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Paint/Rag #27, 2013, oil on panel, 15 x 9 inches
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY.

Stephanie Buhmann: We are looking at a preview of your upcoming show at Jack Shainman’s Chelsea Gallery
opening February 20, 2014.
Leslie Wayne: Yes. I’m showing you two bodies of work, which have emerged organically over a long period of
time. I’ve been pondering the idea of whether or not I should present them separately or together. Now I think I
am going to show them together.
SB: These two bodies of work especially differ in format and size. Let’s talk about the group of larger works first,
all of which share the same distinctly elongated shape.
LW: I’ve been working on this particular shape for a number of years. This whole series started with the idea of
covering the full range of colors on the spectrum. Each painting would be focused on one color and I thought of
them like color bars. The shape comes from a work by Martin Puryear, which I saw at his MoMA retrospective in

2007. It was a ladder called “Ladder for Booker T. Washington” (1996), but I always think of it as Jacob’s Ladder. In
Puryear’s sculpture, the frame of the ladder gets physically closer together the higher it goes, so it accentuates the
diminishing vanishing point. It is so brilliant in its simplicity. I like the idea of giving painting more than just the
physicality of the paint to work with, and this shape accentuates your sense of the pull of gravity.
SB: Here you contrast flat layers of paint with thick, 3-dimensional textures. It makes for an interesting
contemplation of gravity and polarities.
LW: The gravity aspect comes from my long interest in landscape and geology. But it also plays with the idea of
cause and effect. I don't want my works to be illustrations of "A caused B". Instead, they embody two elements
within the painting that are both in a way describing each other and competing with each other, just as different
elements in nature are thrown together through the laws of physics and are forced into unexpected yet inevitable
relationships. I also think often about clothing when making my work (clothing as opposed to fashion). I sew and I
like to design and make my own clothes. What interests me is the structure of garments, how the bell curve of a
sleeve for example, needs to insinuate itself into the armhole without puckering, or the architecture of a fine piece
of tailoring. Miuccia Prada has some interesting ideas about women’s clothing and the separation between the top
and the bottom, the bottom being sexier than the top. I like that. I also find her rough combinations of color and
pattern interesting. I don’t often find her clothes attractive, but I like the way she thinks.
SB: Do you still see this particular group of works as a cohesive exploration of the color spectrum?
LW: No. Over time they took on a life of their own. I started to play with the idea of cause and effect, which led
me to explore more fully what the material could do.
SB: Do you think of specific landscapes and geological textures, or clothing patterns perhaps, or is your overall
thought process more abstract?
LW: It’s more about the idea of these things. I don't start out by saying I am going to do a painting of this or that.
Instead, I begin with a general idea of what I am thinking and allow the process to lead me forward. In this painting
for example, “Untitled [Sienna marble]”, the strips of paint were scraped off of another panel. I didn't know what
to do with them at first, but I knew that they were interesting. One day I took them all and stacked them up and
started playing around with them. I got this beautiful shape, and immediately saw its potential as the resolution for
a panel I had already started, on which the surface had a beautiful marbleized pattern, in – coincidentally – all the
same colors as the strips.
SB: How many works have you done using this particular shape?
LW: Probably about 25. Some of the early ones I’ve destroyed when the work began to develop in a more
interesting direction.
SB: Are you working on a wooden surface?
LW: Not exactly. They are constructed out of MDF (medium density fiberboard), which I like because it doesn’t
warp and is perfectly smooth.

Untitled (Sienna marble), 2013, oil on panel, 15 x 9 inches
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY.

SB: The shape itself also has a musical quality; it reminds me of a medieval lute, albeit very stylized.
LW: I thought that you were going to say metronome.
SB: That would apply as well.
LW: I really haven’t painted on a rectangular or square surface in 10 to 15 years. I just found it more interesting to
work on shaped panels.
SB: Let’s look at this other group of works, to which you casually refer as...
LW: ...”Paint/Rags”. I’ve made a point of separating the two terms, paint and rag, out of a concern that they not be
read as merely a sleight of hand, trick on the viewer. They do go beyond painting, as a picture of something, to

being a facsimile if you will, of the object itself, and some of them do look remarkably like paint rags. But then
beyond that, they also engage with many of the same issues I’ve explored in my other work with regard to nature,
which is that all material is subject to the same laws of physics. Ultimately though, I just found it interesting to
make a highfalutin art object about such an abject thing as a disposable paint rag.
SB: Yes, there is obviously the connotation of an every-day, domestic object. Whereas the other body of work is
rather totemic, somewhat stylized, and iconographic, these paintings seem more familiar. If you would quickly look
at them installed in the context of a home, it could be that you have to look twice to decide between art and a
functional object.
LW: That’s right. And I like that humble quality. The inspiration literally came from my paint rags in the studio. I
thought they were so beautiful covered in stains. I first started by doing watercolors of them, wondering how I
could actually incorporate that idea into the way I work with oil paint.
SB: Meanwhile, you’re folding the material and as soon as you get into drapery, there is a baroque connotation as
well.
LW: Yes. This gives me an opportunity to paint on the surface in a way that I don't often get to do, because the
way I usually work is so process-oriented. Here I am cutting, slicing and manipulating the material, but I’m also
playing around with different kinds of surface patterns.
SB: Do these "Paint/Rags" start out as flat sheets of paint?
LW: Yes they do, mostly.
SB: How do you determine color combinations?
LW: It’s largely intuitive. However, this piece for example was inspired by one of El Anatsui’s large wall hangings.
SB: That’s interesting so you often look at other artists for inspiration?
LW: Yes.
SB: I think most artists do, but you give very concrete examples, such as specific works by Puryear and El Anatsui.
Some artists wouldn't admit to such contemporary references.
LW: I think it’s wonderful to get inspired by particular works of art, especially here in New York, where we have
the great privilege of seeing so many things up close and in person. And of course I’ve seen many of El’s works in
person and they are spectacular and really so much like paintings themselves. So I wanted to use some of his ideas
about pattern and color combinations. I have also looked at Phillip Taaffe quite a bit, and the Pattern and
Decoration movement is something that I have been interested in for a long time. Years ago, I saw a Taaffe show
of works on paper in Zurich. They were incredibly beautiful and simple, using marbleizing as the main motif. Now I
finally found a way to incorporate marbleizing into my own work in a way that makes sense given my process.
SB: It’s an effect reminiscent of Florentine paper.
LW: Yes, absolutely. And again, it ties into the whole baroque quality that my work has always had.

SB: When I look at your work, I’m always amazed at how color defines the character of each painting. Their
specific physicality and shape already provide a sense of character, but it really is color that truly animates them
and turns them into protagonists. Meanwhile, you offer an incredibly wide range. Some works are electric-galactic
and others seem rooted in nature…
LW: …almost like birch bark.
SB: Yes.
LW: My approach to color is often driven by its emotive potential. But also, color and form are one and the same
in my painting, which is what defines so much of their character.
SB: But these new works involve a slightly different process. I remember that when we met two years ago, you
were scraping back multiple layers of paint to uncover what was underneath. There was a surprise element to that
technique. Now you are consciously putting together color compositions before shaping the work. Is that correct?
LW: I would say that it’s more of a combination of processes that are both familiar and new for me. So I am still
building up layers and scraping them back, but maybe privileging more of the applied pieces in these works than
ever before.

DD18, 2013, handmade paper, 11 3/4 x 9 inches
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY.

SB: Do you ever fear that a specific process could become routine?
LW: No, but it is good to change things up a bit. I actually have been working on a couple of other projects,
which have taken me completely out of my normal routine. That makes me think of something the New York
based artist Glenn Goldberg said in a recent interview on Hyperallergic. He talked about the devotional aspect of
his painting. One of the things that makes work for me difficult is that I am so dependent on a process that is
outside of my control that I’m always in a slight state of anxiety. I don’t usually have an opportunity to sit down
and do something that is meditative and calming, a process that is devotional if you will.
SB: Do you mean that you try to avoid making a wrong decision, as it is hard to backtrack from there?
LW: No. I make wrong decisions all the time! That's when I decide to scrape off the paint and hopefully reuse
the material later. But I generally don’t sit down and paint an image that I know will be more or less guided by a
process that I can anticipate and control, like a straightforward still life in watercolor, for example. However, I’ve
recently started two projects that offer up some of that opportunity. One is, that I’m designing some wallpaper for
a company out in New Jersey called Studio Print works. The owner is Indian and the company has been in his
family for thirty years. The family still operates out of India, where they are using traditional block printing
techniques. When I learned that, I immediately thought of the 19th century Rajasthani serpent painting that we
have in our living room, because it lends itself so brilliantly to a repeatable pattern. I have had a tremendous
amount of difficulty finding information on these kinds of images, but as far as I can tell they are called Naga (a
group of serpent deities in Hindu and Buddhist mythology) Bandhas (a term for the body locks in Hatha Yoga).
There’s very little about them in books and on the Internet and I’ve talked to numerous people, but I can’t seem
to get more information than that. Nevertheless, I have taken one of these Naga Bandhas, which was initially a
square and I turned it on its axis and made a diamond out of it. I then removed all the references to a snake and
just took the core element of its design motif. So now this is being produced in India in the traditional block
printing technique.
SB: This projects fits nicely with your interest in Pattern and Decoration.
LW: Yes, absolutely. It also led me to another project when, while researching the Naga Bandhas, I came across a
beautiful book called “Tantra Song; Tantric Painting from Rajasthan” (Siglio Press, 2011). I fell in love with this
particular group of images of the Lingam (representation of the Hindu deity Shiva used for worship in temples)
and it sparked a new group of works on paper. It’s the first time in I can’t tell you how long that I found a single
image that can sustain me. In the past, I have had trouble finding ways to translate what I do in painting into works
on paper. So I jumped around a lot, stylistically and thematically. These new works however allow for an element
of surprise and exploration not unlike what I experience with my paintings, but are much more meditative, and
engaging in a way that feels devotional.
SB: Many of them feature a fine color bleed around the lingam shape, which can be described as an iconographic
black oval.
LW: Yes. That is the framework or the consistent motif. At Dieu Donné Papermill (New York), I started pursuing
the same image in cast paper. I start by pulling the paper pulp onto a flat sheet and transferring that sheet onto a
surface. Then, I lay down a stencil before putting the colored pulp (usually black) into the center. The last step is
to add other colors around the composition's edge and then the whole work is run through a printing press to
flatten it and compress the layers of fiber.

SB: These works on paper might involve a different process, but there is a similarity to the larger paintings in the
sense that shape comes before color.
LW: Yes and again all these unexpected things happen in the process through material interactions.
SB: How do you envision presenting these works on paper?
LW: Ultimately, I would love to show them together as one wall installation and hang them on top of the
wallpaper.
SB: They surely enter into a wonderful dialogue with your paintings. Whereas the former translate as quiet
contemplations, the latter often read more as statements. The works on paper are more meditative, whereas the
paintings are more affirmative and concrete. Together, they establish a temperamental balance.
LW: In India, these lingam images are used as an everyday, ordinary focus for meditation. They are not considered
valuable and they’re created anonymously. They are not signed and they aren’t considered art. They are just
painted and tacked up on the wall. I like the humbleness of that (like my paint rags) and I like the beauty in the
simplicity of it.
SB: So have these works on paper become part of your daily practice?
LW: I just started them but I think they will. I don't meditate myself. I practice a little bit of yoga, but it is not
something I’ve been a devotee of for years. But the works on paper do provide me with a kind of meditation,
something I can practice every day. It's also a way of perfecting another medium in a flat, two-dimensional way. I’m
not interested in fetishizing paint. I don’t believe that the thicker the material the more infused with emotionality
and depth of expression it is. More paint does not mean a more deeply felt gesture. Paint is just paint and I
happen to use a lot of it in order to achieve a certain range of ideas, but I try to resist being lumped into a
category of thick painters.
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SB: Did you ever see yourself as a sculptor?
LW: I was a sculpture major in school. And I think there is no question that it had an impact on the way my work
developed, but I did not consciously decide to make sculptural painting. For me paint is simply another material in
which to construct an image. It happens to be made on a flat surface, but it's a construction material nonetheless.
SB: How did you settle on paint as a medium, when you originally came from sculpture?
LW: I was always a painter. I grew up studying traditional observational landscape and figuration and in fact the
training was so rigorous that I feel I was ultimately drawn to abstraction as a way of releasing myself from my own
skill.
SB: So you studied painting in college?
LW: Much earlier. When I was 7 years old, my parents arranged for private lessons on Saturdays and then I went
to adult classes in high school on the weekends. I don't think I was ever encouraged to develop my imagination - it
was all about skill. And of course now I’m very happy to have the skill, but I don't often get to use it in that way
anymore.
SB: The perimeters you have set for yourself now are certainly very much your own. It's as if you are setting up a
framework for yourself within which you explore countless variations.
LW: That last body of work I showed in New York, the "One Big Love" series came about because I wanted to
give myself a more intimate project while I was working on a much larger body of work for a traveling show. I set
myself up with a set of rules, something to push up against. I think those limitations allowed me to find new ways
to think about the way I work and what I can achieve. These new works embrace a similar kind of process where
limitation is the format and within that format I investigate how many infinite variations I can come up with.
SB: It's an interesting challenge that you’re embracing and obviously enjoying. Do you think you will show some of
the works on paper in your upcoming exhibition as well?
LW: I would love to, but I don't know how it would work out. The show is going to be in Jack Shainman's new
24th Street gallery, which has a very long corridor that separates two spaces. That actually lends itself perfectly for
showing two bodies of work that are different yet related, but it doesn't leave too much room for adding the
works on paper as well. So I think I would like to save these for a whole other exhibition opportunity.
SB: Tell me about your studio's wall of inspiration, a collection of images and cards close to the entrance.
LW: It changes all the time, but right now I’ve got up images of works by friends, and announcement cards that I
find inspiring. They currently include an early piece from a catalog of David Reed’s that gave me a lot to think
about in terms of the vertical format and several by Ken Price who I’ve been thinking a lot about lately. Price has
had a very significant impact on my work, on the way I think about the conflation of form and color through the
building up of and then excavating those layers to create a unique surface. He also represents a sensibility toward
craft that I think is uniquely Californian, which is something I certainly relate to having grown up in California
myself.
SB: Surface certainly describes a major aspect of your own work as well.

LW: Yes. And I also want for it to have an aspect of inevitability, that the forces in play caused the material to
behave in a way that could not have produced any other kind of result other than the one you see.
SB: When looking at a completed work one does not get the sense that any manipulation was involved.
LW: And yet there is a fair amount of manipulation involved every time of course. Each work is the result of a
very distinct experience. In the end, it's kind of like a family; all the members of the family are related, but each
one remains an individual.
SB: And some of them get along very well and others don't.
LW: And that's usually what happens when I have a show. All the works go to the gallery and we start hanging
things. Inevitably there are paintings I am really attached to that don't get hung, because they don't “play well with
others!” You just have to let go at some point. That’s something most artists struggle with in the studio as well,
letting go. I think that some of the best things I’ve done have been when, in a moment of paralysis, I’ve said “screw
it, if I ruin it I ruin it. Just do something!” Then, something wonderful happens - not always but often. It’s that point
where you are able to allow the process to take over without completely denying your bank of knowledge.
SB: You never put the whole group of works together in the studio beforehand?
LW: Well no, first of all because my studio is not big enough for that. But also because every architectural space is
so different. For some studio visits I arrange thumbnails of the paintings around on the computer first in order to
work out the best installation, so I’m not over-handling them in the studio. Do you like the two bodies of work
together like this?
SB: I like to view them in proximity, I do. I think it is interesting to intimately and simultaneously experience the
very different facets these two bodies of work have to offer. Even though all of these paintings are unique, the
distinct shape of the larger works provides a strict vocabulary and sense of rigor. Meanwhile the “Paint/Rags” have
something tender and appear more playful. Together, the two series seem to offer a more complete picture of
you or better the state of mind you are currently in. I also think that it perfectly reveals the staggering amount of
creative possibilities you harvest in your work on a day-to-day basis.

