
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

PETER BLUM  
G AL LE RY  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ROGER WHITE 



PETER BLUM G A L L E R Y  
 

 Blumarts  Inc.  20 West 57th Street  Tel  + 1 212 244 6055  www.peterblumgallery.com 

   New York, NY 10019  Fax + 1 212 244 6054  art@peterblumgallery.com 

 

ROGER WHITE 
 

Born 1976 in Salem, Oregon 

Lives and works in Middlebury, Vermont and Brooklyn, NY 
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SUNDAY BOOK REVIEW | THE ART ISSUE 
‘The Contemporaries,’ ‘Painting Now’ and  More 

By HOLLAND COTTER 

JUNE 25, 2015 

 
Chris Ofili, “Afrodizzia (2nd Version),” 1996; acrylic, oil, polyester resin, paper collage, glitter, map pins 

and elephant dung on linen. 

 

Everyone says the art world has changed, which is true, though your view of how, and how much, will depend on your 

entry point. Mine was long ago, in the early 1970s, when New York City was utterly unlike the High Line town of today. 

It was on the verge of bankruptcy. Physically, Manhattan was unraveling at the seams, and “urban renewal” had trashed 

vast stretches of the other boroughs, leaving working-class residents, many of them new immigrants, marooned. 

 

The commercial art world, confined to Manhattan, was small. Galleries numbered in the high dozens to very low 

hundreds, with the newest ones in a still raw SoHo. A critic could do a comprehensive sweep in one hard-working day. 

Rents in Manhattan were doable. Most artists lived there, sometimes upstairs from the galleries they showed in. The 

social pool was small. You could pretty much fit the whole demographic into two downtown bars on a Saturday night. 

 

The art world still filled some popular notion of bohemia, though professionalization was underway. Everyone had gone 

to art school, though graduate degrees were uncommon unless your goal was to teach. Galleries were tightly run shops. 

SoHo was already a brand. In 1974, New York magazine ran a cover story calling it “the most exciting place to live in 

the city,” and included a gallery map. 

 

Yet alternatives to it existed, probably more than I knew. I lived farther south, below the still half-empty World Trade 
Center, on the fringes of the financial district. I lived with one artist, and was surrounded by others. There was no money. 

Few of my friends showed in galleries. Many were performers; most were multidisciplinary: 

filmmakers who painted, musicians who danced. A lot of people had pickup day jobs. I had a string of them and wrote 

about art at night. 

 

In 1980 I had to move. SoHo was by then out of financial reach, so I went first to Chinatown, then 
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to the East Village, which was just becoming an art neighborhood and a manifestly un-SoHo scene of apartment-studios, 

shoestring storefronts and a bit (just a bit) of racial mixing. The area’s brief heyday coincided with an economic boom; 

club crawling and art collecting grew chic. Limousines showed up on Avenue A; people climbed out and wrote checks 

for whole shows.  

 

This was the start of something we now know well. Money brought instant problems. Artists 
began producing too fast. And the market did what it always does: It created a few stars, gave them everything and gave 

everyone else nothing. 

 

All that ended with the crash of the late 1980s, by which time the East Village was out of fashion anyway. Galleries 

closed; careers tanked. With the market in disarray, some gate-crashing happened and new kinds of art came in. Work by 

African-American, Asian-American and Latin American artists finally gained admission, bringing politics with it. AIDS 

and the culture wars intensified the politics. For the first time in memory, art felt fused to life. You probably had to have 

been around to understand how utopian the moment felt. Multiculturalism was always a tricky concept. For me, back 

then (and still) it meant one main thing: everyone coming to the table, bringing colors, languages, genders, attitudes and 

stories, to cook up new kinds of meals. 

 

 
             Dana Schutz, “Assembling an Octopus” (2013); oil on canvas. 

 

But the racial and ethnically uniform art establishment — museums, big galleries, major collectors, mainstream critics 

— never really went for any of this. And when the economy got back on track, it didn’t have to. By the turn of the 

millennium the old machinery was up and juiced. Not only was there unimaginable wealth around, but art’s stock was 

sky-high, with a new class of collectors investing fortunes in it. The events of 9/11 didn’t change this. The 2008 

recession didn’t change it. The market kept growing. The basic art story of the past 15 years or so is about volume. 

Galleries mushroomed. (Chelsea was born, then Williamsburg, then Bushwick.) Museums ballooned. Art schools turned 
out record numbers of graduates. One of them was Roger White, who arrived on the scene around 2000 and describes 

what he found, then and since, in his book “The Contemporaries: Travels in the 21st-Century Art World.” 

 

An artist, teacher and estimable prose stylist, White was born in 1976, grew up in California, graduated from Yale in 

1997, then came to New York City, where he acquired an M.F.A. in painting from Columbia University and an insider’s 

knowledge of the professional landscape. His book is an episodic report, at a slight critical remove, from various points 
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on that terrain, beginning in a long first chapter with a plunge into a full day of attending studio critiques at one of the 

country’s top art academies, the Rhode Island School of Design. 

 

The critique, or crit, is a standard art school exercise, wherein students submit their current or most recent work to group 

scrutiny and comment by faculty members and classmates. Some sessions are rumored to be brutalizing, ego-mauling 

assaults, like an art school version of hazing. The 19 that White describes, and in which he participated as a faculty 
member, have some edgy moments, but are conducted in a coded language that seems designed to sound tough without 

actually delivering any damage or, it would seem, any practical correctives.  

 

What the crits seem most useful for — though White denies this — is to push students into learning how to explain, 

defend and generally package their work. To what degree such packaging figured in art school training decades ago I 

don’t know, but a developed patter, as carefully composed as a press release, is now a regular feature of a new 

professionalism. Here, as throughout the book, White is an observant, vivid reporter, but perhaps exactly because he is 

inside the system, somewhat cautious as critical commentator. 

 

He doesn’t say that self-selling is now an essential skill for ambitious graduate students who are stepping from school 

into a competitive marketplace. Many have put their economic futures in hock to pay for an education that costs 

thousands upon thousands of dollars. While a degree has become a career requirement, it guarantees nothing, not even a 

supportive teaching job, as art schools increasingly rely on low-paid and disposable adjuncts. White writes hardly at all 

about money, but he acknowledges its weight in one terse sentence: “The three numbers that never 

seem to drop are tuitions, big-city rents and the total student debt.” 

 

With the odds stacked against artists being able to support themselves through their art straight from school, day jobs are 
the norm. And the next subject in the book is postgraduate employment, specifically the role of assistant to artists with 

careers already well established. Here again White is evenhanded in his description, but more willing to sound 

adversarial. He spells out the rewards and travails of work that can range from errand-running to ego-stroking, and from 

making coffee to making someone else’s art. 

 

He describes studio situations in which highly successful artists — Jeff Koons, for example — no longer have a hands-

on relationship to their art, which is physically produced by carefully drilled assistants. White notes that this is common 

now, though you get the sense that the painter in him doesn’t fully approve. Even when the workshop masters are fair 

employers, as Koons apparently is, they come off looking somewhat suspect. And White reserves unalloyed scorn for 

one unnamed artist who, when it came time to give Christmas gifts, had an assistant produce one of “his” works, which 

he then signed. 

 

Even paintings can be made in a hands-off way — Koons’s are — though of all major art forms, it’s the one most 

closely associated with an artist’s touch, and the aura of one-off preciousness that conveys. That’s one reason for its 

overwhelming popularity in the past several years, coincident with the market surge. Paintings work well in art fair 

booths. Collectors can feel they’re getting some old-fashioned skill for their money. Critics uncomfortable with 

Conceptual-style art, which doesn’t lend itself to easy description, find in painting something they can comfortably write 
about in an old-fashioned formalist way. 

 

Unsurprisingly, books on painting, in full color and large format, are not in short supply. A bunch have been hitting the 

market lately. Some don’t pretend to be much more than opportunistic boilerplate. Prestel’s hefty “The Paintings That 

Revolutionized Art” is of this sort, chronologically lining up 100 canonical Western paintings from Giotto to Lucian 

Freud (with a token non- Western image, a Hokusai “Wave”), accompanied by short texts attributed to the “Prestel 

editorial department.” The book’s opening sentence — “Art is a universal expression of humanity” — sets the standard, 

in tone and weight, for what follows.  

 

Suzanne Hudson’s “Painting Now” is far more focused — all the work is recent — and genuinely global in its selection. 

But it’s still essentially an annotated list split up under vague headings (“Appropriation,” “The Body”), and it reads like 

one. There are ideas here, but the writing in runon artist-by-artist entries has the dense, mechanical locution of auction-

catalog copy, which is as joyless to read as it must have been to write.  
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“Painting Beyond Pollock,” by Morgan Falconer, makes an initial pretext of taking a critical position on the recent hype 

surrounding the so-called return of painting after its being forced into exile by Conceptualism. (Painting never went 

anywhere; just look in our museums.) He suggests that the attachment to the medium is older-generational. “To people 

in their 30s and 40s, such as myself, painting’s grip isn’t so strong.” But with that any contrarian stance pretty much 

ends. What follows is a cheerleading modern history, with Pollock as a tired touchstone. It has a few wild cards but 

mostly, fatally, restricts its choices to “painters whose work is judged by a consensus of critics and historians to have 
made the most significant contribution.” “Sadly,” he writes, most of those painters are men, though he does nothing to 

right the historical balance. And he thinks it is “too soon” (why?) to write non-Western painting into the mix. 

 

Consensus culture is the name of the game in 21st-century art so far, thanks to the engulfing, turfmolding 

power of the present market. Simply put, it dictates what gets noticed. For years now there have been laments about a 

“crisis in criticism,” meaning, among other things, that criticism’s former role in shaping art is now in the market’s 

hands. The laments are not unfounded. Week after week, at least in New York, the same few critics write about the same 

few shows and say identical things about them. It’s like reading a single review. In a similar way, Falconer gives us, 

apart from a few tweaks, a standard, market-vetted history, which he sells as something new. 

 

Where do we find new? White, in the second and more interesting half of his book, looks for it, and feels he’s found it, 

outside the art world’s heavily networked centers. In a chapter called “Milwaukee as Model,” he travels to that 

Midwestern city and likes what’s there, past and present. Referring to early-20th-century painters like John Steuart Curry 

and Grant Wood, he writes that “Regionalism constituted the first critique of New York as the center of the American art 

world,” and argues that this remains an active, healthy perspective: 

 

“The relative absence of an art infrastructure in Milwaukee means that artists can play a bigger role in determining how 
things are going to go; in this respect, the scene is wide open to change in a way that places like New York, or even 

Chicago, haven’t been for generations.” 

 

 My own experience of artist communities in smaller cities in the United States and elsewhere, as was the case with 

alternative art scenes in New York in the 1970s and ’80s, confirms his observations.  

 

White also finds refreshment in contemplating certain artists from the past who deliberately veered away from the 

mainstream, his primary examples being a pair of very different 1960s and ’70s Conceptualists, Stephen Kaltenbach and 

Lee Lozano (1930-99). Both, separately and in very different ways, removed themselves from the art industry’s 

circulatory system, and made that removal part of their work. In doing so, White suggests, they offer a powerful example 

to young artists today, an alternative to the current, crushing educational-industrial options. 

 

And he sees hope in younger artists like Mary Walling Blackburn, whom he describes as “a singer, a tutor, a 

choreographer, a documentary filmmaker, a tourist, a critic and a translator” with a strong but politically uncategorizable 

activist streak. No one, least of all the art industry, seems to know what to do with her, and that, White apparently feels, 

is beyond good. It’s invaluable. The filmmaker Luis Buñuel once said that artists “keep an essential margin of 

nonconformity alive. Thanks to them the powerful can never affirm that everyone agrees with their acts.” In fact, 
the New York art world and many of the art schools that feed it are precisely in the business, by creating an endless 

supply of pleasing product, of assuring the economically powerful that their acts are just fine. Blackburn, at least in 

White’s description, has determined to do the opposite, to perch on the margins delivering large, unpalatable statements 

at inconvenient times, loud. She seems to understand the reality that the market is, at present, an unmovable force. You 

can capitulate to it and follow its bidding; or you can bang your head against it in ultimately useless protest; or we can 

turn our attention in other directions and focus on where the market isn’t looking, which is in many, many directions. 

 

Just as, in some ways, current regional artist communities recall aspects of the mainstream New York art world as it 

existed 40 years ago, figures like Blackburn are ghosts of alternative possibilities past. Such figures are also, however, 

promises of possibilities present. They are proof that no matter how hard the market tries to force consensus, there is not, 

and never will be, a single art world. There are many; some are communities of one. And they are constantly changing 

— all good news for artists whose point of entry is now. 
 

THE CONTEMPORARIES 

Travels in the 21st-Century Art World 
By Roger White 
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Illustrated. 276 pp. Bloomsbury. $28. 
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THE BUSINESS OF ART 
04.05.15 6:45 AM ET 
 
BY WILLIAM O’CONNOR 

 

How to Navigate the Art World 
 
It’s easy to mock the contemporary art world, but do so at your peril: You’ll miss some truly 

good stuff. A new book shows how to be discerning without being dismissive. 
 
“For heaven’s sake, madam, what is a vibration?” 

 
That is the protagonist, Jep Gambardella in Paolo Sorrentino’s fantastic film La Grande 
Belleza (The Great Beauty) interviewing the performance artist Talia Concept. Concept has 

just fed him some mumbo jumbo about her performance that entailed child angels wrapping 
her in a veil, then her standing up to reveal her vagina scalded with a sickle and hammer, 
running into a pillar and smashing her head, falling and writhing before finally standing up 

and yelling, “I don’t love you!” 
 
When Gambardella asks her what she reads, she responds, “I don’t need to read, I live on 

vibrations, extra-sensory ones.” When he asks her to explain, she rambles on about 
everything from conflictuality to her mom’s abusive boyfriend, when all Gambardella wants 
to know is what the heck she means by “vibrations.” 

 
The exchange has become emblematic of how many people see the current art world—
inexplicable, full of a lot of hot air, and people birthing paint-filled eggs and eating their hips. 

At the same time, the art world can feel like that first time you walk into a high-end luxury 
store—everything is out of your reach, you’re not quite sure where to start, and there are a 
whole lot of venomous people judging your every move.  

 
Enter Roger White, author of the delicious new book The Contemporaries: Travels in the 
21st Century Art World. Astute and conversational, White’s writing unveils the current state 

of the art academy, the studio, and the art market through the careers of the artists Dana 

Schutz, Mary Walling Blackburn, and Stephen Kaltenbach. 

http://www.thedailybeast.com/content/dailybeast/articles/2014/04/25/the-latest-proof-that-performance-art-is-bullshit-a-woman-who-births-paint-filled-eggs-from-her-vagina.html
http://www.thedailybeast.com/content/dailybeast/articles/2014/05/28/the-man-who-ate-his-hip-for-art.html
http://www.amazon.com/The-Contemporaries-Travels-21st-Century-World/dp/1620400944
http://www.amazon.com/The-Contemporaries-Travels-21st-Century-World/dp/1620400944
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What becomes abundantly clear is that while the art world is certainly full of its fair share of 
absurdity, there are people producing work worth talking about, and there are people who 
actually do understand it. 

 
The second issue that becomes clear, is that the starving artist really is dead. While there 
are the issues of student loans, non-unionized studio workers, and lack of credit—that those 

are the obstacles is a sign of just how much has changed. The art world may involve 
troublesome creative types, but, explains White, “contemporary art is what passes through 
the institutional wickets of the school, the market, the art press, and the museum.”  

 
The book opens with it strongest section—the academy. White takes the reader through his 
time as a critic for the graduate school at Rhode Island School of Design (RISD), one of the 

premier art schools in the world. Art school, however, is not a haven for society’s 
misunderstood artistic misanthropes. “The minute we’d set foot in our first seminar room, we 
were all already inside the industry,” writes White. The students are already building their 

career portfolios, learning how to speak about their work so that galleries will want to work 
with them, and some are even hiring undergraduates to complete the labor on their visions.  
According to White, art school really is the only game in town for aspiring artists, and “more 

artists now come through art programs in the United States each year than were produced 
by the city-states of Florence and Venice during the entire fifteenth century.”  
 

As White goes from one student thesis to the next, the reader gets a glimpse not only at the 
work of the country’s top art students, but also how somebody who supposedly understands 
this “stuff” approaches it. We watch as he tries to write metaphors, issues like deskilling (if 

something badly made was intentional or not), and the stereotypes (SoHo-in-the-’80s black, 
East Village alternative of bright, clashing colors). We get to watch critics work their way 
through a piece of art. Immediate responses range from “The past life of these materials is 

the least interesting thing to me” to another critic declaring about fake flowers, “These are 
very female things.” 
 

There is a lot of mind-numbing chatter that represents the worst of the inscrutable navel-
gazing we associate with the art world. There is a debate about whether or not something 
“posits something about its ability to posit something.” One critic tells a student, “You have 

to make better paintings fail.” One exchange between student and critic involves the critic 
demanding, “What does that paint can stand for, in that painting?” When the student doesn’t 
reply, the critic continues, “Stop squirming! Is there a political implication to this paint can or 

not?” 
 
The book also covers the hot button issue of the artist’s studio. Many artists, most notably 

Jeff Koons, employ large numbers of studio assistants who are the ones who actually 
produce the artwork the artists put their names on. While that is an issue that I still find 
difficult to agree with, White does a good job of explaining the mindset behind it. It has a 

long tradition, including some of history’s more illustrious painters like Rubens, Michelangelo, 
and Raphael. Other art forms don’t require the artist with the vision to actually make the 
object at question—Frank Gehry doesn’t build his buildings. And then there is the practical 

element of the studio system providing a constant source of jobs and networking 
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opportunities for young artists. White also makes the interesting point that if one considers 
the “most common charge leveled against art since the turn of the twentieth century—my 
two year old could make that!” the whole point is that what is visionary about the art isn’t the 

actual manufacture of it. 
 
While less engaging, the sections on artists Dana Schutz, Mary Walling Blackburn, and 

Stephen Kaltenbach are still informative as they track the different ways each has worked 
his or her way through the contemporary art world. They read more as stand-alone essays 
or profiles on the artists, but are a good way for White to rescue the art world from a lot of 

the ridicule it faces as these are artists he clearly holds in esteem. 
 
And the art world does need rescuing—certainly White’s book has plenty of juicy anecdotes 

that demonstrate his awareness of the industry’s current reputation. There is the assistant 
who was offered a Christmas bonus of one of his employer’s paintings, which would be 
worth tens of thousands of dollars. “But there was a catch,” confesses White, “the assistant 

had to make the painting himself, start to finish, on his own time. The artist would then come 
in at the end [and] scribble his signature.” 
 

Then there is the German artist Martin Kippenberger, who made his assistant complete a 
series of giant paintings, only to crumple them and shove them in a dumpster—which was 
then the piece shown at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. 

 
The artist that takes the prize, however, is Nam June Paik. According to one of Paik’s 
former assistants, a European collector visited the studio to buy one of his pieces. “The 

trouble was that the studio hadn’t built it yet,” writes White. “They went into crisis mode and 
completed the sculpture just in time for the visit—which did indeed lead to purchase.” The 
best part? “Paik never laid eyes on the piece.” 

 
White’s book is not, nor does it intend to be, an exhaustive survey of the contemporary art 
world. As he notes in the beginning, he focused solely on the U.S. But at a time when most 

of us probably find it more fulfilling to consider work by past generations, in part because so 
much of contemporary art can seem like unapproachable BS, White’s book is an excellent 
foray into a world that is still worth our consideration. 
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The State of Things: Roger White’s “The Contemporaries” Paints a Clear Picture of 

the Art World Today 
 
BY MOSTAFA HEDDAYA | MARCH 19, 2015 

 

 
Roger White and the cover of his new book, "The Contemporaries." 
(Photo by Maggie Clinton, Courtesy Bloomsbury) 

 

The perambulatory, socio-anthropological genre of art writing receives a much-needed 
invigoration in Roger White’s “The Contemporaries: Travels in the 21st-Century Art 
World,” out earlier this month from Bloomsbury. Moving nimbly from the macro concerns 

of academy, studio, and marketplace to intimate engagements with three artists, the 
titular “contemporaries” — Dana Schutz, Mary Walling Blackburn, Stephen Kaltenbach —
 White’s essayistic reporting is even-keeled and lucid while maintaining an energetic 

curiosity. The insider gloss typically peddled by the contemporary-art-for-laypeople genre 
is here traded for methodical explanations of studio practice and the mythos of the artist 
— from the Factory to the Koons factory, macho modernism to MFAs to the “Milwaukee 

http://www.bloomsbury.com/us/the-contemporaries-9781620400944/
http://www.bloomsbury.com/us/the-contemporaries-9781620400944/


PET ER BL UM  G A L L E R Y  
 

 Blumarts  Inc.  20 West 57th Street  Tel  + 1 212 244 6055  www.peterblumgallery.com 

   New York, NY 10019  Fax + 1 212 244 6054  art@peterblumgallery.com 

model.” As the author puts it himself, he is not interested in the “professionalized and 
financialized” facade of the art world but the “profound tensions” undergirding it.  
 

Crucially, the art-school apparatus is brought in for much-needed demystification here, 
and White offers nuanced prose on the credentialing juggernaut that’s as maligned as it is 
misunderstood. Though a virulent, student-debt oriented pushback has (rightly) greeted 

the art institution in recent years, with the proliferation of free and non-accredited peer-
driven alternatives, White reminds us that “more artists now come through art programs in 
the United States each year than were produced by the city-states of Florence and 

Venice during the entire fifteenth century.” The terrain of the contemporary academy is 
expertly dissected here, with White layering context and analysis on a first-person 
account of a “crit” at the Rhode Island School of Design, where he teaches. The scenes 

are richly reported: no detail, from apparel to elocution, is spared. White weighs in with 
memorably-formulated critical asides, describing in one parenthetical, for example, the 
transition of the art instructor “from silent and inscrutable icon to something more like a 

full-time life coach.” 
 
In many ways the book’s first chapter is its strongest, offering up a sensitive look at the 
academy, the “uchronia, not utopia” of MFA-space as a micro — or is it macro? — cosm 

for the ideas and social relations constitutive of art-making. It’s an area familiar to the 
author, who teaches and holds an MFA from Columbia — credentials that no doubt add a 

dimension of self-interest to the discussion, but the reader is spared the usual crudely 
polemical take all the same. (This component of the book is also a much-needed update 
to “Art Subjects,” the definitive 1999 study of the MFA scene by the academic Howard 

Singerman.) But those coming to “The Contemporaries” in search of juicy “insider” 
anecdotes will also find their fix, particularly in the second chapter on artist assistantships, 
which delivers Page Six-strength gossip (one blind item tells of a Christmas gift in the 

form of an offer from employer to assistant to sign a painting of the assistant’s own 
initiative, thus transmuting her volunteer labor into five-figure value) alongside more 
substantive ruminations about the changing face of the art profession’s entry-level (and, 

in the third chapter, its broader spectrum and possibilities). 
 
The second half of the book is given away to three in-depth reports on three divergent 

artists: the figurative painter Dana Schutz, whose commercial career took off even as art 
academia seemed to have all but moved on from her interests, and two generationally 
distant yet equally mercurial, difficult-to-pin-down practitioners: Mary Walling Blackburn 

and Stephen Kaltenbach. Situated somewhere between magazine profile and critical 
essay, the engagement with and selection of these artists is both illuminating and 
unorthodox — only Schutz is in any way a boldface name in contemporary art. But these 

choices in style and substance vindicate White’s method and project: that “contemporary 
art” is not so much a beachhead as it is a dense and variegated terrain, of which this 
book is a worthy (and entertaining) cross-section. 
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In the Studio: An Excerpt From Roger White’s New Book The Contemporaries 
by PADDY JOHNSON on MARCH 4, 2015 BLURB 
 

 
 
I’m only a few pages into Roger White’s The Contemporaries , and I’ve already decided 

it’s incredible. The book examines art in terms of why it gets made, how we evaluate it, 
and what that means for the legacy of today’s artists. I’ll be writing a full review of the 
book next week, but in light of all the art viewing we’ll be doing at the fairs, a discussion of 

where art takes us seems timely. 
 
Roger White’s writing has a dry, deadpan humor to it. The first 20 pages is all accounts of 

group critiques at RISD. Here is an excerpt from a studio visit with the artist mentioned 
above, who White simply refers to as “Claudia”: 

http://artfcity.com/author/paddy-johnson/
http://artfcity.com/category/blurb/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1620400944/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1620400944&linkCode=as2&tag=httpwwwartfag-20&linkId=PFGWU4U65PC4X26Q
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“Everyone, if you can turn off your cell phones,” Claudia said while ushering us to our 
seats. On the wall opposite the projections were two five-by-five-foot paintings lit by 

tungsten floodlights on stands: one was a white circle with gray polka dots, the other was 
a pink field with lighter pink stripes. 
 

Claudia pressed a few keys on a laptop and one screen came to life, shouting ominously 
rolling thunderclouds, a dramatic soundtrack of shrilling, synthetic chords, and then 
Claudia in a tight black top, skirt, and high heels, flanked by two female dancers. While 

the clouds rolled smoothly across the screen, the figures vamped for the camera in jerky 
stop-motion. The music crescendoed, a beat kicked in, and the other screen displayed a 
wall of flame lashing against a black ground, and then Claudia again, in extreme slow 

motion, wrestling with a man in a white wife-beater who was trying to pin her in an 
embrace. This went on for eight minutes, and then both videos ended abruptly, one a few 
seconds before the other. 

 
David Frazer started the discussion with a barrage of questions: Was the ending meant to 
be so choppy? Was this a finished piece? Why were the paintings lit that way? 

Claudia, who is from Chile and once impersonated Britney Spears on a reality TV show 
there, said that the paintings were derived from the backgrounds of album covers: the 
circle with polka dots was fromMi Reflejo by Christina Aguilera; the pink stripes came 

from a German mashup of Coldplay and Nicki Minaj. The lights were meant to suggest a 
photo shoot. Yes, the video piece was finished; yes the ending was meant to be abrupt. “I 
wanted it to be very painful to look at.” 

 
Kevin Zucker said, “I’m concerned about where the pain takes us.”  
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GALLERIES 
 

Seeing Enough Shows on the LES 
 

by Stephen Truax on November 8, 2010 
 

 
         A typical Lower East Side view (image via lushlifeles.com) 
 
A generic survey of New York’s Lower East Side galleries, perused at random on the first week of November, 2010, 
including observations from a viewer completely outside the art world. Jerry Saltz often ridicules artists for not going 

to see enough shows; that they have several cookie-cutter reasons: too busy, not wanting to overexpose themselves in 
the scene, fear of polluting their unique and singular artistic vision, etc. 
 

http://hyperallergic.com/reviews/galleries/
http://hyperallergic.com/author/stephentruax/
http://www.artcat.com/neighborhoods/6
http://phildelphia.grubstreet.com/daily/entertainment/2010/10/ask_an_art_critic_jerry_saltz_2.html
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Well, I set the fear of contaminating my art aside and I went around the New York City’s Lower East Side 
gallery circuit on Saturday. The list of galleries in my pocket was formidable, all reputable doozies that I 
would probably give my left arm or at least my left eyeball to show at myself. This is the real thing: art. This 
is what it’s all about, right? What we need to keep in mind is that these galleries are, in my opinion, 
producing some of the best art around, probably in the whole world. 
 
Consider that we’re in New York, a top-tier art city. We’re in recession, meaning, the artists who maintain 
representation, and the galleries who keep their doors open, are arguably the best of the best. We’re on the 
LES, and because there are significantly fewer economic pressures – paying lower rent than Chelsea, 
operating at a lower price range, etc. – there is a greater liberty to take risks; yet, it is still highly accessible 
to important critics, collectors, and others who assign value to art. 
 
My favorite gallery-going partner, let’s call him “J,” is not an artist, but a regular old civilian who has no art 
historical background whatsoever, doesn’t believe the National Endowment for the Artists (NEA) should 
have any government funding at all, but is generally interested in contemporary art, and goes to see a fair 
amount of shows each month. I treasure his opinion more than almost anyone else’s. 
 
 

 
      Sarah Sze, “Hidden Relief” (2001)  
     (image via tanyabonakdargallery.com)  

 
His vision is unclouded by art theory, he doesn’t get the art historical in-jokes, he doesn’t pick up on obtuse 
philosophical references, he has zero qualms about demanding with a furtive glance that we leave 
immediately, and once outside a gallery, dismissing a show with statements like, “Artists are boring.” No 
opportunistic career-driven chit chat, no pretending to “get it” just to look smart, no friendship-ties with 
anyone we’re going to see today: refreshing! Just to give you an example of his unfettered taste: in August, 
in Chelsea, J really liked Sarah Sze’s installations at Tanya Bonakdar, but thought Mel Bochner’s Die, 2005, 
painting at Mitchell Innes & Nash left something to be desired (“Every word piece looks like that. Every 
artist does that,” he said. Charming, isn’t he?) 
 
It all started off pleasantly, J and I had walked on Orchard Street many times before to go shopping at all 
the little boutiques, get coffee and pasties at little bakeries, you know the drill. I was struck by J.’s frightened 
reaction as I lead him off of Chrystie and into the long “marble” hallway that leads to Canada Gallery. He 
was actually a little terrified. “Are we even allowed to be in here?” and “Are you sure this is the right place?” 
I had never thought about it quite so literally, but a lot of the spaces we art-types end up hanging out in are 
actually scary. Freakishly cold lighting, cast concrete floors, bare white walls, weird shit hanging 
everywhere; it is a little scary. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Endowment_for_the_Arts
http://hyperallergic.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/Screen-shot-2010-11-07-at-8.49.22-PM.png
http://www.tanyabonakdargallery.com/artist.php?art_name=Sarah%20Sze
http://www.melbochner.net/
http://www.canadanewyork.com/exhibitions/2010/matt-connors-you-dont-know-october-22-november-21
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        Installation view of Matt Connors’s “You Don’t Know” at Canada Gallery (image via canadanewyork.com) 

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

http://www.canadanewyork.com/exhibitions/2010/matt-connors-you-dont-know-october-22-november-21
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kazimir_Malevich
http://www.twocoatsofpaint.com/2008/03/matt-connors-at-canada.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Marevich,_Suprematist_Composition-_White_on_White_1917.jpg


PET ER BL UM  G A L L E R Y  
 

 Blumarts  Inc.  20 West 57th Street  Tel  + 1 212 244 6055  www.peterblumgallery.com 

   New York, NY 10019  Fax + 1 212 244 6054  art@peterblumgallery.com 

 
        Installation view of the Matthew Chambers exhibition at Canada Gallery (image via nyuntitled.com) 
 

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

http://nyuntitled.com/
http://www.saatchi-gallery.co.uk/artists/matthew_chambers.htm?section_name=paint_artist
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        Installation view of the Roger White show at the Rachel Uffner Gallery (image via racheluffnergallery.com) 
 

Then there’s the Rachel Uffner Gallery. Things that work in Rachel Uffner’s benefit: you don’t have to snake 
through a long hallway of fake marble and florescent lighting to get to her gallery. I had been looking 
forward to this show.  I had just discovered Roger White at the Mitchell Innes & Nash group show Item in 
August, then later that same day at Foxy Productions, now a solo at Rachel Uffner. Who is this guy? 
Google revealed, much to my surprise, that White has written reviews for the Brooklyn Rail of just about 
every artist I like: chronologically, Charlene von Heyl, Dike Blair, R. H. Quaytman, etc. 
 

 
 

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

http://www.racheluffnergallery.com/
http://www.rogerwhite.net/
http://www.miandn.com/#/exhibitions/2010_6_chelsea_item/
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Normally, such blatantly beautiful work would raise serious philosophical concerns regarding the commodity 
of objects in the art market, and the ultimate deathblow in painting critique: “O.T.C.” (“That painting would 
look great ‘over the couch.’”) Somehow White’s abstractions based on observational painting avoid these 
initial reactions. Acting as foils for his large abstractions, Uffner’s back room reveals White’s still life 
paintings that have a Avigdor Arikha slash Fairfield Porter-like poetic economy. The watercolors that inform 
large paintings are complex and full of light. White foregrounds his material explorations with oil. He treats it 
like watercolor, allowing bright white, yellow and pink grounds to shine through. 
 
My gallery-buddy pointed out that the big paintings brushwork was “sloppy,” and that he preferred the 
multicolored paintings, and in fact, even the multicolored shapes in those paintings to the duochromes (is 
that a word?). Maybe White’s new wet-into-wet technique doesn’t work on a non-painter audience, but to 
my mind, the organic patterns read more clearly on a larger scale and are hypnotizing. They combine the 
dissonant language of contemporary painting (see Sigmar Polke’s Untitled (Lapis Lazuli), 1998) with the 
flatness and sequential top-to-bottom, left-to-right read of Egyptian hieroglyphics. 
 
I got the show at Canada, J didn’t at all – which I think was a problem, mainly for Connors. We had the 
same reaction to Untitled (furtive glances exchanged) and to Rachel Uffner: White’s watercolors and some 
of his big paintings were amazing. On the cutting edge of the art world in the ideal neighborhood and 
gallery circuit, there are only a few good things? 
 
Across the board, I was stunned by the prices at all of the spaces. What I would have judged to be a 
$8,000–$12,000 object was priced at a measly $5,500. There were prints and posters and drawings and 
little photographs available at almost every gallery we saw, and their prices were even lower, some 
plunging into the two-figure range. J. still thought that was pretty expensive for a poster, whereas I’m used 
to Pace’s sold-out list of thirty or forty $100,000 paintings all smaller than 24 inches in any direction. The 
galleries have clearly adjusted their prices according to demand. 
 

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

http://www.gordongallery.co.il/Artists/Default.aspx?p=2
http://www.tibordenagy.com/exhibitions/fairfield-porter/
http://www.christies.com/LotFinder/lot_details.aspx?intObjectID=4656535
http://hyperallergic.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/racheluffner-barrel.jpg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Annie_Edson_Taylor
http://www.canadanewyork.com/exhibitions/2010/matt-connors-you-dont-know-october-22-november-21
http://nyuntitled.com/2010/10/23/matthew-chambers/
http://www.racheluffnergallery.com/future/roger-white
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Roger White 
RACHEL UFFNER GALLERY 

47 Orchard Street 
October 29–December 19 

 

 
 

 
Roger White’s recent paintings use patterns, and in the process become them. As a 
mode of abstraction, patterns for White are not onlyrepeating motifs but also functional 

models or plans that operate within individual works and between pictures. Yet they are 
also never finished (or else they are endlessly reproducible), a quality that serves the 
artist as a metaphor for the labor of painting itself. 

 
The central group of works in this show derive from observational sketches of everyday 
objects. The “original” drawings are not on view, but their genetic progeny create a puzzle 

of translations from one medium to another. Gestures and shapes mutate across six large 
oils and three smaller watercolors. The evolutionary chronology of the works is impossible 
to discern, pointing to serial variations mediated by scale, materials, and the artist’s own 

ability to manipulate them. The delicately worked surfaces and subtle gradations of color 
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index White’s meticulous— sometimes tedious—process. In the diffusion of image and 
mark, each picture becomes redolent (of things in the world and other pictures) without 
being referential. 

 
For a suite of smaller works on paper, White has used handmade stencils and airbrushed 
color on paper to approach the problem in a different way. These pictures of sunsets and 

cast shadows make hazy allusions to art history, particularly Romanticism and Pop, and 
to the tangled relationship between abstraction and kitsch. Up close, the soft-focus 
outlines and mesmerizing palette of hazy blues and yellows dissolve into mechanical 

evenness, and the technical apparatus becomes apparent. The regularity of the surface 
weaves together the shifting patterns of light and dark—and, as implied by the mix of sun 
and shadows, and commercial and fine art—into a field of shimmering color. 

 
— Megan Heuer 
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November 22, 2010  

 

 

 

ROGER WHITE 

 

White’s loose-limbed paintings are sneaky. They may puzzle at first, then lodge in 

your mind’s eye for days. Six canvases, all sixty by forty inches, portray similar 

groupings of odd and indistinct shapes. That similarity is the first clue that what 

appears almost slapdash is actually lapidary. White plays intricate games with 

negative and positive space, though the rules never fully reveal themselves. The 

flirtatious complexity is reinforced by watercolor studies, which relate to the 

paintings, as well as by four little airbrushed acrylics on paper. They resemble blurry 

photographs of sunsets and shadows—postcards from abstraction’s beautiful edge. 

 

Through Dec. 19. 
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