Mary Weatherford
Mountains Mud Prisms Air
November 13, 2021 – January 8, 2022

Exhibition Binder

press@davidkordanskygallery.com
www.davidkordanskygallery.com
T: 323.935.3030
F: 323.935.3031

`

David Kordansky Gallery is pleased to present Mountains Mud Prisms Air, an exhibition of
new paintings by Mary Weatherford that will include her largest works to date, as well as
paintings both with and without neon tubing. Occupying the gallery’s north and south
exhibition spaces, the show will be on view November 13, 2021 – January 8, 2022. An
opening reception will take place on Saturday, November 13 from 6 – 8 PM.
Following on the heels of Canyon–Daisy–Eden, a 2020 mid-career retrospective organized
by the Tang Teaching Museum at Skidmore College and recently on view at SITE Santa Fe,
as well as a major exhibition in 2020-21 at the Aspen Art Museum, Mountains Mud Prisms
Air finds Weatherford expanding the boundaries of her vision on all fronts. Every element of
the painting process has been considered and challenged, with support, scale, format,
physicality, color, and content subject to reinvention and reimagination.
Notable in this regard are the monumental, mural-sized works that anchor the show, and
that have been executed on seamless pieces of Belgian linen produced on a specialized
loom commissioned by the artist. Weatherford uses this vast support and swooping
brushwork to generate fields of high-key color brushwork informed by recent trips to Hawaii.
Encounters with the islands’ weather, light, flora, fauna, and geology animate all of the
paintings in the exhibition as well as its title, which hints at the broad array of sensorial and
poetic perceptions Weatherford navigates as she brings each composition from experiential
intuition to physical reality.
While Mountains Mud Prisms Air is charged with a sense of place, each picture is an allover excursion in which the canvas has been explored to the limits of its four edges; there
are no horizon lines or other signifiers of traditional spatial orientation. The works are
instead indicative of experiences of full-body participation in which sights, sounds, and
smells—as well as memories and dreams—constitute a fluid, synesthetic impression of
reality. This is what makes Weatherford’s abstraction groundbreaking: time and again she
risks the plunge into a chaotic pool of external and internal data, only to surface bearing
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pictures of reality that are no less faithful for being non-objective, and that communicate
their intensities and doubts, their pleasures and perturbations, to a wide range of viewers.
The neon tubes that have characterized Weatherford’s work for the last decade appear on
some of the canvases included here, often in provocative new permutations, but they are
notable for their presence and absence alike. The urgent luminosity of the tubes has
migrated into her palette; even the paintings without neon possess newfound clarity and
forthrightness of color, reminders that seeing is a bodily phenomenon in which the eyes
register palpable energy. Though no black is used in any of the works, such prismatic
effects are nonetheless offset by passages rendered in earthy registers that give the
brighter colors weight and create the impression that they have grown organically from the
metaphorical “soil” of the chromatic spectrum.
Like all of her work, the paintings in Mountains Mud Prisms Air are the results of a multifaceted process that begins and ends outside the studio but reaches its most intensive
phases within it. Working on the floor, Weatherford lays down pools of pigment and medium
that in turn become sites for expressive mark-making. She circles the canvases, moving
across them as the evolving compositions require, placing herself amidst their visual
rhythms and textures in bracingly real terms. Painting, like the oceans or forests of Hawaii,
provides limitless opportunities for immersion.
The exhibition features small-, medium-, and large-scale canvases in horizontal, vertical,
and square formats, making it one of the most varied presentations of Weatherford’s career.
This gives her the freedom to experiment with the possibilities inherent to both
spaciousness and compression, and to observe how several hues can coexist in a single
picture plane without one exerting dominance over the others. A teeming sense of
multiplicity permeates the show as a whole. It filters through to the titles of the paintings,
which Weatherford invests with descriptors and details that encompass the fecund vitality of
the Hawaiian natural world. The titles are no less material than the pigments, supports,
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neon tubing, and fixtures with which the works are constructed. They contribute to the
poetry that suffuses the show like a living spirit, forging connections to painting’s past by
emphasizing its present, and seeding its future with openness and wonder.
Mary Weatherford (b. 1963, Ojai, California) was recently the subject of a survey exhibition,
Canyon–Daisy–Eden, which originated at the Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery at
Skidmore College, Saratoga Springs, New York (2020), and traveled to SITE Santa Fe
(2021). A solo exhibition of Weatherford’s neon paintings was also held at the Aspen Art
Museum in 2020. In addition, she has presented solo shows at the Marian Miner Cook
Athenaeum, Claremont McKenna College, Claremont, California (2014); Todd Madigan
Gallery, California State University at Bakersfield, California (2012); and LAXART, Los
Angeles (2012). Recent group exhibitions include Aftereffect: Georgia O'Keeffe and
Contemporary Painting, Museum of Contemporary Art Denver (2019); Feel the Sun in Your
Mouth: Recent Acquisitions, Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C.
(2019); Between Two Worlds: Art of California, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
(2017); NO MAN’S LAND: Women Artists from the Rubell Family Collection, Rubell Family
Collection, Miami (2015); Pretty Raw: After and Around Helen Frankenthaler, Rose Art
Museum, Brandeis University, Waltham, Massachusetts (2015); and The Forever Now:
Contemporary Painting in an Atemporal World, Museum of Modern Art, New York (2014).
Her work features in the permanent collections of many institutions, among them the Los
Angeles County Museum of Art; Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego; Museum of
Modern Art, New York; Tate Modern, London; Brooklyn Museum, New York; K11 Art
Foundation, Hong Kong; and Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles. In 2019, Lund
Humphries published an in-depth monograph surveying the artist's oeuvre. Weatherford
lives and works in Los Angeles.
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North Gallery
Mary Weatherford
Through the Trees, 2021
Flashe on linen
80 x 77 x 1 3/4 inches
(203.2 x 195.6 x 4.4 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.048)

Mary Weatherford
Signal, 2021
Flashe and neon on linen
35 x 18 x 2 3/4 inches
(88.9 x 45.7 x 7 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.052)

Mary Weatherford
Yellow Sun, 2021
Flashe on linen
66 x 58 x 1 1/4 inches
(167.6 x 147.3 x 3.2 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.038)

Mary Weatherford
The Birds of Kīlauea Point, 2021
Flashe and neon on linen
113 x 79 x 3 1/2 inches
(287 x 200.7 x 8.9 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.034)

Mary Weatherford
Light Falling Like a Broken Chain;
Paradise, 2021
Flashe on linen
133 x 288 x 1 5/8 inches
(337.8 x 731.5 x 4.1 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.049)
South Gallery
Mary Weatherford
Yellow Sun Far Away, 2021
Flashe on linen
66 x 58 x 1 1/8 inches
(167.6 x 147.3 x 2.9 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.040)

Mary Weatherford
Warm Weather, 2021
Flashe and neon on linen
15 x 19 1/2 x 2 3/4 inches
(38.1 x 49.5 x 7 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.058)

Mary Weatherford
Air, 2021
Flashe and neon on linen
110 1/2 x 79 x 3 1/2 inches
(280.7 x 200.7 x 8.9 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.037)

Mary Weatherford
Below the Cliff, 2021
Flashe on linen
133 x 288 x 1 5/8 inches
(337.8 x 731.5 x 4.1 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.056)
Mary Weatherford
Blue Split, 2021
Flashe and neon on linen
74 x 58 x 2 3/4 inches
(188 x 147.3 x 7 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.042)

Viewing Room
Mary Weatherford
The Reef, 2021
Flashe on linen
64 x 116 1/4 x 1 1/2 inches
(162.6 x 295.3 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.032)
Mary Weatherford
French Orange Citrus Split, 2021
Flashe and neon on linen
66 x 58 x 2 3/4 inches
(167.6 x 147.3 x 7 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.039)

Mary Weatherford
Trip to the Moon, 2021
Flashe and neon on linen
75 x 58 x 3 1/2 inches
(190.5 x 147.3 x 8.9 cm)
(Inv# MW 21.041)
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2020
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The Japan Drawings, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
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2019

MARY WEATHERFORD, Crown Point Press, San Francisco, CA

2018

*I’ve Seen Gray Whales Go By, Gagosian, New York, NY
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*like the land loves the sea, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA

2015

Red Hook, Brennan & Griffin, New York, NY

2014

Los Angeles, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
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The Bakersfield Project, Todd Madigan Gallery, California State
University at Bakersfield, Bakersfield, CA
2011

Cave at Pismo, Brennan & Griffin, New York, NY

2010

The Cave, John Tevis Gallery, Paris, France

2008

Vines, Sister, Los Angeles, CA
Brick Walls and Sea Life, Cottage Home, Los Angeles, CA

2007

Paintings of a Cave, Sister, Los Angeles, CA

2006

Mary Weatherford, Shane Campbell Gallery, Oak Park, IL
New Paintings, Sister, Los Angeles, CA

2003

Mary Weatherford, boomeditions (Shane Campbell Gallery), Chicago, IL

2000

recent paintings, Debs & Co., New York, NY
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*Easter, Debs & Co., New York, NY
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I Never Promised You A Rose Garden, BlumHelman Warehouse, New
York, NY

1991

Swan Lake, Marc Jancou Gallery, Zurich, Switzerland
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Diane Brown Gallery, New York, NY
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The Beatitudes of Malibu, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
An Ideal Landscape, Gagosian, New York, NY

2020

Artists for New York, Hauser & Wirth, New York, NY
ICE AND FIRE: A Benefit Exhibition in Three Parts, The Kitchen, New
York, NY
Abstraction: Between Representation and Non-Representation, Jason
Haam Gallery, Seoul, Korea
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Landscapes of the Mind, Princeton University Art Museum, Princeton,
NJ
Multitudes, Princeton University Art Museum, Princeton, NJ
Feel the Sun in Your Mouth: Recent Acquisitions, Hirshhorn Museum
and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C.
Against Colour Stroke Vectors, Massimo De Carlo, Milan, Italy
Continuing Abstraction, presented by Gagosian, Rheinsprung 1, Basel,
Switzerland
Aftereffect: Georgia O'Keeffe and Contemporary Painting, curated by
Elissa Auther, Museum of Contemporary Art Denver, Denver, CO
Dreamhouse vs Punk House (Plus Cat House), Serious Topics,
Inglewood, CA
Inaugural exhibition, Rubell Museum, Miami, FL

2018

Surface Work, Victoria Miro, London, England
Critical Dictionary: In homage to G. Bataille, Gagosian, Paris, France
Echoes, Gagosian, San Francisco, CA

2017

Masterworks on Loan, curated by Miranda Callander, Jordan Schnitzer
Museum of Art, University of Oregon, Eugene, OR
LA Invitational, Gagosian Gallery, New York, NY
Between Two Worlds: Art of California, San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art, San Francisco, CA
Color People, curated by Rashid Johnson, Rental Gallery, East
Hampton, NY
*Unpacking: The Marciano Collection, curated by Philipp Kaiser,
Marciano Art Foundation, Los Angeles, CA
UNIQUE & SINGULAR, Cirrus, Los Angeles, CA

2016

The Noise of Art, curated by Mari Eastman, Soccer Club Club, Chicago,
IL
Accumulations: 5,000 Years of Objects, Fictions, and Conversations,
Mead Art Museum, Amherst College, Amherst, MA
*NO MAN’S LAND: Women Artists from the Rubell Family Collection,
organized by the Rubell Family Collection, National Museum of Women
in the Arts, Washington, D.C.
NEON: The Charged Line, Grundy Art Gallery, Blackpool, England
End Of Semester, BBQLA, Los Angeles, CA
Grafforists, curated by Max Presneill, Torrance Art Museum, Torrance,
CA
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Nice Weather, organized by David Salle, Skarstedt Gallery, New York,
NY
2015

THE ANSWER. THE QUESTION, Artist Curated Projects, Los Angeles,
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*The Forever Now: Contemporary Painting in an Atemporal World,
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Variations: Conversations in and Around Abstract Painting, Los Angeles
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*Caught Looking, Armory Center for the Arts, Pasadena, CA
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2013

California Landscape Into Abstraction, Orange County Museum of Art,
Newport Beach, CA
Selections from the Grunwald Center and the Hammer Contemporary
Collection, Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, CA
CULM, organized by Sayre Gomez and JPW3, Night Gallery, Los
Angeles, CA
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Sam Falls, Mark Hagen, James Hayward, Mary Weatherford, China Art
Objects, Los Angeles, CA
Take Shelter In The World, Boston University Art Gallery, Boston, MA

2011

A Painting Show, Harris Lieberman Gallery, New York, NY
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LAst Show, Cottage Home, Los Angeles, CA
Artificial Paradises, ACME, Los Angeles, CA
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These Are a Few, organized by Madeleine Hoffmann, JGM Galerie,
Paris, France
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The Ballad that Becomes an Anthem, organized by Stephen Westfall,
ACME., Los Angeles, CA
2008

*California Biennial 2008, organized by Lauri Firstenberg, Orange
County Museum of Art, Newport Beach, CA
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Something About Mary, Orange County Museum of Art, Newport Beach,
CA
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Hotel California, Glendale College Art Gallery, Glendale, CA
The Trace of a Trace of a Trace, Perry Rubenstein Gallery, New York,
NY

2004

Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going?,
organized by Katherine Berhardt, Champion Fine Art, Los Angeles, CA
Eastman, Weatherford & Arnold, Daniel Hug Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
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Still or Sparkling, organized by Nancy Chaikin, John Connelly Presents,
New York, NY

2002

Simmer, organized by Ciara Ennis, Echo Park Projects, Los Angeles,
CA
New Angeles, The Ewing Gallery, The University of Tennessee,
Knoxville, TN

2001

New Angeles, organized by Bill Conger, University Galleries, Illinois
State University, Normal, IL
Sharing Sunsets, organized by Julie Deamer, Museum of Contemporary
Art, Tucson, AZ
Chicagoprojectroom and Laura Owens’ studio, organized by Laura
Owens, Los Angeles, CA

2000

as i love you you become more pretty, organized by Karin Gulbran, 937
N. Hudson, Los Angeles, CA

1999

Stars of Track and Field, Debs & Co., New York, NY
Life in Space, a Three Day Weekend event at CCAC, San Francisco,
CA
a ball and a bat, organized by Michael St. John, Pacific Northwest
College of Art, Portland, OR
*OM, organized by Joe Fyfe, Dorsky Gallery, New York, NY
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Bowie, Rupert Goldsworthy Gallery, New York, NY
Little, Jeffrey Coploff Fine Art Ltd., New York, NY

1997

Very Large Array, Debs & Co., New York, NY
Primarily Paint, Museum of Contemporary Art, San Diego, CA

1994

Don't Postpone Joy, or Collecting can be Fun, organized by Rudi
Molacek, Neue Galerie am Landesmuseum Joanneum, Graz and The
Austrian Institute, New York, NY

1993

The Return of the Cadavre Exquis, The Drawing Center, New York, NY
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Hybrid Abstract, organized by Joshua Decter, Usdan Gallery,
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Plastic Fantastic Lover (object a), BlumHelman Warehouse, New York,
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1990

*Emerging Art 1990: Commodities Corporation Collection, New Jersey
State Museum, Trenton, NJ
To Know a Hawk from a Handsaw, Wolff Gallery, New York, NY
*Stendahl Syndrome: The Cure, Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York, NY
*New Directions, organized by Sam Hunter, S. Bitter Larkin Gallery, New
York, NY
Information, organized by Robert Nickas, Terrain Gallery, San
Francisco, CA
About Round/Round About, Anders Tornberg Gallery, Lund, Sweden
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Drawings, Wolff Gallery, New York, NY
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Special Projects, P.S.1, Institute for Art and Urban Resources, Long
Island City, New York, NY
1986

Indoor /Outdoor, El Bohio, New York, NY
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Artists' Legacy Foundation Award
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The Durfee Foundation ARC Grant
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California Community Foundation Palevsky Fellowship for Visual Artists
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Laster, Paul, “The Best of The Art Show 2021,” WhitehotMagazine.com, November 2021

The Best of The Art Show 2021
By Paul Laster | November 2021

Presenting a lively selection of contemporary and modernist artworks by an international mix of artists, the 2021 edition of The Art Show
kicked off to a packed house of collector, curators and critics on Wednesday evening at the Park Avenue Armory in New York. Organized by
the Art Dealers Association of America (ADAA), the beloved art fair features 72 member galleries from across the United States. With 40
exhibitors offering solos shows and many others presenting rare and never-before-seen works, this year’s fair delight the eye while providing
plenty of food for thought.
Modernist highlights included a superb selection of abstract paintings and sculptures by Dada pioneer Jean Arp at Michael Werner, paintings
and works on paper by Surrealist painter and poet Dorothea Tanning at Gallery Wendi Norris and mystical watercolors by self-taught Argentinian artist Xul Solar at Sicardi | Ayers | Bacino, while amongst the contemporary standout presentations were abstract expressionist paintings and
collages by Korean American painter Wook-Kyung Choi at Tina Kim Gallery, colorful AfriCOBRA works by Jae Jarrell and Wadsworth Jarrell
at Jenkins Johnson Gallery and dynamic textile weavings at Garth Greenan Gallery by Native American artist Melissa Cody.
Scroll through the images below to see our favorite pieces, in a variety of mediums, from this year’s show.

Fred Eversley and Mary Weatherford at David Kordansky Gallery

“Previews,” Frieze, October 2021, pp. 205-208

“Previews,” Frieze, October 2021, pp. 205-208
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9 Sales Highlights from This Year’s Art Basel in Switzerland
By Maximilíano Durón | September 22, 2021
The world’s largest and most important art fair, Art Basel, opened earlier this week in the Swiss city,
marking the marquee fair’s first in-person event in Europe since the start of the pandemic. Because of
travel restrictions, fewer collectors from the United States and Asia made the journey to Europe, but
that didn’t stop the world’s top galleries from making major sales. Below a look at some of what has
sold at the fair so far.

Photo : Photo: Fredrik Nilsen Studio/Courtesy David Kordansky Gallery, Los
Angeles

Mary Weatherford at David Kordansky
Los Angeles–based David Kordansky Gallery had on offer two recent works by Mary Weatherford,
both of which sold for $400,000 a piece. Made in the months following a series of solo shows at the
Tang Teaching Museum in upstate New York, SITE Santa Fe in New Mexico, and the Aspen Art Museum in Colorado, these works combine Weatherford’s signature abstract painting with neon lights
to refer to “the environments, moods, and geological vicissitudes of Hawaii,” according to a release.
In an email, Kurt Mueller, a director at Kordansky, said, “As a gallery, we’ve been waiting to return to
in-person fairs for nearly two years—the occasion at Basel was marked by incredible energy from
attendees and numerous familiar faces.”

Brara, Noor, “Artists on Artists to Watch, and Maybe Even Collect,” NYTimes.com, June 14, 2021

Artists on Artists to Watch,
and Maybe Even Collect
We asked 16 established names to suggest a fellow talent they feel should be better known.
By Noor Brara | June 14, 2021
The best direction one could give to someone interested in expanding their knowledge of contemporary art is
to pay attention to what artists are paying attention to; artists always know before everyone else does. With this
in mind, we asked 16 established artists from all over the world about a young or underappreciated artist whose
work resonates with them. They spoke about why these talents deserve more attention than they’re getting, and
why readers should take time to explore their oeuvres, which inspect, among other things, issues of identity, race,
material culture, social justice, climate change and how we live.
Mary Weatherford: Arnold J. Kemp, 53
Arnold J. Kemp is an incredible artist whose
own work has been overlooked because of his
incredible career as an educator. The last mention of him in the paper of record was from
2001 by Holland Cotter … so I see this as pure
evidence that what I’m saying is the case, because it’s taken two decades for it to happen
again. Kemp makes photography, sculpture and
painting, and is also a poet and a performance
artist. This particular sculpture, which is brandnew — the first thing I thought about when I
saw it was [Jorge Luis] Borges, who is one of
my favorite writers. Reading Borges is such a
pleasure because I understand that there’s fiction masquerading as truth, and truth masquerading as fiction. And this particular sculpture
comes closer to the mastery of Borges than any
artwork I’ve ever encountered because of this
novel that is stuffed in the pillows, which is indeed by an author named Arnold Joseph Kemp.
Arnold J. Kemp’s “Mr. Kemp: Yellowing, Drying, Scorching” (2020).Credit...Courtesy of the artist and
Martos Gallery, New York. Photo by Tom Van Eynde
And Arnold has been mistaken for the author
Arnold Kemp. When looking at this chair, I’m wondering, because I know it’s an artwork: “Is this a real novel?
Is Arnold pretending that this novel exists? Does this novel exist?” Arnold J. Kemp is also a creator of fictions,
and his work is so meta and brilliant. There’s a kind of cool delight I experience in walking around this sculpture
in particular.
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Strokes of Neon: Aspen Art Museum showcases
Mary Weatherford’s ‘Neon Paintings’
By Andrew Travers | February 4, 2021

With limited capacity in the Aspen Art Museum due
to the novel coronavirus pandemic, and no splashy
art opening, no artist talk, no big event crowds,
visitors to the Aspen Art Museum have been able
to spend intimate time with Mary Weatherford’s
“Neon Paintings,” to get a little lost in or overwhelmed by these immersive works.
The exhibition includes Weatherford’s pivotal and
breakout paintings, made since 2012, of dramatic abstract painted canvases affixed with glowing
neon rods that both illuminate the painting and
serve themselves as stand-out linear brushstrokes.
She made first such pieces in Bakersfield, inspired
by the neon signage around the central California city. She first showed them there at the Todd
Madigan Gallery at California State University at
Bakersfield, where she was teaching.
When she first turned on the neon light on her
original neon painting, with help from her students,
Weatherford recalled in a December 2019 on the
Installation view of Mary Weatherford, “Neon Paintings,” 2020. Credit Carter Seddon.
“Conversations About Art” podcast with former Aspen Art Museum director Heidi Zuckerman, she was simply relieved that the experiment didn’t fail.
“I was even surprised, I was shocked, because the woman at the neon shop in Bakersfield said, ‘So did that make the colors in the painting all
muddy?’ I said, ‘No, I don’t know, I haven’t turned it on.’ She said, ‘Maybe it’s going to make it look muddy.’”
The stakes were high for Weatherford, who feared the lighting shopkeeper might be right.
“I was super gung ho about this idea. … I’d lie in bed and get these stomachaches like, ‘This is a terrible idea!’” she recalled, adding with a laugh:
“And then I’d be relieved by the fact that it would be in Bakersfield and no one would see it.”
Of course, it did work and people did see it. Her “Neon Paintings” became Weatherford’s signature, though she had been a working artist since
the 1980s, and became something of an art-collecting phenomenon with exhibitions in major galleries and museums.
When the David Kordansky Gallery, of Los Angeles, exhibited new Weatherford neon paintings at the Frieze Art Fair in 2015, T Magazine reported
they “flew off their temporary walls within the first half-hour of (Oct. 15’s) V.I.P. preview.”
Weatherford was announced as the recipient of the 2020 Aspen Award for Art a year ago. The award was to include the customary August artist’s
talk at the museum and honors at the annual ArtCrush gala, followed by a major solo exhibition. The pandemic scrapped the gatherings, of course,
and any award ceremony. But the art show went on. It opened in December and will run through early May.
The paintings are not purely abstract and do often carry secret narratives. Weatherford has said many were inspired by personal experiences and
particular landscapes. They are precise moments in time, captured in abstract style but with as specific a subject as a photograph might capture.
Weatherford has specified some of them. Works included in the Aspen show include “Tempest,” from 2015, depicting a storm on the Pacific — a
subject she has returned to often throughout her career — and “Chinatown,” with its moody nocturnal blues and warm oranges, depicting Manhattan’s Chinatown at night. “Blue Cut Fire,” with its violent movements of reds behind blue-green neon tubing, depicts the 2016 wildfire that tore
through the San Gabriel Mountains.
Weatherford’s practice for these pieces carries on the abstract expressionist tradition of painting on the floor using a physically demanding process. She works barefoot, she said in the podcast, occasionally leaving a trace of stray footprint on her canvas and always leaving an undeniable
residue of human exertion on the work.
‘The painting becomes the portal to all the other next paintings,” she said of her process. “Because I paint on the floor, I paint flat. And so when I
see it stretched on the wall, it’s a completely different painting.”
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Melancholy in Black and Neon
Mary Weatherford’s new paintings confront us with a sense of place, a remembered moment, a hidden story.
By Mika Ross-Southall | January 9, 2021

Installation view, Mary Weatherford: Train Yards at Gagosian, London (© Mary Weatherford. Photo: Lucy Dawkins. Courtesy Gagosian)

LONDON — In his memoir Speak, Memory (1951) Vladimir Nabokov writes about why trains are compelling and mournful.
Their long-drawn sigh when pulling into the station; the shadows and chinks of light that dance across carriages; the unsettling
excitement of journeying into the unknown. The Californian artist Mary Weatherford tries to capture these qualities in her new
series of 10 huge abstract paintings, Train Yards, on view at the Gagosian Gallery in London through February 27.
“There’s always something lonely and comforting about the sound of a train whistle,” she tells us in a 15-minute film on the
gallery’s website that accompanies the exhibition. “Because you know somebody’s going somewhere. Somebody has a plan and
somebody’s left someone and somebody’s going to meet someone. There’s a beginning and there’s going to be an ending and then
there’s going to be another beginning.”
Created over the past four years, the paintings are based on the sounds and movements of trains and railway yards in the United
States at night. Each contains a haunting, velvety morass of black emulsion brush-strokes — dynamic zig-zags, splatters, smudges,
all pummeling the stretched linen, mimicking the rhythm of a train going over tracks. Most have one thin white neon strip-light
drilled into their surface and connected by wires dropping to the floor like a luminous, three-dimensional line drawing atop the
painted black background.
These works are powerful and riveting, partly thanks to their imposing scale. It’s about “trying to paint an experience,” Weatherford explains in the film, “and about being able to perceive colors at night …. They’re nocturnes. There are varying colors of
darkness, and the [fluorescent] lights have the effect of moving towards you, going away from you. One might even be reminded
of … bells and whistles and clanging.”
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“Bellows” (2016), in the first room, bursts with clouds of dark purple- and
gray-tinged black paint framed by a stark white border. A short, vertical
neon rod, its wire cords gently arching away from the painting, suggests
the glow of a train in the distance. On the opposite wall, the swooshing
black marks in “Nickel Plate Road” (2017-18) contain hints of purple
and navy blue. A thicker patch of paint, which travels diagonally from the
lower left corner to the center of the canvas, forms a path into a far-off
horizon that disappears into pitch black; translucent vertical and horizontal lines above create a blur of buildings and trees passing by. Along the
full length of the painting’s right edge is the cold, harsh white of a neon
light — man-made rays from a train or station beaming across the landscape, perhaps.

Mary Weatherford, “Cosmos” (2020), flashe on linen, 112 x 99 inches
(© Mary Weatherford. Photo: Fredrik Nilsen Studio. Courtesy Gagosian)

American folk and blues music influenced the series, too; a lot of the
painting’s titles come from song lyrics. “Country blues has so much about
trains and traveling,” Weatherford says in the video, which includes a
wistful blues soundtrack by Thurston Moore from Sonic Youth. Moore
also performs a melancholic cover of “This Train Is Bound for Glory”
(first recorded in 1922 and adapted by Woody Guthrie in 1958) in front
of Weatherford’s work in the gallery, as well as a new acoustic composition inspired by one of her paintings — a beautifully hopeful melody that
drifts over an unrelenting, rhythmic bass.

“There are times [in country blues] when people ride on top of trains to get to places … and the heavens are going by,” Weatherford
adds. “There’s a combination of movement: of the train moving through space and the earth spinning, which makes it look like
the stars are going across the sky.” In the second room we are met with six more works. Not all feature the neon lights. Instead,
“Cosmos” (2020), for instance, radiates with bright flecks and swirls of white paint launching like rockets and stars from the hazy,
ash background. Almost the entire canvas is covered in black in “Mars Light” (2019), but the paint glows with a clay-red pigment.
“Orion’s Belt” (2016) does include neon, here as an unyielding horizontal line that stretches across two bulbous black shapes and
straps the canvas to the gallery’s wall.
It was 2012 when Weatherford first started using neon. A visiting artist at California State University in Bakersfield, she became
entranced by the fluorescent signs — some half-illuminated or burnt out — of restaurants, shops, and old factories around the midsized city east of Los Angeles. The result was The Bakersfield Project, a series of seven large canvases swathed in muted colors
and inscribed with a neon strip-light of sickly pink, green, blue, or red. She followed these with more paintings based on other cities, including Manhattan and LA. In “Coney Island II” (2012) four colorful neon rods (two white, one orange, one yellow) are set
at jagged angles evoking the up-downup-down motion of a rollercoaster.
Although these neon paintings seem
like a departure for Weatherford from
her earlier abstract paintings, some of
her work from the 1990s and 2000s incorporates natural found objects, such
as starfish, sponges, and seashells, on
plains of color that saturate the entire
canvas.
What makes Train Yards stand out is
the way it intensely and convincingly
confronts us with a sense of place, a
remembered moment, a hidden story
that we’ve all experienced. “I’ve always
wanted to make paintings about people’s
lives,” Weatherford says in the film, and
“the arc of history.” With this new show,
those lives and histories are felt.

Installation view, Mary Weatherford: Train Yards at Gagosian, London (© Mary Weatherford. Photo: Lucy Dawkins.
Courtesy Gagosian)
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5 design things to do week of Nov 2 - 8
By Karen Bruckner & Frances Anderton | November 2, 2020

This week: Talk a virtual walk through fairy gardens by Takako Tajima; read poetry on ACE
Hotel’s marquee; see housing solutions by the next generation of designers at AIA/LA’s 2 x 8
DOMUM; meet the ghosts of Bunker Hill at a book launch for author Nathan Marsak, with
Frances Anderton; see Mary Weatherford’s ‘The Japan Drawings’ at David Kordansky gallery.

Mary Weatherford, In the cedar forest, 2019, shellac ink on Gampi Torinoko paper. Coutresy of David Kordansky Gallery,
Los Angeles

Mary Weatherford: The Japan Drawings
David Kordansky Gallery welcomes Los Angeles based artist Mary Weatherford to their new
exhibtion space, designed by the multidisciplinary architecture and design practice wHY. The
exhibition, ‘The Japan Drawings’ brings together four groups of works - all shellac ink paintings
on Gampi Torinoko paper - that Weatherford produced during a 2019 residency at Troedsson
Villa in Nikko, Japan. The residency, founded by artist Anne Eastman in 2015, offers immersion
in a setting of ancient and modern architecture (including shrines and temples) within a forest
landscape. Weatherford’s new drawings reflect this environment in a range of compositional
approaches, color palettes, and textures. Read more about the artist and the exhibition here.
When: Opens Nov 7; exhibition runs through Dec 17. By appointment only.
Where: David Kordansky Gallery, 5130 W Edgewood Pl, Los Angeles 90019
Tickets: Free, but reservations required. You can make an appointment by calling 323.935.3030.

Greenberger, Alex, “Mary Weatherford Revisits a 1957 ARTnews Profile of Painter Joan Mitchell,” ARTnews.com,
September 4, 2020

Mary Weatherford Revisits a 1957 ARTnews Profile of Painter Joan Mitchell
By Alex Greenberger | September 4, 2020

©ARTNEWS

In 1957, art critic Irving Sandler paid a
visit to the studio of painter Joan Mitchell,
an Abstract Expressionist known for her
brushy images capturing nature. The result
of that visit, printed in the October 1957
issue of ARTnews, became one of the most
famous essays in this magazine’s “Paints
a Picture” series, in which an artist illuminates the process behind one of his or
her artworks. With an upcoming traveling
retrospective of Mitchell’s work at the Baltimore Museum of Art in mind, ARTnews
enlisted Mary Weatherford, an artist who
has spoken of being inspired by Mitchell,
to discuss Sandler’s article. “He’s a beautiful
writer, so clear, so easy to read,” Weatherford said of Sandler’s writing. “I want to be
the equivalent when I’m talking about this.”
___
Irving Sandler on Joan Mitchell: She finds
particularly distasteful moral insinuations
concerning “good” versus “bad” criteria, and
insists that “there is no one way to paint;

there is no single answer.” Miss Mitchell is reticent to talk about painting, so in order to approach the underlying processes in her work, the Socratic method
was needed, rejecting some classifications, modifying or keeping others.
Mary Weatherford on Irving Sandler: He basically tells us at the very beginning that for this article he just ekes things out of her by asking lots of
questions. I like that…. Sometimes, writing about art gets swayed toward the artists, but really, it’s always two artists—a collaboration, in a way. I
can tell how hard Irving Sandler worked to try to get it right, to try to get down in the English language what Mitchell thought about her own work.
Unlike some of the younger artists who have reacted away from the elders of Abstract-Expressionism, she sees herself as a “conservative,” although her pictures
can hardly be described as hidebound. She not only appreciates the early struggles of the older painters, whose efforts expedited acceptance for those following
them, but finds a number of qualities in their work that have a profound meaning for her.
Here’s the great thing about Sandler’s writing: I don’t notice much. A sentence goes down easy. His writing doesn’t have any barbs on it. He’s such
a beautiful writer.
In the case of Bridge, she hesitated and decided to save this canvas for future study. The picture was rejected because the feeling was not specific enough, and
because the painting was not “accurate.” To her, accuracy involves a clear image produced in the translation of the substance of nature into the nature of
memory.
She starts a picture called Bridge for the article and then abandons it. Then she starts this other painting about her standard poodle [George Swimming at Barnes Hole]. I have a friend who, when he was a graduate student, interviewed Mitchell over a long period of time and asked her about
that painting. He asked her if it got too cold for the dog to swim, and she said to him, “No, Paul, the painting got cold.” That’s almost what Sandler
is describing—that kind of process where she starts out with a good memory on a sunny day, and then the painting gets cold.
She liked George, but felt that it still lacked a certain structure and an “accuracy in intensity.” When asked about her personal meanings in this work and their
communication, she answered: “If a painting comes from them, then they don’t matter. Other people don’t have to see what I do in my work.”
He’s describing someone like a tennis player. You have to know what you’re doing while you’re making decisions. Your body has to be so trained
that you can command it to make whatever decision your mind is thinking.
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TAKE A VIRTUAL TRIP TO MARY WEATHERFORD’S STUDIO
By Jacoba Urist | June 23, 2020

MARY WEATHERFORD. PHOTO BY ANTONY HOFFMAN; COURTESY OF GAGOSIAN.

Known for sublime color and light paintings, Mary Weatherford creates expressive canvases that capture a visceral
sense of place. Over the last decade, her work has also become synonymous with a signature technique: using neon
to push the bounds of abstraction. An important departure
from her massive colorscapes, “The Train Yards”—originally slated to open at Gagosian in June, pre-COVID, and now
tentatively rescheduled for fall—is a collection of entirely
black paintings. Made over the last four years, they translate the night view and sounds of a train yard as they evoke
the grand mythology of railway travel. To wit, the painter
has compiled an accompanying Spotify playlist of the same
title, to celebrate the tradition of the locomotive in American
music. Weatherford’s process is heavily research-based.
Deeply moved by the history of the transcontinental railway,
the artist shares how its dark legacy also influenced this
body of work. We met for a virtual studio visit, in which she
greeted me with a huge, entirely blank wall calendar in the
background—the perfect iteration of the moment.

What has the COVID-19 shutdown and the last three months been like for you?
I flew to South Africa in early March with the intention of making a journey northward up the continent. I’d never been to Africa and I’d just
finished all my “Train Yards” paintings. My plan was to make a slow trip over two and a half months, gradually traveling north from South
Africa to Zimbabwe, and up, up, up ending in Morocco. From there, I would fly to London for the opening of “The Train Yards” at Gagosian, scheduled for the first week of June. These are serious paintings, and I was pleased with the time slot—Francis Bacon’s exhibition
“Couplings” was Gagosian’s London show last summer. I thought there would be a good connection between Bacon’s work, which has
tremendous gravitas, and this work.
Had you planned on painting in Africa?
When I was in Japan last fall, I worked the entire time and felt that I missed out on a lot of experiences because I was working. This journey
was intended simply to see and experience places. I’m not the kind of artist who always needs to be making something, though I know
there are artists who do. I paint from memory. Africa was to be a trip where I could experience things without bringing my paints along. It’s
a lot of work to take all the supplies. It’s a big kit. Maybe I would make sketches, but nothing I would exhibit.
What was South Africa like during COVID?
When I arrived in Cape Town, there was maybe one case in the country. But, coming off the plane, they still took our temperatures and
had signs about the virus and washing hands everywhere. I got there on a Saturday and by the second Monday, the president, Cyril
Ramaphosa, went on television and made an extraordinary speech about how he was going to completely lock down the country. It was
the most serious lockdown in the world outside of Wuhan. No planes in; no planes out.
We relocated to Hermanus, a summer vacation spot known for whale watching. The beach house was fine for a few weeks but then the
weather turned. I flipped on the heat and it didn’t work. So from there, we moved to a small farmhouse in a nearby valley at the edge of a
vineyard. It was a working farm; we had cattle and chickens and a baboon troupe and could walk around outside on the property. People
weren’t allowed to exercise outside in public in South Africa or even walk their dog on the sidewalk. You could only leave your house for
the store or the pharmacy. The government made it illegal to post falsities about the virus. There was a guy who posted some falsity on
Facebook and they went to his house and arrested him.
We started a project making masks with a local woman and her mother. We donated masks to the hospital and the police department.
After 35 days in lockdown, we received an email from the Canadian High Commission through the United States Embassy, informing us
that the Canadians were organizing a flight from Cape Town to London, and then we could get a direct one to Los Angeles.
What are your thoughts as Los Angeles begins to reopen?
Today I saw that the governor, Gavin Newsom, said that everybody is required to wear a mask in public. I’m frustrated with the belligerent
ignorance with which people go outside without a mask. It’s defiance in a way that’s unnecessary.
You’ve been working on the “Train Yards”series since 2016. It feels like an eternity has passed in that time.
Much has happened in four years. I started these paintings before the current presidency and administration. They’re intense pieces that I
was working on for myself, in between other projects. I wanted to make an exhibition that was a room full of black paintings with white light
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that would conjure the feeling of a train yard at night, locomotives
and various trains coming and going—the atmosphere, the sounds,
the smells, the temperature. “Train Yards” was something I would
come back to between other exhibitions. My work is often about the
history of the United States. For this series, I researched the history of the laying of the transcontinental railroad. The more I read, I
learned that it was mostly built during the Civil War.
I was driving here to speak with you, and I thought, “When was the
first time that I thought about trains as a child?” Do you remember
the jump rope song for Double Dutch, where it says, “Meet me at
the station, be on time”? You would have to jump into the Double
Dutch right at the time. One girl jumps in after the other. I made a
playlist on Spotify to accompany “Train Yards.” It’s twenty tracks—
country blues, folk music; Mississippi John Hurt, Woody Guthrie; all
of the songs have the image of the train. Once you start looking at
traditional American music, you see the train is used to convey love,
coming and going, travel, freedom, being on the road. The first track
is Odetta’s “900 Miles.” People may be unfamiliar with her, but she’s
a great American folk singer. The last song is the Joan Baez version
of “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down” by Robbie Robertson.

MARY WEATHERFORD, NO. 4000, 2017–18. FLASHE AND NEON ON LINEN
| 112 X 99 IN | 284.5 X 251.5 CM © MARY WEATHERFORD, PHOTO BY FREDRIK NILSEN; COURTESY OF GAGOSIAN.

Hearing this playlist, I pictured you painting to it in the studio.
Oh no. These are two entirely different things. That’s a question I
get often: do you listen to music while you’re working? I can listen
to music up until the point where the painting gets difficult. I think
my senses are hypersensitive, so I can’t smell and hear at the same
time, or look and smell, or look and hear. If I’m looking at a color
and there’s music—I can’t, it’s too much to process. I might listen to
music or a podcast while mixing colors, but even then, it sometimes
becomes such a difficult task that I have to turn the music off.

What is the narrative in these abstract paintings?
That takes a bit of art history to answer. What is an abstract painting? What is a pure abstraction? Think about Malevich or Albers. I was about to say Alma Thomas. She’s on my mind because of that
photograph of the Obamas at their White House seder with Alma Thomas’s Resurrection (1966) on the wall in the family dining room. I
think Ad Reinhardt is an abstract painter, but Alma Thomas is conjuring something for us—dappled light. So you’re asking me, what is the
narrative in your abstract paintings, and my answer is: I’m not sure I make abstract paintings. In the late ’80’s and ’90’s, the concentric
circle paintings I made were circular timelines and they could be considered abstract, meaning that they don’t point to anything outside
of themselves.
Take Mondrian’s Broadway Boogie Woogie (1942-43), which I would argue is a painting of Boogie Woogie. When you look at the work,
you experience the rhythm of the music. In my series, the painting Heaven Going By (2020) looks like the Milky Way, the stars in the sky.
It has no neon in it. It’s a dark night. But it also looks like when headlights shine on falling snow. So, it’s a representation of several things.
Is it an abstract painting? Are these train yards that have been abstracted? I try to create works that reproduce an experience. I really
made them to imagine myself being in a certain place.
How did your historical research impact your process?
In a way, these works allude to stories. The building of the US railroad lays out a history of enslavement, immigration, racism and Manifest
Destiny. There’s one painting called Across the Plains (2019) that imagines a night sky on the great plains. There, the railroad brought the
bison to near extinction, moved in settlers and drove the native Plains tribes from their land. It was essentially war without war.
Southern railroad lines before the Civil War were built by enslaved people. The Central Pacific line that came up from Sacramento through
the High Sierras was built almost entirely by Chinese immigrants, at a great human toll. The history of their contribution is just now being
written about by Stanford professor Gordon Chang, in his 2019 book Ghosts of Gold Mountain: The Epic Story of the Chinese Who Built
the Transcontinental Railroad. Unbelievably, there’s no personal record by a Chinese immigrant who worked on the railroad. There was a
tunnel that took years to dig and blast through, during which Chinese immigrant workers lived in the tunnel. In 1867, there was a famous
strike in which the owners of the railroad cut off the food supply and starved thousands of immigrant laborers into breaking the strike. They
still never got equal pay compared to other workers.
This exhibition is about many things: freedom and travel, as well as the dark side of history. But the works aren’t specific illustrations; I’m
trying to paint mystery.
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BEYOND NEON:
MARY WEATHERFORD’S ABSTRACTION IS ROOTED IN
A SENSE OF PLACE
By Stephen Westfall | April 15, 2020

View of Mary Weatherford’s exhibition “Canyon–Daisy–Eden,” 2020, showing (foreground) lovely day, 2015, Flashe and neon on linen; at the Frances Young Tang Teaching Museum and
Art Gallery.

In 2012, Mary Weatherford was invited by the artist Joey Kötting, gallery director at California State University, Bakersfield, to make a series
of paintings in response to the area’s high desert landscape, local history, and light. Driving around during her five-week stint, Weatherford was
entranced by the glow of neon signs in town and at roadside stands beyond the city’s borders. Seeing the signs set against the Bakersfield sky at
twilight catalyzed something for her. She found a local neon shop to fabricate ever-so-slightly bent tubes that she then affixed to large canvases
bearing broad-stroked, fluid grounds. She chose each color—ruby, lemon yellow, light green, etc.—for its effect on the background pigments and
left the cords and connecting boxes fully visible in front of the canvases as a form of “drawing.” Before long, these breathtaking composite paintings, with their echoes of such predecessors as Keith Sonnier and Bruce Nauman, boosted her already significant career as a canny post-Pop, postPictures Generation feminist painter. She has exhibited at David Kordansky Gallery in Los Angeles; participated in MoMA’s 2014 survey “Forever
Now: Contemporary Painting in an Atemporal World”; and mounted an acclaimed 2018 exhibition at the cavernous Gagosian space on 24th Street
in New York.
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Mary Weatherford: Violetta, 1991, acrylic, Flashe, and silkscreen ink on canvas, 39 by 72 inches. PRIVATE COLLECTION.

Currently, Weatherford is the subject of a tight but well-selected thirty-year traveling retrospective. “Canyon-Daisy-Eden” can be seen at the Tang
Teaching Museum at Skidmore College through July 12 and will travel to SITE Santa Fe in October. The show makes clear that the neon paintings,
for which she is best known, relate not only to the sense of place that emerged in her work after she moved back to California from New York in
1999, but also to the collaged and silkscreened canvases that she began in the late 1980s.
Weatherford, who was born in Ojai, California, in 1963, grew up in San Diego as the daughter of an Episcopalian priest and a historian. She left
California for Princeton, which offers art classes but not an art major. There she painted and studied architecture, while serving as an assistant to
Sam Hunter, a foundational historian of postwar American art, especially Abstract Expressionism and Color Field painting. Weatherford probably
discerned in both those movements formal reminders of the mountains, cliffs, beaches, and impossibly deep and variant Pacific horizons along the
California coast. Pollock, Newman, Rothko, Frankenthaler, Louis, and Noland offered an evolving conception of what Big Painting could do, from
distribution of incident to saturation of color.
In a different though related vein, she attended a Rosalind Krauss lecture based on the scholar’s influential essay “The Originality of the AvantGarde,” which examines the paradoxical relationship of “original” artists like Rodin to formal repetition, copies, and editions. Sherrie Levine’s
1981 photographs of reproductions of Walker Evans photographs raised questions about male control of “authorship” and how a woman might enter
the conversation. In 1984–85, after Princeton, Weatherford attended the Independent Study Program of the Whitney Museum of American Art in
New York. Immersed in an environment emphasizing semiotics, critical theory, and appropriation, she was challenged to absorb such principles yet
paint beyond their parameters.
AMONG THE FIRST Weatherford paintings to garner attention were her large target paintings of 1989, two of which hang at the entrance to the
Tang exhibition. Both titled Nagasaki, the canvases are each 82 inches square with extra-deep stretcher bars that evoke the iconic objecthood of
the early stripe and Protractor paintings of her famous Princeton precursor, Frank Stella. The circular bands, echoing the iconographic impact of
compositions by Jasper Johns and Kenneth Noland, have the flatness of Stella’s early handling, but without the border of exposed canvas between
each plane of color. The hues themselves are more atmospheric: an orange bisque filling the corners of one painting, a pinkish field embracing
baked beige circles set flush to brick-red ones in the other. These colors are derived from a kimono given to the artist by a former boyfriend, but
there’s a shared light in them reminiscent of west-facing stucco houses just after the sun has gone down, a Southern California light that whispers
of Romanticism despite Weatherford’s Minimalist and Neo-Geo appropriations. And then there’s the shared title: “Nagasaki” referring to Puccini’s
posthumous Madame Butterfly and the suffering, doomed Cio-Cio San, even as it also resonates with the historically ominous titles of some of
Stella’s Black paintings (e.g., Arbeit Macht Frei, 1967). One can hardly miss the point of associating a bull’s-eye with an atomic-bombed Japanese
city. Not in the show is another 1989 painting, titled (using an alternative Anglicized spelling) Cho-Cho-San. Here a silkscreened peony blooms
against its darker leaves, an ectoplasmic-toned white against a black-green ground. An early example of Weatherford’s extended exploration of
silkscreen and collage, the work nods to yet one more postwar male artist—Andy Warhol, who hid his Romanticism behind the apparent emotional
cool of Pop appropriations.
Weatherford began silkscreening onto canvas in 1988, and, though the target paintings intervened, she continued for nearly a decade to employ this
transfer method as a primary means for fixing an image. There are, in fact, multiple Cho-Cho-San ink-and-oil works (from both 1989 and 1990), as
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there are multiple Nagasakis. In the Cho-Cho-San works, the concentric circles of the target are reduced to thin lines dissolving in
an amniotic pool of transparent darkness, releasing the flower into
light like the answer floating upward in a Magic 8 Ball. In the Tang
survey, Third Riddle (1991), a large (almost 9-foot-high) vertical
painting whose title alludes to the suitors’ test in Turandot, performs
much like Cho-Cho-San. A silkscreened chrysanthemum blooms
about three quarters of the way to the top and a bit to the right out of
a violet-black stain split by a spear of light. The shadow that crosses
the white gleam and fills up the space between the petals renders the
flower seemingly three dimensional. In the deep seep of the dark
violet stain set against the subtle detonation of the flower, we see
the mastery of composition that Weatherford brings to her paintings from the outset. In the opera, the answer to the third riddle is
“love,” which augurs the cold-hearted princess Turandot’s ultimate
surrender to marriage. The luminosity of the blossom in the painting is perfectly matched to the moment of emotional illumination
in the opera.
The distraught yet resiliently defiant female psyche is poetically
figured throughout the silkscreened paintings. According to curator-critic Bill Arning, the near or outright mythic stature of beset
female protagonists in ballet and opera referenced by Weatherford
are often projections of the artist herself, so the “her” of Her Insomnia (1991) and Her Clairvoyance (1993) is the artist1. Insomnia was
long related to the “woman’s affliction” called hysteria, and thus to
the debilitative foresight of Cassandra and Ophelia. Her Insomnia
distributes red thorny rose stems on a near-black ground, while Her
Clairvoyance shows eels writhing on a rocky ultraviolet sea bed.
A nocturnal palette runs through those paintings, but not all of
Weatherford’s operatic images are so deeply shadowed. In 5:00 a.m.
(1992), thorny pale-green stems establish a vertical band against the
washed-out violet-pink field, at roughly the golden section division of the six-by-ten-foot horizontal canvas. Even fewer shadows
Mary Weatherford: Night and Day, 1996, oil and silkscreen on jute, 90 by 63 inches.
appear in Violetta (1991), whose flowers star an expanse of fluoPRIVATE COLLECTION.
rescently virulent olive chartreuse. The flowers seem to flutter like
moths and, sure enough, by 1994 Weatherford was collaging images
of butterflies and moths, along with the actual shells of sea snails and starfish, onto her paintings’ surfaces. Bearing a number of these smaller works,
the “salon wall” in the Tang installation is itself a kind of bricolage installation.
BY 1995, WEATHERFORD introduced figurative elements to her paintings—in some cases, a silhouette of her beloved younger sister Margaret’s
head; in others, an image of herself bent double and clutching her head as if in grief, while her long hair spills over her hands like water. In hindsight, it is an almost unspeakable irony that Weatherford’s anguished pose foreshadows Margaret’s death from cancer in 2012, the same year that
the artist made her formal breakthrough in Bakersfield. Margaret’s silhouette is a centered vertical protuberance in several paintings, rising from the
bottom of the canvas into the pictorial field and rounding into human shape in a way that can also recall a pool or a geological formation. There’s a
whimsical effect to these portraits, since the expressive features of Margaret’s face are usually obscured in favor of a plane of paint, much like the
thick pours that constitute the primary figure-ground relationship in a number of the smaller moth and seashell paintings on the salon wall. Through
this combination of bricolage and body-centric painterliness, Weatherford transitions from the formal restraint (even at Big Painting scale) of the
Neo Geo and Pictures aesthetics that she emerged from into a much freer painting space. She hasn’t given up photo silkscreen or printing yet, but
the rest of the painting surface is no longer suppressed to accommodate the transferred image. Rather, the transferred image sits like a stick-on element over other surface layers.
In the seven-and-a-half-foot-high Night and Day (1996), Weatherford’s kneeling, hair-clutching image, almost life-size, rests in the lower center of
a blue-black ground. Above, the remainder of the field is filled by a pale pink half-orb, with a much smaller white disk inside it. The deep yellow and
dark orange silkscreen shape of Weatherford’s body is bolstered—made an almost tangible presence—by the addition of paint. The artist was using
jute instead of canvas at this point, and the material’s coarser texture meant that heavier-bodied paint was needed to hold flat color, while looser
and thinner washes would pool irregularly in the exaggerated pockets between warp and weft, where the priming coat had settled. The work’s vinyl
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Mary Weatherford: absorbent, 2000, Flashe and sponges on canvas, 66 by 82 inches. COLLECTION THE ARTIST.

Flashe paint manages these transitions with remarkable vividness, drying matte while maintaining a bracing chromatic intensity. The grief in the
self-image is lightened by the figure’s weightlessness in the painting’s (outer) space and by the sensuality of the brush gestures filling each shape
and ground. Other iconic self-portraits and portraits come to mind: Courbet’s youthful Le Désespéré (The Desperate Man), 1843–45, with its bugeyed expression; and Harry Callahan’s photograph Eleanor, Chicago (1949), showing his wife crowned with ropy, wet hair as she stands neck-deep
in water. Weatherford is amused enough by the lugubriousness of her own head-in-hands image to title one painting Any Cat Stevens Song (1996),
suggesting that the soundtracks of our lives are attuned to our heartbreak as much as to our bliss.
Weatherford’s expressive paint handling opened up further when she moved back to California in 1999. That was also when her paintings started
responding formally to her natural environment. She generated visual tone poems of the coast, stacking shapes and bands of color into drastically
simplified images of sand, sea, sky, and sun. In beach (2000), a five-foot-high painting, the order goes from bottom to top: dark head silhouette
(touching the bottom edge), yellow sand, curving blue sea/sky, huge orange-pink cloud. It’s an order not unlike that of Night and Day, but in spite
of the wavering edges of each border, the horizon line situates us in a landscape rather than the semiotic outer space of the earlier painting. Some of
the Margaret heads from 1996 also situate us in a “scape” of some kind. We are looking in the same direction as she is, from behind her. But there
is little or no spatial orientation in the allover chromatic weather that surrounds her.
Around this same time, Weatherford began affixing sponges to her paintings. An obvious nod to Yves Klein’s “Sponge Reliefs” (1959–61), these
sponge works are conceptually mutable, evoking the sea, heads, stones, and even potatoes. The clumpy invertebrates are appropriative, sure, but
they serve a distinct aesthetic purpose. As the title of absorbent (2000) implies, the sponges soak up color and push it into real space, much as the
silkscreened chrysanthemum in the trompe l’oeil Third Riddle promises to do.
The sponge paintings represent the apogee of Weatherford’s bricolage practice before she began the neon paintings. Yet she continued to attach starfish and shells here and there, as she delved further into painterly mark-making to create a kind of caricature. Cartoonish essentialism runs through
her sunsets, moonrises over brick walls (LA is a city of alleyways), and—in a couple of cases featuring compressed Franz Kline brushstrokes—
quick, hilariously accurate portraits of a black cat that haunted her backyard. The eyes are tiny iridescent seashells with a black stroke for the pupil.
This first half-decade back in California, spent stretching out with paint, seems to have prepared her to make the leap into a loose, tactilely rich
painting from observation. That shift meant an increase in surface incident, achieved by layering washes in a way that leaves the color underneath
showing through—the ton sur ton of Bonnard updated via the epic stain painting of Frankenthaler and Louis.
In 2004 Weatherford started painting the light and shadow of the day through a huge thicket of vines that had overtaken a trellis in her front yard.
The Tang exhibition includes the ivy mesh (2004) on the salon wall. It’s a small horizontal painting with gray-green vines and leaves emerging into
foreground light and disappearing into black shadow. As these works expanded somewhat in scale, the dark background began to serve as a volumetric midway passage, yielding to light behind the thicket. Flickers of light flutter around the shadowed space like moths, a Corot effect pushed
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to the level of Charles Burchfield’s The Coming of Spring
(1917–43), in which every tree, hillock, and flower seems to
have an individual soul. The vine paintings never reached large
scale, which suits their scrutiny-inviting intimacy. It’s a shame
space wouldn’t allow more of these paintings in the show, as I
find the whole series to be among the finest, gnarliest, and most
specific paintings of vegetation in the last half-century.
OVERLAPPING THE TIMELINE of the Vine works is an extended series of paintings Weatherford made of rocks at Malibu’s Point Dume—two examples are at the Tang—and a subsequent series depicting a cave she found up the California coast
in Pismo Beach. Only one of the Cave paintings is included
in the exhibition, the labia-walled Georgia (2010), executed
in multiple shades of blue, with a slyly clitoral starfish almost
invisible at the top of the indigo cave-void. It’s an open letter
to Georgia O’Keeffe with the starfish also recalling the stars in
works by German-American Symbolist painter Agnes Pelton
(1881–1961).² Weatherford would make plein air studies on
paper at the sites and work on larger canvases in the studio.
Treating the textures of rock as a Monet-like record of shifts in
chromatic light, and rendering the contrast of glare and shadow
in fluid and fast-drying paint, Weatherford became fluent in the
polychromatic “action” techniques of staining and sponging.
These were the basis for the blots and swipes that dance with
the electrified tubes in the neon paintings.

Mary Weatherford: Ruby I (Thriftimart), 2012, Flashe and neon on linen, 93 by 79 inches.
HAMMER MUSEUM, LOS ANGELES.

The rock and cave works also have their antecedents in nineteenth-century French painting, notably Monet’s views of the
natural bridge at Étretat on the Normandy Coast, Courbet’s sinewy cave paintings (he also made paintings of Étretat), and Degas’s landscape monotypes, some of which are nearly abstract.
This deep history brings us to Weatherford’s engagement with
Frankenthaler, herself a Francophile. Like her predecessor,
Weatherford makes her large works on the floor, so she’s actually in the field of the painting.

Of the three neon paintings at the Tang, Ruby I (Thriftimart), 2012, most evidently springs from the cave paintings. As in many of those works, a
border surrounds the central build-up of red, blue, black, and black-violet washes that suggest a monadic void. Vertically traversing the center but
bending slightly to the right toward the bottom is a tube of ruby neon, staining the dark pool of paint with its glow. To the left, a white cord drapes
down to a transformer box on the floor. Nothing is concealed. And, as always with Weatherford, much is going on.
Discussing From the Mountain to the Sea (2014), the first of her paintings in which two neon tubes of different colors merge into one continuous
line, the artist offered a peek into her crowded mind: “I have [Lucio] Fontana in my head. I have Mario Merz and Barry Le Va. Of course the cords
are borrowed from Eva Hesse. It’s sort of a rotating card catalog going on up here [taps head].” Later in the same interview, she said: “I’m not painting a painting that’s finished and then putting neon on it. I’m painting with the expectation this element will be added.”³
Weatherford’s neon paintings have expanded into scapes that encompass treks up arroyos and allude to political violence. She regards the neon
as something like a cut but also a lingering, compositional light4. The works reflect the influence of a chorus of predecessors, but they are always
definitively shaped by her own mind, her own sorrows and exhilarations, her insomnia and clairvoyance. The glimpse of the city lights from the
top of the canyon is her own song.
1 Bill Arning, “Weatherford’s Women,” in the forthcoming catalogue for the Tang exhibition. The volume will also include essays and poetry by artists Rebecca Morris and Arnold Kemp;
an article by Elissa Auther, deputy director and chief curator of the Museum of Art and Design, New York; an interview with Tang director Ian Berry; and “East of the 5, South of the 10,” a
story by Margaret Weatherford, the artist’s sister, who brilliantly imagines the LA area as a noir Olympus for the fallible Greek gods.
2 Works by this recently rediscovered artist are currently on display in “Agnes Pelton: Desert Transcendentalist,” at the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, through June 28.
3 Mary Weatherford, “from the Mountain to the Sea: A CONVERSATION,” in Robert Faggen, Mary Weatherford: The Neon Paintings, Claremont, Calif., Gould Center for Humanistic
Studies, Claremont McKenna College, and Munich, London, New York, DelMonico Books, Prestel Verlag, 2016, pp. 203–04.
4 Ibid., p. 202.
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Mary Weatherford: Canyon–Daisy–Eden
This first survey show for the artist features work from 1989 to 2015 and reveals the experimental nature of her
use of scale, colour and materials.
Frances Young Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery at Skidmore College, Saratoga Springs, New York. 1 February – 12 July 2020
By Lilly Wei | March 9, 2020

Mary Weatherford: Canyon–Daisy–Eden, installation view, Frances Young Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery at Skidmore College, 2020. Photo: Arthur Evans.

Mary Weatherford: Canyon-Daisy-Eden seems to be an exhibition full of conundrums and oppositions. On the one hand, the paintings seem bold, even
confrontational; on the other, there is a certain reserve, elusiveness and ambiguity. Ranging from abstract to representational, the silken to the roughedup, their imagery hints at secrets, their surfaces strewn with private symbols and encoded visual language, clues to more biographical readings. Titles
and text matter, although they, too, are enigmatic. Canyon-Daisy-Eden, Weatherford explains, are the names of paintings and, together, they form a brief
poem. But I suspect that Weatherford is an unreliable narrator, deliberately so, and that the mingling of the fictive and the real constitutes a great part
of her work’s pleasures, of its uncanniness and resistance to revelation at the same time as it reveals.
Opposition also applies to scale. The paintings’ assertiveness is due partly to their size. Several here are three metres (10 feet) across, and she can go
much further. Weatherford has said that she has always been comfortable working large. But then she might zoom down to formats a couple of handspans in measurement. More than two dozen of such (mostly) smaller works are installed together salon-style, functioning like a lexicon of her practice.
Or she might detail, placing objects such as sponges on the painted surface, just so, or tiny shells and the minuscule starfish that abound, say, in the
immersive, blue-washed vertical, 10.26 (1998), which Weatherford uses as an emblem of self-regeneration and healing, of recurrence. She elides sea
and sky, water and air in this ethereal, levitating painting, and the starfish become stars, myth.
This is Weatherford’s first survey exhibition. Co-curated by the Houston-based Bill Arning and Ian Berry, the director of the Tang, it is on view at the
Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery at Skidmore College in Saratoga Springs until 12 July, and features work from 1989 to 2015. The earliest are a
pair of handsome target paintings and part of a series based on opera and ballet heroines, their geometry accompanied by a story. The canvases, alternating broad rings of slightly raised yellow and maroon on a monochromatic ground are a nod to Jasper Johns and Cady Noland, although not intentionally,
Weatherford says. But provocatively titled Nagasaki, the targets also conjure the city destroyed by the dropping of the second atomic bomb three days
after Hiroshima as well as the setting for Puccini’s Madam Butterfly. In addition, the circles suggest tree rings, or “circular time,” as Arning describes
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Mary Weatherford. Georgia, 2010. Flashe and starfish on linen, 44 x 50 in. Private collection. Photo: Fredrik Nilsen Studio.

it, the peg on which the overall installation is hung, and not on a chronological order. The works, Berry adds, are visible from several vantage points
within the divisions of the gallery to encourage a sense of continuity that is not strictly linear in sequence.
From the Cave Painting series, there is Big Red Margaret Head (1997). It’s the first and portrays what seems to be a solitary giant head. Occupying
nearly a third of the picture plane, wrapped in a red scarf (we might think burqa today), it seems to look into the beckoning, seductive blackness of the
ground. It is named for her sister and pinned with a starfish, its poignancy all the more powerful since the feeling it emanates is mercurial, as it reverberates between intimations of mortality and immortality, of agency and fate.
Another from the series is Georgia (2010), in shades of blue, black, white and grey, named for O’Keeffe, in which the central space of what suggests
a grotto is both a void and opaque, sheltering and yet ominous. It reminds us that grotto is a corruption of crypt and also the root for grotesque, grotesquerie, linked to the irregularity of forms that characterise the baroque and rococo.
But it is the three works from the series begun in 2012, the Bakersfield Project (shown at Gagosian Chelsea in 2018), that are the highlights of the show.
Inspired by the bright illuminated signage of the city, Ruby 1 (Thriftimart) (2012), Canyon (2014) and Lovely Day (2015) are made of marble dust
stirred into white gesso for subtle shimmer and Flashe, a signature medium, which Weatherford loves for its malleability, richness and range of colours.
The paint is sponged, smeared, poured, wiped, going from gossamer to matte, the colours strung across the spectrum, mutating from diaphanous to
plush to dense patches of paint to bare support, in conversation with Helen Frankenthaler and Joan Mitchell, among others. To these surfaces, slender
neon-filled glass rods, which are made to order, and their dangling cords are added, like three-dimensional line drawings hovering in space, emitting
sizzling, quicksilver streaks of luminosity, the urban intersecting with nature, her own lightning fields. They also made me think how site-specific
Weatherford’s work is, how steeped in romanticism, there at the edge of the continent where American dreams begin and end.
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The turning point was a Bakersfield sky.
Roughly five years ago, artist
Mary Weatherford was driving
around the city at dusk, a time
when the heavens frequently take
on otherworldly tints of sapphire,
pink and orange, and the neon
signs click on, one by one, their
insect hums buzzing above evening traffic.
The sight inspired Weatherford,
a Los Angeles painter who was
then on an artistic residency at
Cal State Bakersfield, to create
a series of abstracted landscapes
that employed ordinary paint-oncanvas in combination with luminous bits of neon light. In works
such as 2012’s “Ruby II (Thrifty
Mart),” overlapping pools of diaphanous blue and orange paint
are divided by the brilliant line of
red neon tube that hovers over the
surface of the canvas.
The works, says Weatherford,
are “about what’s going in the peripheral vision. It’s motion.”
The pieces aren’t so much literal portraits of place as they are
broad evocations — a physical
embodiment of the sensation one
gets tooling along a broad avenue
in the San Joaquin Valley as the
sun dissolves into the horizon.
“I hold an experience in my
head,” she adds. “What’s the experience? What’s the experience?
And I paint that experience.”

Weatherford is tall and graceful, with a mane of red-brown
hair that cascades below her
shoulders. The Ojai-born artist is
most delighted when she is talking about painting, that of others
and her own: The works by Diego
Velazquez she saw on a recent
trip to Madrid. The Belgian linen
she uses as canvas. The alchemical fusions of color, light and material that compose a piece.
“Purple is so hard,” she says, as
she places herself on a chair at the
David Kordansky Gallery in Los
Angeles, where she is currently
showing more than a dozen new
works. “[Mark] Rothko is the
mastermind of purple.”
The exhibition shows Weatherford pushing her technique in
new directions: Letting her colorful forms dance in looser arrangements and working at a larger
scale. A suite of four paintings
in the north gallery extends to a
length of almost 20 feet, some
bearing pieces of neon so impossibly elongated, they take on a
thread-like fragility.
“When you pick it up, it’s like
a piece of spaghetti,” she says,
gesturing toward a length of blue
neon. “Glass bends. I can’t even
watch.”
These pieces represent an important moment in her career.
For all of her adult life, she has
steadily made art, even as she
took on various day jobs to support herself: working in a bookstore, an art gallery and for other
artists. “Art has been my through
line,” she says. “I’ve never
stopped painting no matter what
was happening.”

When she was starting out in
the late 1980s, she tackled appropriation. In subsequent years,
Weatherford turned her attention
to landscape, both urban and
wild, creating paintings that featured sky, caves and tangled vegetation. Throughout her career,
her work has drawn critical notice. (In 1990, New York Times
critic Roberta Smith reviewed an
early show, describing her sense
of color as “unusual and promising.”)
But since 2012, when Weatherford began incorporating neon
into her increasingly expressive
canvases, her work has drawn a
heightened level of interest from
the art world.
The Bakersfield paintings were
shown in art spaces in Los Angeles and New York. By 2013, she
had signed on with Kordansky.
The following year, the Museum
of Modern Art in New York included a number of her works
in the exhibition “The Forever
Now: Contemporary Painting in
an Atemporal World.” The painting “the light in Lancaster,” after
the Mojave Desert town known
for its blooms of wild poppies,
was featured in the exhibition
catalog.
“It’s easy to make an abstract
painting,” says Laura Hoptman,
the MoMA curator who organized the show. “It’s very hard to
make a very good abstract painting.”
But when she saw Weatherford’s neon-studded works at a
small downtown Manhattan gallery in 2012, she says she was
floored.
“They made an enormous impression,” she says. “There is this
strength and ambition. There is

nothing girly and pretty about it.
There is a muscular and deliberate quality to the way that she is
moving paint around.”
In 2019, the artist will be the
subject of her first retrospective
at Contemporary Arts Museum
Houston. Kordansky, who acquired one of the painter’s works
in 2012, before he represented
her professionally, says Weatherford has traveled an intriguing
arc.
“She didn’t have a fixed way of
working,” he explains via email.
“When you look back over the
last 30 years, she’s consistently
defied expectations and pushed
boundaries, which isn’t easy to
do in a discipline as practiced as
painting.”
A ‘frightening’ Van Gogh
Weatherford, in the meantime,
is more intrigued by discussions
relating to painting than her career: The brush she purchased
in Rome, the vinyl-based paint
that leaves whorls of color on her
canvases, the large-scale paintings she studied before she began
to make large works of her own.
(In addition to visiting works by
Velazquez on her recent trip to
Spain, she spent ample time dissecting Picasso’s “Guernica” and
El Greco’s “The Burial of the
Count of Orgaz.”)
“I’m interested in the experiential quality of a large painting,”
she says. “Gigantic paintings
that one can relate to with one’s
body rather than with one’s eyes
or mind.”
Weatherford was born in Ojai,
but when she was 3, her family relocated to Los Angeles’

Baldwin Hills. Roughly seven
years later, they moved to San
Diego. Her father was an Episcopal priest; her mother, who
studied history at Stanford, ran
the household — no small job in
a family with five children.
Art and artists, she says, were
always part of the mix, even in
her early childhood years in eccentric Ojai of the 1960s.
The first painting she remembers seeing was a piece by Franklin Fireshaker, an Ojai artist of
Ponca heritage known for chronicling aspects of indigenous ritual.
“They were these great, swirling peyote-inspired works,” she
recalls. “They were so magical
to me.”
From childhood visits back to
Ojai, Weatherford has memories
of a family that lived in a stone
castle and another that inhabited a home designed by Lloyd
Wright. “I think that’s where I
got my love of Modernism,” she
says.
During her family’s Los Angeles years, there were regular visits
to the rose garden at Exposition
Park and the Los Angeles County
Museum of Art. During a Van
Gogh exhibition, she remembers
her father holding her up in front
of the painter’s “Wheatfield with
Crows,” from 1890, so she could
examine it closely.
“He told me, ‘This is the most
frightening painting I’ve seen in
my life,’” says Weatherford. “As
a child, you say, ‘I’m going to
consider this and consider what’s
frightening about it.’ I really
looked. It’s a very frightening
painting.”
She attended Princeton University as a way of getting out of
California. “I loved seasons and
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seeing snow and the East Coast
and history,” she says. “When I
flew to New York City, I was like,
‘Wow, this is cool!’ I wanted to be
near Broadway and the theater.”
At Princeton, she was introduced to the work of conceptual
artists who would make her rethink the nature of art — in particular, the photographer Sherrie
Levine, an appropriation artist
known for re-photographing famous works of art by figures such
as Walker Evans. Weatherford
says she was intrigued by the idea
of authorship and how it could be
claimed as an artistic gesture —

and the ways in which a woman,
claiming a man’s work, could
resonate in poignant ways.
“I thought the ‘[After] Walker
Evans’ series was end-game
work,” she says. “Really strong,
feminist work.”
After she graduated in 1984
with a degree in visual arts and
art history, Weatherford settled in
New York City, where she completed the Whitney Independent
Study Program, and much later,
a master of fine arts at Bard College. In a small apartment on the
Upper West Side, she made art
— in the early days, color experiments inspired by the works of
Modernist Josef Albers — and
worked a succession of day jobs.
Among the most intriguing: a
gig at the Paula Cooper Gallery,
where she helped organize the
image archives.
“I saw every Elizabeth Murray
ever made,” she says. “Every Carl
Andre ever made. Every Donald
Judd ever made … I met Elizabeth Murray, who was very supportive of my work. The roster
was legendary. It was the height
of awesome Paula Cooper-ness.”

She returned to Los Angeles
in 1999, where she continued
to work and paint and show her
work in galleries in Los Angeles, as well as in places such as
Chicago and New York. In 2008,
she was featured in the California
Biennial at the Orange County
Museum of Art.
Then came Bakersfield — and
the moment in which Weatherford threw painterly caution to
the wind and had the audacity to
place neon tubes, their artfully
arranged electrical cords in full
view, on top of her paintings.
“If the wires ran behind the
painting, you’d have a beer sign,
not a painting,” she says. “Nothing is hidden.”
The wires’ looping forms, in
fact, evoke the delicate, latex rope
installations of Eva Hesse. “I was
a sculptor when I was an undergraduate,” says Weatherford with
a wry smile, revealing that nothing in her work is unintentional.
Since 2012, the artist has created paint-and-neon works inspired

by the tones and light of New
York City, as well the less conspicuous corners of Los Angeles:
Pico Rivera, Artesia and Oxnard.
“I’ve never wanted to make
paintings about Sunset Boulevard
or the center of Los Angeles,” she
explains. “I was more interested
in the edges of Los Angeles.”
The new works at Kordansky
feature a more indirect take on her
experiences of her environment,
but here and there, a title reveals
a location — such as “Arroyo
walk,” from 2017, a vertical canvas that features the steely grey of
L.A.’s concrete river banks and a
slash of orange that hearkens to
construction barricades. A single
tube of white neon emerges from
a pool of greenish blue.
“They’re sublime explorations
of atmosphere, ambiance and
light,” says Kordansky. “They’re
also commitments of an emotional, subjective kind — physical reflections of moods and positions.
They’re diaristic indexes of life
lived, personal but also political.”
At the Marian Miner Cook
Athenaeum at Claremont McKenna College hangs a large-scale

work from 2014 titled “From the
mountain to the sea,” which features a roiling mass of inky blues
sliced by yellow and white neon
lights — godly nature and human
artifice on their endless collision
course.
Weatherford says she is intrigued by the nature of an atmosphere at a given point in time.
“[Explorer Giovanni di] Verrazzano’s entry into New York
Harbor and meeting the Native
Americans — he writes about
what a lovely day it was,” she
says. “I’m always interested in
the weather, what the weather
was at a certain time.”
“The night the Watts Riots
started, it was 8 o’clock and 71
degrees.”
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L.A. HABITAT: MARY WEATHERFORD
BY Katherine McMahon
April 1, 2016

Mary Weatherford in her Cypress Park studio on December 8, 2015.

This week’s studio: Mary Weatherford; Cypress Park, Los Angeles.
“Los Angeles is on fire,” Mary Weatherford said, lounging in the outdoor space behind her Cypress Park studio. The Ojai-born, Los
Angeles–raised artist called New York home from 1984 to 1999, but ultimately returned to the West Coast. “This is the place to be to
make art right now. There’s so much going on all the time—I have an incredible fear of missing out.”
Weatherford’s studio, a space she’s inhabited for two years, is situated in an unassuming building along the heavily trafficked San
Fernando Road. She explained that the corridor on which her studio is located is becoming increasingly desirable as more and more
condos go up and businesses go in. “Hopefully I won’t get priced out. My previous studio wasn’t nearly as big as this. It was handed
down from artist to artist and had been occupied by Laura Owens, Matt Connors, Alex Slade, and Rebecca Morris, to name a few.
So much great art was made in that studio,” she said, recalling that her landlord at the time purposefully kept the rent low because he
liked having artists as tenants.
Weatherford currently serves on the board of the arts nonprofit Laxart, and described L.A. as a mecca for alternative spaces. “The hallmark of a great arts scene and a healthy city is artist-run spaces, and this place is flourishing. There’s a lot of opportunity,” she said,
mentioning 356 Mission, Joan, and BBQ L.A.
In addition to smaller, artist-run endeavors, Weatherford feels that museums on the West Coast are more accessible then ever. “Everyone’s vision is influenced by one’s experiences,” she said, recalling visits to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art as an example
of a formative childhood experience. “I remember going to that museum and stopping by the cafeteria to order coconut cream pie.
There was a big painting on the wall of the cafeteria there. I think it fostered my love of cafeteria paintings.” Her 2014 mural From the
mountain to the sea is part of Claremont College’s collection, on view in the dining room of the Marian Miner Cook Athenaeum.
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Weatherford has exhibited since the late ’80s and continues a prolific studio practice. “I go through different phases of making work
that looks seemingly anomalous to the work that came before,” she said, clarifying, “The themes and ideas that run through the last 40
years of the work are consistent, but the physical manifestation of the themes is very different.” The works in her breakthrough series,
“The Bakersfield Project,” in which she debuted her trademark paintings affixed with neon lights in 2012, are named after streets in
the California city. A sense of place seems to pervade Weatherford’s work, recently with neon paintings that illustrate Los Angeles and
New York but previously with literal depictions of seashells and starfish, which she would source from the California seaside. “I don’t
keep a journal,” she said. “I can’t write about myself and my life, but I’ve always thought that my paintings are, in effect, my journal. I
can look at a painting and remember what was going on at that time.”
In 2018 the Contemporary Art Museum in Houston will present a survey of Weatherford’s work, curated by Bill Arning. Below, a look
around her Los Angeles studio.
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Mary Weatherford
NEW YORK,
at Brennan & Griffin
by David Ebony
A selection of eight sprawling paint-and-neon-light canvases by
Mary Weatherford was an inspired choice for inaugurating this
Lower East Side gallery’s cavernous new satellite space in the Red
Hook neighborhood of Brooklyn. In preparation for the show, titled
“Mary Weatherford: Red Hook,” the Los Angeles artist, who lived
in New York in the 1990s, returned to the city for several months to
study this once-thriving port on New York Harbor. It’s a procedure
she frequently adopts in anticipation of an exhibition in a new
space.
Produced over the past two years, the works on view—literally luminous abstract compositions—can be seen as following the course
of a day, from sunrise to sunset, in the midst of an industrial urban
setting. The colors and textures of the works indicate the shifting
light, atmosphere and mood that she observed during her visit. The
allover compositions contain exuberant brushstrokes that never
quite reach the edges of the canvas, which are typically left blank.
A thin tube or two of neon lighting, usually oriented vertically or
horizontally, punctuate each canvas, the wiring and transformer
plainly visible.
Using Flashe, a vinyl-based paint offering a wide variety of nuanced textures—from a watercolorlike translucence to a velvety
matte feel—Weatherford evokes the nearby Hudson and East rivers
with vibrant splashes of blues, ranging from pale aquamarine to
steely blue-gray. Always complementing rather than fighting the
painted surfaces, the glowing tubes suggest different times of day,
while also providing an allusion to commercial signage in the
urban environment.

Mary Weatherford: past Sunset, 2015, Flashe and neon light on linen, 112 by 99 inches; at Brennan
& Griffin.

A piece such as dawn Channel might be viewed as marking the
beginning of the cycle, with two red neon tubes in a “V” shape
traversing the canvas. The work, indeed, dramatically conveys
the warm glow of morning light as it illuminates a sleepy harbor.
At the other end of the cycle, past Sunset features a vertical tube
of bright pink neon down the center of the canvas. It promises the
soothing calm of the evening as well as a hot night on the town.

The excitement of Weatherford’s work stems from such unexpected associations, and also from the contradictory nature of her chosen materials. Her
use of neon lighting as a kind of drawing in space often recalls works by Keith Sonnier. The lights, however, somehow serve to restrain Weatherford’s
painting sensibility, which is fundamentally romantic and unabashedly allied with late AbEx and Color Field compositions, especially the Veils of
Morris Louis, which she has acknowledged as an influence. Over the past decade or so, Weatherford has refined this hybrid form, fusing the realms of
painting and installation in a unique way. Her aims have never been better realized than in this exhibition inspired by the shifting light of an industrial
neighborhood.
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Mary Weatherford Red Hook
by Nora Griffin
July 13th, 2015

Mary Weatherford, Engine, 2014. Flashe and neon on linen, 117 × 104
in. Courtesy Brennan & Griffin. Photo: Fredrik Nilsen Studio.

Painters tell themselves stories in order to keep painting. In the case of Mary Weatherford, a Los Angeles-based
artist, the stories are connected to specific places and her visual memories of them. Her signature Flashe paint
and neon combines have had three prominent iterations: “Manhattan” and “The Bakersfield Paintings” in 2012,
and “Los Angeles” in 2014. Her current show, “Red Hook,” inaugurates Brennan & Griffin’s new space in Red
Hook, Brooklyn. Weatherford created the suite of eight paintings in tandem with the Lower East Side gallery’s
leasing of the former metal castings warehouse earlier this year. The paintings are commanding in scale, measuring 117 × 104˝, with one at 112 × 99˝. The works are installed vertically in sets of four and three on two facing
walls. A single painting anchors the back wall and draws the viewer inside. Located on a quiet side street off the
main thoroughfare of Van Brunt Street, the gallery is airy and industrial, with beams of metal and wood supporting an arched ceiling, a cracked and smooth concrete floor, and dark brick walls. An open garage door lets in
abundant sunlight and the low level surrounding buildings lend a meditative aura to the show.
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In a departure from Weatherford’s previous work, the “Red Hook” paintings embrace a scattered formlessness.
They have the countenance of exploding blotting pads, the paint is silky and matte like photographic emulsion,
and the colors are high octane. The tumult of strokes calls to mind a flattened Joan Mitchell painting, made by a
giant’s paw and soaked in water. The messy expressionism knows itself too well to be vulnerable, but the twisted
lines of neon add a physicality and emotional presence otherwise lacking in the paint. In Engine (2014) and past
Sunset (2015), tubes of orange, pink, and magenta neon are deliciously radiant against mottled blue-black. In
other works the neon replicates patches of color and serves as an electrified extension of the watery vinyl paint.
The yellow horizontal neon of Out by Coney (2014) levitates over an area of diluted cadmium yellow, and in Canal (2015) a vertical grouping of neon in bright blue, aquamarine, green and red magnify their paint counterpart
on the linen’s surface. Lush, light cobalt is the leading star of the Beautiful Lake (2015). Red-orange and dirty
yellow offset the blues and the colors smear and become more transparent as they push towards the edges of the
linen. A short, soft white neon affixed to the lower right corner appears like an object amid this watery mass. The
energy of neon white bounces off the milky white of the surface. Subtle shifts in hue from work to work invite the
viewer to share in the artist’s deeply felt knowledge of color.
Weatherford’s paintings have been compared to Barnett Newman’s zips, Morris Louis’s stained canvases, and
the sculptures of Dan Flavin and Keith Sonnier. Beyond these formal similarities, the configuration of neon and
absorbent paint offers a new move to the old dance around the limits of abstract painting. What does it mean to
attach neon, a cosmic chemical, to a medium and a style that promises infinite returns, yet has been historically
debased as “dead.” The tubes are screwed into the surface, supported by thin, almost invisible wires, and long
sweeping extension cords connect to grey boxy chargers plugged into wall sockets. The paintings breathe in this
unholy configuration, as a body on life support remains conscious with the aid of advanced technology.
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On the other side of this intimation of mortality, the paintings undoubtedly seduce with their material presence:
the texture and strength of the Belgian linen, the tight stretching on large-scale supports, and the chromatic richness of Flashe. Another pleasure is in the referential nature of the neon colors and forms, most readily apparent
in the “Manhattan” series. For instance, in Brooklyn Bridge (2013), two vertical neon strips, warm yellow next
to turquoise, are conjoined at their bases by a looping cord, mimicking the bridge’s suspension cables. In Palm
Reader (2013), a curving line of purple neon is instantly recognizable to New Yorkers as the color of the signage
that announces storefront psychics. The light brightens and is absorbed into the purple and black Flashe puddle
beneath it.
The blue variations and splashy paint handling of the “Red Hook” paintings imply an equivalency to water, but
it is here that an observable relationship to the city’s oldest harbor ends. The rest is poetic conjecture. A walk
around the neighborhood’s streets takes one past industrial complexes, grass lots, 19th-century brick houses,
and abandoned factories with crumbling painted signs. Graffiti is prevalent, though not as aggressive tags, but as
more indeterminate lines and forms. Pedestrians have the time and space to regard you, and even say hello, an
anomaly in New York City. A grey cat lies down in the middle of the street blending in with the tarmac. As the
sun sets at Valentino Pier you can observe, all at once, the Statue of Liberty, the glittery mirage of Wall Street, and
the journey of an illuminated Staten Island Ferry. Perhaps it was in moments similar to these that Weatherford
found her source material. But more importantly than the artist’s own relationship to this area, it is the viewer
who will emerge from the show with a more complex appreciation of a city in flux and stillness.
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Mary Weatherford was sitting in the middle of
Los Angeles’s David Kordansky Gallery the day
before the opening of her show “Los Angeles”
(through May 31), her first with the gallery,
inspecting her new paintings. Hanging on the
walls were large color-driven abstract paintings, each with a neon light or three, the cords
dangling bare, leading into transformers on the
floor. Weatherford was racking her brain for
memories or moods that connect the “Los Angeles” part of her mind with the part that paints
the abstractions in hopes of finding that “voilà”
moment that would spur her recall, because
something was missing.
“There’s one last painting that needs a title,”
said the L.A.-based artist, 51, her flecked eyes
intensely scanning the canvas. The painting in
question—a bleary murk that might be mistaken
for lingering nightfall (or more accurately the
“magic hour” that cinematographers call the
fading light of sundown), punctuated with a
bolt of neon light affixed to the canvas—will
ultimately be called 1969, a year that is pregnant
with history both societal and personal.
“I knew that I had to make a Los Angeles show,” said Weatherford, who moved with her family to Los Angeles
from nearby Ojai at the height of the Civil Rights movement, in the late ‘60s. The personal elements are purposefully obscured—the paintings, after they are finished, take on a meaning to Weatherford, and the titles are
buried clues to the diaristic impulse. The canvases in the current show feature titles like over Rose Hills (Rose
Hills is a cemetery in Whittier, Calif.), Oxnard Ventura, the light in Lancaster (famous for its blooming poppy
fields), and apparition in Artesia, each laying out some raw sentiment, whether experiential or mood-driven:
family histories and personal memorials abound in the work, but remain obfuscated.
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Weatherford has worked with the concept of place
for many years, but the neons added another level to
her work. Despite being active since the ‘80s, her true
breakout show wasn’t until 2012, “The Bakersfield
Project,” at the Todd Madigan Gallery at California
State University at Bakersfield, where she was invited
to conceive of a show for which she could collaborate
with students. The Bakersfield paintings, in much
the same way the L.A. paintings are about Weatherford’s history of Los Angeles, were made in similarly
abstract ways about the weird central California
town known for oil fields and pistachios. Not being
the type of painter that cedes the actual paintbrush,
Weatherford originally came up with the idea of adhering neons to the work simply as a way to include
the students. The show eventually traveled to LA><.
Her later 2012 show “Manhattan,” at Brennan & Griffin, featured similar location-painting-plus-neons
that Weatherford saw as conveying narratives of everyday life related to her time in New York in the ‘80s
(Varick St. was stepping onto the street in the morning, Wonder Wheel was a trip down to Coney Island,
and Empire represented glancing up at the Empire
State Building on the way home in the evening).
That show was a look back. After graduating from Princeton, she toiled in New York until 1999, when she
moved back to Southern California. She received critical acceptance in the years following, but seemed to be
caught in a state of perpetual emergence-reviews in ArtForum and the New York Times in the mid-2000s,
inclusion in Christopher Knight’s 2007 “45 Painters Under 45” article in the L.A. Times, selection to the 2008
California Biennial, a Rachel Kushner article calling her a “new blue chip” artist in 2009. Last year, an anonymous poll of curators, gallerists, and advisors identified her as one of “L.A.’s Hottest Artists.” [For the record,
the author of this article organized the poll.]
In “Los Angeles,” her history with the city erupts onto the canvas. Each painting carries a memory or a feeling
from her past, albeit with abstract execution—more like representations of an idea of a place. The paintings
become gauzy mindscapes (not landscapes, mind you, but something much more vulnerable and cerebral),
rendered with Flashe vinyl-based acrylic paint that stains and swirls on the canvas in color fields, before being
lyrically interrupted by thin vines of colored neon light. The neon causes a push-and-pull with the viewer’s
attention, at times drawing the eye towards it, and at other times disappearing into a negative space that frames
the paintings underneath, highlighting the canvas. Shadows play behind the neons, adding new levels of texture, while the cords from the lights themselves act as sculptural, draped lines.
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When prodded for specificity, Weatherford provides scant
details into her Angeleno past. “My childhood was swimming
lessons in Inglewood, and then going over to Exposition Park
and then up to [the Los Angeles County Museum of Art],”
where she would see the seminal 1971 “Art and Technology”
exhibition at the receptive age of nine—the show paired artists like Robert Rauschenberg, Andy Warhol, Richard Serra,
Rockne Krebs, Robert Irwin and James Turrell with techoriented corporations like Kaiser Industries, GE and IBM.
Later, after Weatherford moved to the East Coast to study at
Princeton, she would find a catalog of the show in the library
there, leading her to identify the works she had had stored in
her mind.
“My introduction to the broader possibilities of art happened on a field trip to see that show,” she said about her early
education to contemporary practice. The LACMA show’s
convergence of historical art practices and technological innovation are hinted at in Weatherford’s simultaneous use of
abstract paint and neon as a paint stroke. For their part, the
painted areas flirt historically with 1960s Color Field works—
particularly Ronnie Landfield and Helen Frankenthaler—and some of the neons “zip” down the middle like a
plugged-in Barnett Newman.
“The thing that unites these as ‘Los Angeles’ paintings is the light—not the neons, but in the painting,” Weatherford said, pointing out the grays, browns, ochres and greens that play off each other formally. “Los Angeles
used to have ‘smog days,’ when you didn’t have to go to school. I was aware of living in a smog basin from the
time I was little. So, what I tried to do in this show was to make the colors dirty.”
To Weatherford, the neons could be the city lights of the Los Angeles she’s conjuring, but more than that, they
solved a problem she’d been struggling with for years.
“When I had the idea about the lights two years ago, I realized that it was a way to make a painting about the
city and about the 20th century,” Weatherford said. “It’s electricity. It’s Modernism.”
Images: Mary Weatherford, 1969, 2014, Flashe and neon on linen, 93 1/3 by 79 1/2 by 4 1/8 inches. Courtesy David Kordansky Gallery, Los
Angeles, Calif. Photo Fredrik Nilsen.
Mary Weatherford, over Rose Hills, 2014, Flashe and neon on linen 93 1/2 by 79 1/2 by 3 3/4 inches. Courtesy David Kordansky Gallery,
Los Angeles, Calif. Photo Fredrik Nilsen.
Mary Weatherford, over Rose Hills (detail), 2014, Flashe and neon on linen 93 1/2 by 79 1/2 by 3 3/4 inches. Courtesy David Kordansky
Gallery, Los Angeles, Calif. Photo Fredrik Nilsen.
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Los Angeles

Mary Weatherford

DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY
3143 South La Cienega Boulevard, Unit A
April 19–May 31
Following a series of exhibitions titled “The
Bakersfield Project,” “The Bakersfield Paintings” and “Manhattan,” (all 2012), “Los Angeles” is Mary Weatherford’s fourth show of
neon-light paintings that takes inspiration from
the places she has lived. As in her former
work, lines of light in various colors, lengths,
and convexities uniquely illuminate each of the
seven paintings on view here—but the color
palette compared is decidedly less pavonine.
Flashe paint is applied in thin but muddled
layers that permeate each canvas with a kind
of dirty acrylic pollution. In most of the pieces,
brighter hues of pink, yellow, and orange
are weighed down by washes of deep blue
purples, marshy greens, and black. Light in
Lancaster, painted in vibrant, tannic shades
of orange, is the exception: Heavily worked
surfaces are evidenced by repetitive, gestural brush strokes that garble colors but also
challenge the margins of their linen support,
sometimes touching and other times retracting from the edges of the canvas. In contrast,
Mary Weatherford, 1969, 2014, flashe and neon on linen,
Weatherford’s brilliant neon lines effortlessly
93 1/4 x 79 1/5 x 4 1/8”
rewrite the structural boundaries of painting by
casting light in three dimensions, against painterly surface and viewer simultaneously. Neon has
its own aesthetic history, which has traversed Las Vegas kitsch, Minimalism, and Conceptual art
but rarely the painterly sublime.
Locational marginality is further addressed in the titles of her paintings: Oxnard Ventura, apparition in Artesia, and the light in Lancaster identify suburbs and industrial cities on the outer fringes
of the metropolis for which the show is named. Weatherford’s privilege of place and geographic
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specificity in the conception of her works also offers a compelling proposition for how painting
might newly articulate sociospatial production and meaning. By exposing the cords, electrical
transformers, and hardware that charge her neon lines, Weatherford’s paintings render the city
not only as landscape (or abstract expression) but as network: a series of electrified canvases
that signal both topology and topography. Each painterly node is connected to the others by wires
that circulate a single source of energy; this gives the paintings a sculptural and spatial register
and, more importantly, a social one. This material interconnectedness is perhaps just one response to the possibility of metaphysical inquiry in a late-capitalist society.
-Olivian Cha
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Installation view of Mary Weatherford, Los Angeles at David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, California

If you thought that the soft focus Color Field painting of Helen Frankenthaler couldn’t
be revisited successfully by a contemporary artist, you wouldn’t be alone. How could an
artist paint thinned acrylics onto raw canvas without seeming as though he or she was
copying that group of artists who were propelled to stardom by the critic Clement Greenberg in the 1960’s?

Drohojowska-Philp, Hunter, “Mary Weatherford at David Kordansky Gallery,” KCRW.com, May 1,
2014

But now there is Mary Weatherford, an artist who has been gathering attention for her
accomplished abstract paintings for some time. The paintings themselves have grown
grand and romantic, darkly dashing and dynamic, tossing and turning with light and
shade like the windy skies of a Turner seascape. Each bears an unlikely addition: a
bar or two of neon with its electrical cord and equipment exposed. The combination is
startling. When similar works were exhibited in New York, the Times critic Roberta Smith
used a most astute phrase. She described her art has having an “ecumenical historical
awareness.”

Mary Weatherford, “the light in Lancaster,” 2014
Flashe and neon on linen, 112.25 x 99.25 x 4.375 inches,
(285.1 x 252.1 x 11.1 cm)

Mary Weatherford, “Oxnard Ventura,” 2014, Flashe and
neon on linen, 112.5 x 100 x 4.375 inches (285.8 x 254 x
11.1 cm)

Titled Los Angeles, on view at David Kordansky Gallery through May 31, this show includes seven rectangular linen canvases in the range of eight to ten feet tall and almost
as wide in vertical orientation, which fights any easy attempt to see them as traditional
landscapes. Yet, landscape is at least partially in the mix. Named for various points
around Southern California, such as the particularly spectacular the light in Lancaster,
2014 she brushes a paint called Flashe in loose gestures of tangerine, copper, and rose.
An angled bar of neon is attached over the completed painting but manages to accentuate rather than compete with the rich layers of color.
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2014

Mary Weatherford, “Oxnard Ventura,” 2014, Flashe and neon on linen, 112.5 x 100 x 4.375 inches (285.8 x 254 x 11.1 cm)

She did a series for New York but the LA paintings made me think of moments of driving
when the sky is a delirious riot of sunlight and fog or bruised nocturnal shades and you
pass a neon sign for gas or beer. LA offers that momentary cocktail of the mystic and the
urban and Weatherford captures that special thrill in these paintings. For more information, go to DavidKordanskyGallery.com.
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The three midsize canvases in this Los Angeles–
based artistʼs exhibition, each a slightly different view
of the same rocky outcrop, would be of little interest
were they not so well executed; instead, they argue
convincingly for the value of painting directly from
life. Each skillfully fuses two currently unfashionable
artistic traditions: Look at them from a few feet away,
and the compositions are reminiscent of the kind of
by-the-sea plein air painting that Courbet and Monet
practiced in Normandy circa 1870; zoom in on almost
any part of a canvas, and your field of vision is filled
with a harmonious, semiabstract chromatic reverie
Mary Weatherford, apparition, 2006
that evokes early-twentieth-century practitioners on
	
  
both sides of the Atlantic, from Sonia Delaunay and
Franz Marc to Georgia OʼKeeffe and Joseph Stella. Rendered in flashe, a vinyl-based
paint that doesnʼt lose the intensity of its color when diluted with water (as Weatherford
has done here), these works register changes in sunlight upon the rock formation by
altering the compositionʼs dominant hue: apparition, 2006, is reddish pink; after Hodler,
2006, is reddish orange; shadow, 2005, is bluish green. These colors have been applied
with diaphanous, mostly vertical, soft-edged brushstrokes, and the shimmering effect
grants the hulking mass dreamlike airiness and grace.
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