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Bruce Pearson

RUCE PEARSON is, simply pur,
one of America’s most important
exponents of painting this decade.

Along with a reduced company of £

artists, like Karin Davie, Fred Tomaselli and
Lisa Yuskavage, Pearson has helped i.n}ect
new life into the Lazarus corpse of paintng,
in his case abstract painting. .

Pearson’s large-scale works, made more
monumental by their deep-relief qualirty,
look at once like swirling coral reefs and
hallucinarory 3-D landscapes, raprurous
fields of color and highly textured surfaces
of well-calibrated, but ambiguous, meaning.
Cast from phrases literally or figuratvely
clipped from, among other sources, fashion
magazines, product catalogs, bad telgvision
and modern literature, Pearson's dense pic-
wres are carved from modest styrofoam,
then painted a welter of clashing or comple-
mentary colors.

Giving language a palpable, material
form and unabashedly keying into the look
of 60s psychedelia, Pearson athieves what
few of his contemporaries manage: an active
melding of high concept and the look o

popular culture, a rigorous, critical, com-_ |

plex content and a seductive, no less sophis-
ucated, accessible visual appeal.
Visiting him just a few weeks before his
ibition at Manhattan’s Ronald Feld-

.n gallery, I found Bruce Pearson's

Williamsburg studio in an uncharacteristic §

dzzy. Overrun by a film crew, the painting

quarters had been momentarily comman- §

deered into 8 makeshift dressing room for
actor Steve Buscemi. Crowded around the

walls of the studio were most of the con- g

tents of Pearson’s newest show, including a

striking painting tided Ecvtaric Explosions of §
e painting, the arrist §

Romantic Love. Th
informed me, referenced Boricelli's Birth
of Wenus for its color scheme. Intrigued, I

sel out to explore what the ambitious |

Bruce Pearson was on about,

Let's start by talking about your work-
ing method. Where do you start?

Usually whar I do first is compile a lot of
text. It's all found text. Whatever I'm read-
ing goes in there.

But I know you, you don’t exactly
read aimlessly,

Well, it’s amazing how much stuff you
can simply get from the newspaper. I get
quotes-from all over, from journals, from
books I'm reading. I compile the swff, put
1t into notebooks. I work on about six dif-
ferent series of paintings simultaneously.
Each series has its own conceptual structure
and the series are interrelated. 1 find rext for
cach series. Then 1 do a drawing. If the
drawing engages me, then [ move into the
painting.

Do you do any other preliminary
work besides the drawings?

Well, I do some notebook skctchcs to try
and push the ideas around a bit. A lot of this
hady of work has started off as photogra-

y. | took, for example, a photograph of

58 that I used in one painting [he indi-
“Cates a large, vibrantly colored painting).
The image is of a patch of tall grass, about
4 inches high. [ took it with my digital cam-
era, did a little cutting and pasting, then
inverted the image.

So, this beautiful orange, violet
and green landscape had its source
not in found text but in one of your
photographs?

No, no. | always use text. I always start

Viveros-Faune,

Christian. “Bruce Pearson.”

New York Press, January 10-16, 2001,
pp. 30-31.

- Making refereno: ‘ndt only -
_to Op but alsn to psychede.ha.

out with text. The text kn&adlfﬁcui(m
read with this il.ih‘(, b it de&ml.e}y !hett.
The text is very importaats
1t is ID all my work. Thére's d’
nTmE

1 project th:imiée on’ t.up orme gxr._-
That way, the hmge i,ppem whgrev& the

text and the image ‘Lﬁm If you. concen-
trate on the text, you miss the image. Both
components tell g story, but they cap't be
read at once, You get a third reading if you
examine the whole structure of the paint-
ing. Deciphering - either the text or the
image becomes impossible then. To activate
one or the other, yoln have to scp:u:u'u: out
each component from the paintng s 3
whole.

You mentioned that you were work-
ing on six series at a time. Are these
series that you're working on specifi-
cally for your show at Ronald Feldman

or are they ideas that you®ve been work- .

ing on for a while?
‘They are ongoing series. .I'm always
trying to sdd new things to’ thern, like
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“brutal. This one -hete’ for' eample [an
iage of the 1999 painting Srep 2] says,
“Today I will not give in to s\ﬁudc"m
one [an image of the 1999 painting Step []

}:hoto-bas:d eHfects. One of them,
e, is my 12 Stepu neﬂel.
“‘“““’“"”m&?‘“

[ bookcf umuom

sayy, “You deserve to be with someone
whn doesn't hit you.”

. Now, where did you get that text?

I got both of those texts from watching
Oprah, 1 was watching tv and this psychia-
trist came on and was saying these things
that struck me as, you know, banal but sig-
nificant. So I fused the text together with
these images "to establish a sort of
Rorschachian final image. I've alsq been
‘dccessing - impressionist palettes for this
seifes. This paindng in particular [Step 2]
acpesses a Bonnard palerte. This other one
[Seep 1), 8 Monet palerte. Another one of
tn]! series I call rny “Post-Feminist Mascu-

cenrury.
ed me. It scemed to me

u line of yours that I used In a previous
u-ﬂdn&atlmuupenum'bn

explogive turn -
a show at Huwl. then: Ihld 8 nhow st
MOMA.®

Boom. .

Before the Pierogh show [ had come 10-
think that nnﬂnngvmgomgm happen 10
me in my lifetime, that everything was gomg
to pass me by. Then, eight months later, I
had a solo exhibition, there was a group
show at Em:An,thu:wu MOMA.AIDtof
people had not seen my work, so that's
when. I gained my first real exposure.

Did the impulse to do Op-inspired
work and text come at the same time?

It started with a collsboration with
another artist. We had this idea to do an
:art piece a day based on talk shows. We
would write down all the text, concen-

'| trating on material that would exemplify

what was being discussed, Eventually, I
did a series of psychedelic posters based
on these texes. I began to deal more and
more with specific ideas. I started by
using domestic situations as content.

| Then, I started thinking about other

things in the world. I started a series of
white paintings based on spirituality
Joday. I'm not talking about the Virgin
Mary, but about people who claim to
have had sexusl encounters with
exiraterrestrials and crystal energy grid
systems and remote healing, which is
actually the title of one of my paintings.
I wanted to use this idea of whiteness, of
our instinctual relationship to white and
its associations with notions of clarity,
purity. Then I began work on all-black

paintings. [ wanted to see whether I



ow, int exarapie, that my black paintings were
<ived by peaple as mysienious or powerful, They lent
:hcm-ea ves to that interpretstion. I notced that if yeu
use 8 ¢eriain Rind of paictre, then pcnpie will generally
respond in a particular way,
_Perhnps your use of monachromes In your early
also had hing 10 do with your working
out the relationship ‘between abstraction and text.
Those two have historically not gone well together.

* There’s the well~worn purist tradition ‘nf abstracton

to agdinst.

Well, what I'm really trying to do is 1o _investigate the
ideas of abstraction, image and text. Hovw they interrelate,
how they move back and forth to open things up rather than
shut things down.

So are your paintings abstractions? Or are they
qualified abstractions? }

They are abstractions, butr they are also imsge and
they're also text.

So you're really straddling—

Nu, I'm pot soaddling, I'm weaving. I'm wcivlna
together all these elernents. And I think they do get waoven
together as a single structure,

Maybe this is a good time to.elaborate on the
sculptural or relief elements in your work. When did
you begin working with these elements?

As a student, I looked, along with everyone clsr:. at'

Rauschenberg and Johns. Steﬂu shaped canvases were,
also around. There seemed to be this idea in the gir abow
breaking down traditonal notions of what _painting could
be. I've always thought of mry work as painting, because
one of the fundamental things that defines painting is that
it is essentially frontal. Even though my paintings have a

reliel quality, I still think of them very much u pamuna-

and not sculprure. -

. But your use of relief is extraondinary; lhsymmt
reliefs lke you'd find in a print or 2 painting heavy
with impasto, Your reliefs jut out from the wall sbout
3 inches,

Well the whole object is around 5 inches thick. The relief
part only comes to about an inch or so.

. But your work is not hst simply pigment applitd
to canvas. What are the materials thar you use to
make your paintings?

It's paint on styrofoam. I carve the styrofoam with a hot
wire: ] came upon styrofoam as a medium after some exper-
imentation and advice from friends. I had this friend with
this heavy Pirisian accent by way of Tokyo, and she said,

"Why not use the stuff thar they pack refrigerators in?”

Well, Iw:suﬂthamupnfpmpie,md:tton&méﬁm!n

‘utes to figure our what she was saying. Then another friend,
said, that hie ¢ur styrofoam to build theater sets. He men-"
titned the use of the hor wire, He told me all 1 nieedéd was |
o caf battéry;a‘sewing machine pedal and the hot wire. He.

said’he’d hook me’ up. So a couple of days later we wenr |
down to Canal St. and got all the stuff. I've beed working

with it cver since,
lmmmh:kbrammnt.wmmmumd
doing art first occur to you?

1 wanted to be a cartconist starting in gradt school.
1 didn’t see 2-lot of art exhibitions when I was young.
‘Then I saw the “Dada and Surrealism” exhibition at the
L.A. County Museum of Art, That experience totally
changed my life. 1 was so overwhelmed, I wanted o do
something besides cartooning. | became very interested
in the history of art. I learned 1o draw the figure prop-
erly, drew perspective and begun devouring volumes on
20th~century art..

I always knew that [ wanted to be an artist. What
changed was the form the ambition took. When I gradu-
ated high school I visited the San Francisco Art Instituta,
I really wanted to study there, but my parents made it
tough on me,

ioetic insiinerual reactions o certain palertes. I |

,ccmbine fﬂih.fml

Thwmmdwnmdomﬂnng ctical, . "
They mntedmemgomacmmnymﬂ:geﬁul
coup]e of years. But the community college hired all my
bigh schooi art teacliers. Fd alteady learned 4l I codld-from
them. This made me even more deéad set on going 1o art
MmLﬁmmallymywmnmmdmdpaIdfwwm

year. [ got scholarships after thar.
Did you 12::: kwupnn!blewmlea-
lwlngunl.rﬂ.n?

Wzﬂ,!wﬂofthnu]ht:"lhﬂemmbcawy ‘Of
course, 1 never eiought it would be as roughr as it m
the Art Inetitute, I went through: this phase where I thought
living was more interesting than arz. Whea I got over that, 1
returned to making art animtmd w New York..-I hung
out with a lot of experimental musicians. Evenrially, I con-
nected with 2 lov of the artist hwuzinWi.ﬂnmsbmlwu
living out here myself then

Andmmﬂh‘yncmdamhrpﬂuwof.
Wiliamsburg, art’ called ‘}nﬁm Do You Think
m&-mmr‘&mumamunm
that show when describing the -developmwent
Williamsburg arti scene. Why do you think that is?-

Weil, I think it was the first large survey of the artists
in-the neighborhood. A lot of grest pmple were s it
There wis Amy Sillman, -Fred Tomaselli, Roxy Paine,
Joe Amthein, Charles Spufrier, Polly Apfelbaum; Eve
Susyman; Simon Lée, Greg Stone, David Brody.., James
Siend, Sun Mellyn, Peter Soriano... ] wish 1 had the
card with me... David Byrne,one of the guys from Sonic
Youth, David Scher:.. Essentially, I had been doing lots

3 ofm.ldiu visjts, Then, 1 wa¥'given this opportunity 1o use
this bujlding .that could accommodate s lot .of great
- work. So I thought to myself, *How hard gould -t be?”

’[::' ghing]. After losing 10! pnundi. I realized just how
d it was. In retrospect it turned out to be very satls-

| fying, but not udsfymg enough to want to repedt the

& .
P;“;nﬁmwﬁbhnwwd%u-
question, but T'm golug o aik you anyway; Whit

.artists hﬂnwrraundmhmhwm

T s pabyits st sndb b righ

e TwQ painters t most mm: tnwu;-
Gerhard Richter and: Sigmar-Polks {and] how they are-
able to deal with lots.of ideas in their respective bodies-of
wark. Another big influsnce is Johm Cage; his ideas about
chance and indeterminacy, abeit opening yp the work 1o

would Iﬂ:empanildwhnme;doiummlm Tn.my
new wm:k, for.exiimple, I'm looking to access an inteltec-
tual and " emiotionalrrange thiat goes heyond the simple,
attractive surfate. 5uniwy -of Pop and Cp. I'm looking to

nllcto;mphy, dmical palettes ~and

foimd text.:

T alivays’ mhdéd nf mumllem syrvey exhibition
in the inid-90% st MOMA talled “The Mll:lml Sixtles.”
Thart exhibition-showed tha the era produced mnsﬂe—_
uration, strong ¢onceptual Work end vary stong abstrac:
ton, while also’ eﬂmummgmmyothumcunum.
The 60s was a-period. of great experimentation, not only
in the visual- arfs ‘bur in:'music as well. Then came
Mnmhsm,whmh,ulowlyu it can be, was this driven,
puritan movément that was about shutring down possibil-
ities. Now, it seems 10 me; things are opening up dgain.
There are new media-and the resurgence of old media,
and both are béing interpreted in brarid-new ways. Many
artists are being affected by these new possibilities, Today
I belicve there are probably more possibilities for art thnn
ever. Arid that of course is w,-ry emnng

Br:menan':mwmnmm WMR&JGN
Ronald Feldman Fmﬁm, 31 MﬂurSl. ﬂmw. Cand Eb'
Grand S Js 263232, 5
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