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| want to ask you to talk a little bit about where your work and your practices
converge, because of course, visually they seem very divergent. The aesthetics
are not necessarily opposite, but they are hard to reconcile. What are the
founding concerns that unite your work?

Some might say that visually the works seem dissimilar. | would disagree in
terms of aesthetics. | understand aesthetics to be the way something feels, like
some things are funny and some things are sexy and some things are scary. |
think that the aesthetics of our work are very similar, that they have a similar
feeling. | think that all of the work is funny, a kind of humorous dead end. It’s
hard for me to perceive their differences other than that we have very different
ways of handling material. | think that you [Nyeema] have a sensitivity to paper,
to wood, to ink, and those sorts of things. And | think that painting for me is
kind of a material cop-out. Like, painting is a set of materials that you handle in
a way, and you don’t have to be sensitive to it because they’re stereotypical
materials. | think we share aesthetics and we differ in material.

As a non-painter, | discern those differences even more. Yes, you know, the
humor is there. My dad was a painter, so I’'m very aware of me not touching the
medium of painting and thinking about the parameters of painting. I'm a
sculptor and a draftsperson. It diverges there for me, or at least | think about
that a lot. When | have to pass through Michael’s space to get to my space, I'm
confronted with thoughts about painting and maybe its relationship to sculpture
as well. That’s a pretty prominent thought that | have moving through the space.
But where it converges —the humor, the kind of flat, kind of dark humor of the
work. There’s a vibrancy to your work that’s not there in mine, though. Mine is
devoid of color and yours is really— It’s more physical and tactile in another
way. The body of the paint is very viscous and just built up on the surface.
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What we’ve now talked about are formal observations to begin with, just to put
it crudely. | want to know a little bit more about shared conceptual concerns.
And | believe that a lot of those shared conceptual concerns revolve around
issues that relate to communication and information.

Communication and obviously our love of storytelling. | think that was
something that draws us to each other — stories as cultural material, ways of
communicating thoughts and ideas about identity and how we live in the world
with each other and how we describe the world. We are both really fascinated
by that — probably obsessive. Well, obsessively fixated on storytelling and
language, how things are spoken and relayed.

Of course, in order for me to be interested in your work, | would have to
imagine it in some ways as being an opposition to a norm. So, | think of our
relationship as: there is some conceptual difference between our positions. | like
to think of my own position as being a kind of belief in sufficiency. In some ways,
| feel like enough is there already, whereas | feel like your conceptualism
proposes something beyond what is there.

Something beneath the surface.

Right. And so, | make art in some ways to convince you of my position, which is
in some ways oppositional to yours, and that’s how | experience your work as
being a proposition that is in some ways oppositional to my current proposition.
Otherwise, why would it be of any interest to me?

The title of the exhibition is Story Structure, Pt. 2, which alludes to the sound
piece that’s part of the show, a collaborative work built of these strange
anecdotes, the typical “Father of Art” world lore. Can you talk a little bit about
the choice of title, what Story Structure, Pt. 1, was, and the audio piece?

Story Structure, the title, was a reference to a show that you [Mike Cloud] did —
Story Structure at Max Protetch.

| think that the core question in our shared practice around “Story Structure” is
whether stories are sufficient or not. All those anecdotes about artists: Are they
enough? Are they important? In the original show [at Max Protetch], they were
paintings of mazes with a toy in the middle. A maze is like a world. It’s also a
picture that has a narrative structure because you begin and end. In a normal
apple picture, you see it once as an apple. But in a maze of an apple, you read it
like you would read a sentence —it’s a circular story. There’s the same thing in
the middle, which is the monster. And | think you had some ideas about how
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artist stories work. The reason I’'m attracted to artist stories is because they’re
often counter-moral, like the artist Picasso or something will do the opposite of
what you would have done in a story with a moral in it. | think that that’s
enough to teach young artists — that their lives and existences are counter-
moral. But that’s a question.

But | always felt that you held those stories in a higher regard than | ever did.
Why were they not sufficient for you?

They were absolutely not sufficient for me. You would tell the stories that Mel
Bochner would tell you at Yale, about Dan Flavin or someone like that, as a
lesson to young students about how to stay true to their artistic genius and not
be worried about the institution, or kind of bending to the institutions or their
agents. But it never seemed like useful advice, like useful wisdom, because it
was so contingent on the identity of the receiver. | could never put myself in that
position that Dan Flavin was in and just not speak to the curator until a few
weeks before the show. So, it didn’t seem so triumphant for me. | was very
suspicious about how these stories were instrumentalized. And all stories.

No, | think that’s the core, the horn of the dilemma in our practices is whether
the story is sufficient or insufficient. For me, the story is sufficient because I'm
not really paying any attention to it. | know the moral of the story is that the
artist’s life is counter-moral. The details are whatever they are.

Why did you decide to have the audio piece installed in the bathrooms? Who
wrote it? Who read it?

The collaborative audio piece is a compilation of layered and interwoven
recitations of stories from memory, which is installed — motion activated —in
discrete places. We conceived of it in 2013 and then didn’t really sit down to
make the work. It’s called Everything | Know about Warhol | Learned from
Kusama. Everything | Know about Kusama, | Learned from Kosuth. Everything |
Know about Kosuth | Learned from Magritte. Everything | Know...

We call it Everything | Know for short. And the title was a riff on a story by Bob
Nickas where he had imagined a conversation between On Kawara and Andy
Warhol, two of his art heroes. Michael and | sat down and talked about and
then wrote down a lot of those folk stories that we hear about the lives of
artists, usually ones that we were told when we were in art school. | had heard
some from my parents. And then we collected those, wrote them, collated
them, and then there were some changes to the language.
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All of the segments start with, “l once knew an artist...”; “l knew an artist...”.
There’s a familiarity there, but then we changed the pronouns of the subjects of
the story to objectify them. They are now “they” or “it.”

Once we had written these passages, we went to our community of friends and
colleagues and asked them to memorize the passage and record it. Some were
more cumbersome than others, but what we were really excited by was the
challenge and the difficulty of remembering and recalling a story.

Installing the sound piece in the bathroom is a lowering; it’s also a gendering.
But the question is, should this be heard in the bathroom or in the chapel? And |
think that it’s being heard in both. | think that the removing of gender is a way
of disarming... It’s kind of like a pre-Al thing of how Al changes the story it tells
you based on who it knows you to be. And before that technology existed, the
only way we could do that was by neutralizing it, so you wouldn’t know who the
artist was.

| remember when | went to undergrad, before the internet, we couldn’t look up
our professor’s art. | didn’t know what my painting teacher’s paintings looked
like, and we all imagined that their paintings looked like our paintings. | think
that was kind of a primitive way of doing that. Being in each bathroom was
something like that.

They’re in indiscreet places. It’s in the gallery here, it’s motion-activated, so it’s
just kind of hiding out and it comes on and the volume is pretty low, but it was
important that these stories emerge in unexpected places. They’re invasive. It’s
stories that you hear constantly, these narratives that are being told and
written.

| would say that it’s kind of like an annoying storyteller who follows you around
and keeps telling the story.

It’s like, you were in the kitchen once and you were singing a song that | didn’t
know. You have a great memory, so you were singing all the words. | was like,
“What is that?” And you said it was some, | don’t know, Brittany Spears, or Lady
Gaga song, who | know you don’t listen to, but you said, “Oh, it’s just
everywhere, you can’t escape it.” So, the way we also can’t escape images —
these things are very pervasive.

What are we looking at, Nyeema, in your intervention in this space? What are
the Post-its about? What do they obscure? The panels mimic the wood of the
gallery. | know that this is a part of a series of works that you have referred to as
studies for traps. | also want to know a little bit more about this idea of trapping.



Nyeema:

This work is part of a body of work called studies for traps. It began with these
letterpress prints. All of the texts that you’re seeing on the Post-its are
letterpress prints done at Spudnik Press with the amazing Amira Hagazy. I've
been working with this language for a while, and these different phrases and
words that I've been collecting and holding onto. In my practice, | spend a lot of
time considering the legibility of images versus object and text: thinking about
those three things together, and which one is read more immediately and holds
more attention.

Those thoughts also dovetailed with my interest in traps. | grew up in the South
in the "80s. My parents grew up in the civil rights era, and then we moved to the
South and they were afraid. My mom was hypervigilant and made sure that she
taught us to be wary and to understand the context, subtext, and everything
around us all the time. To not to take things at face value, because there were a
lot of things and a lot of information that was presented to us that was either
considered false or contradicted what we knew we understood about ourselves
being in the world.

We had to be hyper-aware of our environment, especially as children, as
potential victims of any kind of social traps that were set for us as young black
kids in the South, where the Klan still marched and things like that. But this idea
of traps and always being prepared, always being vigilant, | carried that with me
all throughout my adulthood and even into my formal art education. My
professors would ask me this obnoxious question when | was 18, like, “Where
do you see yourself in the history of art?” And | remember | would bristle and it
always felt like | was being set up, that they knew the answer to that question as
a young black student, who | was supposed to be speaking to historically within
the art canon. So, | was always aware of these types of setups and traps and
started to think about it too in terms of my object- and image-making. How am |
setting up a viewer when they encounter this work, or how am | being set up as
an artist according to the mythology of the lives of artists and according to the
canon as well? There was a point where certain formal components started to
be the kind of conceptual fodder for the work. The frames, the margins. That
obviously carried on into adulthood, and thinking about stories and
communication. | have this work called Like It Is that’s really about framing.
They’re drawings, ridiculously large, hyper-realistic drawings of just the cover
pages of books, the cover pages being paratext, which is also like a frame.

What happens in the margins, what doesn’t happen in the margins; margins
being proposed as a neutral, passive spaceframe that you’re not supposed to
see, but it really does direct our attention into a specific area of focus, whether
it’s image or it’s text.
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Everything is really framed and constructed in a very particular way to focus our
attention on a specific subject or area. There are different types of frames that
occur in my work. In previous works, | had baroque frames | was making out of
plastic. Those classical frames were very obviously sculpture. The more modern
frame, this sleek white frame that is supposed to be a non-thing, discreet and
not really there. | was always suspicious of the power and authority that those
frames had because they are doing a lot of heavy lifting, creating a window
through which we see the world, or objects, or text. | had a response to that
even as a young person, on the authority of the margin. In school, | would draw
in the margins, like so many people would do. You felt like you were doing
something naughty when you were drawing in the margins of the books. Post-it
notes are material that you often use in the margins. It’s a familiar thing, a
familiar object that | wanted to bring into the work.

It was hard not to respond to the architecture because the moldings are making
these floor-to-ceiling frames. It was a way for me to insert that into the space of
the gallery. In bush traps, the idea is that you use the materials from the
environment. And so, thinking about traps metaphorically in the context of art
making — what is that central lore that pulls you in and ensnares you. In trapping
there are ingresses and egresses to direct, and the frame is like that too. It is a
structure that directs you into a particular space. The pheasant feathers are
some of that bush material, in addition to materials in the ecosystem of art.

There’s a lot of images behind them, all sorts of images. There are two videos.
The Post-it note obscures the image, so you can’t quite see. The Post-its, as an
object, do what they’re going to do. They curl. There are moments where it’s
lifted off the surface and you could almost see what’s underneath. It’s not so
important, the specificity of the image. It’s a nice treat if you figure it out or if
you recognize it, but it really is about the type of image. They’re just cultural. It’s
all of our cultural material. The stuff, the images, that are worthy of proliferating
to tell the story about who we are at any given time.

For example, let’s say there’s an image, a famous image of John Wayne. | don’t
think there is, but there are images like that. What your Post-it does is it
marginalizes that media. Because to me, that media is now the frame. The Post-
it note is the object. The molding indicates that the frames, as they go out, start
to fade. | know that I’'m not supposed to acknowledge them as they go further
out because in a sense, the room is a frame. And in a sense, the building is a
frame. And in a sense, the block is a frame. And in a sense, the city is a frame.
But | understand that as the frames kind of resonate out from the image, they
become less important because they become less specific.



Dieter: A younger version of me here would have quoted Derrida’s “The Truth in
Painting,” and the concept of the parergon.! There’s a 20-page essay
somewhere in there. We’re talking about frames here, and of course, Mike, your
paintings, which are objects, and your objects, which are paintings, the frame is
so incredibly present. You write on the frame in a way that reveals what some of
the content of the paintings might be. What is it that we’re looking at in the case
of your work: Crostini with Sun-dried Tomato and Anchovy, SEC Justin Sun, and
Allegiant Sun Country Airlines? Can you tell us a little bit about these strange
presences and their relationship to the room and all of these frames?

Mike: Well, Nyeema’s work often has a kind of reverberating frame that goes out from
itself into the room. As a painter, as | was saying, | think that painting is kind of a
material cop-out. I’'m given materials — wet-spun Belgian linen, stretcher bars,
and so forth. I’'m given a frame. The stretcher bars are the frame of the painting,
and | accept all those things as being sufficient. I, in some ways, lack a certain
imagination. | do not have an ideological imagination in that | cannot imagine
what a better world would be.

| take all those sufficiencies and reverberate inwards rather than outwards from
the frame. So, what are these paintings? They are attempts to make a universal
framing for stories about the sun. And these are three stories about the sun that
| got from the New York Times, which many people, including myself, find to be
an insufficient source of information today. But | take it as sufficient, and | take
the sun as a sufficient content for painting.

| take the stretcher bars as a sufficient framing mechanism for the painting, and
then | see what room is left within that. | also have a deep interest in color
theory. There are some color things that are happening here with secondary
colors and primary colors.

Sometimes the dowels are wooden spoons, and sometimes they are dowels.
Wooden spoons refer to something outside of painting material, and dowels
stay within painting material, so there are those two different strategies. The
holes | think of as exit wounds. They are blasted outwards.

All the people are represented as hand turkeys that | learned to make during
Thanksgiving when | was in grade school. That was maybe the first picture |
learned how to make. And | feel, Oh, it’s probably good enough. That’s probably
all the picture I'll ever need to know how to make. They look a little like
stegosauruses, which were my favorite dinosaur at that time when | learned to

1 The parergon is a central concept in Jacques Derrida’s lecture on “The Truth in Painting.” While it is outlined
there in great complexity, it could be cursorily defined as the outskirts of the work (ergon) which is against, beside,
and in addition to the work, touching and cooperating with the work/painting from a certain outside.
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make hand turkeys. They have all kinds of crazy dinosaurs now with feathers and
so forth. But | think stegosauruses are still... that’s enough dinosaurs for any
child.

I’'ve never heard you talk about painting and what constitutes painting and the
materials as being “sufficient” because it seems like what you’re doing here is a
response to maybe a belief that it’s not sufficient. | was very excited when the
paintings started to lean into the territory of sculpture more. They were no
longer just the support for the skin, for the surface and the linen, but they’re the
support for the whole kind of structure and form — for it to hold itself up in a
space.

It’s a joke about... like, painting materials are even sufficient for sculpture. All
you have to do is fold a painting in half and now you have a sculpture. You can
make a video: Just hold a painting and run around the room, and now you have
a performance.

When you say the sun... you basically searched the New York Times website for
“solar” material, but out came things that obviously don’t have anything to do
necessarily with our star — “Justin Sun” is just a name, right? I’'m curious to hear
a little bit more about the role of memory and autobiography in these works or
in your practice more generally, particularly in relation to the sound piece,
which gets into the life of the artist as narrative, as not sufficient.

| think that in the stories of an artist— presumably, the artist never heard
previous stories about artists. They’re acting on their own antisocial counter-
moral instincts as artists. They’re not reenacting the story you just heard. Part
of that mythology of “beginning anew,” which is kind of the avant-garde versus
pop, is why | conspicuously refer back to my own beginning, kind of my cultural
beginning pre-taught relationship to material — stegosauruses, hand turkeys, my
handwriting, which is not cursive, but is print. | don’t think there’s anything in
the paintings that | want to seem like a child couldn’t have done it. Anything
that’s too skilled or too cultured.

I think you [Nyeema] mentioned memory, which is hidden because you can’t
see the pictures, like your personal connection to that image is marginalized.
How does that work as inspiration?

These types of images are things that we’re all in possession of. My own
personal response to them or relationship to them is hidden, but I’'m interested
in the shared relationship to these types of things. When we’re looking at, let’s
say, an image of the landscape of the roadrunner, | have my own stories related
to watching that and thinking about the violence that was occurring in these



cartoons. I’'m putting these forth because I’'m also curious to know, what is that
shared response to these types of things?

Mike: | imagine that you have personal memories like, “Oh, | remember when | was
sitting on my father’s lap and | saw this roadrunner cartoon,” that you are
marginalizing and that you perhaps would not share in an artist statement. In a
way, the artist stories are replacing our stories, because | am an artist and | have
stories, but I’'m replacing them with these general stories. In my paintings,
insofar as they refer to my own childhood and past, they’re only referring to my
material childhood and past. It’s referring to when | was playing with clay, not
what my mother was saying to me while | was playing with clay. There is — |
don’t know whether it’s good or bad for an artist — a kind of marginalizing that
both of us do of our personal narratives in a way. We don’t centralize those
narratives.

Nyeema: The politics that are expressed in the work isn’t so explicit, and there are so
many layers of things happening formally and conceptually. It is embedded in
there, and all that comes together in expressing a particular politics.

This transcript has been slightly edited for length and clarity.



