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Visiting the Studio of Gina Beavers, the
Painter of Modern (Instagram) Life
“I don’t know how to talk about this existence without talking about
consumption,” the artist explains.
Tatiana Berg, March 29, 2019

Gina Beavers in her Newark studio, 2019. Photo: Taylor Dafoe.
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Gina Beavers’s paintings can be hard to process.
At first glance, you can’t quite tell how they’re made, or even what

!

you’re looking at: textural and bulbous, they most often depict food
or close-ups of body parts—sometimes both—rendered in all their

"

horrifying HD glory. Acrylic paint juts out with sharp crags and deep
crevasses that land the image somewhere in the uncanny valley.
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“Sometimes when I see people repost a painting of mine in the
comments, someone will say, ‘what the hell is that!’” Beavers laughs.
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“Because they don’t know what they’re looking at. They know it’s not
real, and they’re like, ‘Why the hell would anyone spend the time

%

making something like this?’”
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Details from Gina Beavers’s studio. Photo: Taylor Dafoe.

We’re in her Newark, New Jersey studio, visiting to talk about her
upcoming museum exhibition at MoMA PS1, “The Life I Deserve,”
which opens this Sunday, March 31. It’s located at a busy
intersection just above an old-school Jewish deli that looks like
something from “The Sopranos.” (It is: episodes have filmed there.)
“Lady in Red” plays from a soul music record store next door while
we look around at the canvases leaning across the walls in different
states of completion, oozing paint.
The artist only recently moved to New Jersey after years spent
painting out of a space in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. The move has
afforded her more room to spread out, which has come in handy: Her
most recent pieces have grown in scale to include patterned,
collaged compositions that feature repeated motifs, like the closeup of an eye from an online makeup tutorial swathed in purple eye
shadow.

Gina Beavers, Smoky Eye Tutorial (2014). Cour tesy of the ar tist.

The PS1 show marks a significant turning point in Beavers’s career,
who has been steadily painting for over 20 years. She has had been
exhibited at galleries like James Fuentes, Cheim & Read, and Gavin
Brown’s Enterprise, but hasn’t yet been the subject of a museum
solo show—until now.
The title of the MoMA PS1 show comes from a 2016 painting by
Beavers of rainbow-colored ice cream. The image, like most of the
source material for her work, originally came from a photograph
posted online. The poetic caption that accompanied it, “The life I
deser ve,” became a touchstone for MoMA PS1 curatorial associate
Oliver Shultz, who organized the show.
“I think it’s a key painting that distills what so many of Beavers’s
works do,” Schultz explains, “which is to create a complete
equivalence—almost in a Jasper Johns-y way—between the paint
and the thing which the paint is depicting. That’s a piece in which
the canvas is frosted, almost as if you took the paint out of the
frosting tube, or out of a soft-serve machine onto the object. The
ontological slippage between paint and represented thing is really
active there.”

Details from Gina Beavers’s studio. Photo: Taylor Dafoe.
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How did Beavers arrive at that particular photo of that particular ice
cream cone among the millions that proliferate the internet? She
looks on her phone, combing through Instagram or Google Image
Search for pictures—often from the internet’s most popular genres,
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like post-workout selfies and food snapshots—that speak to
collective desires and consumerist habits.
“I don’t know how to talk about this existence without talking about
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consumption,” she explains. “We have to start with consumption if
we’re going talk about who we are. It’s the bedrock, I think,
especially as an American.”
Ironically—or appropriately, perhaps—Beavers’s work has found
success online. It’s not uncommon to see her works shared and
reshared—sometimes credited, sometimes not—and find their way to
both art-world Instagrams and obscure Tumblr accounts. One work
in particular that often pops up is “Cake” (2015), which depicts a
person’s bare backside with a big slice removed from their right
buttock, revealing the interior of a yellow layer cake. It’s surreal and
slightly unsettling, making it unforgettable in that way that a good
viral image can be.

Gina Beavers, Cake (2015). Cour tesy the ar tist

Even though the digital version of the painting is arresting, it
doesn’t come close to capturing the experience of seeing it in
person. That doesn’t seem to bother Beavers too much, though.
“The paintings live in two worlds, the way that we do,” she says.
“They have one life in the gallery and one life online, and we do too.”
Even though she’s working with found material, Beavers’s work
remains autobiographical. As she points out, if nothing else, social
media has revealed how much our lives all look the same. So many
of us buy the same Ikea furniture, watch the same streaming shows,
and post selfies from the same Instagram traps that scrolling
through our social media feeds feels repetitious. So why can’t an
image taken by someone else still be about you?

Details from Gina Beavers’s studio. Photo: Taylor Dafoe.

Ultimately the realism of Beavers’s work comes not from their high
attention to detail or their hyper-rendered surfaces, but rather in the
way that they authentically capture a technologically mediated life.
Her approach manages to do something that her source material
rarely achieves: force you to slow down and live in the moment.
“Somebody had written in my yearbook, ‘You’re the most down-toearth person I’ve ever met,’” she reminisces. “For years I thought
that meant just boring. But now I think, no, I think there’s something
about me where I’m always like, what’s happening right this minute?
What’s happening right now? And I can only believe in that.”
At the end of our interview, we head downstairs to the deli for lunch.
The staff heralds Beavers’s arrival with the warm welcome of a true
regular: making jokes, updating her on the latest neighborhood
gossip, and asking how the painting’s going. It’s a mark of how
potent her artistic world is that the meal we have—sandwiches
overflowing with salted meat, knishes with sour cream, and a platter
of cookies the owner sends over—seem straight out of the Gina
Beavers painting universe.

Details from Gina Beavers’s studio. Photo: Taylor Dafoe.

Details from Gina Beavers’s studio. Photo: Taylor Dafoe.

“Gina Beavers: The Life I Deser ve” is on view at MoMA PS1 March 31–
September 2, 2019.
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‘I Was So Afraid for Way Too Long’: Painter
Jonas Wood on How Going It Alone Helped
Him Survive His Immense Market Success
Wood's advice for young artists trying to make a living? Don't take money
from dealers.
Pac Pobric, March 28, 2019

The artist Jonas Wood in his studio. Photo by Brian Forrest, courtesy of the artist.
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Jonas Wood is not shy. He won’t hold back, takes aim when he fires,
and doesn’t seem concerned about ruffling anyone’s feathers. He’s
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also busy—very, very busy—and seems to have a lot on his mind.
When artnet News spoke with the artist earlier this month, he was
preparing for the first institutional survey of his work at the Dallas
Museum of Art, which opened last week. The show is a real boon;
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although Wood has earned a solid reputation for his lush interiors,
tender portraits, and vibrant still lifes, which he has shown
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in dozens of commercial gallery exhibitions, museum support has
largely eluded him until now. Not that he has much time to bask in
his success. In April, Gagosian will present new works by the artist
in New York, which means he has to quickly shift gears and look
ahead.
Yet one of his guiding principles, which he restated repeatedly
throughout the interview, is how it’s essential to pause and recalibrate. The art world moves fast. Pressures mount quickly and
tastes can change on a whim. There are always more requests than
there is time. So it’s absolutely necessary, he says, to carve out
space to think.
As far as that’s concerned, Wood has an excess of experience, and
he’s never short on advice. We spoke with the artist about how he
navigates the hot market for his work, why artists shouldn’t take
advances from dealers, and why he refuses to take commissions.

Jonas Wood, Calais Drive (2012). Cour tesy of the ar tist and David Kordansky
Galler y, Los Angeles. Photo: Brian Forrest.

The press release for the Dallas show mentions that your work
“resonates with a wide audience.” Who would you say you paint
for? Is there a particular audience you have in mind?
I think, “What artist do I want to hang my paintings next to? Where
do I want to fit in?” So that’s sort of a dead audience, maybe. But I
think I’m probably painting for me, to see if I can top myself or top
my fears or top my friends. Not in like a ranking, but just trying to
create a masterpiece, trying to make the work that transcends us, I
guess. I think it happens to be that I have a broad audience right
now. Maybe that’s not always the case, but the reason I paint is not
for those people. I think it’s for my own mental health and for my
own sort of goals as a painter, but I’m aware of the viewer.
What’s your working process like?
I work from photos. I collect photos, ones I’ve taken or I’ve
appropriated or that other people have sent to me. And then I either
make a collage of those things or work directly from photos. And a
bunch of times, I’ll make a drawing from a found photo, a photo
collage, or photo I took, and then make a painting from that
drawing.
I’m not a spontaneous painter. But the spontaneity of being able to
paint directly from the photo as opposed to always having to use the
drawing is sort of where it deviates. And I do a variety of things in
between, either making more 2D models to work from or just using
the [first] 2D model.
Speaking of models, I recall you saying in another interview that
you read Painting as Model by Yve-Alain Bois when you were a
student, and one of the things he emphasizes is that painting is
its own way of thinking.
Yeah, that’s big for me. Because as a figurative painter people say,
“Your paintings are so comic book.” Or, “Your paintings are so flat,”
or “The colors are strange.” And I’m like, “It’s just a painting. It’s a
painting. I know it’s a painting, and therefore it doesn’t have to have
the kind of rules that you think it should have.”
Everyone basically has their own set of rules when they’re limiting
themselves and practicing within a very specific set of procedures
that are still flexible—like jazz, or cooking. You sort of just have to
be creative. Cooking, you have to know the temperature. And what
kind of pan? What are the right ingredients?
What are some more of those other irrelevant questions people
ask you?
Okay, so I get asked this question a lot. “How long does it take you
to make something?” Or, “How many paintings do you make in a
year?” And I don’t really know, because those are two things that I
choose to not think about because I don’t think it’s relevant—
especially because I work on a lot of paintings at once. So it’s really
hard to determine the amount of time I actually spend on them.
And the other thing is, “How many paintings do you sell a year?” I
think a lot of people think it’s some formula that I’ve cracked to get
this far. And I didn’t want to know how many paintings I made
because it doesn’t really matter. I think it matters how many
paintings you release, and that makes you edit so you only release
your best work. And you just sort of hold tight and you save things.

Jonas Wood, Jungle Kitchen (2017). Cour tesy of the ar tist and David
Kordansky Galler y, Los Angeles. Photo: Brian Forrest.

I’m sure a lot of young artists are thinking about this. What advice
would you give? How do you navigate the tremendous pressures
of having to produce for the market, or for an art fair? How do you
stay sane and continue to be productive and happy with your
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work?
Okay. That’s a good question, and I can answer it. When I was
younger and starting out, I got advice from Mark Grotjahn. It was
2007 when I met him, so he was huge in LA. He already had an office,
he already had somebody working for him. He had people helping
him out. Mark’s one of my best friends. And I got advice from Laura
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Owens. I worked with Laura Owens. And I got this really good advice
—and from other people too—which was just, if you want to separate
yourself from the noise, you’ve got to create some distance.
You’ve got to hire [somebody to run] an office. You’ve got to protect
yourself. Because the nature of a gallery is to ask you for work to
sell. And if you’re popular, or if you’re doing well, they’re never
going to be like, “Do you know what? You should take a break. We
don’t want to sell your work for a year.” Unless they’re trying to do
some sort of crazy market scam where they’re going to jack it all up
or whatever.
I get there are some dealers who are giving you good advice. But
inherently, they’re just going to want to sell, and they’re hoping that
you’re the one who’s going to stop them. But when you’re younger,
you’re ver y afraid that the dealers hold all the power. They can cut
you off. They’re not going to sell your work anymore. So I got this
advice: set up an office. I was getting requests and stuff, but at
least it was getting filtered through my people. And then I was
talking with a person that I wanted to talk to, on my time, and start
figuring out what I wanted to do. And I knew I was selling the work
more and more, and I was more aware that, “Hey, this is a
collaboration. This isn’t a dictatorship.”
This is where I’m at now, and it took years, because I was always
giving extra work and not really thinking about it. Another thing was
just saving my own work and not being so greedy, and being aware
that, okay, $5,000 now is $5,000 now. If I sell three more paintings,
yes, I’ll get a little bit more money, but it’s not like life-changing
money. Maybe I should start holding onto things for myself and not
selling everything.
I mean, the dealers are going to hate hearing this, but maybe they
won’t. Maybe it’s good because they want an empowered artist. But
they would offer to give me money to buy stretchers and buy stuff
for my studio, and I didn’t really want them to buy stuff for me
because I didn’t want them to know how many paintings I was
making. I wouldn’t want to have to have them buy 10 stretchers and
then expect for them to give them 10 paintings. I didn’t want any
pressure, because I was already putting tremendous pressure on
myself to paint, because I was so motivated. And obviously that’s a
big reason why I’ve gotten to where I am today, because I was
working really hard.

Novelist Karl Ove
Knausgaard Spent
Too Much Money on
a Munch Artwork at
Auction and Now
He’s Filled With
Shame: A Q&A

Jonas Wood, Ovitz’s Librar y (2013). Cour tesy of the ar tist and Anton Kern
Galler y, New York. Photo: Brian Forrest

So don’t take too much from art dealers?
Yeah, just not taking money from dealers. Probably the biggest thing
for me is that I was like, “Hey, I’m not a commission artist. I don’t
take orders like a short order cook. So I would prefer not to know
what anybody wants.” If a dealer’s like, “You’ve got to make 20 of
these paintings huge,” I would say, this person’s probably a fucking
idiot.
It goes back to your first question. I wasn’t painting for that
audience. I was painting for me, and I knew that I didn’t want to
paint for the collector audience. I wanted to paint for me. I love
collectors. But I knew that was a trap. Luckily all the dealers I ever
worked with are really cool about it. Nobody comes at me with those
type of things, and that’s really great because I know that I don’t
operate that way.
So establishing that was really important for me because I was able
to keep my practice open. I didn’t want to be pigeonholed right
away. I showed a lot of different kinds of work, and I didn’t really cut
myself off and be like, “He’s the tennis court painter.” Or, “He’s the
sports portrait painter,” or, “He’s the guy who makes the still life.” I
guess I’m kind of all of those things, which is better than just being
one of those things
I also had the benefit of having this really crazy thing happen when I
had my first show in Los Angeles. In 2006, I showed with Black
Dragon Society, which doesn’t even exist anymore, and Anton Kern
and Shane Campbell each offered me a show from that show. But
Black Dragon Society kicked me out because I wouldn’t consign the
work through them to Anton Kern. They told me that I shouldn’t
interface with Anton Kern, that they would do all the talking for me
and basically told me to go to my studio and paint. And I knew that
was wrong. So I basically said, “No. I’ll keep showing it through your
gallery, but I’m not going to consign the work through you. I’m going
to show it in New York, and let’s see how it goes.” And they just sent
me an email the next day and said, “We’re kicking you out of the
gallery.”
And then I had no galler y in Los Angeles and that was a really big
deal, because I didn’t have a hometown dealer. And I had the trust of
Anton Kern and Shane Campbell. They were my only two galleries for
like six years.
And then after that, you did get an LA gallery, David Kordansky.
David moved his gallery close to my studio in Los Angeles and had
been courting me. And I was just like, “I don’t know if I can do this,”
even though me and David are the same size, because I wanted
something bigger. But it turns out working with David in 2012 was
obviously one of the best things I ever did. We’re the same age, and
we’re friends, and we’re growing together. So that was a big deal. All
these circumstances helped lead to me to realize that I was more in
control than I thought I was when I was younger.
But that’s the hardest thing when you’re really young, isn’t it? You
just don’t know, and you’re afraid that—
Look, I was so afraid for way too long. I should have been less afraid
in certain circumstances where I made mistakes, for sure. Because
you just don’t know your worth. And even now, I’m not—I don’t see
myself as other people see me. I don’t come to my studio and think,
“I’m the fucking best.” That’s not really how I view myself anyway.

Jonas Wood, Face Painting (2014). Cour tesy of the ar tist and David Kordansky
Galler y, Los Angeles. Photo: Brian Forrest.

But you do see cases all the time where artists get chewed up
very quickly.
Well, yeah, because I think there’s a lot of greed from both sides—
from the artists too. There’s the pushy dealer, but somebody on the
other side has to be saying “yes.” The dealer is pushy inherently,
because how else are they going to get work? I mean, to a certain
degree. But the chewed up thing is also [about] people’s
misconceptions about art and art-making and painting. When you’re
starting out, you’re like a micro, little, mini-baby, and you’re
supposed to be having this super-long career.
And I think people lock into these modes of working, making, where
they create this line of stuff. And then if they’re making all these
green paintings, and then they go red, everybody’s like, “What the
fuck?” I don’t know. I didn’t go to a school where there was any talk
about the market.
Do you think there should be talk about the market in art school?
Well, when I was at school in 2002 at the University of Washington,
my goal was to teach at a liberal arts school, have a studio on
campus, have the summers off. That was probably my ideal.
But that was a different time, even in the history of the art
market. You have people now finishing school with $200,000 in
debt thinking they’ll be great artists, yet they have no idea how to
even find a gallery. So it seems like a disservice not to talk about
the art market. But what else do you think they should be talking
about in art school?
Well, the mental fortitude of the whole thing. Man, it’s fucking tough
because people say crazy shit about your work. You have to be
super thick-skinned, and it’s hard. That’s a big part of it. I would say
that you just have to take all that energy back to your studio and try
to be critical in your own way and just take that criticism. Just say,
“Okay, yeah, I’m going to fucking keep looking because maybe these
people have a point.”
But that type of shit is tough. Dealers saying crazy shit, your friends
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you don’t sell a bunch of stuff. That shit is tough.
Well you’re getting a lot of positive reinforcement. There’s the
show in Dallas and another one now at Gagosian in New York in
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April.
No, it’s great. Having shows is the best thing ever. I love the theater
of it. I like that people don’t know what they’re going to see when
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they come. I like to surprise people. And I can’t even say it’s just me.
It’s me and my wife’s whole journey together as artists. I met her
[ceramicist Shio Kusaka] in Seattle. I was super young. We got
married, and then it coincided with us both really wanting to make
art. We share staff members and a studio and kids, of course. And
we appropriate each other’s work, but we actually don’t make
objects together. We just have created this environment together
that’s super creative and potent and fun and beautiful in our own
way, together. We’re the best because we’re together.
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