Austin Lee, Feels Good, Jeffrey Deitch, New York, 2019. Photo by Genevieve Hanson.
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Austin Lee’s Feel-Good Art Is More
Complicated Than It Seems
Where virtual-reality drawings become paintings.
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Don’t be thrown by the sugary, rainbow-tinted allure of painter Austin Lee’s latest
show with Jeffrey Deitch. Among the enormous roses—the fields of floating hearts,
the goofily grinning faces—there’s an undercurrent that unsettles. Even the
exhibition’s title, “Feels Good,” implies an instability, partly alluding to the
infamous catchphrase of Pepe the Frog, a hippy-dippy underground comics
character who was co-opted by the alt-right and other hate groups. “Something that
seems good can be not so good for you—this show is poking at those different
things,” Lee tells GARAGE.
And at the same time, walking around these massive, airbrush-heavy paintings does
feel good. They have a vivid, graphic simplicity, despite the high-tech road that Lee
takes to arrive at them. While the artist was, for years, mocking up his compositions
in Photoshop, he’s since adopted an entirely new way of working, using the Oculus
Rift’s virtual-reality program Medium as a sort of imaginary studio. (He was
introduced to the technology by V.R. early adopter Rachel Rossin.)
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AUSTIN LEE, FEELS GOOD, JEFFREY DEITCH, NEW YORK, 2019. PHOTO BY GENEVIEVE HANSON.

After donning the Oculus headset, Lee labors in a purely virtual space—a “blue
void” that “feels infinite,” he says. “I can draw in space, very gestural. You just
press a button and it’s almost like extruding paint tubes.” The process isn’t always
easy. “I’ll sit and use [the Oculus] four or five hours at a time,” he explains. “I’ll
take it off and feel crazy. I really like it—but it does make me nauseous.”
The resulting V.R. drawings are then turned into paintings—or sculptures, like Walk
(2019), whose orange skin and cloud of yellowy hair can’t help but recall an
unnervingly buff, Gumby version of Donald Trump. For Down (2019)—a painting
of a knocked-out boxer—Lee constructed an entire V.R. scenario, complete with a
boxing ring, spectators, and multiple lighting sources. This complicated source
material informed the final work, which the artist attempted multiple times before
nailing it during a single, hour-long session of intensive airbrushing. Lee himself
used to box during high school, and thinks of painting in not dissimilar terms: a
combination of strategy, physicality, and perseverance.
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"DOWN" FROM AUSTIN LEE, FEELS GOOD, JEFFREY DEITCH, NEW YORK, 2019. PHOTO BY GENEVIEVE HANSON.

He’s inspired by painters, like Alex Katz, who exude effortlessness and compelled
by an older generation of artists who are able to put new technologies to intriguing
use, whether that’s David Hockney and his iPad drawings, or Cindy Sherman and
her perverse Instagram self-portraits. It’s a problem “when the aesthetic of the
program takes over,” Lee says. “[But] when someone shifts mediums, if they’re a
good artist—you’ll see them in it no matter what.”
Despite his reliance on technology, Lee is also a very traditional painter, the sort
who happily nerds out over technique and process. The daily struggle of making an
image, tweaking it, obliterating it, brings unexpected joy and the occasional
revelation. For Rose (2019), Lee had spent a lot of time prepping a large painting of
a flower, agonizing over the reddish orange background tones. Eventually, he
reversed course entirely, airbrushing a totally different image—a lion, with glowing
yellow eyes, chomping the head off of a nude figure. (The titular, tiny rose is still
visible in person, if you look closely, inside the lion’s nose—though it doesn't show
up in reproduction.) What was initially a failure, he says, is now his favorite
painting in the show.
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Upstairs at Jeffrey Deitch, a series of small portraits further show off Lee’s ability
to squeeze real pathos out of what, at first, can seem childlike. It’s not easy to take
the basic components of a face—two round eyes, a loopy smile, nose optional—and
give it emotional range. “The subtlety of a facial expression will mean so many
different things,” he says, discussing the eccentric, small-scale paintings he has
made of friends and other visitors to his studio over the years.
1552493380412-Jesus

"JESUS" FROM AUSTIN LEE, FEELS GOOD, JEFFREY DEITCH, NEW YORK, 2019. PHOTO BY GENEVIEVE HANSON.

Perhaps no face in the show is more unnerving and loaded than that of Jesus
(2019), a pared-down riff on El Greco’s early 17th-century Christ on the Cross. Lee
manages to translate the anguish of the original in the form of a cartoon. (The effect
is oddly similar to that of the Spanish woman who attempted to “fix” a fresco of
Jesus back in 2012.) The artist became interested in religious imagery after a trip to
the Philippines, where he was intrigued by the country’s tradition of “super bloody”
religious artwork. “Making a painting slows me down to think about it,” he
explains. “Even the El Greco—this depiction of someone in such a violent
position....For me, it’s really interesting—to see something new again.”
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Phone 11, 2019–20, Oil on linen. Photo: Aaron Wax
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The Meditative Richness of Leidy
Churchman's Earth Bound
The painter talks about their latest show at Matthew Marks, and
the way the Internet warps the way we experience art.
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I

met Leidy Churchman to walk through the artist’s new show Earth Bound at
Matthew Marks in New York, while the galleries were still open in February,
prior to the COVID-19 closing. Kind and intuitive, Churchman deftly handles
major topics–Buddhism, now-ness, the environment, abstraction, digital life–with
gratitude and observational humility. The scale varies in the twenty-one new
paintings on view, from a one-foot abstraction to an interior bedroom scene eight
feet wide. Likewise, subject matter shifts between the personal, the shared and the
monumental. One painting depicts a reclining Buddha carved into a granite cliff in
Sri Lanka dating from the twelfth century, with modern-day stanchions rendered
alongside. Others illustrate the camera lens of the latest iPhone arranged as three
eyes, another a moon, while anther pictures a cloud-covered Earth from space with
a new Earth rising up behind it. We talked about looking at art online, and the
current state of the world.
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"RECLINING BUDDHA," 2020, OIL ON LINEN IN NICHE DESIGNED BY THE ARTIST. PHOTO: AARON WAX

The timeline of this show, spanned pre-epidemic with the gallery open, and
now the show is visible digitally. What do you think about looking at painting
online?
I think you can learn a lot about art online but seeing work in person is special.
Even for video, because an artist installs it stealthly, in their own way. Most
everything is transmogrified to be online, from its previous form, and art is too.
Should I start making iPad paintings like David Hockney? Maybe we can learn to
be more aware of what we are seeing and what we are not. Especially with painting.
It is like a picture of a person: you might get an idea of what they look like and be
able to recognize them in a crowd, but you won’t know who they really are, what
they are capable of.
I enjoyed walking through the show with you. It is good to hear your thoughts
on each painting. How are you reconciling technology with the mind-space of
meditation and Buddhism?
You know the feeling you have in meditation sometimes, or if you’re sitting quietly
and you have that quiet library feeling in your stomach? To me, it feels like my
belly starts to make honey, it’s a warm inner-richness feeling. Everything starts to
fill up, it is an essential feeling and very ordinary, too. When we go so far outside
our bodies when we are online, and for so much time, we need to have a real
practice to cultivate open awareness. Our riches are in our body, which keeps us
alive on earth. This makes me think about Martha Graham, Yvonne Rainer and
others at the St. Mark’s Church scene. They brought the embodiment of the
everyday to performance art and dance. What can performance artists do to guide
us now? My favorite artist over the past many years is Mariana Valencia. In her
domain, everything in the world is hers, intimately. Could it be that we could craft
our “online” to reflect every intimate way that the world sparkles for us, secretly?

"EARTH BOUND (CARD 21 OF THE SECRET DAKINI ORACLE)," 2020. OIL ON LINEN. PHOTO: AARON WAX

Can you talk with me about the painting that the show is titled after: Earth
Bound (Card 21 of the Secret Dakini Oracle)?
In the book by Penny Slinger and Nik Douglas, the meaning of the Earth Bound
card is written: Realization of the underlying meaning of earthly existence. The
completion of a cycle. Responsibility, understood in its broader aspect as
humanitarianism. Action as the result of choice and free will. Liberation from the
bondage of habit. Change in viewpoint. Single-mindedness, particularly with
regard to worldly things. I wasn’t reading these words while making the painting
but reading them now is spooky considering this global crisis. Reverend angel
Kyodo williams came to walk through the show with me the day before it opened.
Her riff on the picture was interesting: She saw the planet Earth floating in space as
the way we view ourselves with our ego, the way we imagine and speculate and fret
over our entire image as a separate being. The other view of earth in the painting,
which is bigger and fluffier is more embodied and interdependent. It is like the view
we see of ourselves looking down and seeing our chest and belly and legs. Earth
bound, planted, connected.
How do you decide what to paint, since you work with a range of subjects?
At this particular moment it makes me think about how a dog chooses something to
chew. Which toy, which stick. It just happens, in a self-secretive way. And then that
thing goes into the mouth of a dog. When my dog Sarah chews something, she
takes millions of little clicking bites with her front teeth. It happens throughout the
day and I like to say she’s at the type-writer, or she’s texting.
While you paint a number of different subjects, you pretty much stick to
painting as a medium. Why paint?
There are so many things to say about that question. My answer would look like an
astrology chart. One small part of the chart would be my history of learning.
Painting is a self-sufficient action. It is a direct action and gives all the time in the
world. I find so much in painting, for instance, making an answer to a question that
reads like a chart.
1585888387164-Churchman_Buddhadharma-Fever_2019_Matthew-Marks-Gallery

"BUDDHADHARMA FEVER," 2019, OIL ON LINEN. PHOTO: AARON WAX

A few weeks after the gallery walk-through Leidy reflected on the show while the
exhibition is temporarily suspended, though viewable online, due to the pandemic.
Thinking about my recent paintings, bound on earth with the COVID-19 virus. This
show is called Earth Bound, which turns out is just what a pandemic is. It is not
ethereal; the virus clings to bodies and things. Out of the blue, it is trespassing into
our most intimate worlds. I read something today by the historian Frank M.
Snowden who wrote, “Epidemics are a category of disease that seem to hold up a
mirror to human beings as to who we really are.” Mirroring is very much what my
works aim to embody.
The through-line of this show, for me, is the Reclining Buddha painting in the pale
blue alcove. It faces the 100 Billion Sadhana of Mahamudra painting, crossing two
of the rooms of the gallery. The Reclining Buddha is a famous image. It was the
first way in which the Buddha was depicted after he died, on his death bed, laying
down at the end of his life. It is a meditation on his humanness, while at the same
time, his enlightenment. I had this painting in the studio for six months, and it had
an actual effect on me, which surprised me! I was really shocked by this body. It
was so fluid, so peaceful and inviting. Enlightenment is a real human quality. That
quality is always there in us. We can see it—our basic nature—in flashes. Seeing
the Buddha appearing and dying everyday was very nice. I most likely won’t find
my way to enlightenment in this life, but I aspire to it. I would like to be like the
Buddha: fluid, peaceful, and inviting; extending those flashes of realization for the
benefit of others.
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"100 BILLION SADHANA OF MAHAMUDRA," 2020, OIL ON LINEN, MIRROR. PHOTO: AARON WAX

The 100 Billion Sadhana of Mahamudra painting, across from Reclining Buddha,
depicts where we are right now — in Zoom rooms and in online isolation. I was
inspired to make this painting in recognition of being online and my position in
relationship to the internet—physically as a reflection in my computer screen and
mentally filled with dread and fear and a feeling like there was an emergency. The
painting holds the experience of sitting in two places at once. Not quite in either
location—where are we exactly? The painting is framed by mirrored glass, which
turns the whole work into a video or moving image. Words appear on the painting
from the Sadhana of Mahamudra, which has an incredible origin story—asking the
question, “Is not this pure and all-pervading naked mind your dwelling place?”
1586068249109-subsribe1

GARAGE is committed to ongoing coverage of the global climate crisis. Read
all of our Anger Management zine here, and more of Vice's Earth Day
coverage here.
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A view of the parlor in Louise Bourgeois's home on West 20th Street, New York, 2016. Photo: Jean-François Jaussaud; © The Easton Foundation / Licensed by VAGA at Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York

RIGHT NOW | By LAIA GARCIA-FURTADO | Mar 29 2020, 8:22am

Looking at Louise Bourgeois' Apartment and
Thinking About Freedom
A new show by the artist opened online at Hauser & Wirth this
week.
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L

ast week Hauser & Wirth opened an online exhibition of drawings by Louise
Bourgeois. (An online exhibition is just a website with photos but it's all we
have right now.) The drawings are all from the last fifty or so years of
Bourgeois' life, made with ink and with watercolor and with pencil. They are small
works on paper but they feel like freedom. There is a trailer video for the exhibition
in which the artist declares that the inspiration from her work comes from her
childhood; "My childhood has never lost its magic, it has never lost its mystery, it
has never lost its drama." My favorite work in the collection depicts a clouds and a
pink sky, I think, or maybe it's just my childhood brain as well assigning simple
meanings to what can be complicated images.

I haven't been thinking about my childhood a lot these days, but I have been
thinking about my college days a lot, which is a different sort of childhood. The
main image on the Hauser & Wirth website is a photograph of Bourgeois sitting at
her desk inside her apartment on West 20th Street. The wall near her is covered in
papers, there are magazine cutouts, what looks to be a diploma or a certificate of
some sort, bits and pieces of her paintings. I leave the tab open and keep coming
back to the image. This clutter with purpose feels like a sort of visual ASMR.
1585499438653-BOURG101779-hires

"UNTITLED," 1970, PENCIL AND INK ON PAPER PHOTO: CHRISTOPHER BURKE © THE EASTON FOUNDATION/VAGA AT ARS, NY
COURTESY THE EASTON FOUNDATION AND HAUSER & WIRTH

Going back to when I was at least ten years old, the walls of my bedroom where
always covered. Posters of pop stars, then-punk rockers (lol), ads pulled from
magazines, tear sheets from fashion editorials, postcards I'd received in the mail,
posters stolen from clubs, postcards I'd bought at museums featuring my favorite
works, polaroids. In elementary school I drew on the walls in chalk, in high school I
scrawled lyrics with a sharpie on the back of my bedroom door. A thing on the wall
is the first step to make a house a home.
Now, a house is a home is a whole world. I look up more information on Bourgeois'
house which is being kept the same as she left it upon her death in 2010. The
foundation now in charge of her house once scheduled tours, but they don't
anymore, which a moot point now anyway. In another photo I see that she has, on
another desk elsewhere in her house, stacked a bunch of those library card drawers.
They are metal and grey, I have some on my desk too, purchased on a whim on Etsy
to store my art supplies, and they turned out to be perfect. I do not derive any
meaning from this coincidence but on some level some coincidences can often be
comfortable.
1585460716330-2000-LB-2023-JFJ_LG

LOUISE BOURGEOIS IN HER HOME ON WEST 20TH STREET, NEW YORK, 2000.
PHOTO: © JEAN-FRANÇOIS JAUSSAUD; © THE EASTON FOUNDATION / LICENSED BY VAGA AT ARTISTS RIGHTS SOCIETY
(ARS), NEW YORK

A few weeks ago I cleaned my desk, which was mostly occupied by piles of clothes
and unopened mail and a variety of detritus, so that I may actually use it as a desk
now that working from home took on a new meaning in which sitting on the couch
with my computer on my lap would suffice. Since I moved in with my husband a
few years ago—well, he was my boyfriend then—I have not really had things up on
the wall, but I have two small cork boards that are a facsimile, a leftover from a
previous life. I think I should update the pictures on it, but it feels silly, a childish
activity. Being home all the time I think I need to be doing all the things I said I was
going to do but never had the time. Of course all those things are things I did all the
time when I was a child, when they didn't have an assigned meaning of "being
productive" and they were just the things I did to pass the time; Playing the guitar,
making collages, writing. I still want to do those things, but the obligation of
feeling like I have to do those things has got me playing video games instead—a
different childhood endeavor. But my brain keeps wandering back to this image of
Bourgeois at her desk with the papers on the wall. Tomorrow, I think I will put
something new on the small cork boards, something that new that reflects my
reality back to me that inspires to create new ones. It's not silly, it's just a small
comfort. Less vision board and more mirror, an indulgence of my teenage self. I
know the first thing that will go up, this photo of Louise working at her desk in
front of a wall covered in detritus, inside her apartment on West 20th Street in
Chelsea. A way to remember a place that is real but not accessible, just like
everything else.
1585460937340-subsribe1
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