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David Kordansky Gallery is pleased to present an exhibition of new paintings by Lesley Vance, A Zebra Races 
Counterclockwise. The show, which opens September 12 and will be on view through October 24, 2020, takes 
place across two of the gallery’s exhibition spaces and features paintings that are Vance’s largest to date. 
David Kordansky Gallery is currently open by appointment. Virtual visits are available. 
 
Lesley Vance has honed an unmistakable visual language in which abstraction articulates its connections to 
realities both tangible and ephemeral. She has achieved this in numerous ways, emphasizing relationships 
between light and shadow, exploring different perceptions of space, and reckoning with the materiality of color. 
Her new exhibition’s title is taken from a line in Frank O’Hara’s Poetry, a poem that teases out connections 
between quickness, surprise, and desire, and that enacts, through its own slippery syntax, the ways in which 
the mind attempts to impart fixity to changing situations: "A zebra races counterclockwise. / All this I desire. To / 
deepen you by my quickness / and delight as if you were logical and proven..." 
 
Several of Vance's most recent paintings are over six feet tall and therefore enter into dialogue with the body in 
wholly new ways. Like her works of the last few years, the underlying architecture of these paintings is based in 
freely flowing expressive gestures that she elaborates over time, transforming them into networks of lines, 
textures, and intercut volumes. Because of their increased scale, these marks communicate the sweep of an 
entire arm. Passages appear to speed up or slow down with newfound force. Furthermore, the vivid intensity of 
her palette creates fully immersive, intensely optical viewing experiences in which foregrounds and 
backgrounds constantly jostle for primacy. For all their formal power, though, these paintings are sensitive 
documents that record the action of intelligence and imagination as they intersect with sensate reality. 
  
This reality includes the qualities of paint itself, especially at a larger scale. In Vance’s case, this means that 
color can convincingly communicate illusions of weight and depth, becoming the focus of the viewer’s 
awareness. The eye moves back and forth between two opposing modes of seeing: just as it begins to lose 
itself within surreal constructions of shapes, lines, and planes, it is confronted with the fact of the materials 
Vance uses to create them. The pristine nature of her surfaces only gain in seductiveness and complexity when 
seen in person, and they are revealed to be decidedly handmade, tactile things made from the movements of 
the artist's brush, arm, and hand. 
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Working alone and without assistants, Vance establishes levels of intimacy and close engagement that are 
immediately palpable regardless of the size of the canvas. In several of the works on view, layers of brushy 
transparency carry with them the energy of expressionist gestures, thereby disrupting the otherwise intact 
edges that distinguish one distinct shape or space from another so that the fluidity of paint assumes center 
stage. The ribbon-like forms that swerve across Vance’s canvases vary in density and composition, picking up 
or shedding hues as they go, momentarily pausing before slipping back into the thickets of color and luminosity 
from which they emerge. 
  
Suffused with the feel of the physical world, Vance’s paintings are full of shifting moods and paradoxes that 
deepen in complexity the longer they are viewed. Attuned to ever-finer nuances of perception and physical 
presence, her work becomes both stranger and more naturalistic as it continues to unfurl. 
  
Lesley Vance (b. 1977, Milwaukee, Wisconsin; lives and works in Los Angeles) has been the subject of 
exhibitions at the FLAG Art Foundation, New York (2012); Bowdoin College Museum of Art, Brunswick, Maine 
(2012); and The Huntington Library, Art Museum, and Botanical Gardens, San Marino, California (2012, with 
Ricky Swallow). Recent group exhibitions include Aftereffect: Georgia O'Keeffe and Contemporary Painting, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Denver (2018); The Campaign for Art, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art 
(2016); Don’t Shoot the Painter. Paintings from UBS Art Collection, Galleria d’Arte Moderna, Milan 
(2015); Variations: Conversations in and Around Abstract Painting, Los Angeles County Museum of Art (2014); 
and Painter Painter, Walker Art Center, Minneapolis (2013). Her paintings are in the public collections of the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York; Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; Dallas Museum of Art; 
Hammer Museum, Los Angeles; and San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, among many others. A 
monograph documenting the last seven years of her work was recently published by Gregory R. Miller & Co 
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Lesley Vance’s Milestone Exhibition at 
David Kordansky Presents Her Largest Paintings Yet

By Stephanie Sporn | September 11, 2020

Psychedelic and commanding, Lesley Vance’s intimately sized, colorful canvases have for 
the last 20 years been meant to be appreciated up close. Now, for the first time, the artist’s 
admirers can experience her work in a new way: monumental paintings. Originally set to 
debut this spring and delayed on account of COVID-19, “A Zebra Races Counterclock-
wise” will be on view from September 12 through October 24 at David Kordansky. One 
of the Los Angeles gallery’s first in-person shows since its reopening, the exhibition will 
occupy two spaces, giving Vance’s paintings—several of which exceed six feet in height—
plenty of room to breathe.

For her largest and most ambitious exhibition yet, Vance chose to title the show based on 
a line from American writer and art critic Frank O’Hara’s Poetry: “A zebra races counter-
clockwise. / All this I desire. To / deepen you by my quickness / and delight as if you were 
logical and proven…” The poem, much like Vance’s œuvre, references speed, surprise, 

A detail of Lesley Vance’s Untitled, 2020, oil on linen, 19 x 23 x 1 inches. PHOTO: FREDRIK NILSEN STUDIO, COURTESY OF DAVID KOR-
DANSKY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES

Evoking a rainbow of ribbons unfurling in midair, these six-foot-tall canvases are the Los Angeles 
artist’s most ambitious to date
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Artist Lesley Vance in her studio. PHOTO: YOSHIHIRO MAKINO

Two works measuring 80 x 67 x 1 1/2 inches in Lesley Vance’s “A Zebra Races Counterclockwise” exhibition at David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, 
on view from September 12–October 24, 2020. PHOTO: JEFF MCLANE, COURTESY OF DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES

desire, and ever-evolving possibilities. 
At once dizzying and soothing, Vance’s 
ribbon-like, candy-colored patterns 
give the feeling of jumping down Alice 
in Wonderland’s rabbit hole—and when 
painted in this larger scale, the works 
become all the more immersive. 

Throughout her career, Vance has ex-
perimented with light and shadow, as 
well as strategically layered vibrant 
brushstrokes, to convey movement 
and depth. From a distance, the works’ 
forms appear to have perfect hard edg-
es, allowing for a high degree of per-
ceived differentiation between back-
ground and foreground. The canvases, 
therefore, take on a three-dimensional 
effect, evoking the architectural curves 
and spontaneity of Frank Stella’s ex-
plosive metal sculptures and the kinetic 
sensibility of Victor Vasarely’s optical 
art.
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Lesley Vance, Untitled, 2020 oil on linen, 23 x 19 x 1 inches. PHOTO: FREDRIK NIL-
SEN STUDIO, COURTESY OF DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES

Lesley Vance, Untitled, 2020 oil on linen, 36 x 28 x 1 inches. PHOTO: FREDRIK NIL-
SEN STUDIO, COURTESY OF DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES
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“My favorite aspect of working in a larger scale is that color itself becomes an experi-
ential force,” Vance tells Galerie. “Also, when I’m working on a larger scale my entire 
arm’s span can get involved in creating the composition.”

Vance’s increasingly abstract art was recently chronicled in  Lesley Vance: Painting 2013-
2019 (Gregory R. Miller & Co.) by Douglas Fogle, and her work can also be found in 
the public collections of New York’s Museum of Modern Art and Whitney Museum of 
American Art; the Dallas Museum of Art; Los Angeles’s Hammer Museum; and the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art, among others.

As for her future, we can expect to see further reinventions of painting—the artist tells 
Galerie that her large-scale canvases have unleashed a whole new wave of creativity: 
“There is more space to work in, and more free-flowing gestures and forms emerge. This 
has changed and opened up how I think about space in my smaller works as well.”

“A Zebra Races Counterclockwise” is open by appointment at David Kordansky, 5130 W. 
Edgewood Pl., Los Angeles. Timed reservations and virtual visits are available.

Lesley Vance, “A Zebra Races Counterclockwise,” David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, September 12–October 24, 2020.. PHOTO: JEFF MCLANE, 
COURTESY OF DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES
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FALL SEASON ART PREVIEW: GALLERIES EMBRACE BY-APPOINTMENT VIEWING
By Shana Nys Dambrot | August 20, 2020

September is typically a pretty big month in the art world, with a roster of high-profile gallery exhibitions that is both exciting 
and overwhelming, and a cluster of Saturday evening destinations with a sprawling simultaneity that defies the laws of time 
and space. But not this year — at least not the 6-8pm wine and cheese crosstown amazing race part. With pandemic disrup-
tions pushing a lot of gallery content to the online space and forcing the open IRL venues to institute strict safety measures, 
this season, it’s all about embracing the concept of by-appointment gallery-going. Most open places have easy-to-navigate 
online booking akin to restaurant reservation apps, and what’s missing in terms of the social scene is replaced with the 
chance for a more profound, mindful engagement with the work — which you will, wonderfully, have all to yourself. A person 
could get used to this.

Lesley Vance, Untitled, 2020, oil on linen, 80 x 67 inches (Photography by Fredrik Nilsen 
Studio; courtesy of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles)

Lesley Vance at David Kordansky Gallery opens September 12

Some folks paint with their wrist, some their elbow, and some swing from the shoulder — generating sweeping gestures that 
create a sense of scale and movement that discourse not only with the eye, but the space of the whole body. In the work of 
Lesley Vance, this physicality is augmented and amplified with a vivacious chromatic sensibility that keeps vision and cogni-
tion in a constant state of flux and motion as well. From energetic engagement with the architectural space to a proliferation 
of emotional moments within each composition, Vance’s work creates a pocket universe of contemplation and agitation that 
speaks to the enduring power of abstract painting. 

David Kordansky Gallery, 5130 Edgewood Place, Mid-city; davidkordanskygallery.com.
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I’d like to write the way Lesley Vance makes paintings — or at least the way this Los Angeles-based painter made the nine nearly perfect 
small canvases in her current show at Bortolami. Each depicts a dense bundle of brightly colored loops and whorls, something like what M.C. 
Escher might have come up with if he’d ever taken ayahuasca. Some loops cast shadows on others, and some are subtly graded to suggest a 
twisting motion, though the pictures overall are as static as candy apples. They’re also so crisp that the imagery almost seems to get bigger 
when viewed from a distance. Unlike most work this graphic, though, Ms. Vance’s paintings are so exactingly rendered that there’s just as 
much to look at from an inch or two away.

In the gallery’s viewing room, as part of Aki Sasamoto’s concurrent show “Past in a future tense,” the Japanese-born performance and instal-
lation artist has built a long, narrow bar, complete with brass foot rail and a lone pocket umbrella hanging bravely from its coat hook, and two 
high bar tables with heavy iron feet. On each of these three surfaces — table, table, bar — is a bulbous glass vessel in which an ocher-tinged 
whiskey glass spins on its side. They’re spun by compressed air, shot through a hole in the vessel from a bottle connected to a long, ungainly 
silver tube. The whole silly, elegant setup works equally well as a metaphor for life, love, or even the process of art-making. But I prefer to 
see in it the mystery of consciousness, that other delicate movement sitting atop a miraculous, ramshackle machine. 

New York Art Galleries: What to See Right Now

Lesley Vance and Aki Sasamoto
Through April 20. Bortolami, 39 Walker Street, Manhattan

Will Heinrich | April 10, 2019

Lesley Vance’s “Untitled,” from 2019, oil on linen, at her new show at Bortolami. Courtesy Lesley Vance and David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles; Bortolami, New York
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Lesley Vance, Untitled, 2019. Oil on linen, 19 x 23 inches. Courtesy 
Bortolami, New York.

Lesley Vance swirls her powerful colors over 
the canvas until she dominates the entire sur-
face. Horror vacui or will-to power? Probably 
equal doses of both, but the utter assertiveness 
of her ribbons of color in these nine oils on 
canvas mark her as a conquistador. Enfolded in 
this desire to dominate painterly space is a sex-
ual component, but a sexuality that sets Vance 
apart from the covert sexuality found, say, in 
Georgia O’Keefe’s flower paintings or Turn-
er’s river views, images that set off the Freud-
ian sex detectors hidden in all of us. The erotic 
in a painting like Untitled (2019) is overt, not 
coy. A furious, folded yellow enfolds an equal-
ly potent, very phallic green shape, but the 
painting begs the question: how can abstrac-
tion attain this level of eroticism? 

This sensual energy may ultimately derive 
from an unlikely source: landscape painting. 
Transforming nature into art is an act of will, 

Lesley Vance
by Alfred Mac Adam | March 7, 2019

Lesley Vance, Untitled, 2019. Oil on linen, 36 x 28 inches. Courtesy Bortolami, New York.

the imposition of order on chaos. But the act of creating harmony out of disorder is fraught with danger: by idealizing nature we 
engage in an idolatry that renders nature a function of our subjectivity. Narcissus’ reflecting pool written large is nature itself, 

the contemplation of which is a bewitching auto-eroticism. Untitled 
(2019), a 19 × 23 painting, is a landscape metamorphosed into an 
erotic looking glass. Here Vance incorporates a series of dots rem-
iniscent of musical notes, and this music in turn links her landscape 
to the pastoral tradition. Her scattered notes evoke related ideas like 
synchronization, rhythm, and time, ultimately leading to Poussin’s 
melancholy Et in Arcadia Ego. This dark side of eroticism, its link 
to death, manifests itself in Untitled (2019), a large 36 × 28 piece 
where Vance’s sensuous swirls surround blackness.

So Vance’s exuberance, while strongly erotic, is also utopian in that 
it expresses a longing for a world of passion free of time. Attain-
able only in the Arcadia of the work of art, this Never-Never Land 
can only express itself in terms of negation. Thus Untitled (2019) 
[LV8904] reduces the wide swirls of her other painting to conflict-
ing, abbreviated gestures, a dramatization of Vance’s struggle to 
transform the empty canvas into her own territory.

Two other paintings, Untitled (2019) and Untitled (2019) confirm 
Vance’s aggressive dominion over the canvas. In the former her 
orange ribbon delicately threads its way around a white structure, 
subtly but surely tying it down. In the latter, the orange ribbon be-
comes vectors of force riveting the structure, controlling it absolute-
ly. In nine modestly sized paintings Lesley Vance performs a ritual 
of artistic power: there can be no question about who the boss is.
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2-TIMES · ART · LESLEY VANCE, 
‘12 PAINTINGS’ @ DAVID KORDANSKY
— 

“SOMETHING THAT OCCURS QUICKLY, WITHOUT PREMEDITATION, IS PATIENTLY GIVEN 
THE OPPORTUNITY TO SOLIDIFY AS A COMPLETE IDEA, A PROCESS THAT SPEAKS TO THE 
MIND’S CAPACITY TO SUBSEQUENTLY MAKE SENSE OF SUDDEN EVENTS...” 

THE EXHIBITION: IS MILWAUKEE BORN / LOS ANGELES-BASED VANCE’S FIRST SOLO WITH 
DAVID KORDANSKY IN THREE YEARS, FOR WHICH THE ARTIST PRESENTS 12 NEW 
PAINTINGS THAT SHARE THE SAME DIMENSIONS AND VERTICAL FORMAT, ALLOWING FOR 
A PARTICULARLY NUANCED EXPERIENCE OF THEIRINTERIOR SHAPES AND BOLD, 
PRIMARY HUES. 

COMPOSITION: ALL 12 WORKS, FEATURE OIL ON LINEN. 

FOR VANCE’S 12 PAINTINGS: “SUCH TENSION BETWEEN THE KNOWN AND THE UNKNOWN 
DRIVES BOTH THE MAKING OF THE WORK AND THE STATES OF LOOKING IT ENGENDERS, 
PROVIDING AN ANALOGUE FOR THE PARADOXICAL ACTION OF EXPERIENCE, WHICH 
REVEALS A WORLD THAT ONLY GETS STRANGER THE LONGER ONE LIVES IN IT.” 

ON VIEW AT: DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY, 5130 W EDGEWOOD PL, LOS ANGELES, CA 
90019, UNITED STATES.

Untitled, 2017. PHOTOGRAPHY COURTESY OF THE ARTIST & 
DAVID KORDANKSYGALLERY, LOS ANGELES, INSTALLATION & 
INDIVIDUAL VIEWS, FREDRIK NILSEN
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Lesley Vance Mounts New Work at David Kordansky Gallery
The abstract artist has 12 recent paintings on display.
By Kristen Tauer on May 24, 2017

Lesley Vance’s new paintings, now on exhibit at David Kordan-
sky Gallery, are all about speed.

“With this body of painting, I’ve been thinking a lot about pace 
and speed. Some things moving fast, and some things that are 
moving slow,” the L.A.-based abstract artist explains of her 12 
latest works. “I think because the original gesture from where 
[the painting] starts is very fast, there’s a lot of speed in them,” 
she continues. “They start in this kind of chaotic speedy way, 
and then within the painting it gets slower and slower each 
stage of the painting.”

Whether she’s building a painting from an exploration of ges-
ture and speed, or a concrete object, Vance describes herself as a 
process-based artist. “I never know what I’m going to do when 
I start a painting. I’m not someone who has an abstract vision 
in my head and then I put that down,” she says. “I’m not really 
thinking about anything I’m doing, I’m just sort of waiting for 
something to happen that inspires me or excites me, that I think 
I want to exist, that I think is a good beginning to a painting. 
You have to pay enough attention where you realize that some-

thing good is happening, but not too much attention that you’re forcing something to happen. Then the painting 
builds itself that way.”

Vance offers no simple literary clues into her work; each painting is “Untitled.” “I’d rather it be kind of an open-ended 
experience of just looking at what’s happening in the painting,” she says. “Whatever I called it, someone would try to 
find that in the painting.”

Known for her small canvases, Vance’s latest paintings also represent a scaling-up — although at 31 by 24 inches, they 
are still much smaller than most contemporary paintings. “I think I wanted to move away from a certain precious-
ness. And also because I’ve been getting more interested in the idea of movement and different speeds happening, 
it just started to feel right,” Vance says of working with the larger canvas size. Although slightly larger, they retain a 
quality of intimacy, reflective of her approach. “I like the kind of paintings that are scaled for domestic space, like a 
real living space,” she says. “Something that you could see in someone’s house, not in like a corporate office lobby.”
Despite the scale, her work is spaced out within the gallery, which allows the paintings to expand beyond the canvas 
borders and into the gallery’s white space. “It’s almost like they’re magnets, if you have two of the same charge. If you 
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hang [the paintings] too close together, they really fight. hey don’t want to be hung close together,” Vance says of 
the installation. “Which is the instinct with small paintings all the time — people want to hang them close together.”

he exhibit also marks a continuation of Vance’s relationship with David Kordansky. She was one of the gallery’s 
first artists, and her work was shown in its inaugural exhibition in 2003. “[Kordansky] is doing his own thing, he’s 
not paying attention to what I’m doing in here and letting it affect him, but I do feel like we’ve grown up together,” 
Vance offers. “ here’s a feeling of we’ve done this together.”

On view at David Kordansky Gallery through July 1.
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Lesley Vance
MEYER RIEGGER | BERLIN
Friedrichstrasse 235
June 30–July 30

To judge by size alone, you’d think these 
watercolors on paper were what is often 
described as modest, but they’re actually not. 
Gesture plays too great a role; instead, there is 
a dazzling viscosity—a sexiness, even. In one 
blue-and-yellow piece (all works untitled and 
2016), the yellow is deployed sparingly, articu-
lating petal and stem shapes against the blue 
background. The bumblebee shade stays true 
to the liquid nature of the medium, congealing 
and swimming in the center of the composi-
tion, while the cerulean that allows it to flourish 
has been disciplined into strict swaths.

In other paintings, it is the line that dominates 
the plane—one motif is a series of thin black 
snakes calligraphically moving through the 
scene, with a wildness, speed, and reck-
lessness. It’s all abstract, but, as in the best 
abstractions, it is fun to tease out shapes that 
replicate the real world, such as a tangle of 
bloodred branches seeming to emerge from 
a mass of indiscernible green foliage. These 
works will certainly be recognizable to fans of 
Lesley Vance’s oil paintings, though perhaps 
here the concerns are just as plastic as they 
are floral. They are contained by the glass and 
the frame, maybe, but they are also limitless 
in their vine-like grabbing toward implications 
unknown.

Lesley Vance, untitled, 2016, watercolor on paper, 16 x 13 x 1".

— Travis Jeppesen
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ambiguity, and in the way tangible forms lose substantiality and 
become pure light, shadow and motion. The lyrical accretion of 
fragments in Vance’s recent endeavors invokes collage, while their 
rhythmic interplay of solid and void conjures the sculptural space of, 
for example, works by Archipenko.

 For all this cross-disciplinary affinity, Vance’s practice is funda-
mentally rooted in the liquidity of paint and the balletic, impro-
visational movements of the hand. Scraping with a palette knife, 
Vance thins her strokes to a gleaming translucency, occasionally 
baring the weave of the supporting canvas. As she invests the linear 
forms with directional energy, she brings notions of pace and dura-
tion to the fore. Shapes overlap and interpenetrate, viscous plumes 
stretch, curl and bend. Some have firm contours and blurred interi-
ors, some are rimmed by light and some made weighty by shadow. 
Gravity may be alluded to, but is moot. Landscape suggests itself, 
as do bodily curves, angles and depressions. One area of a canvas 
might grant the traction of comprehension, in terms of spatial 
logic and coherence, but others will fruitfully contradict it. These 
paintings are not, in any case, maps serving destinations as much as 
promising roads, drawing themselves as they go.

—Leah Ollman

LESLEY VANCE 
David Kordansky

With no apparent fronts or backs, the forms in Lesley Vance’s 
paintings are slippery as Möbius strips. Edge becomes plane, 
plane dissolves. Broad ribbons fold over and peel away. Inner 
elides into outer, outer into inner. Bulges flatten, and flat planes 
swell. The impenetrable turns permeable before dissipating 
entirely.

 Six or seven years ago, Vance, based in Los Angeles, was paint-
ing still lifes haunted by Zurburán and Cotán. She continues to 
work from studio arrangements of rocks, shells, horns and ceramic 
objects that she sets up inside a cardboard box, lights dramatically 
and photographs. Her Spanish forebears have receded somewhat; 
they are traceable mostly in the exquisite play of sheer luminosity 
emerging from deep dark ground. The legibility and palpability of 
her subjects have markedly diminished. What remains might be 
read as time performing itself in space. Slippery.

 The oil paintings (all 2013) are modest in size, many as 
small as 9 by 11 inches, making for intimate encounters. Vance 
paints wet on wet, finishing each piece in one or two days. They 
are less meditations on than responses to the history of potent, 
mysterious image-making (she counts Magritte and de Chirico 
as formative) and, more directly, to the kind of still-life photog-
raphy in which the image is rendered as a matter of light and 
dark tonal passages on a single plane. What she conceives is a 
distinctive sort of illusionistic abstraction, its visual presence a 
balance between elusive secret and seductive fact.

 The work has an uncannily strong kinship with Francis  
Bruguière’s 1920s photographs of cut paper, similar in their spatial 

Lesley Vance: 
Untitled, 2013, oil 
on linen, 10 by 12 
inches; at David 
Kordansky.
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Someone who hadn’t seen it asked me what Lesley Vance’s work is like and I 
explained that she makes dense, dark paintings that in one way might remind you 
of analytic cubism and in another way might remind you of seventeenth-century 
Spanish still life— the bodegónes of Juan Sánchez Cotán, Francisco de Zurbarán, 
artists she refers to often—only abstract. But while it’s nice to be able to give a 
concise explanation of what someone’s paintings look like, that doesn’t neces-
sarily explain what they are. Usually, what they are tends to be a bit harder to 
articulate than what they look like, despite or perhaps because of the fact that in 
painting, essence and appearance are so intertwined. What paintings are has a 
lot to do with matters of but not on the surface—with how and why the paintings 
came to appear as they do, and with the kinds of feelings those appearances evoke 
in someone who gives time to look and think about them. A paradox: paintings 
are all about the surface, but the surface points somewhere else beyond itself. 

In any case, despite being separated by 300 years of art history, Cubism and 
bodegónes hardly make an unlikely pair. Although there are Cubist portraits 
and landscapes, still life is the prototypical subject matter of analytic cubism; it’s 
often said of cubist portraits that the artist has treated the person with the same 
cool neutrality that he’d approach a wine bottle or a guitar. And both kinds of 
painting downplay color, treating it austerely, as something to be used only with 
caution and the utmost seriousness. But they do this in different ways; early cubist 
paintings tend toward an allover evenness of chromatic intensity —they don’t 
typically reach the dramatic extremes of dark and light that seventeenth-century 
Spanish painting cultivates. In this, then, Vance reaches back beyond her Parisian 
precursors to her sources in the Baroque. On the other hand, she renounces 
the volumetric plenitude of the bodegónes, the way in which simple, unassum-
ing objects such as fruits, vegetables, pottery, and slaughtered game could stand 
out with such preternatural intensity and concreteness amidst dark, featureless 
backgrounds. In Vance’s paintings, there are no objects—or anyway, no whole 
objects. As in cubist paintings where fragmentary signs conjure objects that never 
quite complete themselves—the painting must manifest its own concrete presence, 
not that of whatever it happens to picture; there are edges of things, aspects and 
facets, but never or rarely any closure. At best, the viewer must reconstruct the 
object on a speculative basis.

Barry Schwabsky

ABOLISHED STILL LIFE
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essay. How can darkness become translucent? I don’t know, but Vance makes it 
so. And like quarks and ice cream, her darkness comes in different flavors. In any 
case, the darkness that envelops Vance’s abstract used-to-be-still-lifes is not just a 
stylistic choice. It communicates something of how the paintings work. This dark-
ness tells us that whatever it is that the paintings present to us is not a thing seen 
clearly. Rather, it is something glimpsed in flashes but otherwise taken in, not as a 
whole gestalt as it typically happens through the sense of sight, but rather in sepa-
rate bits and pieces only painstakingly and in afterthought synthesized in the mind, 
as would be the case with an object one had explored primarily through the sense 
of touch. (Remember the perennial parable of the blind men and the elephant.)
Vance’s paintings evoke haptic sensations as much as they do visual ones.

In any of them, one will perceive a multiplicity of planes, but they keep changing 
places or torqueing around each other. What seemed to be in front will suddenly 
shift back, and vice versa. She seems at times to build forms by wiping them 
away and to break shapes up by adding to them. There is a degree of illusionism, 
but the illusion tends to deconstruct itself. Yet the end of one illusion is always 
the beginning of another, so that the paintings, for all their intense stillness and 
inwardness, are always also in movement and therefore full of energy and life. 
Everything’s in transition. And there’s always a sort of enlivening awkwardness 
about how the various forms support and at the same time undermine each other; 
the paint surface itself is so suave, so “cool” that you could almost overlook the 
searching quality of Vance’s art were it not for this strange way the various mercu-
rial fragments of form have of falling over and under each other — almost getting 
in their own way yet finally lending each other mutual support. 

Finally, a word should be said about Vance’s watercolors. They don’t look like 
other people’s watercolors; she doesn’t handle the medium the way other artists 
do. She has remarked that the watercolors are endlessly reworkable, in contrast 
to the oil colors which she must resolve in a day or at most two because her tech-
nique is based on painting wet into wet. (This need to finish a painting in a single 
day is something she shares with colleagues as different from one another and 
from her as Alex Katz and Luc Tuymans.) There is an unusual density to Vance’s 
watercolors—similar to the density of her paintings but achieved in a different 
way. Here she eschews the dramatic contrasts of light and dark in favor of a more 
even overall luminosity, a sort of intangible smoldering glow. Compositionally, 
they can sometimes be more complex—or rather, more intricate —than the paint-
ings, because the velvety darkness of the surrounds in the paintings can take on so 
many roles, so many guises, that need to be shared out among distinct elements 
in the watercolors. But the two groups of work are instantly recognizable as 
products of the same intensified intuition of space and form: mundane reality 
(which is, I think, what the “abolished” still life referent is always about) in a 
state of rapture.

Given these resonances with the history of still life painting, it may seem paradoxi-
cal to say that it came as a surprise to me to learn that Vance actually does work 
from still life set-ups that she constructs in her studio. (She photographs them, 
then uses the photos as starting points for her painting process.) I found it surpris-
ing because, in effect, Vance seems so profoundly immersed in the history of still 
life painting that she would hardly need to bother setting up an actual still life; 
you’d think it was just a matter of riffling through her memory to find the right 
launch pad. And then, of course, there’s the matter of that crucial little proviso 
that I appended to my very first sentence: “only abstract.” In the end, these are 
not still lifes, even abstracted still lifes, but abstract paintings that might remind 
you of still life. In other words, no matter what the nature of the original set-ups, 
or of the photographs the artist makes of them, once she starts pushing the paint 
around, anything goes, and the objects, whatever they are, become little more 
than a memory.

Probably this is precisely the function of the photograph—to put the object at a 
distance. But that still begs the question: why does this artist need the object if 
it is only there to be effaced? If she wants to make an abstract painting, why all 
that preparation? Why not just start painting freely, albeit with the idea of still life 
in mind? I think the answer has something to do with this: that painting is not 
only about making but unmaking. It is about hiding as much as showing. Picasso 
himself famously defined his art as “a sum of destructions.” In Vance’s case, it 
seems she requires of herself a very concrete acquaintance with what it is that 
she is going to expunge or take apart. But it is not incumbent on the viewer to 
imagine what this might have been. The painting stands or falls on its own without 
reference to this hidden something—the painting’s MacGuffin, to borrow Alfred 
Hitchcock’s term for the finally irrelevant object around which the constellation 
of a plot may form, though one could also advert to Mallarmé and call this object 
a ptyx, “aboli bibelot d’inanité sonore… ce seul objet dont le Néant s’honore” 
(abolished knickknack of resonant vacancy… the sole object through which 
Nothing praises itself). It is at most as a sort of ghostly remainder, perhaps an 
aroma, like that whiff of sulfur that is supposed to linger in the air when a super-
natural visitor has passed by. For the viewer, there is simply the feeling that some-
thing else must once have been there.

In a way, it might be better not to know what the starting point for these paintings 
is. And because Vance has not spoken in detail about what happens before she 
actually starts painting—“there are some objects I really enjoy painting,” she has 
said, “and I will pick these out to become part of new still lifes over and over,” 
without indicating what those objects might be —and she has not, to my knowledge, 
exhibited or published any of the photographs that are the intermediate stage in 
the process. We pretty much don’t know. We’re in the dark. And no wonder. The 
manifold guises of darkness in these paintings could be the subject of a separate 
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essay. How can darkness become translucent? I don’t know, but Vance makes it 
so. And like quarks and ice cream, her darkness comes in different flavors. In any 
case, the darkness that envelops Vance’s abstract used-to-be-still-lifes is not just a 
stylistic choice. It communicates something of how the paintings work. This dark-
ness tells us that whatever it is that the paintings present to us is not a thing seen 
clearly. Rather, it is something glimpsed in flashes but otherwise taken in, not as a 
whole gestalt as it typically happens through the sense of sight, but rather in sepa-
rate bits and pieces only painstakingly and in afterthought synthesized in the mind, 
as would be the case with an object one had explored primarily through the sense 
of touch. (Remember the perennial parable of the blind men and the elephant.)
Vance’s paintings evoke haptic sensations as much as they do visual ones.

In any of them, one will perceive a multiplicity of planes, but they keep changing 
places or torqueing around each other. What seemed to be in front will suddenly 
shift back, and vice versa. She seems at times to build forms by wiping them 
away and to break shapes up by adding to them. There is a degree of illusionism, 
but the illusion tends to deconstruct itself. Yet the end of one illusion is always 
the beginning of another, so that the paintings, for all their intense stillness and 
inwardness, are always also in movement and therefore full of energy and life. 
Everything’s in transition. And there’s always a sort of enlivening awkwardness 
about how the various forms support and at the same time undermine each other; 
the paint surface itself is so suave, so “cool” that you could almost overlook the 
searching quality of Vance’s art were it not for this strange way the various mercu-
rial fragments of form have of falling over and under each other — almost getting 
in their own way yet finally lending each other mutual support. 

Finally, a word should be said about Vance’s watercolors. They don’t look like 
other people’s watercolors; she doesn’t handle the medium the way other artists 
do. She has remarked that the watercolors are endlessly reworkable, in contrast 
to the oil colors which she must resolve in a day or at most two because her tech-
nique is based on painting wet into wet. (This need to finish a painting in a single 
day is something she shares with colleagues as different from one another and 
from her as Alex Katz and Luc Tuymans.) There is an unusual density to Vance’s 
watercolors—similar to the density of her paintings but achieved in a different 
way. Here she eschews the dramatic contrasts of light and dark in favor of a more 
even overall luminosity, a sort of intangible smoldering glow. Compositionally, 
they can sometimes be more complex—or rather, more intricate —than the paint-
ings, because the velvety darkness of the surrounds in the paintings can take on so 
many roles, so many guises, that need to be shared out among distinct elements 
in the watercolors. But the two groups of work are instantly recognizable as 
products of the same intensified intuition of space and form: mundane reality 
(which is, I think, what the “abolished” still life referent is always about) in a 
state of rapture.

Given these resonances with the history of still life painting, it may seem paradoxi-
cal to say that it came as a surprise to me to learn that Vance actually does work 
from still life set-ups that she constructs in her studio. (She photographs them, 
then uses the photos as starting points for her painting process.) I found it surpris-
ing because, in effect, Vance seems so profoundly immersed in the history of still 
life painting that she would hardly need to bother setting up an actual still life; 
you’d think it was just a matter of riffling through her memory to find the right 
launch pad. And then, of course, there’s the matter of that crucial little proviso 
that I appended to my very first sentence: “only abstract.” In the end, these are 
not still lifes, even abstracted still lifes, but abstract paintings that might remind 
you of still life. In other words, no matter what the nature of the original set-ups, 
or of the photographs the artist makes of them, once she starts pushing the paint 
around, anything goes, and the objects, whatever they are, become little more 
than a memory.

Probably this is precisely the function of the photograph—to put the object at a 
distance. But that still begs the question: why does this artist need the object if 
it is only there to be effaced? If she wants to make an abstract painting, why all 
that preparation? Why not just start painting freely, albeit with the idea of still life 
in mind? I think the answer has something to do with this: that painting is not 
only about making but unmaking. It is about hiding as much as showing. Picasso 
himself famously defined his art as “a sum of destructions.” In Vance’s case, it 
seems she requires of herself a very concrete acquaintance with what it is that 
she is going to expunge or take apart. But it is not incumbent on the viewer to 
imagine what this might have been. The painting stands or falls on its own without 
reference to this hidden something—the painting’s MacGuffin, to borrow Alfred 
Hitchcock’s term for the finally irrelevant object around which the constellation 
of a plot may form, though one could also advert to Mallarmé and call this object 
a ptyx, “aboli bibelot d’inanité sonore… ce seul objet dont le Néant s’honore” 
(abolished knickknack of resonant vacancy… the sole object through which 
Nothing praises itself). It is at most as a sort of ghostly remainder, perhaps an 
aroma, like that whiff of sulfur that is supposed to linger in the air when a super-
natural visitor has passed by. For the viewer, there is simply the feeling that some-
thing else must once have been there.

In a way, it might be better not to know what the starting point for these paintings 
is. And because Vance has not spoken in detail about what happens before she 
actually starts painting—“there are some objects I really enjoy painting,” she has 
said, “and I will pick these out to become part of new still lifes over and over,” 
without indicating what those objects might be —and she has not, to my knowledge, 
exhibited or published any of the photographs that are the intermediate stage in 
the process. We pretty much don’t know. We’re in the dark. And no wonder. The 
manifold guises of darkness in these paintings could be the subject of a separate 
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Drohojowska-Philp, Hunter, “Lesley Vance and Ricky Swallow at the Huntington,” Art Talk on KCRW, January 10, 2013

Host: Hunter Drohojowska-Philip

The Huntington offers blooming gardens, cream teas, Blue Boy and Pinkie. Walking into the 
foyer of the stately Art Gallery, a beaux arts mansion once home to collectors Henry and Ara-
bella Huntington, is a step back in time with rooms delightfully furnished with 18th and 19th 
century furniture, English silver, French porcelains and some exquisite paintings made before 
the modern era. On the second floor, in a gallery with windows overlooking the grounds, there 
is a bold new development: paintings and sculptures by contemporary artists Lesley Vance and 
Ricky Swallow on view through March 11.

The artists happen to be married – she is from Wisconsin, he from Australia-- and in addition to 
sharing studio space, they share an apparent interest in the formal aspects of traditional art as 
they may be reinterpreted for the present. Vance’s paintings are modest in scale and her swirls 
of brush work play against shapes and patterns of solid color in a way that recalls earlier experi-
ments in abstraction. Yet, she works from arrangements of still life objects that she photographs. 
As she paints, the picture morphs away from representation to play with illusions of two and 
three dimensionality and reflection. Her palette is muted, free from the artificial hues of acrylic 
paint or the digital realm.

Similarly, Swallow’s sculptures are no larger than a table lamp apart from the one about five 
feet tall and positioned in a hallway. He deconstructs everyday objects like cups, vases, even a 
small guitar, and remakes them in cardboard that is cast in bronze and patinated in various soft 
colors. His work looks as though David Smith and Pablo Picasso had turned to the contents of 
the kitchen cupboards and the utility closets for inspiration. Like Vance, they evince the pull of 
familiarity but there is the twist of making it work for today without being anachronistic.

ART TALK

Lesley Vance and Ricky Swallow at the Huntington
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Though all of their work was made in the past few years, the show seems a fitting continuation 
of the art of previous centuries arranged throughout the house. About one-third of the work was 
created specifically for this exhibition and the domestic scale is ideal for a gallery that was once 
living space. Huntington Curator Catherine Hess arranged the show with Christopher Bedford 
and as she notes in the catalogue, “all art was at one time contemporary.” Curiously, the experi-
ence of seeing the contemporary painting and sculpture refreshes the experience of seeing the 
grand manner portraits, the Chinese Chippendale chairs. This works well in an adjacent gallery 
where a single small painting and sculpture are in the corner as a surprise. The small catalog 
with essays by Hess, Bedford and Suzanne Hudson is a nice complement. Hopefully, this will 
be viewed as so satisfactory an experience that the Huntington house can accommodate more 
such exhibitions. For more information, go to www.Huntington.org.
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The Actuality of Light
michael ned holte

 i. An attempt to describe one of these paintings, but where to begin, 
exactly? Perhaps in an accumulation of white and pale gray swipes 
and swabs — at once shapes that are also adamantly brushstrokes, 
a mass that is simultaneously legible as a sequence of discrete ges-
tures: I couldn’t help but think of a pile of feathers, yet no indi-
vidual mark actually resembles a feather. The order of accumula-
tion is nearly impossible to determine; the mass, anchored at the 
bottom left of the small canvas consumes much of the given space, 
demands attention. Still, this white-gray mass nearly runs into other 
things —passages, events — in red oxide and pale yellow, against an 
apparently deep backdrop of blacks, blues. How deep? It’s hard to 
say. The space in this painting hints at infinity glimpsed from a 
carved gash. Just above the bottom edge of the image stands a stone-
like oblong shape, grassy green and mineral, along with the shape 
of its apparent reflection, like a dropped shadow but in the same 
verdant tones.   

 ii. Or, another: the painting with two egg-like orbs, the one above, 
round and soft gray, the other elongated to a point, swathed in 
blue. A diagonal line, barely touching this point, dividing a salmon 
area from sienna. Is that space or an object, it’s difficult to say. Else-
where, a darker graphite gray giving way to pitch black and silvery 
gray — I’m imagining a just-caught salmon splayed, with insides be-
coming exterior surfaces, a split second before beginning to rot. But 
what to make of the gold, and dove white, and yellow flurry I have 
yet to mention? A banana peel flurry — another emblem of slipperi-
ness, an assurance of the viewer, this viewer, slipping up?   

 iii. “Untitled” — has there ever been a stronger means of defense in the 
painter’s toolkit against the totalizing force of language? If not stron-
ger, then certainly more deferential, coy. You used to name things: 
“Conch.” “Mussels, Coral Frond.” “Fawn’s Horn.” Of course these things 
could be seen, identified without these tags; the titles were redun-
dant. Even earlier, you alluded to specific phenomena: “The Greening.” 
“The Colors of the Day Wore On.” Now, we are left to reconcile these im-
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ages to a place where language treads perilously, then dangles from 
a cliff before plummeting into a void. There are other metaphors, 
equally imperfect.

 iv. The word “essay” means “an attempt,” I’d like you to know.

 v. I want to say that the old language of abstraction is completely use-
less here, in describing your paintings. By “old” of course I mean the 
modernist language, because I don’t know if there was a language 
of abstraction before modernity. In 1936, Alfred H. Barr, Jr. produced 
a diagram — an unruly account of cause and effect — for the cover of 
the catalogue for his Cubism and Abstract Art, his first major exhibi-
tion at the Modern. The diagram (it’s a timeline really) culminates in 
two distinct possibilities for painting as he pictured it: “Geometrical 
Abstraction” and “Non-Geometrical Abstraction.” It’s not difficult to 
understand that the art he had in mind was the stuff of the pres-
ent — his present, 1935, 1936; the future was, for better or worse, un-
imaginable. There was not a language for abstraction that dealt with 
its inherent uncertainty. There is still not.

 vi. And of course I’m also thinking of the overbearing certainty of 
Greenberg, et al. But one thing Greenberg gave us that remains use-
ful, is the idea of the “all-over” painting. In fact, I want to go out on a 
limb and suggest the all-over has become the dominant approach to 
painting — certainly since Pollock, but really since Manet, and proba-
bly since the invention of photography. (Photography, too, is an “all-
over” technology.) I’m looking at thumbnail images for an exhibition 
you’ll soon be in that surveys the field of contemporary painting, 
and it strikes me that all of the painters in the show, all of these paint-
ers except you, are working through a legacy of the all-over: They are 
inheritors of Pointillism, the monochrome, the objecthood of Stella 
and Johns, Richter’s reification of the photograph’s logic, and so on. 
Not a bad thing at all, really, for one to be part of this lineage, but I 
want to argue that space works in an entirely different way in your 
paintings. You’re doing something that, even for just a moment, in 
the face of all this, I’m tempted to call the un-all-over.

 vii. Yet, I wouldn’t want to get entangled in what your paintings are not 
doing, even if it would be far easier to explain. “Abstraction” is messy 
business, as I already mentioned.
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 viii. In short, you remain invested in the legacy of the pictorial. You picture 
things — complex phenomena, things that exist outside of language. 
In confronting these paintings, I am constantly scrambling to imag-
ine nameable subjects, whether animal, mineral, or vegetal. Perhaps 
this is owing to your earlier still life paintings of mussels, poppies, 
seashells. A few years ago, shortly after seeing your first abstractions 
in your studio, I noted to myself that these paintings were, in fact, “no 
different than her Chardin-like still lives of shells or vegetables, re-
ally, except the new ‘abstracts’ are basically essays on how one paints 
a thing in the world — how things gather light and how paint, in lay-
ers, strokes, smears, juxtapositions, reconstructs that sense of light.” 

 ix. Paint: always such an oddly physical, tangible substance to appre-
hend the elusive actuality of light.

 x. I want to point out that the events in your paintings one might hope 
to identify through comparison to nameable things — “stone-like ob-
long shape, grassy green and mineral,” “banana peel flurry,” etc. — in-
deed represent the way light is apprehended via certain objects, such 
as the prismatic facets of a gemstone or the silvery iridescence of 
salmon skin, yet the way in which these unidentifiable objects or 
events coexist in your paintings suggests a kind of space that is not 
identifiable and perhaps not even possible.

 xi. Not possible, perhaps, except in the spatial logic of painting. 

 xii. I have a suspicion that when one refers to surrealism, what first comes 
to mind for most people is a constellation of objects, things — fried 
eggs, clocks, the moon — rather than the (“empty”) spaces these in-
habit. But for me what’s most radical in surrealism is the defiance of 
spatial logic. I’m thinking less of someone like Tanguy, whose sense 
of space is relatively conventional — eerie, and maybe even sublime, 
but in the final analysis it’s still a kind of distended version of clas-
sical perspective. (Maybe this was truly unconventional when De 
Chirico did it a decade or so earlier — the “metaphysical interior.” 
I’m sure it was.) I’m really thinking about the space in a Magritte 
painting, which is a paradoxical space, and most likely informed by 
the revolutionary potential of collage before it. It’s reliant upon the 
viewer’s recognition of specific, nameable things that coexist in a 
way that utterly defies logic. Or liberates it. 
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 xiii. I don’t want to say what you’re doing is “surrealism,” but it’s geneti-
cally linked, reliant on that liberating potential of paradoxical space. 
For example, there’s your painting with a field of dark teal (if that’s 
the right name for it), and a blade-like shape that seems to be cut-
ting through this field along the left side of the image with a long 
angled slice, peeling the picture plane back to reveal black space be-
neath — or is it a shadow? (Are we looking down at this field? I have 
the feeling of being suspended above it, somehow.) Another shape, 
of sky blue giving way to rusty orange, slides between the top plane 
and what I imagine to be a knife — calling attention to your own use 
of one, perhaps — and into this newly opened slice. Atop the teal 
plane lay several shapes including a lemony wedge or “petal” and 
a squiggle that seems to partially lift off the plane, yellowing in the 
process. (It seems clear these are “atop” because they cast shadows.) 
Above the squiggle are two circular shapes that are more likely to be 
holes than objects. Near this is a dense gathering of S-shapes, inter-
locking like an infinity sign in a state of becoming. What to make of 
this, spatially — this sign of time? 

 xvi. You’ve moved well beyond the still life, spatially, but I’m certain 
you’ve maintained an abiding interest in that genre’s paradoxical 
notion of temporality — typically expressed as a coexistence of living 
(or liveliness) and dying (or dead). The still life is an impossible sta-
bilization of ceaseless processes — entropy, rot, decay — and multiple 
temporalities. Well, impossible except in painting or, perhaps, pho-
tomontage. I cannot describe your paintings without imagining the 
physical processes they insinuate — peeling, cutting, folding, curling, 
undulating, hovering, puncturing, eclipsing — captured in stride and 
frozen in time. 

 xv. The paradox you’ve activated — and, if it’s one owing to surrealism, 
it’s been newly reinvigorated — is that you’ve staked out a place for 
illusion, but it’s the illusion of phenomena hitherto unknown and 
still unnamable. And despite of this unsettling of language, or per-
haps because of it, these dazzling orchestrations of brushstrokes 
and smears appear to articulate new possibilities for reconstructing 
space and time in the knowable world, out of time and precisely in 
the present.   

 

[11]
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The Surface of Circumstance

Suzanne Hudson
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A man holding a black umbrella stands inconspicuously amid a throng of 
spectators, despite the incongruity of his attribute. The citizen, inciden-
tally recorded by the home-movie camera of Abraham Zapruder, might 
have supplied an inconsequential detail in a prosaic community pageant 
were it not for the exigencies that brought the film to public attention in 
the first place. (It famously captures John F.  Kennedy’s motorcade passing 
through Dealey Plaza in Dallas on November 22, 1963, offering a largely 
unobstructed and especially gruesome vantage of the president’s assassina-
tion.) Like many of his generation, John Updike was compelled by the 
so-called umbrella man’s presence in the Zapruder images, as well as the 
myriad conspiracy theories in which he subsequently assumed a promi-
nent role. This sentinel lingered, in the writer’s words, like a “fetish”—an 
empirical fact and estimation of what might remain beyond it. In a daz-
zling passage, Updike poses: “We wonder whether a genuine mystery is 
being concealed here or whether any similar scrutiny of a minute section 
of time and space would yield similar strangenesses—gaps, inconsistencies, 
warps, and bubbles in the surface of circumstance.”1 

I came across this quote recently and distractedly; but once I read it, I 
couldn’t let it go. It so happened that I was thinking about Lesley Vance’s 
practice and the apposition of these words to her small canvases came to 
seem inevitable. More than any critical writing on the historical still life 
or its contemporary manifestations, Updike’s musings about this cellu-
loid frame approach the inherent peculiarity of really looking that Vance’s 
paintings perform as method and manage as pictorial effect. Surfaces of 
circumstance felicitously illustrate the conditional coming together of 
objects in the representational field. And Updike’s description—tinged 
as it is with a kind of morbidity—finds comparable expression in the 
heightened vulnerability of the genre’s mainstays: ripe fruit and foodstuff 
anticipatorily shown before consumption or flora in full bloom awaiting 
detumescence. It is striking the extent to which these issues obtain even in 
Vance’s recent abstract paintings, begun in 2009, which eschew the direct 
translation of thing into pigment that characterized her prior efforts in 
more conventional still life. 
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In formative pieces like Mussels, Coral Frond (fig. 6) and Four Poppies 
(fig. 7), both painted in 2007, Vance offered glimpses of a world greeted 
at arm’s length, patiently transcribed in all of its sensuousness (the glis-
tening opalescence of the clams; the intense vermillion of the flowers). 
But to say “direct translation,” as I just did, is not quite right, because 
these and other examples betray Vance’s explicit self-consciousness in 
 facture-laden passages where her brush lingered and went sketchy, thereby 
obfuscating some detail that it might have clarified. (One could propose 
that Vance exposes a dynamic central to modernism as critic Clement 
Greenberg understood it, namely the using of art to call attention to, 
rather than conceal, the nature of art: “The limitations that constitute 
the medium of painting—the flat surface, the shape of the support, the 
properties of the pigment—were treated by the Old Masters as negative 
factors that could be acknowledged only implicitly or indirectly. Under 
Modernism these same limitations came to be regarded as positive fac-
tors, and were acknowledged openly.”)2 Vance makes clear the conceits 
framing the act of still-life painting. The careful arrangements—or items 
spied in  isolation—that emerge out of velveteen black backgrounds recall 
such seventeenth-century Spanish painters as Juan Sanchez Cotán and 
 Francisco de Zurburán. Indeed, these allusions are so direct that the act of 
appropriation itself becomes a kind of subject. 

Vance since has maintained a commitment to staging the contingency 
of relationships, though on different terms: Whereas the still-life figures 
these interactions as representational order (a quince just caressed by 
an apple adjacent to it), her abstractions recast them as process. Vance 
begins by selecting objects from her curio-cabinet-like storehouse. She 
then assembles them to be photographed in a resolutely low-tech card-
board box outfitted for diverse lighting scenarios. The photo becomes the 

Fig. 6 Lesley Vance 
Mussels, Coral Frond, 2007 
Oil on linen, 8 × 11 inches
Private Collection
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basis for the painting, which wrests from such tangible articles—shells, 
horns, a piece of coral, a ceramic jar—a series of formal passages akin to 
cubist dissections. Although decision-making is clearly key to achieving 
coruscating tints and fugitive effects of light and shadow in such shallow 
space—and at such a small scale—the paintings do not offer themselves 
up in such a way as to demonstrate either the sequence or intentional-
ity of these choices. Instead, the fact that Vance’s brush moved here not 
there, revealing this peach not that umber, is upheld as the mystery of the 
straightforward course so clearly announced at the outset: gather, shoot, 
labor in a single sitting, over the span of hours, with paint deposited onto 
wet paint.

Thus does narrative become a matter of technique—how the work 
came to be as a material fact, not to what it refers. (Nonetheless, as in the 
instance of the umbrella man, there is a remainder beyond this obdurate 
presence that manages, like uncanny surrealist juxtapositions before it, 
to unsettle.) In, say, Untitled, of 2012 (fig. 8), we cannot excavate what 
engendered it (that is, we cannot determine its sources, which are made 
exogenous to the work; we cannot find the still life, even as we know it 
started things in motion, even as we appreciate that it generated the non-
objective structure that now serves in its place). In rare instances, we gain 
hold of intimations of these forbearers through the contour of a shape or 
the spectrum of a palette—experiences of what Willem de Kooning called 
glimpses of content, “an encounter like a flash.”3 More commonly, we are 
left with the fact of the paint pushed into its current arrangement, and 
the question of how, especially as the paint typically sits, all surface, as a 
single layer—again, the result of Vance working it over such a short course 
of time. Swatches of linen weave visible through palette knife-scraped 
paint provide one rejoinder, but Vance avoids global transparency. Even 

Fig. 7 Lesley Vance
Four Poppies, 2007 
Oil on linen, 11 × 14 inches
Collection of Joshua Adler, 
New York
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her related charcoal, watercolor, and gouache drawings on vellum, which 
record her play with the primary elements at varying stages, bear little 
resemblance to the paintings.

Perhaps this lingering sense of inscrutability owes to Vance’s courting 
of the aleatory for herself, as maker and her own first viewer. Despite the 
circumscription of the act within the parameters of scenario and temporal 
duration, there is neither a telos to some anticipated end (as there is in a 
composition determined a priori) nor a knowable outcome. There is only, 
at best, a provisional stasis that results from Vance’s calling it quits for the 
day—and leaving the painting in that design ever after. In this, Vance’s 
abstractions are built on the logic of suspension. Each painting depicts—
and comes to rest on—a state of transformation poised between what 
brought it into being and where it might still go. Caught where it is, fixed 
at a determinate moment, each one is, too, an artifact emblematic of the 
fleeting precariousness long associated with still life. 

This raises the question, which Vance solicits in the paintings and put 
forward to me in conversation: What would it mean for abstraction to 
“bring you in like a representational painting”?4 It might mean, for one, 
assuming still life as the point of comparison (as is true for Vance), that we 
enter a pictorial space supposing its intimacy and finding, as a byproduct 
of the weirdness of the world observed at such a proximate range and 
with such intensity, the dilations, puckers, warps, and incongruities coin-
cident with that peculiar realm of the sensate to which John Updike had 

Fig. 8 Lesley Vance 
Untitled, 2012 
Oil on linen, 18 × 14 inches
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recourse. It likewise raises a very interesting inverse problem—answered in 
one way by Clement Greenberg—namely how the intercession of abstrac-
tion transforms our perception of representational painting, Old Master 
or otherwise. The art historian Christopher Wood writes: “Abstraction 
implores us to look at the rest of painting as if it were abstract. In Meyer 
Schapiro’s paradoxical formulation, realism itself re-created the world by 
a ‘series of abstract calculations of perspective and gradations of color.’ . . . 
Abstraction, it appears, was never anything more than a refinement or a 
mannered distortion of the components of painted art, totally consistent 
with the previous history of painting, and capable of very many of its 
effects.”5 

Vance’s abstractions, built as they are on a still life mediated by a pho-
tograph only to be let loose from the burdens of semblance, claim abstrac-
tion and representation to exist on a continuum. The latter yields the 
disorientation of specific entity into color and shape, even as the former 
makes that plastic space stunningly real. To be sure, Vance tempers an 
impulse toward autonomous painting (long associated with abstraction’s 
eschewal of the mimetic) with an equal imperative to locate it within the 
tradition of three-dimensional rendering, so reliant on skills of manipu-
lating light and color, shading and shadow, and so on, to create pictorial 
illusions. However, Vance stops short of denying objecthood; instead, she 
everywhere highlights the physicality of the linen and the reality of its 
surface alike. This emphasis is, finally, what gives the notion of the sur-
face of circumstance such interpretive weight: What is brought into being 
there is not incidental or dematerialized, but insistently present, bearing 
actual holes (and startling depths) alongside its conjured ones. For Vance, 
still life facilitates abstraction, which, in turn, divulges the abstraction 
subtending a representational articulation of appearance. We are left with 
paintings about painting as a site of material and conceptual convention; 
even more, these are paintings that, at their best, in their insistence on 
the consequence of bearing down on a “minute section of time and space,” 
train us to really see.

 1 John Updike, “Comment,” New Yorker, December 9, 1967, 51. Quoted in Jon Michaud, 
“Updike, J. F. K. and the Umbrella Man,” New Yorker, November 22, 2011, http://www 
.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/11/john-updike-jfk-assassination-the 
-umbrella-man.html.

 2 Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” in Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and 
 Criticism, vol. 4, Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957–1969, ed. John O’Brian (1960; Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1993), 86.

 3 Willem de Kooning, “Content Is a Glimpse,” in Willem de Kooning: The Collected Writings, 
ed. George Scrivani (1963; Madras and New York: Hanuman Books, 1988), 83.

 4 Lesley Vance in conversation with the author, December 19, 2011.

 5 Christopher S. Wood, “Ryman’s Poetics,” Art in America 82, no. 1 (January 1994): 67–68.  
See also Meyer Schapiro, “Nature of Abstract Art,” in Modern Art: Nineteenth and Twentieth 
Centuries (1937; New York: George Braziller, 1978), 196.
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Huntington mansion to house works from Lesley 
Vance, Ricky Swallow 
 
 

 
 
Work by Lesley Vance and Ricky Swallow will be shown at the Huntington. From left: Vance's untitled oil on linen 
painting, 2012, from Xavier Hufkens gallery; Ricky Swallow's bronze sculpture "Staggered Lamp Study," 2011, from 
the artist, Stuart Shave/Modern Art and Marc Foxx gallery. (Fredrik Nilsen) 
 
 
By Jori Finkel 
 
It's hard to keep a house museum from seeming dusty and static, even one as full of surprises -- and 
British paintings and French porcelain -- as the Huntington mansion. That's one reason why the powers-
that-be at the Huntington Library, Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens have decided to introduce new 
work by living artists into the mansion for the first time in its 84-year history. 
 
Huntingon curator Catherine Hess and guest curator Christopher Bedford (of the Rose Art Museum) have 
been working with two L.A. artists, Lesley Vance and Ricky Swallow, to exhibit their art in an upstairs 
room in the mansion for a show that will open Nov. 10. Usually this room holds 18th century British 
paintings and objects like silverware and musical instruments, but the contents will be removed for the 
occasion. 
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It will mark the first time Vance and Swallow, who are married and show here at the David Kordansky 
and Marc Foxx galleries, respectively, have showed their work together in the same gallery space. 
 
Vance, who makes abstract paintings with the glimmering chiarascuoro effects of an Old Masters palette, 
will have eight or nine works on view. Swallow, whose enigmatic sculptures often speak to everyday 
objects, will have 12 small sculptures on display. 
 
Much of the work is new, but they said it was not made in response to any particular artworks at the 
Huntington as much as inspired by the idea and texture of domestic life. 
 
So is this another example of a contemporary art intervention into an established historical site? 
"It could be considered an intervention in that it will be contemporary art in a place you're not used to 
seeing it," said Swallow. "But both of our work references historical models and modernism, so won't be 
such a radical shift. I'm hoping it will seem at home there." 
 
"I don't consider it an intervention -- I think that's too disruptive a term," said Vance. 
 
But she did acknowledge that the room itself will look a lot different come November. "What I'm most 
excited about is the chance to lighten up the room. I'm excited to lift the curtains and paint the room 
white and hang it more sparingly than most of the rooms are hung with different display mechanisms -- 
simple pedestals -- for Ricky's sculptures." 
 
"It's also an exciting opportunity to see what happens when our work does come together in the same 
room," she said. 
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The suave abstract surrealism of Lesley Vance

“Untitled” (2012) oil on linen By Lesley Vance 14” x 11” Photo: Fredrick Nilsen / SF 

Kenneth Baker

Nothing in the Whitney Museum of American Art’s oracular 2010 Biennial Exhibition 
impressed me more than the work of Los Angeles painter Lesley Vance. Now her work - 
sadly, only two pieces - figures in a group show just opened at Anthony Meier Fine Arts.

Vance’s untitled canvas (accompanied by an unrelated, untitled watercolor) typifies 
her approach to working away from a still life subject or photograph. The paint strokes 
and scraping down in this picture seem to peel apart a dark surface to let in light from 
behind.

Vance distills painting’s power to evoke tangibility while keeping illusionistic volume to 
a minimum. The eye reaches again and again into the pale folds of her picture, unable 
to get a firm hold. A suave abstract surrealism results.

The Vance watercolor here, which rehearses a different oil painting, suggests admira-
tion and study of some of Richard Diebenkorn’s small “Ocean Park” works.

Mark Hagen bestrides the exhibition with a tough, minimalist painting on burlap, 
speckled with odd irregularities, and a cluster of sculptures in obsidian, a material sel-
dom seen in contemporary art.



Baker, Kenneth, “The suave abstract surrealism of Lesley Vance,” San Francisco Chronicle, June 29, 2012

Hagen selects blocks of the black “volcanic glass,” has them cut, with limited precision, 
to his specifications, then polishes certain faces. He presents the pieces on boxy pedes-
tals that might pass for sculptures in their own right.

Hagen’s carvings somehow merge the aesthetic flavor of ancient relics with that of work 
by a modern sculptor such as Isamu Noguchi (1904-1988).

Richard Hoblock’s paintings keep good company with Vance’s work, to their credit, but 
they revisit ground already too well trodden in the abstract field. 

Mark Hagen, Richard Hoblock, Lesley Vance: Paintings and sculpture. Through Aug. 3. 
Anthony Meier Fine Arts, 1969 California St., S.F. (415) 351-1400. www.anthonymeier-
finearts.com.
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A painter whose abstract works gently push the medium into 
unexpected realms, Milwaukee-born artist Lesley Vance has 
developed a practice with a renewed rapture for the formal aspects 
of painting. Her inclusion in the 2010 Whitney Biennial speaks to a 
nascent interest in an exploration of classic mediums devoid of a 
theoretical or conceptual agenda. Her sensuous, optical oil-on-linen 
pieces give an alternative existential identity of the objects she is 
painting (and, remarkably, to paint itself). 
 
Vance received her MFA in 2003 from Cal Arts, and has lived and 
worked in Los Angeles ever since. She describes a quiet, 
internally-directed process that addresses painting as a timeless 
personal act, untouched by trend (though without retro fetishism). 

Explains the artist, "The works start out with still lifes—I set up a still life in a dark box in my 
studio. I have a collection of organic materials, like rocks, shells and horns-sometimes I use a 
chunk of ceramic. I do each painting in a day, so [the paint] all sits as one layer. It's strange, 
because the paintings almost look like collage. But I want the image to all be in one layer, so you 
can't trace the steps backward to the original still life. They only work as their own reality. And yet, 
they contain moments of the original still life: shadows that don't make sense, but that were there 
in the beginning.” 
  
Asked about her commitment to painting and its almost instinctive aspects—rather than as the 
by-product of an art historical thought process—the artist answers, "The whole history of painting 
is in painting—I don't see that as being something outside of my practice. There's so much in the 
history of painting, I can't even think of taking on anything beyond that. I just respect painting too 
much." And of her particular evolution towards abstraction, Vance says, "There wasn't much 
abstraction that felt warm and intimate. Abstraction that works like representation, that invites you 
in. I wanted the energy of my works to be interior. I was looking at 17th century Spanish still lifes. 
In Francisco de Zurbarán's Still Life With Lemons, Oranges and a Rose (1633) the lemons almost 
become pure form, but they stop just short. The representation pulls them back. I felt like I wanted 
to keep painting the lemon past the point of representation, so that it could become something 
else." 
  
Regarding her upcoming inclusion in the Biennial, the artist is pleased, but well aware that such 
an inclusion means a variety of things to different people. Those outside the art world (and many 
within) sometimes have a difficult time contextualizing the exhibition. Says Vance: "Someone 
interviewed me from my hometown, near Milwaukee, for the local newspaper. She said that 
someone told her that being in the Whitney Biennial was like winning the Super Bowl. I had to 
explain to them that it's nothing like the Super Bowl. I had to keep telling her it wasn't a 
competition." 
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