintessential example of a
profound disconnection between what a show is and what it is purported to be by its own press
release:
Chambers … is in constant dialog with the history of representational and
abstract painting.
This statement aggrandizes Chambers’s work as a painter, setting the show up for automatic
failure; a Gerhard Richter or Sigmar Polke Chambers is not. It is simultaneously meaningless; to
paint in the contemporary moment is inherently to be in dialogue with the history of painting. An
even bigger bill that this 28 year-old artist couldn’t possibly live up to: “In this archive there is a
complete totalization and deconsecration of the image and its referent.” Without having read the
press release, J said the show was, “Depressing,” and I concurred.

Installation view of the Roger White show at the Rachel Uffner Gallery (image via racheluffnergallery.com

Then there’s the Rachel Uffner Gallery. Things that work in Rachel Uffner’s benefit: you don’t
have to snake through a long hallway of fake marble and florescent lighting to get to her gallery. I
had been looking forward to this show. I had just discovered Roger White at the Mitchell Innes &
Nash group show Item in August, then later that same day at Foxy Productions, now a solo at
Rachel Uffner. Who is this guy? Google revealed, much to my surprise, that White has written
reviews for the Brooklyn Rail of just about every artist I like: chronologically, Charlene von Heyl,
Dike Blair, R. H. Quaytman, etc.
Normally, such blatantly beautiful work would raise serious
philosophical concerns regarding the commodity of objects in the
art market, and the ultimate deathblow in painting critique:
“O.T.C.” (“That painting would look great ‘over the couch.’”)
Somehow White’s abstractions based on observational painting
avoid these initial reactions. Acting as foils for his large
abstractions, Uffner’s back room reveals White’s still life paintings
that have a Avigdor Arikha slash Fairfield Porter-like poetic
economy. The watercolors that inform large paintings are
complex and full of light. White foregrounds his material
explorations with oil. He treats it like watercolor, allowing bright
white, yellow and pink grounds to shine through.

Roger White, “Untitled” (2009),
watercolor on paper, 12" x 8 3/4"
(30.5 x 22.2 cm) (image via
racheluffnergallery.com)

My gallery-buddy pointed out that the big paintings brushwork
was “sloppy,” and that he preferred the multicolored paintings,
and in fact, even the multicolored shapes in those paintings to the
duochromes (is that a word?). Maybe White’s new wet-into-wet
technique doesn’t work on a non-painter audience, but to my
mind, the organic patterns read more clearly on a larger scale and

are hypnotizing. They combine the dissonant language of contemporary painting (see Sigmar
Polke’s Untitled (Lapis Lazuli), 1998) with the flatness and sequential top-to-bottom, left-to-right
read of Egyptian hieroglyphics.
I got the show at Canada, J didn’t at all – which I think was a problem, mainly for Connors. We
had the same reaction to Untitled (furtive glances exchanged) and to Rachel Uffner: White’s
watercolors and some of his big paintings were amazing. On the cutting edge of the art world in
the ideal neighborhood and gallery circuit, there are only a few good things?
Across the board, I was stunned by the prices at all of the spaces. What I would have judged to
be a $8,000–$12,000 object was priced at a measly $5,500. There were prints and posters and
drawings and little photographs available at almost every gallery we saw, and their prices were
even lower, some plunging into the two-figure range. J. still thought that was pretty expensive for
a poster, whereas I’m used to Pace’s sold-out list of thirty or forty $100,000 paintings all smaller
than 24 inches in any direction. The galleries have clearly adjusted their prices according to
demand.

Left, Rachel Uffner (via Artnet.com); right, Annie Edson Taylor (via Wikipedia)

How these joints are staying in business is a miracle. Rachel Uffner jokingly pointed out that
locals frequently stop into her gallery and are awestruck by her business’s existence, and wish
her “Best of luck!” not unlike the types of well-wishes famed adventurer Annie Edson Taylor
probably received as she climbed into her barrel to go over Niagara Falls in 1902. All joking
aside, Uffner’s solo show of Roger White was genuinely good art, and considering everything
else we saw yesterday, that’s another miracle.
Matt Conners’s You Don’t Know at Canada Gallery is on until November 21.
Matthew Chambers at Untitled continues until December 12.
Roger White at Rachel Uffner Gallery closes on December 19.

Everything in Motion at Once
A Correspondence with Roger White
Elaine Bleakney

Polo, 2008; oil on canvas, 22 x 27 in.

AL
I’m wondering if you would talk about some of the recurring objects in your recent work:
the Brita water filter, the Kleenex box, the polo shirt. Why these objects?
RW
They’re in a blind spot. If you were asked to make an inventory of your possessions, you
might simply forget you owned them. It’s no coincidence that they’re all bodily
implements. There’s something fascinating about trying to represent the stratum of

experience they evoke, the combination of familiarity and oblivion. It’s like trying to look
at the back of your own head. Using them as the subjects for paintings puts the
emphasis on how they’re painted, because there’s so little else to go on.

Brita, 2008; oil on canvas, 15 x 18 in.

With the Brita filters, there’s also an analogy to the role of the artist, who takes things in
the world and distills them into a more refined state. I’m ambivalent about that.

The East, 2008; oil on canvas, 14 x 9 in.

AL
George Oppen has a line about his work in relation to clarity—”Not to reduce the thing to
nothing—”—which your still life paintings trigger in me. I’m curious, too, about the role of
branding as it operates in/on these objects and your selection of them; they have all
slipped from their brand names, as their titles point out.

RW
I hadn’t thought in those terms about the titles: that there’s a substitution of a brand for a
generic description of the object. There’s an interesting relationship to the trajectory of
names within art: “a Jackson Pollock painting” becoming “a Pollock,” as if the object
actually does take the place of the maker, who is then parceled out into his or her works.
In deciding how much or how little to describe in the paintings, I often drop the logos—
Kleenex, Brita, Lacoste— because they’re redundant, so fused are brand and thing. But
hopefully their branded-ness endures, so they don’t end up seeming too humble, or
“honest,” Van Gogh’s boots, and so on.

Brita, 2008; watercolor on paper, 11 x 7.75 inches

AL
Would you say more about your ambivalence about the idea of an artist as someone
who filters, selects, makes something “refined”? Is this an idea worn out, made trite by
our culture?
RW
I thought of those ideas—filtering, ambivalence—specifically in terms of the way I work,
which is repetitive and simplifying but not necessarily aimed at purifying or distilling. I do
a lot of versions of the same thing, over and over, in drawings and watercolors and oils,
until it approximates what I want. So the paintings are more refined in some senses, but
by the end they’ve also shed a lot of other qualities—in many ways, they describe their
objects less adequately at the end than at the beginning, and much less adequately than
a simple snapshot would. Ultimately, the painting has accumulated a lot of strange
quirks, many of them unconscious. And those minute adjustments are really the content
of the painting, for me. They’re what I’ve added to the meaning of that object.

Untitled, 2009; watercolor on paper, 7 x 7.75 in.

AL
How you would talk about beauty in relation to your process? In beholding the thing do
you already begin wanting to move into those “strange quirks” inherent in moving away
(from drawing to watercolor to oil) from the object? The beauty in your work is immediate
for me—as a viewer I’m wondering if it’s a goal, a destination, or something less
articulate within the way you make art.
RW
I hope they’re beautiful. It’s hard to think about that head-on. There’s an unavoidable
conflict between the way the subject of the painting can be beautiful and the way the
painting itself can. They’re completely divergent.
It’s slightly easier to talk about preference, taste, desire, which are unavoidable issues in
the paintings. With the shirts, I thought about the infinite variety of men’s striped polo
shirts in the world, how small those variations are, how impossibly overdetermined my
preference of one over another is by the complex mechanisms of consumer culture—
and still, when I’m walking down the street, I’m always hoping to catch a glimpse of
someone wearing the ultimate polo, the polo to end all polos.

Untitled, 2008; watercolor on paper, 9 x 12 in.

AL
Yes, I love how your polos redress (!) held notions of them as “prep,” signs of a certain
class. By revisiting them I feel you wrest them away from a reified state assumptions
about them put us in, turning them into canvas for play. Stripe, color, shirt-shadows,
attention to fabric-as-field, do you feel close to Milton Avery in this? You’ve written about
the “easy to miss” significance of his work…
RW
Avery’s work is easy to love, but he often gets relegated to the status of a transitional
figure: Abstract Expressionism’s weird uncle. He didn’t want to iron the embarrassing,
folksy, regional touches out of his work, the chickens and sunbathers and sailboats, so it
seems like he didn’t quite make the leap into “pure” nonobjective painting, as his
younger peers did. But I imagine that, for Avery, art was about playing at the outer limits
of those pictorial conventions: seeing how far you could take a seascape without losing
the connection between the image and its referent. That’s an entirely different idea about
painting, not just a stage in the modern project. I’m similarly committed to thinking about
painting in terms of pictures, even if sometimes the works are apparently abstract—it
seems like a more promising way to proceed.

Clothes on the Floor, 2008; watercolor on paper, 6 x 11 in.

AL
What role does watercolor play in your process?
RW
I started making watercolors as a way to plan out oil paintings, and it quickly became an
end in itself. There are some things I do in watercolor only, and others that originate in
paintings and stay there. I don’t think of them as less or more finished or important than
the larger paintings.
AL
Do you feel far afield from what’s happening in painting today? Does your writing about
art help you contextualize what you’re doing within all that’s being done/has been done?
RW
It’s hard to find something that’s not happening in painting today: the field is huge and
inclusive, there are plenty of great people doing anything and everything within it. I feel
more detached from the discussion around painting than from the types of paintings
being made. There’s a tendency when writing about painting to retreat into tentative,
self-conscious formulations, like, “what would it mean to propose a concept of painting in
which X is possible?” Operating at that level of remove is dizzying, and it now feels like a
limitation, this endless deconstruction of the medium. There has to be something more
pressing to talk about, in 2010, here on our troubled planet—even if it’s just the dull
business of daily life.

A while ago I made a bunch of paintings of dogs, in the manner of a fictitious pet
portraitist, and I ended up thinking a lot about this issue. It’s very clear what success
means when applied to a pet portrait. The animal in the painting is attractive, it
resembles the subject, the fur is furry, the eyes sparkle. My attempts didn’t have those
qualities. From that vantage point, they were unlovable. But within the broader field of
painting qua contemporary art, a failed pet portrait can be a successful painting, and vice
versa, and that’s the whole point. Those criteria are suspended. All criteria are
suspended. That suspension is the purpose of continuing to paint. But at the same time,
I’m often bored by art that can’t fail.

Chloe, 2008; watercolor on paper, 9.75 x 7.75 in.

AL
Detachment sounds like a necessary vantage for both your painting and your writing
about painting. Cultivating the space to find a vital language (or a place where language
fails, falters) vs. picking up a ratty discourse. Dwelling in possibility… (Do you like
Dickinson?)
RW
I hardly know Dickinson at all. I should. But on the subject of faltering language (or
thought), I do think about Wallace Stevens’s formula that “The poem must resist the
intelligence / Almost successfully.” The “almost” is essential: not that the work of art is
entirely beyond analysis, but that it’s just slightly beyond. A very modest form of
mysticism. And in terms of art and language, it comes down to trying to exhaust the work
of art in thought or in description and encountering a remainder—which isn’t “beyond
language” in any ontological way, but represents the furthest point of analysis at the
moment. Everything is explained eventually, but there are brief, wonderful periods of not
knowing what’s going on.
AL
How do you feel about titling your paintings, as it relates to stepping out of making them,
closer to their being viewed?

RW
I’m still deciding what these things should be called. It may take years… I think the titles
should grate against the paintings slightly.
I’ve been working on a group of paintings that are all based on one sketch—a doodle,
almost, that I made after waking up from a vivid dream. In the dream I was thumbing
through a book of pictures of textiles, beautiful tapestries or weavings—a very
postmodern dream, heavily mediated. When it came to titling these works, I felt like they
should have people’s names, as if the titles indicated the makers of the nonexistent
objects I was cribbing the paintings from. It’s easy on the internet to generate random
names, and I selected a small group from a longer list and then tweaked them slightly.
One was Walter Elevad, there was also Linda M. Sparks, Allan Hanway, Vera Lowering.
Something about the rudimentary associations with the sounds of the words, below the
level of reference or symbolism.

Walter Elevad, 2009; oil on canvas, 60 x 42 in.

AL
I was curious about Walter Elevad—I kept looking at this one wanting it to be Water
Elevad, liking that it wasn’t that kind of precious title yet, still, zapping me with how many
precious titles there are out there and the expectancy I have for them. I hope someone
adopts “Walter Elevad” as a protagonist.

RW
It was originally Eleveld, and someone mistyped it for a show checklist. I decided this
was an extension of the chance process that generated the name in the first place, so I
went with it.

Mr. and Mrs., 2009; oil on canvas, 24 x 36 in.

AL
What are you reading right now? Anything in particular informing your work?
RW
Georges Perec’s writing was an influence. It worked on so many levels, from formal
game playing, to sociological analysis to deep, wrenching stuff about pain and memory.
He was able to keep everything in motion at once, and the humor of the work was in a
necessary relationship to its broader goals. I had an edition of Things and A Man Asleep
in one volume: an account of a young Parisian couple told through their relationship to
material culture, and a description of drifting in and out of consciousness during
insomnia. I admire the way he could look through both ends of the telescope.
AL
How do you think about the colors you use?
RW
Usually, it’s about getting the maximum effect from the simplest means. Doing the
watercolors made me think a lot about transparency, which is a lot harder to control in oil
painting. Sometimes the color is keyed to something particular in the subject of the
paintings, at other times it comes out of something observed in the process. Each
painting works differently—unfortunately. It would save a lot of time, otherwise.

Small Baja, 2009;, watercolor on paper, 3.75 x 5.75 in.

*
Roger White has exhibited his work in New York, Los Angeles, and Marfa, Texas. He is
represented by the Rachel Uffner Gallery. Along with Dushko Petrovich, he founded the
art journal Paper Monument in 2007.

Roger White
RACHEL UFFNER GALLERY
47 Orchard Street
October 29–December 19
Roger White’s recent paintings use patterns, and
in the process become them. As a mode of
abstraction, patterns for White are not only
repeating motifs but also functional models or
plans that operate within individual works and
between pictures. Yet they are also never
finished (or else they are endlessly reproducible),
a quality that serves the artist as a metaphor for
the labor of painting itself.
The central group of works in this show derive
from observational sketches of everyday objects.
The “original” drawings are not on view, but their
genetic progeny create a puzzle of translations
from one medium to another. Gestures and
shapes mutate across six large oils and three
smaller watercolors. The evolutionary chronology
of the works is impossible to discern, pointing to
serial variations mediated by scale, materials,
and the artist’s own ability to manipulate them.
The delicately worked surfaces and subtle
gradations of color index White’s meticulous—
sometimes tedious—process. In the diffusion of
image and mark, each picture becomes redolent
(of things in the world and other pictures) without
being referential.
Roger White, Untitled, 2010, oil on canvas, 60 x 40”
For a suite of smaller works on paper, White
has used handmade stencils and airbrushed
color on paper to approach the problem in a different way. These pictures of sunsets and cast
shadows make hazy allusions to art history, particularly Romanticism and Pop, and to the tangled
relationship between abstraction and kitsch. Up close, the soft-focus outlines and mesmerizing
palette of hazy blues and yellows dissolve into mechanical evenness, and the technical apparatus
becomes apparent. The regularity of the surface weaves together the shifting patterns of light and
dark—and, as implied by the mix of sun and shadows, and commercial and fine art—into a field
of shimmering color.

— Megan Heuer

October 9-15, 2008

The best in painting
Roger White
Abstract, expressive painting is alive and well on the Lower East
Side.
Rachel Uffner
47 Orchard St (between Grand and Hester Sts)
Lower East Side
* Roger White This exhibition includes textile-inspired abstract paintings
as well as small still lifes. Through Nov 2.

For Immediate Release:
Roger White
September 20 through November 2,2008
Opening Reception: Saturday, September 20, 6-8pm
Rachel Uffner Gallery is pleased to present new paintings by Roger White as the
galleryʼs inaugural exhibition. For his first solo show, White will exhibit a series
of large-scale works derived from patterned textiles, as well as several smaller
scale still lifes of household objects. Exploring the line separating representation
and abstraction, the works move nimbly between the accessibly quotidian and the
seductively opaque – both inviting and challenging interpretation.
While drawing on the language of 20th century abstraction, Whiteʼs pattern
paintings temper that languageʼs impulse towards epic, auratic significance, and
emphasize, rather, the endless adjustments that are made when abstract forms
encounter the world of the everyday. Using the patterns appearing on objects such
as a towel or a quilt as models, and tweaking them subtly but crucially in the
transition from decorative source to painting, Whiteʼs gesture of appropriation is
set against a meticulous process of adaptation. Vigorous brushstrokes are held
in check by the rigor of plotted design, offering a productive tension between
improvisation and structure.
In his still life paintings, White continues to focus on the iconography of everyday
life. In the depiction of anonymous yet wholly familiar items such as a water filter,
a tissue box or a polo shirt, the artist explores the vocabulary of low-grade design
and at-hand consumer items. Bringing to mind diverse sources of influence such
as early Pop art, Precisionism and New Objectivity, these paintings suggests that
a level, clear-eyed gaze at our contemporary experience does not preclude an
affective relationship with it.
Roger White has exhibited his work in New York, Los Angeles, Miami, Marfa
and Tirana, Albania. He received his MFA from Columbia, and is co-editor of the
contemporary art journal Paper Monument. White lives and works in Brooklyn.
Rachel Uffner Gallery represents the artists Josh Blackwell, Hilary Harnischfeger,
Pam Lins, Sara Greenberger Rafferty, and Roger White. Please call 212-274-0064
or email info@racheluffnergallery.com for more information.

Roger White
√ Critics’ Pick
Rachel Uffner Gallery
47 Orchard St., New York, NY 10002
nr. Hester St.
212-274-0064

Profile
Until recently Rachel Uffner was a director at the outstanding D’Amelio
Terras Gallery in Chelsea, where she curated good group shows, helped
funnel a few excellent artists to the gallery, and was known for her sharp eye
and easy way. Now she’s opened her own gallery on the Lower East Side,
and her first show is promising. Roger White is a post–Luc Tuymans
painter: His effortless canvases depict, among other things, Kleenex boxes
and water filters, and his touch is as charged as his subjects are odd. There
seems to be an underlying commentary on past art: A painting of a striped Tshirt turns into a sort of Agnes Martin; a series of winglike marks resemble
both open books and eyes looking back at you.
— Jerry Saltz

September 17-23, 2008

Roger White’s watercolors and paintings explore the line separating representation and
abstraction. These works have roots in the patterns on everyday objects, such as a towel or a
quilt, and explore the vocabulary of low-grade design and at-hand consumer items. In the
transition from decorative source to painting, Roger gently tweaks the patterns, and vigorous
brushstrokes are held in check by the rigor of plotted design. This push and pull creates a
compelling tension between improvisation and structure. While drawing on the language of 20th
century abstraction, Roger White’s pattern works elegantly emphasize the endless adjustments
that are made when abstract forms encounter the world of the everyday.
Roger White is represented by Rachel Uffner Gallery, New York, NY
www.racheluffnergallery.com

