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November 7, 2017
By Editor Joyce Chen
THE SEVENTH WAVE

Some social justice warriors wield brushes. The Kohn Gallery’s latest exhibition, Engender, features 17 
contemporary artists who are approaching a study of gender binaries through the classical form of painting. 
Much of today’s dialogue surrounding equality and acceptance involves the dissolution of strict binaries, and 
Engender‘s artists are adding a much-needed layer of contemplation to the ongoing conversation about what it 
means to challenge labels of being.



“If the show can expose people to questions about gender, questions that they may have never known to ask, that 
would be a success in my book,” curator Josh Friedman told us. “I want people to be exposed to this topic first 
and foremost. I think awareness is what will lead to further conversation. When you have something so tethered 
to a long history of cultural categorizations such as gender, assumptions occurs. Assumptions that negate 
proper exposure, discussion, and education on a very complex and multilayered component of all our lives. The 
artists in the exhibition are reclaiming that narrative, visually crafting languages that speak to their own unique 
experience, and yet can very much be understood by all.”  

Last month, we sat down with three of the artists whose work will be shown at the gallery — Jonathan Lyndon 
Chase,Christina Quarles, and Heidi Hahn — for a group Skype session. Our hope was that the three of 
them would be able to speak to one another off the canvas, so to speak, about their work, their process, and 
their thoughts on how to use a familiar form to ignite different parts of the collective imagination. It was an 
experiment on our end, to host a side conversation with more than one interviewee, but all three artists were 
gracious enough to welcome us into their studios and their minds to get a better understanding of how each 
deconstructs gender in their works, using their art as a form of aesthetic activism.

The Seventh Wave: So I know I already gave you guys a little bit of background about The Seventh Wave and side 
conversations and everything, but just as a tiny refresher: we’re a literary arts nonprofit, we started about two 
years ago, and we’re all about conversation. And so I thought this would be an interesting opportunity to have 
a slightly different kind of side convo with the three of you. Your works will be displayed together at the Kohn 
Gallery in November, so in that sense you are already in conversation with each other, but to have you guys 
speaking to one another as artists about your process and your works and things like that feels like a whole other 
thing entirely. This to say that even though I will be asking questions and facilitating, by all means, I would love 
this to be a conversation primarily among the three of you.

To start off, could you tell me in your own words who you are and a little bit about the pieces you’ll be 
exhibiting?

Jonathan Chase: Well, I’ll go first. Johnny Chase, born and raised in Philadelphia. Got my MFA at PAFA 
(Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts), did my undergrad at UArts (University of the Arts). I’ve been painting 
for as long as I can remember, about these bodies that are in the crossroads of queerness and blackness. There’s 
a lot of duality happening, and the paintings that are going to be shown at the group show really talk about a 
personal and shared experience with people who are gender non-conforming or who break out of the rigid box 
of masculinity, especially in the black community and culture because I am so in love with my culture. I’m really 
interested in showing, “Hey, these are some other ways that these bodies can exist in public, and in private and 
intimate spaces.”

Heidi Hahn: So I’m from Los Angeles and I moved to New York in 2001 to attend Cooper Union, graduated in 
2006, and did my MFA at Yale and graduated in 2014. I’m now an assistant professor at Alfred University upstate, 
so I’m trying to find the balance between having a full-time teaching job and then also trying to have my own 



studio practice. And that’s been interesting. [laughs] My work primarily deals with femininity and the expression 
of that outside of the erotic way females are portrayed in paintings, especially now. For the show, a lot of my 
work portrays this kind of classic setup with a traditional mode of working, like with these two women sitting at 
their vanity and just expressing what it means to be a woman. They’re just slathering on a lot of makeup, which 
is almost a kind of stand-in for the paint itself. I’ve always been fascinated by this idea of showing women just 
taking care of themselves and being in their own psychological space and not dealing with the male gaze at all. 
They’re very inward. So that’s what I’ve been working on, is stuff about women in the city and women being in 
their own spaces.

TSW: I like that we can do the whole video studio tour too [by conducting the side convo via Skype]. To visually 
see your guys’ work as you’re talking about it is a really cool experience. And Christina?

Christina Quarles: So I’m Christina and I grew up in L.A. and Heidi, you and I went to school together, I don’t 
know if you remember at all. You were one or two years older than me — we went to high school together!

HH: Oh my god! I think now I recognize you!

CQ: So as for me, I went to a liberal arts college on the east coast for undergrad, where I studied philosophy and 
race theory, and then I took a long time off between grad school and undergrad. I just a year ago graduated from 
Yale with an MFA in painting and now I live in L.A. I make paintings in the studio behind my house, where I’m 
at right now. A lot of my paintings are primarily about being in an identity that’s multiply-situated. For me, that 
comes from a place of being a queer woman but then also having a racial identity that’s multiply-situated — I’m 
half black and half white, but I’m usually pretty legibly seen as being white, especially by white people. So my 
work is about existing within the limitations of a legible body, and about how our own sense of self exceeds those 
limitations.

TSW: I like that term, “legible body.”

CQ: Yeah, for me, that’s something significant because it’s not really a given for me in every social situation: I’m 
not hyper butch or very femme. And with race, that can kind of be negotiated depending on the social context 
that I’m in. I think it’s something that most people negotiate throughout their lives, but are more or less aware of 
how much that actually is a factor based on how much they’re forced to confront it.

HH: Right. “How do you represent the body now?” — I think is the question I always think about. Like, how do 
I represent femininity, and what is masculinity in relation to that? How much do you have to show of someone 
to recognize what gender they are, and is that even important anymore? I think about that all the time when 
I’m painting females, where it’s like, “Oh, I guess if they’re not in this classical nude stance, then what are they 
actually representing? Are they part of their sexuality, is it inherent, or does it even have to be talked about?” 
These are the things I work through. When you guys talk about the legible body, what does that actually mean?



CQ: I’m interested in playing with the experience of living within a body, so one of the things I’ve been trying to 
figure out is gender within my work — just because gender was something that I felt was more stable throughout 
my life, as a cis woman. And with race, that’s something that I’m trying to figure out how to depict with paint 
in a way that’s not didactic and that’s not going back to painting actual pigment of skin. It’s something that I 
think about a lot. How do you express in a very clear and explicit way these ideas that, I think, if you were to just 
plainly put them on the canvas, would feel didactic and be a reduced idea of these bodies?

HH: I think of the “universal body” — I remember talking to some peers of mine, and I remember being like, 
“Well, I want it to be every woman!” and they just laughed at me and they were like, “That’s so stupid. You can’t 
have this overarching type of human.” I think when you’re trying to be specific about a personality or a type, the 
question becomes, how do you have universality in that when you’re also a figurative painter and you’re trying to 
name things?

CQ: For a long time, especially in grad school, I was thinking about, “How do I tackle this idea of ambiguity 
which is central to my practice, but still be explicit about ambiguity?” It’s like an inherent paradox. But I realized 
I was conflating the idea of the vague with the ambiguous, when they’re in fact different. Something that’s being 
vague doesn’t give enough information, and it’s therefore not legible, whereas something that’s ambiguous is 
something that exists in an excess of information. So I actually want to express an ambiguity of gender by being 
really explicit with the signifiers of gender within the work. Like, trying not to shy away from specificity. But 
having a multiplicity of specificity.

HH: For me, I rely on cliches a lot, because I love them and because I think, “Oh, that’s true!” And that’s why it’s 
a cliche. Then, it’s, “How do I go inside of that and really explore how these things are known to us in a certain 
way?” Like the women with the vanity that I’m working with — it’s like, “Oh, I know this image!” This is like 
Degas, this is like the classical image of the woman at her bath. But how do I take ownership of that? I think with 
what you were saying about specificity, it’s about using these tropes and subverting them, in a way. What do you 
guys think?

JLC: I think that in popular culture and media and throughout our history, there’s a certain kind of body shown 
of a certain class and a certain race, and to take these kinds of bodies that are often dehumanized or not granted 
the space to just be [and to showcase them], I think that it’s really, really important and wonderful, just because 
the canon of painting is often so limited to a particular kind of body: a heteronormative body, a white body. And 
when you mentioned the tropes and stereotypes and that kind of thing, I think those are important, because 
they talk about the lenses that are projected onto bodies, and that’s what I like to talk about in my work: the 
stereotypes of fried chicken, fitted hats, fitted hoodies — all of these are stereotypes, but then again, they’re also 
things that we can claim back as being a part of a certain culture or a certain group of people’s interest. Taking 
charge of our own narratives is something that’s really important, instead of having them be at the hands of other 
people.

HH: Yeah, and it’s also about taking ownership for you in those things through the work. I always say I want 



to see paintings I haven’t seen before where people of different genders are doing different things than just 
showing themselves. I don’t want to see the raunch culture. I don’t need to see a woman being empowered by 
taking off her clothes. And I think a lot of contemporary artists still work within that frame where the woman is 
unmasked in this way, but there’s no pathos behind it and it’s just not interesting. And I always want to fight that. 
I remember talking to somebody and they were like, “Well, your work just isn’t explicit about its sexuality.” And I 
was like, “Why? Because the woman isn’t nude? Because she’s not naked?” And it’s kind of like, “Well, if you can’t 
see it, does it exist?”

TSW: I think that’s interesting, the idea of ownership and not shying away from cliches or stereotypes but, 
instead, almost running toward it.

 CQ: If you think that you’re going to subvert something by not addressing it and not confronting it, you’re just 
reinforcing its power in a way by making it something that exists as a given. I think you have to acknowledge it 
and take it head-on or else it can have an invisible force that can override the work.

HH: But how do you represent the body in a new way? Teaching upstate, I have this student who said, “I just 
want to paint the figure.” And I was kind of like, “Well, what does that mean? What does the figure look like?” 
I’m thinking now of someone else’s work who’s in the show, Loie Hollowell, and how her work is definitely 
gendered in something. There’s a sexuality there. There is something bodily, but it’s through these spiritual forms. 
And I think that, to me, is interesting in terms of representing the figure.

CQ: Do you guys feel at all that it does change when you bring other people into the fold of who can paint 
bodies? Because for the longest time, the history of painting was literally just white men. I mean, in the history 
of western painting, it’s always been white men and bodies. One of the things that I find interesting now is the 
reception of these other bodies that want to tell these other stories, while still using the language of painting. I do 
feel like there’s something to these other bodies creating these stories, even if we’re relying on the same language 
that we all share, which was largely created by white western men.

HH: My worst nightmare is a Will Cotton painting showing femininity in some way, but I think somehow John 
Currin plays with these classical female forms and I’m attracted to those paintings, so I feel like, how do I react 
to the representation of that? I think of art as taking command of the body, but where does it go, representing a 
body? Where does it end up? I mean, I think that’s something we’re thinking about in all of our work.

TSW: Relatedly, the three of you all mentioned using painting in particular as a form. Are there limitations that 
you find in using that medium? And on the flip side, are there freedoms in using painting versus a different 
form?

CQ: One of the things I like about painting are the limitations that it has and I find that that conceptually ties 
into how I see living within a body. Like, living within something that has a history that is very socially defined 



but is often seen as something that has an ethereal, God-given way of being. And I think that the way that we are 
trained to look at painting is similar, [so] a lot of what I like to do with my work is constantly bring the viewer 
back to the surface of the painting, to the raw canvas. I’m also fascinated by using the Trompe-l’œil technique 
just because it’s like an illusion of an illusion. It’s like a realistic depiction of an illusion. I want to resist having the 
viewer fall too into the idea that the painting is this other space. I want to continue to remind you of the confines 
of the structure and the frame and these things that are both arbitrary but are also very real limitations, which I 
feel like is very much the same thing as having a body — it’s arbitrary and it’s also so real.

HH: That’s a seduction device. I feel like when I get really into a painting because of its surface, I’m brought into 
whatever kind of world the artist is showing me. So for me, I want to bring people into these worlds that they 
wouldn’t necessarily want to visit, but the paint invites them in anyway. Then once they’re actually in it, they’re 
like, “Oh crap, I don’t know if I want to be involved in this.” But they’re already implicated because the paint 
is doing its job. And it’s like this tangible suction cup, especially when the paint’s really in there. And I think 
one way as artists we’re able to get our message across is through the tactile versatility of the painting. Whether 
people want to see the message or not, at least they’re brought into it.

CQ: Right. I find that the power of art in general is it has the power to situate people into a conversation that they 
might not necessarily think they’re a part of. And it’s a way of bringing people in when, with language, people 
can sometimes feel like they’re not a part of that conversation.

HH: And also, they’re like, “It’s just a painting. It’s safe. Oh, I know what a painting is.” But then they might be 
like, “Oh, wait a minute. I don’t like this. I don’t want to be a part of this.”

TSW: I love that, bringing people into conversations that they don’t realize they’re already so much a part of.

JLC: It’s interesting in that way, being a part of it. But also, since vulnerabilities are a big part of all of our works, I 
also think a lot about protecting the body. You see a lot of violence depicted on queer and POC bodies on social 
media. And so I think there’s this weird moment where there’s a push and pull. You’re inviting a person into this 
space, this emotion, but then there’s kind of like, wait, maybe you’re allowed in visually or on a spiritual level, 
but you’re not given total access to the body. And I think that’s important because of how so many lenses are 
projected onto the bodies that we’re talking about. I think that there has to be this section where we have to say, 
“Okay, we have to protect [the bodies]. And it’s not just open for anybody to come in and do what they will.”

TSW: Do you mean protecting the bodies that are depicted in the paintings themselves?

JLC: Yeah, like protecting their humanity and their tenderness.

HH: Also, you’re showing rather than telling, you know? Sometimes, you’re reading a great book, and it’s so 
unbelievable but you’re believing it because the language is showing you this thing rather than telling you, and 
I think with painting, showing the viewer has that same power. For me, I just want to paint women reading a 



book, doing something very mundane. Just doing it for themselves and not being a part of what’s happening with 
the audience. I think that shows “This is normal life. This is how women spend their lives.” It’s not like they’re 
doing anything fancy, it’s not like they’re looking back, they’re not trying to get that gaze. And I think that if 
you propagate that in your work, it becomes the normal. I think we’re all trying to get at this depiction that is 
changing the normal. Changing the idea of what that is. Or changing the idea of what that can be, at least.

JLC: Yeah, just that mundaneness. I really love domestic spaces which function for me as safe spaces, because 
you can unravel or take off all of the layers that you have on when you go out into the world, out into the public, 
into places not always as welcoming of black bodies and gender fluid bodies as white spaces, heteronormative 
spaces, and academic spaces.

CQ: One of the ways that I think about protecting the bodies that are in my community that are at risk is by 
trying to tackle issues that can be very much steeped in violence and danger, but not by creating situations 
where that violence is being reenacted in the painting. I think that a lot of times with art or with culture, like 
with The Handmaid’s Tale, it feels like this depiction of violence that I’m used to and have experienced, and 
for me it’s not an empowering moment to have to re-watch that in my spare time. I think that there’s actually 
much more potential with the kind of radical imagination that allows room for beauty and allows room for a 
completely alternative way of experience that doesn’t exist revolve around, “Oh, I’m going to show this dystopia 
and how awful things are and could be.” I think there’s ways to uplift communities and uplift people — I think 
that there are more empowering ways for addressing issues of violence that are very real for certain communities 
without having to put that community through a continuous traumatic state while experiencing something like a 
painting. There’s still great political potential in depictions of the beautiful and the mundane.

HH: Also, I don’t want to have to watch a rape scene on television to know that rape is bad. I don’t need to see 
these things. And I think painting the body in whatever form is very political and I think it is a protest. And I 
think it’s inherently so. Some people ask, “Well, what’s your stance? Are you feminist or are you a radical? Are 
you against it?” And it’s like, “Well, look at the painting. What does it say to you?” It’s not going to show some 
man on top of a woman and she’s screaming. These power structures are bad, and you don’t have to be explicit in 
that way. I think in all of our work, we are protesting the way that bodies have been seen in the past.

TSW: It’s like offering the counterculture in a sense by depicting that which has not been depicted before. The 
conflict is where that comes in, when people see these things that they haven’t been accustomed to viewing, or 
to experiencing. The beauty of art is not having to be so literal, right? So, you’ve all spoken about what people 
are getting out of what they’re seeing, since they’re all bringing their own perspectives and experiences to your 
work, which is a beautiful conversation that takes place in any artist/viewer relationship. But I’m curious, also, in 
terms of when you guys are creating — do you guys have an audience in mind or a viewer in mind when you’re 
creating? Is it yourself? Is it an other? Or does it not matter whatsoever, and it’s more what you’re putting forth 
out there?

HH: For me, I think about every woman that I’ve encountered. And I know that sounds kind of cheesy, but I 



make work for other women — I think of my sisters, and I think of my own experiences growing up, and I think 
about what I personally want to be represented. And I think, “Well, if this is how I want to be represented, then 
maybe somebody else can feel that same way, that they’re represented in the work.” So maybe it’s for anyone 
of any gender, so long as they’re sensitive to that. Or that they’re sensitive to how they see themselves and how 
others view them. I’m not really sure.

CQ: I guess it’s funny because for me, I think my work is for anyone that lives in a body, which is all of us. But I 
make work that’s more true to my experience in a body, which I do think is both specific to my own experience 
and also something that everybody on some level shares in some way. For some people, their positions of 
privilege may award them to not ever have to think about their body or their form. But it’s not that they’re free 
from their body or their form, it’s just that they don’t have to think about it as much, because things are easier 
in certain bodies than in others. So I think of my work as being specific to my experience, but with the hope 
of being able to position somebody who has never thought about their body or their identity or the potential 
for that to not be a given —my hope would be that the work could bring somebody like that into the fold of 
questioning what it’s like to have a body.

JLC: I think at one point, I was kind of like, “Okay, I’m really focusing on people who are very much like myself,” 
but then when I thought about that, I realized, well, we aren’t all just one thing — I’m queer, I’m black, I’m 
American — I’m a multitude of all these things, so I think that the specificity has really been important in a 
political way. When you think about Black Lives Matter or things like that, or people who say, “Oh, we all bleed 
red” — while that’s true, I think the specificity that I talk about in my work is pointing out that while we do have 
all these things in common — love, being in a body, emotions, sensing things, tasting, smelling — it’s just to 
remind people that these bodies are real and are worthy of love in whatever space they enter, be it a public one or 
a private one. So for me, I think it’s kind of for everybody, if they’re willing to open up their mind and their heart 
to it, you know?

HH: I don’t know if you guys have had this experience, but I always feel when children are confronted with 
the work, they are so quick to name things, and they’re actually getting the emotions, like, “Oh, this person is 
crying!” — it’s like damn, you got this! There’s this thing, this simplicity that’s just great. I don’t know if you guys 
have experienced that kind of viewership, where you’re just like, “You get this because it’s uncomplicated to you 
and you’re allowed to name things because there’s no consequences yet.” There’s no consequences in saying out 
loud “What is this? Who am I? What are you?” It’s just a certain kind of acceptance of learning about the world 
that I feel like we lose as adults. Maybe a painting is a way to reclaim that in some way? In painting, we can name 
things because we’re controlling what we put down on the canvas.

CQ: So this is something that I go back and forth with in terms of feeling excited about it and then kind of 
cringe-worthy about it — about having nameable elements in my work and about having things, representational 
elements in the painting. … I’m going to be in a show at the end of the month at The New Museum that’s about 
gender, and I was talking with one of the curators, and she was like, “Oh, yeah, your work is definitely on the end 
of the spectrum that’s going to be more recognizable for the public, because it has bodies and it’s painting.” So I 



was thinking, “Of course, these are the elements that read as talking about gender to the public, because there’s 
specific, nameable things that we associate with gender.” And I’m always in my head, wondering if this is a good 
or a bad thing, and I’m wondering how you guys deal with that in your own work?

HH: I think it goes back to the idea of seduction and wanting to seduce, and I think beauty plays a big part in 
setting up that seduction for me, and then having the painting not be about that at all. So I’m always like, “Oh, I 
want to paint this flower, I’m painting daisies right now, and then I’m painting trash bags.” It’s kind of like, what 
do I want to be relatable? We all have our sense of codes, our private indicators of things, like, “Oh, if I paint this 
jar of pennies, this actually means I’m really fucked up and this is about my ex-boyfriend but I’m not going to tell 
anybody that.” So I feel like there’s a lot of these secret kinds of scriptures in our work, and then sometimes we’re 
like, “Okay, I’m going to paint this flower now and it’s going to represent something universal.” So I think it’s a 
matter of, how much do you want to share? How much do you want to be a part of a dialogue with the viewer, 
with the public? Because a painting is a public thing. We create it, we put it out there, it’s a tangible object for 
people to absorb and read in some kind of way, so it’s kind of like, how much of these codes do you want people 
to understand? And I’m always like, I’m okay with representing certain things in a way that’s easily readable, and 
then maybe I’ll put in the fucked up stuff that’s only for me that nobody knows.

TSW: So if there’s jars of pennies in any of your paintings, we’ll know. It’s out there. We know.

HH: [laughs] Well, I don’t even have a jar of pennies, nor have I ever painted it, but that’s just an example of, “Oh, 
I’m going to paint this cat,” but it’s really about how much I hate my mom. I don’t know. What do you guys think?

JLC: I like to mix it up. I like to have a quieter moment in the painting and then a louder moment. I work a lot 
with found photographs and collage — just like how I think bodies are a multitude of different molds, like with 
the environment or objects that comes from different places or different memories, things like that. So I try to 
mix it up with even having something more recognizable next to something more abstract, with the idea that 
both will release charges or reignite their forces when they’re bumped up against each other. And I think that for 
me, this is a reflection of our world. I think some people look at paintings for answers. I think that sometimes 
paintings aren’t about answering a question, but just about thinking or just feeling a mood. And not necessarily 
1+1=2, but it’s like, an experience without there having to be a definitive answer.

TSW: I’m also curious, in a bit of a different vein, about process. I’m curious about your guys’ work. Broad 
question, but what are your processes like? Is it a concept that comes first? It sounds like all of you have a very 
cohesive body of work going on, at least for this exhibit, so I’m curious where you guys start. What’s your point 
of inspiration?

HH: This might be the hardest one to answer of all.

CQ: I really go into the works from a practical standpoint. I’m definitely working within a larger body of work 
that has obvious through lines throughout each of the paintings. But I don’t start each painting with a real plan 



or a composition laid out. It’s much more of a gestural drawing approach to painting that I have. And what I 
do is I really try to slow down, because I have a pretty quick stroke when I’m laying down marks, it’s all pretty 
immediate. And there are certain layers on the canvas, but it’s not a worked-up oil painting, per se; the paintings 
are all pretty quick, but I try to slow down my looking process with the work, so for me, it’ll be about resisting 
going into that hypnotic artist zone that people talk about, where you lose track of time and space. I actually 
really actively resist that mental space and I try to not fall into habits or a preconceived notion of what I’m 
going to paint or what type of figures I’m going to make. Instead, I’ll look at the marks and try to make different 
connections based on observation rather than on habit. So for me, it’s pretty much a bunch of quick gesture, 
and then stopping myself from getting into it, and then actually observing it and the work itself. I will also try to 
change around the size of my canvases because it is again about these kind of predetermined limitations of the 
frame itself. I’m very cognizant of the frame of the piece, and because it’s all in relation to my gesture and my 
body, the scale of the figure is consistent throughout the work, but the scale of the work will change. So it’s really 
about finding ways for these figures to exist within the confines of the frame itself.

HH: For the work for the show I’m doing at Jack Hanley, I read Vivian Gornick’s The Odd Woman and the City, 
which is an amazing book about her wandering around New York and hearing snippets of conversation, and 
then seeing something that reminded her of her past, and she would go on a meditation of that, and I thought, 
“Wow, I can get into this.” I can get into exploring this psychological headspace just from someone being, their 
body being in a place, or space, even if it’s this illusionary space that painting is. So I start from this place that’s 
very classical. I put everything down, and the paintings go through 10 different changes before the composition 
is set, and the residue of those former paintings have a way of coming and going from the painting when it’s 
done, so you can see snippets of information coming forward. And it’s really hard, because I feel like I put the 
kitchen sink in and I’m a better editor than I am a free-wheelin’ painter, so taking things out again and editing is 
a big part of my process. It’s kind of heartbreaking because you have to be willing to give up things and let go and 
not be precious, but it’s also very liberating. And I’m sure you guys have moments of this, but when you get rid of 
something you really love in a painting, this thing of freedom opens up because it’s like, “Oh, it’s forsaken. And 
now I can do whatever the hell I want.” So I have a lot of those moments where I build up and tear down. It’s a 
constant undermining of where I’ve been before and where the painting wants to go. Sometimes I’m like, “I wish 
I were just one of those painters who have a projector and put out all of their colors and know that a color will go 
here. And another color will go here.” And then the painting’s done. Isn’t that wonderful? I envy that. [laughs] So 
that’s my process.

TSW: I think “killing your darlings” is the phrase I’m thinking of, where it’s all about letting go of what you’ve 
just created, and it is a very freeing feeling to be like, “Okay, if I’m not holding on so tightly to something, then 
anything can be.” And if a new iteration or new creation comes in, then so be it.

HH: It’s like, how do you paint something you know, but you’ve never seen? I’m constantly thinking of this, 
where it’s like, “I want to paint something that I have in my mind either as a memory or the future — how do I 
put that down when I’ve never seen it before?” What does that look like? I’m always thinking, well, what does 
this have to look like? I don’t know.



JLC: For my process, everything goes, I think, back to drawing. I draw all the time. I have this process where I’ll 
work from models or I’ll take pictures of people that I’ve had social interaction with, either on an intimate level 
or just passing by on the street. I’ll be like, “Hey, I’m an artist and I know this sounds crazy, but would you like to 
sit on my bed for me?” My process sort of has an order but not really. I’ll draw collages and cut up things, kind of 
similar to how you guys break apart and rebuild and reconstruct things. I don’t really marry myself to something 
for too long. I’m always kind of working on more than one thing at once, because I’m really really impatient. 
[laughs] So, quick gestures, things that come from memory or from a personal experience — but, for example, 
the faces that I paint on portraits, sometimes they’re more specific and sometimes they’re a bit more open, so it’ll 
allow someone to see themselves within the painting. I think I pretty much am all over the place, but there’s an 
order to it at the same time.

TSW: You sound like a creative. [laughs]

 HH: We take inspiration anywhere we can get it. Sometimes I’ll just see, like, someone put a sign up on a 
doorway and it was a picture of a tricycle and a kid, but you couldn’t see the top of his head because his mother 
had X-ed it out, I don’t know why. And she was like, “Have you seen this tricycle? His dad lost it.” And it was 
underlined and it was like, “Wow, she has problems with this man.” Like, those kinds of stories that are not 
formed, those are the funniest things I’ve ever seen, and I always wonder, how do you bring that into the work?

CQ: I’m very easily influenced by my surroundings with my paintings, and I find the weirdest things funny, the 
funniest things I’ll find weird, and I’ll constantly be making these strange connections in my head, but then I’ll 
bring it into the studio. And then sometimes I’ll tell people that something was my reference for a piece and 
they’ll be like, “Wow, what? Really? That was your reference for what you just painted? That’s insane.” I always 
think about quoting and misquoting my surroundings in my work, especially with the elements in my pieces that 
are more still life or situational.

JLC: I’m always collecting and bsessively drawing and making an archive of things with my sketchbook. And 
then whenever I’m out in the world and I see flyers or found images, or rocks, or, you know, anything that piques 
my interest, I’ll bring it into the studio and then figure out where it goes later. That’s therapeutic for me. I’m 
bipolar so that’s another component to my work with duality. There’s a healing to it that I’m able to find through 
repetition and this collecting rocks thing. Some may call me a hoarder, but …

TSW: We can also call it research. It’s all research in the end, you know? Living life, experiencing things? [laughs] 
So as a last thing, I’m kind of curious — we talked about having the people who view your paintings being open-
minded, hopefully. Is there something, a particular message or a particular emotion or feeling that you hope that 
people can walk away with after seeing your paintings? Especially in the context of bodies and the context of 
dangerous bodies and this exhibit about gender?

HH: I think I want people to walk away being able to relate to some part of the message. Even just a little bit. 



Like, oh, I understand that pensiveness. I understand that kind of headspace where it’s private. I guess it’s more of 
a feeling, putting someone in the mood of the painting and having the residue go out with them. Which is like, 
“Oh, these women have these psychological concerns and it’s not for me to judge them.”

CQ: I think the idea of walking away with a feeling is important because I think a lot of what artwork has 
the power of doing is existing beyond language and articulation, and even just hearing your guys’ process 
and thinking about my own process, just thinking about how it’s this nonlinear cataloguing of experience, is 
clarifying. And hopefully, people are actually able to exist within the work for a moment — my nightmare 
situation is that somebody’s just able to very easily, passively consume a body in my work, because that would be 
the worst thing that I could perpetuate in the world. Hopefully my work can just give people pause to consider 
their own physical existence in the world.

HH: My worst nightmare is women going up to the painting and making those pouty faces and taking a selfie 
with my work. I’m like, “No! That’s the opposite of what my work is.” Don’t sexualize this in that way.

TSW: Unless they’re trying to subvert the… I mean, that would be giving them a lot of credit.

JLC: I think that I want an emotion. I want people to have the work stick around with them for as long as it 
possibly can. It would totally be a nightmare to have someone enter into the work and then leave really quick. 
It’s like, come and stay a while, be in the moment. That’s a really difficult but a really great question. I feel like 
two things: One, I want people, men, to come away with a different idea of masculinity and to feel invited to love 
themselves in a different way. And two, I think also that, with the universality of bodies, loving ourselves on a 
psychological and emotional and even physical level is really important, especially if you’re not used to seeing 
bodies or people similar to yours in these fantastic spaces.

HH: It’s also like, as painters, we do talk a lot about duration and time, and people spending the time and being 
involved with the painting, and having the work open up in a certain way and getting a certain reading the more 
time you spend on it. If someone just glances at it and is able to walk away, then I haven’t done my job.

CQ: Yeah, especially right now, people are so used to just scrolling through imagery and having imagery 
overload without having a moment to sit with things. For me, I hate how much my art can exist in a screen space, 
because that really reduces it to its most graphic qualities and completely removes the tactile nature of it. But it’s 
the reality that we live in. Like, the exciting thing about being in an exhibition like this group show is having also 
the context of the show itself to create an environment that can exist within a headspace that moves from work 
to work. So maybe even if somebody is spending only a minute with a painting, it’s the culmination of the entire 
show and how people get moved by that experience.



November 6, 2017
By  Daniel Gauss
WALL STREET INTERNATIONAL

THE FUTURE IS ELSEWHERE (IF IT BREAKS YOUR HEART)
HEIDI HAHN AT JACK HANLEY GALLERY, NEW YORK, LOWER EAST SIDE 

The women in Heidi Hahn’s latest series of paintings at Jack Hanley Gallery are presented in profile, almost like 
subjects in Muybridge motion studies. Muybridge, of course, did his motion study photos in order to be able to 
see details that normally escaped the eye. So, basically, what do we see in these paintings of women schlepping 
around in inclement weather, with leaves falling from trees, among big plastic garbage bags on the streets? Is 
there something about being in motion, carrying their weighty bags among the backdrop just described, that 
might better reveal the identities of these women or a deeper truth about their lives to us? Can we really get who 
these folks are by capturing them in such a type of freeze frame?

And yet, one might ask whether anyone would really ordinarily pay extra attention to this type of person – she 
is somewhat common in New York City – an independent, young, culturally aware, possibly socially committed, 
urban woman. If we take a closer look, however, we might see that she does, in fact, warrant being seen more 



closely because she very well could be suffering to some extent. This type of expressionistic, Muybridge motion 
study seems to reveal that this person we encounter everyday and dismiss, perhaps, as a benign presence, an 
apparently comfortable member of the liberal, white-collar class in New York City, may actually demand our 
sympathy and fellow-feeling as well. Of course, many of us who wander through the Lower East Side galleries 
may be able to identify to some degree with this type of figure.

These women do not seem to be moving forward very decisively or enthusiastically. We are encouraged, through 
our educational system, to pursue our own excellence often to the neglect of others; has this type of person 
finally left school and arrived at her long-struggled-for, beyond-reproach niche in the Big Apple only to find it 
is not all that it was cracked up to be? Perhaps all the competition and anxiety was not really worth it? Are these 
folks schlepping in callous self-absorption? In liberal guilt? In longing for something or someone lost? In self-
pity? In the awareness that their lives may have been altered or constrained due to their gender? Are they just 
schlepping while thinking of nothing? Is this just neutral wandering between places in the city? In these periods 
of transition do these women reflect on the nature of their lives or do they unconsciously betray some unspoken 
form of distress?

These folks seem inaccessible even though they are not moving forward with an aggressive purpose. They seem 
to have accepted things, yet they are not comfortable in this acceptance. They are clearly showing external 
pressures, stresses or concerns that are not currently present. They are preoccupied. They seem alienated from us 
through their hardship. We catch them at a point where they cannot smile at us reassuringly.

Other art writers have pointed out that these figures are a bit gangly and awkward. These women do not conform 
to the golden ratio in their body proportions and might be missing most, if not all, of the traits that typically 
confer physical beauty to a woman from the traditional male perspective. Hahn’s work in the past has referenced 
the way women have been depicted throughout the history of art – is the perceived distress of these women 
due to the lack of attention these women have paid to meeting the expectations of men? Are these women who 
have read ‘The Beauty Myth’ and stopped trying to conform to some male expectations that if they are to be 
successful they must also sexualize themselves as a type of compensation? Are these women who have struck 
out on their own, are not trying to meet physical or beauty standards (or perhaps were never able to meet these 
standards), and who are suffering the consequences, and perhaps even surprised at themselves for suffering these 
consequences? We still live in a world where body shape and gender can influence success. It could well be that 
this is the source of the discomfort in these women.

So another important aspect of Hahn’s work might be that the history of art has been so badly tainted by negative 
and sexist depictions of women, that when we see women depicted in visual art, we almost always, despite 
ourselves, are forced to view them within the reference of the skewed perspective of art history. We have a frame 
of reference toward the depiction of women in art which is a distorted and sexist frame of reference and it might 
affect the way we see any depiction of women in art. By this, I mean that even a ‘neutral’ attempt at a depiction 
of a woman might be interpreted as either following a harmful tradition or diverging from a harmful tradition, 
and not viewed on its own terms, necessarily. Given the flawed history of the visual arts, and the oppression 



of women historically, maybe Hahn is asking: Can a woman just be a woman in a painting, with no historical 
baggage (ah, that’s what might be in those semi-cumbersome bags!)?
We still live in a society where body shape, gender and conforming to the beauty myth can determine success or, 
at the very least, can take its toll on someone who just does not want to be a part of that nonsense. It could well 
be that this is the source of the discomfort in these women who walk down the street with their expressions of 
apparently forlorn apathy in lieu of the excitement you might expect for a young, independent woman in the city. 
But, then again, the beauty of this show is that one is encouraged to ruminate on various interpretations as to 
what is ailing these women as they wander around town. The show ends on the 12th of November.



November 1, 2017
By Will Heinrich
THE NEW YORK TIMES

Heidi Hahn’s paintings remind me of Erik Satie’s 
compositions. It’s a funny comparison to make, 
because his music is famously minimal, and the 
first thing you notice about the 10 numbered 
oils in Ms. Hahn’s new show, “The Future Is 
Elsewhere (if It Breaks Your Heart),” at Jack 
Hanley, is their luxurious brushwork. But like 
Satie, Ms. Hahn achieves the richness in her work 
by stripping it down to a few formal elements 
and then prying those elements apart to reveal 
the sticky, inexhaustible force that holds them 
together.

Every piece in the show is centered on one or 
more extended female figures in sinuous cartoon 
silhouette. “The Future Is Elsewhere (if It Breaks 
Your Heart) No. 3,” a dark vertical tricolor, is 
complicated conceptually as well as chromatically 
by its three figures: one standing, one on a chair 
and one sitting on the floor. Blond and brown 
hair, a green sweater and roseate noses add subtle 
dissonance to the background of lavender, cloudy 
pink and gray, while Ms. Hahn’s use of figuration 
and some cues to depth of field gently undermine 
the abstract flatness of that background and of 
the figures themselves. (“No. 7,” in which an 
apartment building’s 15 windows act as streaky 
rectangles of pure color, almost convinced me 
that there’s no such thing as pure abstraction, 
anyway.) In “No. 9,” the artist paints her stand-in 
stretched out on the floor, back and arm curved 
like a billowing hill, painting herself, Galatea 
turned Pygmalion.



October 23, 2017
BLOUIN ARTINFO

WOMEN ON PAUSE: ‘THE FUTURE IS 
ELSEWHERE (IF IT BREAKS YOUR HEART)’ BY 
HEIDI HAHN AT JACK HANLEY, NEW YORK 

Are you stuck in the Waiting Place but are not quite sure 
what the future may hold in store? If this makes you 
feel uneasy, you may take some comfort in Heidi Hahn’s 
second solo exhibition at Jack Hanley, titled “The Future 
is Elsewhere (If it Breaks Your Heart).” Oh, the Places 
You’ll Go!

Hahn, for the exhibition, continues her investigation 
with traditional concerns in her figurative painting 
practices while creating environments of psychological 
landscapes in the female mind and body. Her 
compositions presented, as well the materiality of the 
paint she uses in them, with its rich and translucent 
layers applied multiple times, enhance the depth of her 
works, thus, the females’ interior lives showcased in the 
finely-crafted narratives achieve vibrancy.

The women showcased in this new body of works appear to be in transit, at times active or passive, either 
seen walking or waiting, sometimes reading or looking at their phone, all of them on the verge of their new 
destinations or chapters. The characters are in profile, conjuring up a hieroglyphic stance that makes the 
narrative of the story lapse in time. What the artist leaves unsaid is all about where these women are coming 
from or where they are off to, what they seem to be waiting for, or what caused them to be in the place where 
they are. These women are almost without any history or future, their situations uncertain and their background 
unconcerned. Hahn hides or leaves out details of the faces, manipulating them to be simplified into disguised 
masks, illuminating their anonymity. The characters’ bodies, sinuous and fluid, assimilate to flat backgrounds 
that they have been portrayed upon. Hahn shapes her characters through distinctive and delimitative lines, and 
they appear to be entirely aware of their allocated parts in the society yet they manage to be unconcerned with 
any judgments and expectations.



June 10, 2016
By  Casey Lesser
ARTSY

“I think most of the time I’m awful at depicting people because I want the summation of their personalities 
without necessarily including a human form,” says Hahn. Her recent works picture ethereal, at times ghostly, 
female figures whose wispy forms float in saturated canvases, caught in moments of joy or fear—narratives that 
stem from a longtime passion for reading and writing. “These days I’ve been trying to tell a very specific story, 
choosing to portray women in an everyday way without the trappings of explicit sexuality or artifice,” Hahn 
says. “The figures are allowed to just be and not perform to classical representations of nudity and provocation.” 
Hahn has been painting figuratively since her undergrad years at Cooper Union, but only recently gained wide 
acclaim, following a solo show at Jack Hanley Gallery in New York. For her recent series “I Saw the Future and It 
Reminded Me of You,” she focused on pattern making; each painting, of one or two girls, was copiously dotted 
with tiny flowers. “The repetition of the flower patterns was grueling to adhere to and anxiety-making, but I 
knew I wanted to paint within that anxiety because the content called for it.”

-Heidi Hahn



April 21, 2016
By  Julia Wolkoff
ART IN AMERICA

The women who inhabit the nine vibrant, 
introspective paintings (all 2015 or 2016) in Heidi 
Hahn’s exhibition “Bent Idle” embody an array of 
emotions, their demeanors both infectious and 
startling. In I Had a Dream of Being Seen and It 
Looked Like You, an exuberant figure raises her 
arms in the air. To her right, another woman, with 
a look of cautious artistic pride, holds up a small 
painted portrait of her companion—a blobby 
rendering. 

The surprisingly cohesive body of work in Hahn’s 
New York solo debut contends with the history 
of traditional figurative painting, in which female 
subjects possess sensuous beauty offset, generally, 
by a benzo-like tranquility. Hahn, who recently 
earned her MFA from Yale, eschews the usual 
allure, instead embracing women’s mercurial 
moods and mental dramas. Her work joins that 
of peers like Genieve Figgis and Vera Iliatova 
(as well as that of certain female figurative 
painters from previous generations, such as 
Nicole Eisenman, Marlene Dumas, and Florine 
Stettheimer) in combatting art historical tropes 
with lyrical and complex depictions of women. 

Hahn’s Gumby-ish figures, clad in loose ’70s attire, hardly read as suggestive, with their wide hips and saggy 
breasts—though heavy black outlines create their own sinuousness. Her subjects’ playful, cartoon faces elicit a 
particular empathy, the simplification amplifying their emotional resonance. Still, this crew can be difficult to 
pin down. A powder-blue gal, her expression resembling that of a smiling emoticon, seems to contemplate her 
mortality beside an unmarked headstone in I Sing a Song Meant Only for Me. On the mint-green lawn in the 
foreground, a second woman lays a flower on a grave cropped out of the frame. Eyes closed, she is alone with her 
grief. 

Unlike the characters in I Had a Dream, who seem to share a moment of interpersonal connection, the two 
figures in I Sing a Song could not be more emotionally detached. Distinctions between fellowship and isolation 
recur throughout the works. This division is especially clear in I Believe in All at Once, Maybe Later, in which 



a tight-knit group sits together on a bed. A dismal trio contrasts with a grinning girl, who, starkly outlined and 
painted white, holds up a daisy. The situation reverses in the tangerine Orange You Glad, in which an analogous 
group of three, now beaming, appears like the Graces beside the same ghostly figure, who weeps, distressingly 
unnoticed.

Veering toward emotional hyperbole, the paintings’ sardonic, moody content is articulated in wistful washes of 
paint and contrastingly smooth, enameled fields. The vascular and fluid results depart from common perceptions 
of “women on the verge” as pariahs; Hahn’s female-only realm invites an inward-looking gaze. A Guston-esque 
clock looms above a frowning blonde (who suspiciously resembles the artist herself) in Everything Left Is Plain, 
a roiling sea of blankets couching her despondence. It’s 12:30, and she’s alone. The artist shown painting her 
euphoric friend in I Had a Dream could also be interpreted as a stand-in for Hahn. Her subject jumps for joy on 
the occasion, an ardent reminder of the euphoria of painting, and of being portrayed, and of viewing.



February 25, 2016
By  Martha Schwendener
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REVIEW: HEIDI HAHN AT THE JACK 
HANLEY GALLERY

The clock reads 12:30 in “Everything Left Is Plain” 
(2016), a pink-red painting in Heidi Hahn’s first 
New York solo show, “Bent Idle,” at Jack Hanley. 
It’s impossible to tell, however, whether this 
means afternoon or just after midnight. The same 
ambiguity runs throughout Ms. Hahn’s other 
paintings, which depict young women laughing 
and crying — or perhaps laughing and crying at 
the same time — in groups and pairs, or alone 
with a cat or a candle.

Ms. Hahn presents an impressive, cohesive 
body of work, although it rests on many formal 
precedents. The most obvious is the sinuous 
line and pungent coloring of Edvard Munch, 
the Norwegian painter who is featured in a 
Neue Galerie show that explores his influence 
on German and Austrian Expressionists. You can also feel in Ms. Hahn’s work the impact of recent figurative 
painters such as Sue Williams, Lisa Yuskavage, Judith Linhares and Dana Schutz. She draws fruitfully from 
nonart sources as well: the cheerful flowers and artificially ecstatic women in tampon commercials; the yellow 
smiley face and Kool-Aid man; even the flowing facial hair of the Wookiees from “Star Wars.”

By all appearances, Ms. Hahn is dealing with a painterly version of “Girls”-esque drama, with a 1970s aesthetic. 
Yet, the feelings are relatable: Broken hearts and betrayal; youthful love and raging hormones. In the same way 
Munch’s work served as an emblem of modern anxiety and neurosis, however, Ms. Hahn portrays life in the age 
of emoji and social media, where ambiguity often reigns.
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Are you stuck in the Waiting Place but are not quite 
sure Flip the gender on Keith Gessen’s 2008 book, “All 
The Sad Young Literary Men,” and you’d end up with a 
suitable alt-title for the terrific group of paintings in this 
young artist’s first solo with the gallery. Dudes, however, 
have been banished here — unwelcome, or perhaps 
just uninteresting. Hahn’s style tiptoes around Dana 
Schutz, Genieve Figgis, and fellow newcomer Grace 
Weaver. Her compositions feature groups of women, 
either clownishly happy or extremely sad-faced — this 
is emotion as emoji, surely. Her characters hang out on 
beds that are more like roiling oceans of abstract pattern 
(you might be sad too, or at least a little freaked out, if 
the fabric of reality proved so absurdly malleable). They 
mope beneath the clock’s angry tick-tocking hands, hide 
in the shadows behind the light cast by an oversized 
candle, or — in one instance — jump up in the air while 
their friends paint them, a suggestion that (no matter 
how bad shit gets) there’s a way to work around it, 
literally.


