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Throughout his career, Paul Sietsema has engaged with the conditions

of image-making as historical and contemporary practice. He often uses

wildly labor-intensive techniques—I mean, he once made a pair of New

Balance running shoes by hand, casting rubber and braiding the laces!—

constructing intricate visual worlds. Sietsema is a collector. He finds

and chooses things; then comes research, overflowing bookshelves and

stockpiles of back-catalogue stuff to make sense of them. He regularly

translates objects, which, in the course of such mediation, and beyond

digital infrastructural activity, might be reconstructed, photographed, drawn, painted, or filmed.
Subjects vary, but all seem to reflect on how meaning erodes but also accrues through reproduction.

I would describe the process as a necessarily embodied reconstructive method. But through this
procedural mimicry, Sietsema less seeks the compensation of return than critical engagement with
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how tools have been, and might continue to be, epistemological partners in generating patterns of
information together with structures of accessing them. He has made 16 mm films—Empire (2002)
and Figure 3 (2008)—that explore how histories of modernism and artistic labor are reconstituted
through the mechanism of aesthetic reconstruction and obsolescent technologies. His more recent
paintings and drawings have depicted paper money and coins, LPs and CDs, exhibition ephemera,
tools, and studio debris.

Some flaunt paint stains picturing what Sietsema used to make them; they might sit on “newsprint”
that is really a drawing (the infinite regress comprises the content of the paper and the signs of

its wear and tear). He has aggregated other images of disassembled framed photos in the series
“Painter’s Mussel”—an allusion to the muscle of the brain over the arm/brush, and also a reference
to the freshwater mussel found throughout Europe that long held painter’s paint. (These look like
photograms but are actually made with liquid rubber that resists an airbrush spray of ink; when
removed, it reveals the blank paper as if it were the photo negative.)

As before, then, with his new paintings made for his second solo show at Marian Goodman Gallery
Paris, the point is analytic. He seems to ask, in so many ways, how representation is managed and
how value circulates, and what the artist has to do with this passage of material into currency. We
talked about this in his Los Angeles studio amidst the works, set to ship out the next day but not
crated just yet.

Hudson, Suzanne, and Paul Sietsema. “Paul Sietsema with Suzanne Hudson.” The Broo/elyn Rail, November 2025.



Suzanne Hudson (Rail): Okay, so should we start by talking about what’s going to be in the
show?

Paul Sietsema: Sure. There are seven new pieces that I've made that are going upstairs. The
gallery in Paris is a small, nice, clean space with windows running along one wall, so you can see
the work from the courtyard outside, too. It makes it a little bit like a vitrine, which I like. It’s going
to be a hang of the seven works you see on the wall across the room here. Then downstairs I'm
showing some earlier work. Some of those have imagery of the work’s creation—actions that I felt
emanated enough on their own to turn them into something. There is also a painting [Blue Picasso
(2020)] that is a sort of canceled exhibition poster from the Peggy Guggenheim Collection.

Rail: A Picasso.

Sietsema: Yes. It’s very weird, surreal. You can’t see much of it because it’s covered, but if you
know On the Beach (1937), it looks sort of like science fiction, with cubistic figures on a beach. It
has a very blue sky, light tan yellow sand—very Mediterranean. It’s funny being in California and

looking at a Cubist beach scene.

Rail: Maybe it’s appropriately wistful for fall in Paris, even grayed over.
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Sietsema: Exactly. And then there are these two carved stone pieces from building cornerstones.
When I was living in Europe around a decade ago, I traveled through Paris a lot, and I would
photograph these dates whenever I came across them. I started making the paintings with a broken
airbrush that I was into because it sort of splattered and did things that were less technical than
the other pieces I was working on at the same time. I would render the stone with the dates, but I
changed the dates to earlier moments in my life.

Rail: Do you still do those at all?

Sietsema: I haven’t in a while, but lately I've been wanting to, and now it is kind of a funny thing,
because I have started to look back at work that I've made even twenty years ago, and it’s a different
feeling than I had when I made them. As I change and move in other directions, the older work
sometimes seems to hold even more potential.

Rail: But you never go back into work. I mean, once it’s done, you wouldn’t re-work a piece? You
would make something new in that idiom.

Sietsema: Yes, other iterations. I do have a bunch of the date panels that I started but never
finished; it’s been over ten years since I touched them. For some reason with those, 'm never in a
hurry to finish. I think they rely less on entering the world at an exact moment. A lot of my work
does have to do with things that happened before it, and it’s maybe ambiguous when it was made,

or what my stance is in relation to the preceding histories or authorship in general. I think I've been
waiting for this moment since I was much younger, to be able to ripple back through my own history
and use it as a kind of echo chamber, or maybe amplifier, to address these things more deeply.

Rail: That’s why I like that this is part of the show with the new work. I don’t think I fully got it
until seeing this mockup. I mean, so many shows pair earlier work and more recent work, with
whatever mechanism of connection between them. But there’s something about this subterranean
chamber, with the earlier work undergirding what is above it. You are spatializing a psychic model.

Sietsema: Yeah, I was into that. In gallery press releases, they usually call it “exhibition space
level two,” or something like that. But in reality, everybody just calls it “the basement.” I was very
interested in the idea, because “basement” relates to “bedrock,” geologically. It’s not just a room
under a building; it’s also the geological formations under the surface of the earth. As I was coming
to those ideas, I came across this Marcel Broodthaers concrete poem, one of his vacuum-formed
reliefs in plastic, called E Sous-Sol from 1969, which portrays both bedrock and clouds with the
same abstracted jagged shapes on either side of a line that stands in for the surface of the earth.

Rail: It is an image of the thing that can’t move, that determines or gives literal shape to what
comes on top of it.

Sietsema: Yeah, yeah, it’s exactly that. It can’t change now. I do feel like I've just been forging

ahead for decades without looking back. And maybe it has something to do with age, but also
everything that has happened this year, that led to me taking stock.
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Rail: What are you calling the show? I didn’t even ask.
Sietsema: I was just going to use my name, which is what I usually do. Titles can overpower things.
Rail: But there’s not going to be a date range, or a sense of chronology?

Sietsema: No. The only organizing feature will be the above ground versus the below. As for titles,
I mean, I guess I really try to get what I want into the work, and then a title feels like a cataloguing
element, unless there’s something that I want to remember about it specifically. I might tag certain
things about a piece in the title, so that when I come across it again, it’ll remind me of something I
thought I might want to think about in the future.

Rail: So it’s like a placeholder for you, always already proleptic. You don’t want the framing to be
interpretive.

Sietsema: I am extremely interested in language, but I also think that fundamentally, language,
like music, has an immense amount of power behind it, and I feel like the work is maybe a little bit
quiet, so that power is sort of—

Rail: Well you can’t undo it. I always feel like you can’t unread something that you've read, or from
the other side, you can’t really take it back once you put it out there.
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Sietsema: Yeah. Whereas with artworks, I think your conception can change a lot over time, which
of course is something I'm fundamentally interested in.

Rail: In itself and also because of the relation of what you put beside it. The deck can always be
shuffled. For this show, you have muted the colors, in the new and older works.

Sietsema: When the market went crazy, I realize I started associating color with that other kind
of saturation. In my last show in LA at Matthew Marks Gallery, in 2024, I made one of my phone
paintings that have always had color based on the original phones. I was thinking about what

a hot color might look like. I was thinking about lures, like the ones for fly fishing. I mixed this
weird and specific reddish-orangeish pink. I don’t really know exactly how it got there, but it felt
right. And then when I was parking to install the show in West Hollywood, there was a brand-new
Jeep parked next to me, still with temporary plates, and it was the exact same color as my phone
painting. It made me a little queasy that I'd come to this color, and the car company had come to it
as well, maybe on a similar timeline, and then our colors came out at the same time. It just got very
confusing for me. So I decided that I wanted to explore material itself, and of course, it’s maybe
more complicated than that, because it’s always very representational material—almost always
representations of material—but I was interested in processing something closer to raw materials,
and not using color or other elements that might juice the work beyond its fundamental existence.

Rail: I remember seeing the brightly lacquered phones in your studio and in the LA show, but the
pink one for me had a kind of tacky, hardened quality of nail polish or auto body paint that I took
to be very deliberate. I didn’t get the squeamish association you’re describing, but thought it to be
about product lines and how you can cloak something in different colors, and the colors anyhow
can’t escape topical reference.

Sietsema: Because that’s how the phones initially were marketed. The changing colors were a very
important part of them selling more of the phones, as interior design trends changed.

Rail: Right. The obsolescence built-in.

Sietsema: In my last New York show at Matthew Marks, in 2023, I had a yellow phone, a more
standard red phone, a sort of turquoise phone, and a dark green phone, based on the colors they
originally came in. So I would find the phones, and then I would mix and match the color and pour
the paint over them before capturing them digitally. Also sometimes they’re enhanced through the
photography, the default proprietary color builds off the digital file, and then I might nudge them
around a little to get them to sit right. But basically, it’s all found color.

Rail: But now seeing it in grisaille, it almost looks like it’s naked, waiting for some surface
application. Or like this is the under-painting, even though I know materially that’s not how the
others work.

Sietsema: Yeah, that’s interesting. I mean, the other paintings are smaller, and they are meant
to have a very hard, shiny surface. They have some Finish Fetish in the way they are painted. But
I think that I've always also been interested in phones as bodies, so at a slightly larger scale, they

Hudson, Suzanne, and Paul Sietsema. “Paul Sietsema with Suzanne Hudson.” The Broo/elyn Rail, November 2025.



are more like machines and bodies at the same time. That physiological quality in machines is
disappearing of course. We could become obsolete now, you know—earlier the machines became
obsolete, but now that could flip in the new system.

Rail: Like in the service of communication or networking, or—

Sietsema: Exactly. So I don’t know, I sort of think of this as, like, a figurative painting, although it
sounds like such a dirty word to me right now. [ Laughter]

Rail: Maybe it’s a kind of pareidolia, but the typewriter in Object painting (2025) reads as not so
much bodily, but facial. Or it is provoking that reading of patterning in an inanimate object in such
a deliberate way.

Sietsema: I do see a face in it sometimes, which I do like, but that is just a byproduct of its early-

machine physicality. As new technology alienates itself from us, older technology starts to seem
almost human. What I was really interested in though was the relationship of the apparatus to
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your body, your fingers—the idea of hitting keys, which of course are really just simple levers, and
pushing the carriage back to advance the sheet of paper and start a new sentence. I think of it in
relation to making the painting. I think it’s similar, you know: the manufacture of the object and the
manipulation of the object, the interaction with the body and the way the painting is made. They
both involve physical labor that produces language. I wanted a subject that had these attributes—a
machine that would fill the frame completely and sort of overtake it.

Rail: This is making me think about the way that so many of your works have implied a body

or indexed movement. This could be in paint being really evidently slid across the surface or
something, but also in what is pictured. They are like quasi-narratives of things arrested in positions
that redouble the process of their making to imply a prior action. But now these are like the phone
being unplugged, or handset being taken off the cradle. There is also a sonic dimension of these
choices, like the clicking of the rotary dial after being returned. Back to your point about the
interaction with the body, the feeling of this is so specific: the tension of the turning, the give of the
coiled cord. You can sense it. But I guess all I'm trying to say is you can also hear it. Strangely, as
images, they are very loud.

Sietsema: It is funny because I was thinking about this very thing just ten minutes ago. [Laughter]
But before that, I don’t know if I did that much. You know, for these paintings I take the phones
apart, to pour paint on them and photograph them. I have to gut them first so they won’t be so
heavy they fall out of the paint. I think I have phones from the 1940s through the eighties, which
I've gotten for their different colors. If you hang the ringing bells taken out of the phones from

the forties on a nail and tap them with a screwdriver, they will reverberate for minutes, making a
beautiful, high-pitched sound, and it just goes on and on and on and on. And the eighties versions
go silent in less than thirty seconds. Manufacturing got worse and worse. But in the beginning, it
was like a musical instrument. I think of the typewriters in a similar way.

Rail: They’re feats of engineering.

Sietsema: Completely. If you open them up, they’re incredibly simple objects. Once, the night
before the opening of a large international group show, the 16 mm projector I was showing a film on
stopped working. It was late and there were no techs around. I found some tools and took the casing
off the projector and was able to fix it by tracing the mechanisms to find what was missing, without
ever having seen the inside of a projector before. If you're making an artwork—well, this kind

of artwork—it’s that same situation: a mechanical process, a brain-hand feedback loop in which
nothing is taken out of your hands. So for me, there is a resonance, because I think I would almost
prefer just to make monochromes. But I just don’t believe that painting has that particular power
anymore, or maybe it’s that I don’t want to hand that power back over to painting. I think reading
the paintings can include a similar hand-brain feedback loop. In my dreams, this brings about a
more phenomenological experience for someone standing in front of them. So I'm trying to find
ways to get back to an activated simplicity of some kind, or a directness.

Rail: Yeah, these are maybe more about directness than simplicity. The typewriter, Object painting,
is such a complicated painting, despite its centering something tilted up to the picture plane, and,
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as you say, aligned so utterly with it. But the longer I look at it, the less sense it makes. It dissolves
up close, too, which is the best feeling—when you think you can understand something, and then
it starts taking itself apart as you apprehend it. Then I'm thrown back on trying to figure: Where
does space happen? Where is something going in or out? And it is so dumbly flat, which is perfect,
because it makes me realize it is a literal ground for my projections, for my trying to keep the
illusion and see how you produced it at the same time.

Sietsema: That’s something I'm very interested in across the board: ambiguity. But spatially,
especially with this one, there was a lot of tuning to get it to sit right, you know, and to not either
just explain itself or disappear into one particular type of space.

Rail: The space is consistently inconsistent. That’s kind of the ultimate game, right? To give the

image and simultaneously complicate a path through it. And now that you are returning to these
typologies that you developed—in some cases decades ago—you are re-entering those spaces, but
also redefining their thresholds and rules.
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Sietsema: Yes, I think so. Arrangement (2025) is a painting that I've done one iteration of in the
past: a broken record in silver. The last one didn’t have a frame, which is kind of a small detail, but
when I do use frames, it’s very much about keying it off as an object of trade, a kind of domesticated
cultural object. When I do use them, I often paint imagery over the frames to pull them into the
mess. [Laughter] So it’s not an entirely polite situation.

Rail: You mean you make this as an overall structure, or you paint the frame separately, and then
put them together?

Sietsema: It does have to be painted separately to get to all of it, because the image goes down the
side and across the gutter. I usually do paint the backs too, which the galleries are not crazy about.
They get stuck to the wall and sometimes paint chips off. The question is inevitably whether the
back is part of the painting or not.

Rail: Which is it?

Sietsema: It’s all the painting. Yeah, it’s all the painting. It’s partially that I do believe this object
needs to have its own sort of existence, and us looking at it is one part of it, but it is also a totality on
it’s own.

Rail: Without us.

Sietsema: Yes. So the painting on the back has meaning to me, because I don’t only care about the
surface of the painting your eyes are currently moving over. With the backs specifically, it’s also that
I spend a lot of time with installation crews, and it just makes that much more enjoyable if you're
experiencing a side of the work that other people don’t get to experience. For me, that’s a very nice
moment, this feeling that you're sharing something.

Rail: There’s an intimacy.

Sietsema: Which then, for me, calibrates the work differently, because work just sitting on a wall
in a gallery is a pretty dead proposition.

Rail: Maybe we can talk about how the works relate to each other. It’s an odd segue, but I guess it is
another way of thinking about sociability or vitality in a manufactured situation.

Sietsema: Well, these paintings were definitely conceived together, and there has been a lot of
editing over the last year and a half. I'm usually more of a planner, and this time, for whatever
reason, I decided I would just follow my intuition. I work on tables, so the work is in different parts
of the room and different states of being finished—not really visible as a group. When I was getting
close to being finished, I put all of them on the wall, and sort of freaked out, because I felt like
something was happening that was out of my control.
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Rail: They do play off each other so actively. I'm not sure how to put it exactly, but they each have
spots where the images interrupt themselves. And I am realizing that you have made a catalogue of
gestures with different sets of moves within the same organizing logics.

Sietsema: I do think that. And I think what I like about this group is that each painting is
processing some similar ideas about art or commerce in very different ways. Usually, I feel I need
a series to do this. But this time, I felt like I was able to get it in there in singles. I see them more as
integers, or variables in an equation.

Rail: They can each stand alone, so you don’t need more than one of anything.

Sietsema: Yeah. I did make two on the backs of matched used paintings though. I sometimes find
old paintings and turn them around to use the reverse. Action painting (black line) and Action
painting (white on white) (both 2025) are knockoff Jackson Pollock paintings from an auction
house in Florida. I think they were like 150 dollars each or something, but sold as Jackson Pollock
originals, which is kind of amazing. I don’t know if the laws are different in Florida or what—

Rail: They seem to be, about most things.

Sietsema: Yeah, maybe all things. These feel like high school art class abstraction. They’re nice
though. I mean, I chose them because I believe in them as paintings.
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Rail: They made it harder for you to undo them. But they are still readymades, now assisted.

Sietsema: I think about Abstract Expressionism in terms of chance instead of emotion or
expression, or male bravado. The paint is going to do what it wants, so that is really making the
image. And there’s something I like about using a coin rather than a brush as the paint applicator.

Rail: Chance within certain parameters that aren’t governed by temperament or psychology. It’s
either going to be heads or tails.

Sietsema: Yeah. The idea that a gesture like this could be right or wrong is sort of fascinating to
me, because if it feels right, does that make it wrong? What are the rules? A painting like this with a
simple gesture makes me uncomfortable, because although it’s playing with this, it does also believe
in it somewhat—plays a bit by the rules. There’s this odd feeling of the gesture as a sales pitch. Is a
Willem de Kooning stroke also a symbol of monetization? I've been fascinated by this since I started
looking at art. I mean, if you take a step back, it’s kind of silly and bizarre that one person’s gesture
should be loaded with so much importance and value, when, in fact, it should really be every gesture
that everybody makes having equal value.

Rail: Right, so the question becomes, “How do you think about these older gestures as the
externalization of something?”

Sietsema: I mean, it’s weird: one of the strictest, deepest, most personal boundaries for me

in terms of making work is that I can’t make a gestural mark and believe it is important just
because I've done it, or it looks a certain way. And I guess I see the sort of more direct, Abstract
Expressionist-type painting out there now as a response to certain types of technology—digital
technology and phones and screens—and the idea that gesture carries better on social media
because of the dissonance. It’s as if it’s this incredible thing to make a mark that AI hasn’t made. It
has reactionary power of course, but I think gives too much deference to the technology itself in the
end. Sometimes it feels like Al is training us to make more regressive expressionistic work because
it can’t.

Rail: It’s interesting because I've been coming to this recently from writing about art therapy

and the use of the gesture in this moment of historical Ab Ex, which was coincident with its
development from occupational therapy. Margaret Naumburg was one of the earliest and most
important practitioners in the US. She and her sister, Florence Cane, were progressive educators.
They used this scribble drawing game on kids and then Naumburg took it into her clinical practice,
encouraging people to effectively make and analyze their own Rorschach test. They are all un-
choreographed bodily gestures that supposedly open onto something that language could not,
except in their company. But it’s never pure communication. Even the gesture isn’t enough. It
needed to be interpreted. It was a precondition to other forms of meaning-making, whether
they’re visual, verbal, or some combination. Even in this psychodynamic context, there was not a
transparency to meaning. And then how does this translate for work that is intended to leave the
studio? That we assume that the gesture can ever just communicate, or that anyone wants it to, feels
like such a folly. But what does that mean that it’s our desire that it does, or could?
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Sietsema: It is just taking our perceptual system that’s honed over, you know, generations, that
takes in visual information and sounds and all these things, and processes them into something
that our brain can make sense of—languages, right? So with the gestural or abstract, you have this
either super-limited or, I guess, irrational information you’re taking in, and it allows your brain to
breathe and relax, and allow other ideas in—which I think can be a very pleasurable experience.
But interpretation is a very different situation. And utilization another still. And I guess for me,
one of the complicated questions in terms of how this abstraction functions now is that, spiritually
or metaphysically, it encompasses as much as you want it too. And in art, the economic often
expands in the same spaces the spiritual does. So in the end, it has this extreme potential for value
enhancement.

Rail: That gets to Isabelle Graw’s ideas on “liveliness”—with the painting as an index of the agency
of the maker, which keys to the market so directly.
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Sietsema: Yeah, exactly. But, I mean, it is funny, because I'm often just trying to vacuum myself
out of the work. Maybe I'm fighting harder to remove myself, and somehow I'm getting more stuck
in the tar of the situation.

Rail: I guess that’s kind of what I was trying to say: that I was starting to feel this is such a tight
grouping because it’s all the same. These are all just different versions of the same painting, even
though nothing about them is actually...

Sietsema: Yeah...
Rail: Or different propositions within the same concept of what a painting could be.

Sietsema: And each work is its own problem completely, and none of them are easy to solve in
the end. Even with Gray painting (2025): I've used this image several times before, although it’s
been at least ten or fifteen years. This type of painting was originally meant to look at Concrete
abstraction, Alberto Burri and Lucio Fontana, etc. But of course, the paint slagging and making

its own form happened in my studio, and I just felt like it rhymed with that earlier era enough. In
terms of the painting that’s in front of us now, I did want a ripple back to the work that I'd done
previously, which is floating around on Instagram and other places—books, magazines, etc. When I
started working on this, the highlights felt off, so I found a book that one of the earlier versions was
in and scanned the page and laid the image over this one. And then I realized this was a different
photograph taken at the same time as the ones I made the earlier paintings from. When I started
this painting, I picked the wrong image. This one took place a few seconds before or after the other,
and was taken from a slightly different angle. But this potentially inconsequential shift makes this
a totally different thing to me, especially in terms of painting the image, because every single part
of it is different. I like that it’s not just a replication, but this weird parallel moment disguised as
replication.

Rail: And the phone is interesting in this, too—the versions and the different histories they encode.

Sietsema: The smaller phone paintings really are about being opaque, and I've been into opening
them up this way: making them quite a bit larger and staying thinner with the paint. The painting
is more—I'm not going to say performative, but at the very least a physical workout. There is
something there for me about the mess of the dust that’s settled on the original object before I
photographed it, and then in the painting stage, the sort of paint debris that comes from working
quickly and using looser techniques. These are natural byproducts of the different stages the work
goes through, and I like the lack of intentionality or design in that. And if I take a step back, I do
think, as people have less and less experience in working with certain materials themselves, it’s
nicer to have more access to my engagement with it, so that you can still fall into it as a painting.

Rail: They still are inscrutable images though, which is, I think, what one realizes after the initial
confusion over material process. Even trying to figure out where the light source is, or from what
vantage the thing is being shown. You are playing with the orientation in these, especially in the
fake Pollocks with the horizontal getting set upright on the wall, which registers in the experience of
looking at them.
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Sietsema: That’s funny. I never really thought about these that way, consciously at least. But now

I can see it, because a lot of them have references to gravity in different ways that might undermine
the normal non-space of an image, and also have specific relationships with flatness, in terms of the
forms of the objects, but also the low relief I build up with the paint, which I think creates a kind of
accentuated in-betweenness. Yeah, that’s something I'm going to be thinking about for a while now.

Rail: How about in Figure ground study (white on white) (2025)? The parts seem like they are
sliding past each other.

Sietsema: When CDs break, they break in very different ways than a vinyl record does. The break
describes the material; it delivers a specific edge, which in a painting becomes a specific line. I
always think about composition. In the era that I was educated in, composition was an absolutely
evil thing. Composition is design; design is bad. And I really liked that the records and CDs, to a
lesser extent, drifted around in the paint I poured over them as they were drying, finding their own
positions, and sort of self-composing. Plus the jagged pieces point to the full circle of the whole, so
there’s a sort of subconscious projective reassembly that takes place when looking at them that I
think relates to composition, or non-composition, in a satisfying way.
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Rail: And what about the paintbrush in Action Painting (white on black) (2025)? I'm trying to
imagine what would have been different if it had been the first instead of the last thing we talked
about. It would have totally changed something. It’s not just inverting the order; it’s like a key on a
map or some kind of decoder-ring scenario. I also love the black monochrome, because so many of
the other grounds have more residual incident. This is really like a presentational space.

Sietsema: Totally, a presentational space. I've always liked this image and have wanted to make
it as a painting for the last fifteen years or so, and just haven’t found the right spot for it. But it is
also uncomfortable, because it reminds me of the worst Roy Lichtensteins I've ever seen—the free
floating brush strokes on Plexiglas. But that is also what I like about it, that it has an undeniably
bristly aspect to it in certain ways.

Rail: These are all rigorous, hard paintings. I don’t think they’re hard to access, but then to figure
out what to do with them is something else. And maybe that’s your point? But so then there’s a
question of, “Well, what is it about?” This is the most didactic. It is straightforward, like, “Here’s

the device; here is the tool that made the mark that I hung on the wall.” How we value it is another
issue, but not unrelated, obviously, as we were also just talking about. Beneath that are questions as
to how we orient that mark, and when we leave it as a mark. I feel like this kind of unfolds the whole
story of what these other things are doing in a way that’s probably much more straightforward. Like,
I've undergone an experience, and now I have this thing that explains to me more efficiently what
produced it, if not exactly what it was.

Sietsema: Yeah, I thought it was too jokey or something. And it kept wavering between being in
and out of the show. But then I realized I do kind of want that. And maybe in a way, it’s the most
critical that way, too, because to me it’s also like the logo that you would find on a pre-stretched

canvas in an art store.

Rail: You've been interested for so long in the history of art materials and the way that tools
migrate into other technologies, like the digital paintbrush icon for in-program design.

Sietsema: You know, everything you're looking at was made with a brush. [ Laughter]

Rail: It’s a stoner in the parking lot kind of thing—a dumb joke that is deadly serious at the same
time.

Sietsema: I mean, you just summed up how I feel about the paintings. So that’s pretty cool.
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Paul and I last saw each other
in LA in early June for a studio vi-
sit as he prepared for his October
exhibition at Marian Goodman in
Paris. His windows were characte-
ristically blocked by cardboard and
this time there were more paintings
on the wall than usual. Many others
were unfinished or perhaps finished
on tabletops under sheets of glassine
—we looked at a few.

Can you talk about

how you incorporate

new subject matter or a

new series into the practice?

You have a recurring cast of cha-
racters - phones, coins, Picasso
posters, and now more recently,
broken records - that you develop
over long periods. | always look
forward to the new “model” of a
familiar subject and especially
take note when you bring in a new
one like you are with this upco-
ming show in Paris.

So far there is just one of the

new type of pain-

ting you mention, tit-

led Object painting. It
considers painting as a machine
and emblematizes processing and
work, even while it just sits there
on the wall, an inert combination
of paint, metal, wood, and fabric.
The apparatus I've chosen to por-
tray conveys the weight of an era
along with the physical weight
of the object that embodied it.
Its outdated mechanisms rely on
finger and hand operations much
more so than devices now paralle-
ling the handwork used to make

Paul et moi nous sommes revus a
Los Angeles début juin, pour une
visite d'atelier alors gu’il préparait
son exposition d'octobre a la galerie
Marian Goodman a Paris. Ses fenétres
étaient, comme a son habitude, recou-
vertes de carton, et cette fois il y avait plus
de peintures accrochées aux murs que d'or-
dinaire. Beaucoup d'autres étaient inachevées
ou peut-étre achevées posées sur des tables,
sous des feuilles de papier cristal. Nous en
avons regardé quelques-unes.

Peux-tu expliquer comment tu in-
troduis de nouveaux sujets ou une
nouvelle série dans ta pratique ?
Tu as un répertoire récurrent de
motifs — téléphones, pieces de
monnaie, affiches de Picasso, et
plus récemment disques brisés
— que tu développes sur de lon-
gues périodes. J'attends toujours
avec impatience de voir le nou-
veau « modeéle » d'un sujet fami-
lier, et je prends particuliérement
note lorsque tu en introduis un
nouveau, comme c'est le cas pour
cette prochaine exposition a Pa-
ris.

Pour l'instant, il n'y a qu'un seul

tableau du nouveau type dont tu
parles, intitulé Object Painting. |l
envisage la peinture comme une
machine et incarne le traitement
et le travail, méme lorsqu'il repose
simplement sur le mur, combinai-
son inerte de peinture, métal, bois
et tissu. L'appareil que jai choisi
de représenter exprime a la fois le
poids d'une époque et le poids phy-
sique de l'objet qui lI'incarnait. Ses
mecanismes obsoletes reposent
sur des opérations des doigts et de
la main bien plus que les disposi-
tifs actuels, faisant écho au travail
manuel nécessaire a la réalisation
méme de la peinture. Cette ma-
chine arbore sa fonctionnalité en

the painting itself. This machine
wears its functionality on its sur-
face, but over time and through
obsolescence it has misplaced
its original intention which is re-
placed by types of abstraction.

In terms of subjects, if something
is still a question for me it keeps
going, regardless of how long I've
worked with it. There's one pain-
ting in the Paris show, a brush in
white paint, from an earlier series
of brush paintings, that I've been
thinking about making for over 10
years.

I'm also resurrecting a type of
painting for Paris | haven't made in
quite a while. Adding to this dark
gray abstraction’s existing DNA
its new status as an apparition
of itself, to accentuate the type's
minimal subject matter which is
already an apparition of past pain-
ting movements.

We've talked about how the city or
context you're showing in brings
out different attitudes in the
work: Paris for example bringing
out a grittier tone and less co-
lor, Los Angeles a bit more flash,
New York maybe somewhere in
between? How do these shifts in
attitude drive not only the look of
the work but also the content you

surface, mais avec le temps et I'ob-
solescence, elle a perdu son inten-
tion premiere, remplacée par des
formes d'abstraction.

Quant aux sujets, si quelque

chose reste pour moi une ques-
tion ouverte, cela continue, peu
importe depuis combien de temps
j'y travaille. Il y a une peinture dans
I'exposition parisienne, un pin-
ceau plongé dans de la peinture
blanche, issue d'une série anté-
rieure de peintures de pinceaux,
que je pense a réaliser depuis plus
de dix ans.
Je ressuscite également pour Paris
un type de peinture que je n‘avais
pas faite depuis longtemps. J'y
ajoute, a I'ADN existant de cette
abstraction gris foncé, son nou-
veau statut d'apparition d'elle-
méme, pour accentuer le caractere
minimal du sujet, qui est déja une
apparition de mouvements pictu-
raux passeés.

Nous avons déja parlé du fait que
la ville ou le contexte dans lequel
tu présentes ton travail fait ressor-
tir des attitudes différentes : Pa-
ris, par exemple, amenant un ton
plus brut et moins de couleur; Los
An%(eles, un peu plus d'éclat ; New
York, peut-étre quelque part entre
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decide to deal with?

| often associate bright colors in
art with the market and was inte-
rested in testing the relationship
of color with economics in one of
my phone paintings from the last
show | had in Los Angeles. Intui-
tively mixing until things felt right,
| arrived at a bright reddish pink,
almost fluorescent, something
like Pepto Bismol mixed with
molten metal. When the work
was done, and | was parking at the
gallery in West Hollywood to ins-
tall the show, | noticed the color
of the brand-new car next to me
matched the color of my painting
exactly.

The resulting queasy realization
that an automobile company and
| had decided the same color was
right for that particular moment is
one of the reasons why the show
in Paris will represent pure mate-
rials. Metals, paint in its simplest
form; black, white, natural fibers
such as canvas and linen all play
roles, as does representation and
an exploded idea of painting. |
wanted to combine the natural
and synthetic to make them one
continuous thing.

Los Angeles gives surface beauty
a leading role, and much contrast
is created if something isn't su-
perficial-which might actually

les deux. Comment ces change-
ments d'attitude influencent-ils
non seulement |'apparence de
l'ceuvre mais aussile contenu dont
tu choisis de traiter ?

J'associe souvent les couleurs
vives en art au marché, et j'ai vou-
lu tester la relation entre la cou-
leur et I'économie dans une de
mes peintures de téléphones lors
de ma derniére exposition a Los
Angeles. En mélangeant intuiti-
vement jusqu’'a trouver ce qui me
semblait juste, j'ai abouti a un rose
rougeatre vif, presque fluorescent
— quelgue chose comme du Pepto
Bismol mélé a du métal en fusion.
Lorsque l'ceuvre a été terminée, en
me garant a la galerie de West Hol-
lywood pour installer I'exposition,
j'ai remarqué que la couleur de la
voiture neuve a co6té de moi cor-
respondait exactement a celle de
ma peinture.

La prise de conscience troublante
gu'un constructeur automobile et
moi avions décidé, chacun de notre
cOté, que cette couleur était juste
pour ce moment-la, est I'une des
raisons pour lesquelles I'exposition
parisienne se concentrera sur des
matériaux purs. Métaux, peinture
dans sa forme la plus simple (noir,
blanc), fibres naturelles comme la
toile et le lin — tout cela joue un
réle, tout comme la représentation
et une idée éclatée de la peinture.
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mean using extra superficiality
self-consciously. Jo Baer defined
painting as an artificial medium in
which you need to be genuine, to
me this has always meant naviga-
ting the artificial on its own terms
to align with the true nature of re-
presentation.

A couple months back you men-
tioned a writer [visiting your stu-
dio] had called a new painting
“nostalgic” (I think.. or something
along those lines). What about
that read is disappointing or mis-
sing the point?

There's nothing nostalgic about
the way I live my life, the technolo-
gies | use or culture | engage with
etc., but many of the subjects |
use in my work are from the past.
My work is very much about an ex-
perience in the current moment
and elements of the past are used
only for the way they sit in the
present, as symbols that embody
certain functions and materiali-
ties, eras and bodies of thought. |
think of them as aesthetic inflec-
tion points rather than objects or
images. There is also a chronolo-
ﬁica slippage | am interested in

ere. For the last 25 years at least,
my work has processed how tech-
nologies-in the beginning a newly
commercialized internet-bring all

Je voulais combiner le naturel et
le synthétique, pour les fondre en
une seule et méme chose.

Los Angeles donne a la beau-
té de surface un réle central, et
beaucoup de contraste se crée si
guelque chose n'est pas superfi-
ciel — ce qui peut en fait signifier
utiliser une superficialité accrue,
mais de maniére consciente. Jo
Baer a défini la peinture comme un
médium artificiel dans lequel il faut
étre authentique. Pour moi, cela a
toujours signifié naviguer dans I'ar-
tificialité selon ses propres termes
afin de s'aligner avec la véritable
nature de la représentation.

Il'y a quelques maois, tu avais men-
tionné qu'un écrivain venu visiter
ton atelier avait qualifié une nou-
velle peinture de « nostalgique »
(il me semble... ou quelque chose
dans ce genre). Qu'est-ce qui, dans
cette lecture, t'a semblé décevant
ou a coté de la plaque ?

[I'n’y arien de nostalgique dans ma
fagcon de vivre, les technologies
que j'utilise, ou la culture a laquelle
je m'intéresse. Mais beaucoup des
sujets que j'explore viennent du
passé. Mon travail porte pleine-
ment sur une expérience du pré-
sent, et les éléments du passé ne
sont utilisés que pour la maniére
dont ils existent dans le présent
— en tant que symboles incarnant

times to the present. That the
year of origin for my work might
be hard to figure out by someone
who doesn’t know it inspires me
also because it's a kind of time
travel, it brings the future to the
present as well.

How are you feeling about the
role of the phone in this show?
Over the last couple years you've
introduced a different kind of en-
amel paint with the phones in par-
ticular — is that becoming more
familiar and comfortable to use?
There's the metallic variant that
feels very new and its own thing
and also this more opaque and
newer built up ones that feel like
you're unlocking an older vibe
with the new paint? Does that re-
sonate or not at all?

For this show each individual work
is very much its own thing. Each
one plays off the other instead of
repeating themselves, which is
the way the color phones and car-
riage paintings often work. One of
the paintings in the Paris show will
be a large silver phone. The sil-
ver phones | started showing last
year are bigger than earlier phone
paintings, and the paint applica-
tion is more physical, with more
body movement. The newer paint
isn't as opaque as the previous

certaines fonctions et matériali-
tés, des époques et des corpus de
pensée. Je les considere comme
des points d'inflexion esthétique
plutét que comme des objets ou
des images. Il y a également un
glissement chronologique  qui
m'intéresse. Depuis au moins 25
ans, mon travail traite de la fagon
dont les technologies — au début,
uninternet nouvellement commer-
cialisé — rameénent tous les temps
dans le présent. Que l'année d'ori-
gine de mon travail puisse étre dif-
icile a déterminer pour quelgu’un
quine le connalt pas m'inspire aus-
si, car c'est une forme de voyage
temporel : cela améne aussi le fu-
tur dans le présent.

Comment envisages-tu le réle du
téléphone dans cette exposition ?
Ces dernieres années, tu as intro-
duitune nouvelle sorte de peinture
émaillée, notamment pour les té-
léphones. Est-ce que cela devient
plus familier et confortable a uti-
liser ? Il y a la variante métallique,
qui semble trés nouvelle et auto-
nome, et aussi des versions plus
opaques et plus travaillées qui
donnent I'impression que tu réac-
tives une ambiance plus ancienne
avec une peinture nouvelle. Est-ce
que cela te parle, ou pas du tout ?

Pour cette exposition, chaque
ceuvre est vraiment une entité a
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one making the silver image more
diaphanous, like the surface of a
silver balloon-thin and taut with a
rubbery dullness. At a time when
Al makes it hard to feel optimistic
about our future with technology,
the silver paintings embody a kind
of optimism, lifted from the age
of domesticated machines, which
had bodies to mirror our own.

How are you orienting yourself
toward the craft side of your
practice at the moment and how
often does that fluctuate? The
paintings are unfathomably well
made and I'm curious how often,
if ever, you wish it were a simpler
process? Also, does it bother you
when people fixate too much on
the execution of the work?

| suppose it does bother me a little
if someone pays more attention to
one aspect of the work rather than
the whole, but I'm still compelled
to work the way | do. | like to slow
the path through the image. Much
art | experience feels light to me,
in a battle of objecthood with an
ashtray it might lose. | think the
methods | use and the time | de-
vote to them might allow the work
to put up more of a fight against

part entiere. Chacune joue avec
les autres sans se répéter, contrai-
rement aux séries de téléphones
colorés ou de carrosses. Lune des
peintures exposées a Paris repré-
sentera un grand téléphone argen-
té. Les téléphones argentés que
j'ai commencé a montrer l'année
derniere sont plus grands que les
précédents, et l'application de la
peinture y est plus physique, en-
gageant davantage le mouvement
du corps. La nouvelle peinture est
moins opaque que la précédente,
rendant I'image argentée plus dia-
phane, comme la surface d'un bal-
lon d'argent — fine, tendue, avec
une matité caoutchouteuse. A une
époque ou l'intelligence artificielle
rend difficile I'optimisme quant a
notre avenir technologique, ces
peintures argentées incarnent
une forme d'optimisme, puisé a
I'ére des machines domestiquées
— des machines qui avaient des
corps pour refléter les nétres.

Comment t'orientes-tu actuelle-
ment par rapport a l'aspect arti-
sanal de ta pratique, et a quelle
fréquence cela fluctue-t-il ? Tes
peintures sont incroyablement
bien réalisées, et je me demande a
quel point, parfois, tu aimerais que
le processus soit plus simple. Est-
ce que celat'agace quand les gens
se focalisent trop sur I'exécution ?

J'imagine que cela m'agace un peu
si quelqu'un se concentre davan-
tage sur un aspect du travail que

Rossi, Shane, and Paul Sietsema. “Paul Sietsema.” Arcane 4, September 2025, pp. 56-63.

the weight of regular things.

I've developed many methods for
making my work over the years. In
the beginning | was interested in
fusing the photographic and digi-
tal and painterly, but my rule was
that the final execution had to be
made entirely by hand, no printing
etc. The only exception is a series
of blocked out exhibition posters
I was silk screening. Even those
required hundreds of pulls of the
screens and quite a bit of correc-
tion by hand, painting hundreds
if not thousands of CMYK dots
with a small brush. Asyou startto
calculate the amount of work you
might be able to finish before you
aren't able to make work anymore,
this can start to seem like not a
greatidea.

| remember driving around LA a
year or two ago and you had the
ASAP Rocky song - Fukk Sleep-
on your dashboard that | couldn’t
help but clock. How does music
play into the studio practice?

Fukk Sleep is a track on Testing,
whichis a pop album that takes on
the idea of experimentation as its
theme, a kind of inversion of 20th
century avant garde thinking.

sur I'ensemble, mais je reste pous-
sé a travailler comme je le fais.
J'aime ralentir le parcours a travers
I'image. Beaucoup d'ceuvres que je
vois me paraissent légéres ; dans
une bataille d'objectité face a un
cendrier, elles pourraient perdre. Je
pense que les méthodes que j'em-
ploie et le temps que j'y consacre
permettent & mon travail de mieux
résister au poids des choses ordi-
naires.

J'ai développé de nombreuses mé-
thodes de fabrication au fil des
ans. Au début, je m'intéressais a
fusionner le photographique, le
numérique et le pictural, mais ma
regle était que l'exécution finale
devait étre entierement réalisée a
la main — pas d'impression, etc.
La seule exception fut une série
d'affiches d'exposition masquées
gue je sérigraphiais. Méme celles-
ci exigeaient des centaines de
passages a l'écran et beaucoup
de corrections a la main, peignant
des centaines, voire des milliers
de points CMJN au pinceau fin.
Quand on commence a calculer
combien d'ceuvres on peut raison-
nablement achever avant de ne
plus étre en mesure d'en produire,
cela peut sembler ne pas étre la
meilleure idée.

Je me souviens avoir roulé dans
Los Angeles il y a un an ou deux,
et avoir remarqué que tu avais le
morceau Fukk Sleep d’A$AP Rocky
sur ton tableau de bord, ce que je
n‘ai pas pu m'empécher de relever.

Good artists are always floating
parts of their true selves in front
of us, in their lyrics, as a kind of
formalism. The detachment of
repetition and noise of the neces-
sary technology for distribution
complicates this and creates pro-
ductive tension. | usually listen to
full albums for the concepts, and
an artist’s full catalog in chrono-
logical order to experience the
evolution of the work. This is so-
mething | used to do in the studio,
up until maybe 5 or 10 years ago.
Now, | do most of my listening in
the car-on trips across towntom

panel fabricator, or hours nort%
or south to swim in the ocean. |
stopped listening to music in the
studio as a constant backdrop be-
cause | wanted to try to get eve-
rything out of the work itself and
not be confused about if the buzz
| was feeling was coming from so-
methin%I was doing or the ASAP
Eocky lasting out of my spea-

ers.

Quel réledj
pratique

oue la musique dans ta
‘atelier ?

Fukk Sleep est un morceau de
Testing, un album pop qui prend
I'expérimentation pour theme,
une sorte d'inversion de la pen-
sée avant-gardiste du XXe siecle.
Les bons artistes projettent tou-
jours une part de leur véritable
identité devant nous, dans leurs
paroles comme une forme de for-
malisme. Le détachement de la
répétition et le bruit des techno-
logies nécessaires a la distribution
compliquent cela et créent une
tension productive. J'écoute gé-
néralement les albums dans leur
intégralité pour leur concept, et
I'ensemble de la discographie d'un
artiste dans l'ordre chronologique
pour en percevoir I'évolution. C'est
guelgue chose gue je faisais aupa-
ravant dans l'atelier, jusqu’il y a en-
viron cing ou dix ans. Aujourd’hui,
j'écoute surtout de la musique en
voiture, lors de trajets a travers la
ville pour aller voir mon fabricant
de panneaux, ou en conduisant des
heures vers le nord ou le sud pour
aller nager dans l'océan. J'ai arrété
d'écouter de la musique en perma-
nence dans l'atelier car je voulais
tirer tout de I'ceuvre elle-méme, et
ne pas étre troublé par I'idée que
le frisson que je ressentais venait
peut-étre de ce que je faisais, ou
bien d’A$AP Rocky résonnant dans
mes enceintes.



Carriage painting, 2024, Enamel on oil on canvas, 52 7/8 x 36 5/8 inches, 134 x 93 cm 63

Rossi, Shane, and Paul Sietsema. “Paul Sietsema.” Arcane 4, September 2025, pp. 56-63.
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PAUL SIETSEMA’S PAINTINGS often lead with something so obvious—a punch line or visual pun—that it
makes you wonder: Am [ stupid, or is he? In his series of Carriage paintings, he covers other artists’ paintings
that he bought for cheap at auction—with renderings of ripped bills in foreign currency. The paintings

are literally, then, money wasted (ha ha), while the monetary value of the original is voided by Sietsemas
overpainting. But with another look, the elegant opacity of the enamel surfaces muffles the punch line. The
works have a layered effect; the cool, glassy sheen of the surfaces create a trompe [’oeil, luring you in and
making you wonder if you re actually both smart. Sietsema’s work depends on this oscillation between
sophisticated appearance and punchy humor, leaving the viewer somewhere in between.

Hadland, Gracie. “Painting Money.” Los Angeles Review of Books, April 20, 2025.



In the artist’s most recent show, this past fall at Matthew Marks in Los Angeles, Sietsema presented 14

new paintings, most of which are continuations of series he has been working in for years. In addition to

torn money, there are rotary phones and coins built up with paint. Sietsema is an artist preoccupied with

the perennial problems of painting. Is it dead? Is it just a pretty, market-friendly object? He seeks answers
through repetition, returning again and again to these series marked by minor variations on narrowly defined
visual themes. He often shows them together: it's as if each new series must be accompanied by the last to
exhaust its function. Among the phones and money paintings at the Matthew Marks exhibition was one from a
new series, featuring objects in metallic tone enamel. This piece, Arrangement (2024), is a picture of a broken

record: perhaps a subtle nod to the artist’s own obsessiveness.

1 visited Paul s studio in December where we discussed his work, surrounded by piles of paper and postcards

and foreign notes.

GRACIE HADLAND: Some artists are set on being opaque—avoiding speaking about their work too
much or not wanting to personally appear in their work or around it. You’ve given lectures where,
instead of talking about the work, you show a film. I’m wondering, what does that gesture of opacity
as an artist mean to you? And is it important for you to be sort of cryptic or opaque in your self-
presentation as an artist?

PAUL SIETSEMA: I'm not trying to be cryptic or opaque at all. I get stage fright about public speaking,
and [ don’t want to be in front of people giving a lecture. So I’ll think of ways not to be in front of people;
I’1l show a film of mine instead. It’s also that I feel like that’s the way that my brain organizes itself. I think
making things visually and speaking or writing are totally different. ’'m deep into visual stuff, which makes
it harder for me to organize my thoughts in writing. It’s that I don’t really trust what I have to say about the
work, and I feel like, a lot of the time, it leads people astray. ’'m interested in how objects exist in the world.
Not all objects emanate or communicate that much, so I like the things that I make to be one among those
other things in the world. They shouldn’t be louder than something else.

This fall you had a show at Matthew Marks in Los Angeles in which you exhibited works from different
series of paintings. One series consists of what you call Carriage paintings, which incorporate different
types of currency painted on the canvas. These are paintings of money that themselves become financial
assets. They seem to me to directly address the idea that paintings exist primarily as financial assets,
but your works seem to obscure a potential critique of a market-crazed art world.

Yes, [ mean they either do or they don’t [become an asset]. It’s not up to me. But I think that this does maybe
have something to do with the way that I feel like my work functions, maybe a little related to opacity—I do
like if there’s a grand gesture that is maybe kind of dumb, and I always think of it as a red herring. Something
that sort of slaps you in the face, and then if you can regain your vision and everything, [you realize] that’s
not really the point, that there are other things happening.

Also, I collected currency as a kid. The American dollar almost looks like it was hand-drawn in ink. I was
always amazed by the beauty, but I also loved that it had this sort of triple value: its aesthetic beauty, the
monetary value, and then the fact that it was like this multiple that many people had access to in various
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stages of circulation. It seemed like this beautiful thing that was like an artwork that had a wide existence,
being used by people all the time. When I started making these paintings, I was still interested in that matrix
that I experienced when I was a kid. Then I was in a position to put these in play, in a situation in which the
painting either had value or didn’t; it was handmade, it would maybe be in a series—Ilike, there were just
parallels to it in the weird economy that [ was spinning them into. But I do find the currency very beautiful,
and, of course, tearing money is a thrill. I tear the bills to make the paintings. And that’s great, because it’s
like if I could afford to buy a really nice car and then drive it into a wall; I think that would be pretty exciting.

There’s another element to these Carriage paintings too, in that they are painting over paintings made
by other people, right? Could you talk a little bit about that?

I realized, when I started traveling around and looking at things and going on eBay in the late 1990s, and
looking at other weird auction aggregators since then, that there are just hundreds of thousands of paintings—
probably more—probably millions of paintings for sale at all times from different people in the world. And
so, as a game, | started bidding on some paintings. I started choosing them intuitively, based on my own
network of understanding of painting. And so I started putting in low bids, bottom-feeder bids, like 50 euros
on a painting, and if I would win it, I would have shippers pick it up and then wait for others to join it, and
then have them shipped to me. It was a strange way of collecting art but it didn’t really cost anything. The
artists were dead, a lot of them, because the paintings were older, and the styles usually paralleled other
[contemporaneous] styles. Most of these artists were unoriginal. It was interesting to me to have this sort

of second or third or fourth or fifth take on style. Once I had them, they became like a trigger for whatever
would happen on top of them. The idea of a blank canvas is something I’m not crazy about, and it was nice to
have something to react to.

I was thinking about that too. I mean, in your studio, there’s so much stuff that is made by other people
that you often use as a starting point. Is that an important element in the work, that it begins with
something already existing, handmade by someone else, as a sort of prompt?

I see it as doing two things. Number one, and this is how I feel about these objects, if they’re sitting at an
auction and, you know, out in the middle of nowhere, and nobody picks it up, it probably goes in the garbage.
And I sort of like the idea that I’m picking these things up and keeping them in circulation as cultural
objects—maybe not with the intention of the original maker, which is a different thing to think about, but that
I’m sort of keeping this other world that somebody else started in circulation is interesting to me.

I know that the art world in general seems to like people who are true originals—people are very egotistical.
You sort of have to be. It’s about bravado and expression. It’s sort of like neo-expressionism never died. With
conceptual art, | think there’s something to me that’s less egotistical. I do like to disappear, and this might
have to do with my sensibility, just the way that [ am as a person, but I’m not super excited to be visible in
the world. Like, I’'m always more comfortable if people don’t know I’m there somehow. And so I feel like
starting with other work, or mixing with other work—or maybe the thing that I apply is just money: I don’t
own money, and somebody else owns the work. And it’s not about my ego or expression or something. It’s
more like an equation of different things coming together.

That’s interesting, this idea of disappearing in painting. Jack Goldstein talked about disappearing in
his paintings. And most often, he was starting off with photographs, I guess.
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There is something strange if you’re doing work like copying a photograph or doing anything that’s related to
copying: it’s a very meditative process, and you get lost. It becomes your life and it becomes an environment
that is, if you have a certain kind of brain, something that you like to live in.

Also, there’s something funny about starting with someone else’s work, a painting that you bought for
like 50 bucks that might end up selling for a thousand times as much. It’s a bit of a joke or a prank to
apply the terms of your work’s value as an artist to this object by someone else that was not wanted.

They’re called, yeah, Carriage, because a carriage in financial terms is one thing that carries the value of
another. And so the idea is that these paintings have to do with a kind of applied value.

To me, there’s a subtle humor in a lot of these works. There are these gotcha jokes that have a punchy,
warm humor that seems to contradict the sleek, sometimes cold exterior of these objects.

I mean, humor is connected to many things, and it’s a fundamental psychological, emotional, linguistic
complex. It’s an activating element to anything. I have always been interested in perceptual systems and I do
like the way the humor plays into those.

In each series (mostly talking about the ones in this past show at Matthew Marks Gallery, September—
November 2024), there are time stamps. The dates on magazines, money, credit cards, or through
representations of another time, as with the rotary phones—you’re often collapsing multiple eras on the
surface of the canvas with these different objects.

I think it’s maybe another one of these “dumb” moves to grab the viewer’s attention. It’s something that I like,
when an artwork is supposed to embody its time period—if you just write the date on something, suddenly,
the artwork doesn’t have to exist anymore, because it’s a place-keeper for a time period. And then aesthetics
that exist in one period of time, indicated by a technological object, is another form of it. But I’ve also always
been interested in the different types of indicators of time that exist. I like using the phones in these works
because they capture this spread of time between the 1940s and now. I mean, some people still have them in
their houses. When I was in high school in the late *80s, that’s all we used. Then there’s this, what I think of
as an exploration of, slippage in time too. The thing about making artwork now is that whatever it is, if you’ve
just finished it, it exists very strongly in the present. But if it’s a magazine cover from 10 years ago, it also has
that register. When I was making films in the late *90s, it had a lot to do with the sort of virtual technologies
that were coming out then that, of course, now are pretty much everywhere. But it was this kind of idea of
time travel or experiencing more than one time period in one object: if an artwork collapses a technique from
one era, an object from another era, like a magazine, and then maybe a coin from another era, and all of that
expands but they collapse one single moment.

These works have a very meticulous process that takes you a long time and has multiple steps that are
not always oriented around the actual application of paint, the most important step of the process. It’s

more like the painting part is one element of a longer process.

Yeah. I think of them as sandwiches of paintings, of which painting is one of the layers.
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Do you consider yourself a painter then?

Part of me thinks a painter is anybody that uses paint. And I think Daniel Buren was a painter. And he, in the
beginning, used striped fabric, and then painted one white line on the side, and it was a painting. And then he
stopped painting anything on them, but they were like panels or just pieces of fabric, or just skins of paint on
a wall that were striped. So, I don’t know. It really depends on your definition of “painter.” I don’t really care.
I’m not really into categories that much. I see a lot of people who are throwing paint around in abstract ways,
and their paint drips and drops in bright colors, and I don’t think they’re painters, because it’s not relevant. So
part of me thinks a painter is somebody who’s making relevant artwork with paint. And if that’s the case, I’'m
a painter. But other people have historical ideas of what a painter is.

I do use the idea of a painting as the system. There are other systems involved, but a painting as an object
with its own history and existence in different forms is a system that I like to start with. I think that makes
them actually deep painting, in a way, and not just painting. Because I do consider what a painting is, and I
look at a lot of painting, and I always think about what a painting is or should be. But I feel like painting is so
weird now, maybe because of the market or the art world, and so I would be less inclined just to say it.

In that vein, do you see these works being critical of that market or world?

I feel like you know if you do something and then you are in dialogue with other people that do that thing. |
don’t know if “critical” is the word. I know that I’'m influenced by what’s happening. I’m not going to copy
what’s happening, but it definitely influences what I want to say. And I have noticed that in periods where
super bright painting is happening, I’'ll make some. I do kind of consider them like decoys. I can use these
trends as camouflage a little bit, where I’'m kind of going undercover. It allows me to extend the system of
what I feel like I can activate if that aesthetic is in play at the same time. But critical ... [ mean, I have my
own feelings about whether I like something or not, or whether I think something should exist in such high
numbers and force the attention of the art world based on its economic weight. But in my work, I always want
to make something that emanates in the way that I want it to. I don’t think that the tool of my work is specific
enough to be critical that way, really. I think people pick up on that when they look at the work, but it’s not
necessarily articulated.

Known for his paintings, drawings, and 16 mm films that explore how imagery, form, and material affect

our understanding of culture and history, Paul Sietsema (b. 1968) has had one-person exhibitions at the San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art, the Museo Reina Sofia in Madrid, the Whitney Museum of American Art in
New York, the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and the Kunsthalle Basel. He was awarded a Guggenheim
Fellowship in 2005, a DAAD (German Academic Exchange Service) Fellowship in 2008, and a Wexner
Center Residency Award in 2010. He lives and works in Los Angeles.

Featured image: Paul Sietsema. Arrangements, 2024. Courtesy of the artist. Image has been cropped.
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CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES ON ARTS, POLITICS, AND CULTURE

Installation view: Paul Sietsema, Matthew Marks Gallery, Los Angeles, 2024. Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery.

On a recent visit to Paul Sietsema’s self-titled 2024 exhibition at Matthew Marks in Los Angeles,
I was struck by how assiduously he avoids many of the devices commonly used to hold meaning
in place when parsing work. Paintings with divergent imagery share identical titles, while other
images, which seem to be in sequence, span two series. A self titled show is something of a rarity
these days.

Ursula K. Le Guin’s 1964 short story “The Rule of Names” is a parable of nominative power. In
the story, one’s secret and true name must never be revealed. I once penned a press release for a
friend, beginning with an epigram from Le Guin. The text was rejected—the commissioner was

Muenzer, David.  “Paul Sietsema.” The Brooklyn Rail, December/January 2024-25.



Paul Sietsema, Arrangement, 2024. Enamel on linen, 371/8 x 36 3/4 inches. Courtesy the artist and
Matthew Marks Gallery.

magnificently paranoid about the ways meaning might attach themselves to his abstract paintings.
He certainly understood the power of contextual framing.

Yet, at the same time, it’s hard not to go around naming things when encountering Sietsema’s work.
The canvases almost beg for nouns (The phones, the coins, the New Yorkers...). You could call
these motifs and move on, but I think that is missing the point. Sietsema has been working with
these elements for over a decade. And he has used titles in different ways in earlier works, as in the
memorable, directively named film Empire (2002), which takes its imagery from a veritable russian
doll of proper nouns—Clement Greenberg’s apartment, as photographed by Hans Namuth, and
reproduced in a 1964 Vogue article.

A name is not a material thing, but it can be a kind of mental construction. The arbitrary
relationship between signifier and signified is the first axiom of semiotics, but my fixation on the
way things are categorized and spoken about here reflects the profound, even perverse, degree to
which the action in Sietsema’s Paul Sietsema takes place at the level of material and form.

To call these objects paintings stretches the category. On a recent visit to his studio, the color system
and plethora of stoppered and coded bottles brought to mind the technical work spaces of model

Muenzer, David.  “Paul Sietsema.” The Brooklyn Rail, December/January 2024-25.



makers and engineers. In the gallery, the sides of the paintings are bursting with activity, and the
close planes on which the complex images unfold feel attuned to their own shallowness or depth in a
way akin to sculpture.

The sides of the canvases are their own arenas: illusionistically unctuous (false) enamel overspill,
rendered in transparent thin layers (Arrangement, [2024]—the shattered vinyl painting with
that title, not the other one); the sticky-looking and intensely chromatic enamel extensions to

the three “Phone” paintings (all 2024), in which the renderings carry through onto artist frames;
and, perhaps most heightened to me, the even split in Blue painting (chalkline) (2024)—with no
undulations—between the thick navy blue and inset white paint and the unblemished pique of the
raw linen from which the paint juts out.

The play between the imitation of chance (as in the artfully selected coin flips in works like Double
coin painting [2024]) and the steadfast reproduction of seemingly accidental digital artifacts (see:
the thin contouring green lines in the two Carriage paintings [both 2024]) animates much of the
work, and the edges are no exception. The fact that such painterly edges might typically be the place
where intention gives way to accident only emphasizes how intensely they are here, in Sietsema’s
work, vectors for thought and labor. I have barely touched on image circulation and economic
thinking—two important and consistent touchstones for Sietsema’s work—but this imitative play

Paul Sietsema, Gray Chase, 2024. Enamel on linen, 44 1/4 x 441/8 inches. Courtesy the artist and
Matthew Marks Gallery.
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with accident and chance, and its particular forms, has everything to do with making a thing
distinctive and an object of desire. Gray Chase (2024), says it all: what appears to be the residue
of an action—swiping a credit card around a still-wet monochrome—is a carefully choreographed
image of seductive viscosity, both more and less gestural than any index.

Granted, to spend this much time on the edges of paintings—parts of artworks that do not always
warrant official documentation—verges on irresponsible eccentricity. It is certainly a personal
projection: I have been making reliefs myself and considering their history. On another level, it’s the
most staid kind of art historical analysis, nodding to Sietsema’s influential teacher Charles Ray, with
his own recent and ongoing interest in shallow space. But, whatever foibles to this approach, I think
that the broader disposition of the paintings can be assayed through this morphological detour.

Sietsema has commented that painting felt available to him as a practice, in part, because it is
outmoded. In today’s avowedly history-averse art market (a particular feature of Los Angeles, where
we both live), this quality may be slightly less pronounced.

An exceptional attunement to shifting temporalities is an enduring feature of Sietsema’s work. It
brings to mind T.J. Clark’s memorable analysis of Andy Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup Cans (1962)
in his 2000 essay “Origins of the Present Crisis,” in which Clark emphasizes not the mechanically
reproduced, commercially-minded aspects of the iconic work, but instead:

How handmade and petty-bourgeois [Warhol’s] bright world of consumer durables now looks!
How haunted still by a dream of freedom! So that his Campbell’s Soup Can appears, thirty years
on, transparently an amalgam—an unresolved, but naively serious dialectical mapping—of De
Stijl-type abstraction onto a founding, consoling, redemptive country-store solidity. How like a
Stuart Davis or a Ralston Crawford it looks, or an entry from the Dictionnaire des Idées Recues!

Clark’s essay was occasioned by considering the so-called end of modernism, and repeats the exact
title of Perry Anderson’s essay from over thirty years earlier, which was published within six weeks
of Greenberg’s Vogue special and Le Guin’s “Rule of Names.”

That “naively serious dialectical mapping” appears in Sietsema’s judicious use of pre-existing
paintings as substrates for his Carriage loops of torn currency. I see an appreciation for the
qualities in each of these repurposed artworks, as well as a sense of how their modes of meaning-
making still sustain, or fail to. This is different from the obvious, flattening distance of irony.

The remarkable renderings of torn and overlapped currency in the Carriage paintings are

thick, almost slab-like. The fraud-protection patterns are painted carefully, but not, to my eye,
mechanistically—I see some wobble of the hand in each raised line. Is it the power of the scanner
that produces their fidelity? Or is it the pattern-recognition capacities of the mind? To me, the piled
slabs of rendered currency recall the emphatic embodied abjection of Chaim Soutine’s Carcass of

Beef (1925).

After the extensive attention to surface in postmodern, hammering depth out of a plane is one way
of conceptualizing relief, with all that focus on making thick what had been thin.
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This obsessive cominitment to re-creation 18 displayed throughout the show. The majonty of
wotks are large-scale ink drawings, depicting in hyperrealistic detail such subjects as a
photograph of a ship at sal {and alse, in another piece, the photograph’s obverse), antique-
locking text markings and a page from what appears to be an explorer’s journal. A s with the
objects it the film, one marvels at how long it must have taken to produce the drawings. &nd
here 15 where Sietsema casts his spell.

In the attist’s wotl, the cleatly extensive studio time required to make the drawings and
sculptures collapses the historic distance of the objects depicted, creating a sense of time out of
loop—a chronical confusion that brings Sietsema, and transitively the viewer, on an imaginary
journiey toward the artifacts analogous to an anthropologist ventuning into the mists. Cther pieces
in the show fetishize the studio as the site of this journey, such as two drawings that compare an

Goldstein, Andrew. “Dig It” cityArts, December 3, 2009.
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Goes the old-fashioned way

In the early 1990s, when Paul Sietsema was figuring out what sort of artist he might be, he picked
up crushed cigarette packs and other castoffs on the sidewalks of San Francisco, made meticulous

facsimiles of them and put his creations where he found the originals.

“l liked having a show along a sidewalk with something that | had invested in, but that nobody
would notice,” he says, leaning out of a chair that occupies one of the few uncovered spots
on the floor of his cluttered studio in a commercial district of Silver Lake.*“Or if they did, they

wouldn’t know what to do with it. They would have no idea why something like that would exist.”

The 39-year-old artist has added layers of conceptual depth and technical complexity to his work
since 1996, when he enrolled in UCLA’s New Genres graduate program and began studying with
Charles Ray, Chris Burden and Paul McCarthy.And with solo shows at the San Francisco Mu-
seum of Modern Art and de Appel Arts Centre in Amsterdam and works in the 55th Carnegie
International in Pittsburgh and the 5th Berlin Biennial for Contemporary Art, not to mention an
exhibition coming up next spring at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, Sietsema’s days as

an anonymous stealth artist are over.

But his sensibility is what it was. Although he has evolved into a conceptual sculptor and filmmak-
er who explores the shifting nature of perception and photographic representation, he still turns
out labor-intensive work that’s steeped in mystery.Where he once replicated the ordinary stuff
of today with considerable precision, he now fabricates “antiquities” that conjure up an obscure

yesterday.

“It’s supposed to be outside time,” Sietsema, soft-spoken and intensely engaged with his work,
says of his recent work.“I’'m asserting something I've made that doesn’t actually match anything

else on the planet one-to-one.The way it’s placed in time is completely ambiguous.”

Sietsema grew up in Orange County and spent untold hours collecting butterflies and, by his ac-
count, “watching television way too much.” He likes Los Angeles partly because it’s easy to “check
out” and concentrate on his work, he says, but he’s strategically plugged into the international art
scene. He’s represented by L.A’s prestigious Regen Projects, and his works are in collections of
such institutions as the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, the Tate Modern in London and the

Museum of Contemporary Art and the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles.

Muchnic Suzanne. “Goes the old-fashioned Way." Los Angeles Times, May 21, 2008.



Curator Apsara DiQuinzio, who organized SFMoMA’s “New Work: Paul Sietsema” -- an exhibition
of a film and 20 objects that continues to June 22 -- calls his artistic universe “a layered world

that fluctuates between historical periods, material phenomena, documentation and reverie.”

The film “Figure 3” looks like an old-fashioned slide show of ancient artifacts, poorly photo-
graphed from books. Former art history students of a certain age are likely to find the images
familiar, if only in a generic way. But these are not pictures of pictures of historical functional

objects.

Using modern utilitarian materials favored by the Post-Minimalists, such as cement, printer’s ink
and string, Sietsema has fabricated a slew of “old” objects and selected a few -- cracked jars and
bowls, pottery shards, crusty coins, a fishing net and harness straps -- for the film. Pictured from
various angles, they seem to float in an equivocal time and place. But with the help of wall text

and DiQuinzio’s essay in the exhibition brochure, the artist has created a murky historical con-
text for the filmed objects and some of the pieces on display, suggesting that they are remnants

of some island culture that flourished before Western exploration and colonization.

Muchnic Suzanne. “Goes the old-fashioned way.” Los Angeles Times, May 21, 2008.
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Los Angeles artist Paul Sietsema is not a sculptor, exactly, though when he starts a new piece, he
works like one: Using paper, wood, glue and paint, he crafts meticulously detailed renderings of
wildflowers, scale models of historic rooms and exacting replicas of primitive Oceanic artifacts.
But unlike a traditional sculptor, who might set the finished object on a plinth and call it a day,
Sietsema then converts his pieces from three dimensions to two. After the work of sculpting is
done, the artist films his objects and then projects the footage on a gallery wall. That flickering
image—the vision of something that is there and yet not there—is Sietsema’s finished artwork.
“I wanted to make sculpture, but there’s something about the way that objects sit next to other
objects in the world that I wasn’t entirely interested in,” explains the 39-year-old artist. “Like, it
was hard for me to walk into a gallery and look at a painting or a sculpture. There’s something
about it that seemed a little archaic, I guess. It’s probably because I grew up watching too much
television.”

Sietsema’s newest project, Figure 3, opens at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art on

March 28, and if his past work is any indication, it will likely look simpler than the thinking that
went into it. During an interview at his Los Angeles studio, the brainy and intense Sietsema un-
spools a nonstop dissertation on the conceptual content of his art and the sometimes elusive vi-
sual residue of all those ideas. One example: For his first major piece, Untitled (Beautiful Place),

West, Kevin.  “Shape Shifter.” W Magazine, April 2008.



1998, Sietsema constructed a series of hyperrealistic plants—he says flowers are “the natural
diet of the camera”—and shot them with a variety of dead-stock films as a way to demonstrate
“an array of stylistic influences based on the sort of history of photography.” But even the artist
himself acknowledges that the effect is “very subtle.”

Nonetheless, museum curators—a subtle bunch—love Sietsema’s work. He’s represented in the
collections of the Museum of Modern Art and the Whitney in New York, the Tate in London and
the Centre Pompidou in Paris. SFMoMA assistant curator Apsara DiQuinzio calls the upcoming
show, which will include a 25-minute film and a group of related objects not in the film, “a much
anticipated body of work.”

“Paul is an example of an artist doing all the right things,” says DiQuinzio. “The subject he’s
dealing with is the shifting nature of representation. It’s a subject he’s explored in all his proj-
ects: how imagery and material alter our understanding of culture.”

Sietsema began drawing and making small sculptures as a youngster. At Berkeley, he studied
liberal arts, and after graduation he did odd jobs in San Francisco while establishing himself on
the local gallery scene. In 1996 he entered UCLA’s graduate New Genres program, studying with
Charles Ray, Chris Burden and Paul McCarthy.

Sietsema has been working on Figure 3 at least since his previous film, Empire, was shown at the
Whitney in 2003. The anthropological inspiration for Figure 3, he says, grew directly out of Em-
pire. For that piece, Sietsema constructed the living room of seminal art critic Clement Green-
berg as it appeared in a 1964 photo shoot, the same year Andy Warhol made his experimental
film Empire, which gave Sietsema his title.

Greenberg’s living room contained various non-Western artworks from Asia and Africa—“the
knickknacks of the intellectual”’—and as Sietsema duplicated them in miniature, he began think-
ing about the influence of material on form. For Figure 3, Sietsema reproduced Oceanic artifacts
using raw materials that were abundant in his studio—paint and The New York Times.

Given the pace of his work, Sietsema could surely use an extra set of hands to speed up produc-
tion, but he insists on doing things himself, like a craftsman who is handy at everything but
specializes in nothing. “Everybody in a village could all make the same things,” Sietsema muses.
“The idea of skill just didn’t exist. Actually, the idea of artistic value didn’t exist, which is an idea
I really like.”

West, Kevin.  “Shape Shifter.” W Magazine, April 2008.
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