
	  

	  
Ridley Howard, Nudes, 2011, oil on linen, 24 x 30 in., courtesy Leo Koenig  
 
I was really surprised when I first walked into Howard’s current show, Slows, at Leo 
Koenig. I lazily assumed that he would be presenting a new and improved version of the 
lush, large scale paintings that were in the last show. With Slows, things are still lush, but 
there’s an expanded and complex banter between theportraits, landscapes, and direct 
abstractions. It seems as though Howard is doing something that many established 
painters aren’t doing right now… second guessing, taking a step back and not becoming 
repetitive. This is the last week to check out Slows @ Leo Koenig which closes Feb. 25. 
See my interview with him below:  
 
JL: Perhaps the most immediately apparent aspect of your new show, “Slows” is the 
comparable scale of the paintings. Is this use of relative scale is a way to make the 
different works communicate to each other in a more active way?  
 
RH: It started as a way to work through ideas, and to think about how smaller scale 
paintings work… the kind of experience they create. But as I started to accumulate 
groups of them, I became really interested in how they related and how they reflected one 
another. I started to think about how they intertwined and overlapped…and I think scale 
became a way to lead from one painting to another, and so on. They were less fixed. And 
I do like how the smallest abstractions sort of approximate in size parts of the larger 
paintings that they might reflect.  



	  

 
JL: In your last show, many of the works were larger-scale. I’m curious about how 
this shift developed. Did this happen naturally or was there more of a deliberate 
conceptual approach? Was there a psychological or philosophical shift as well?  
 
RH: Well, at the time of my last show it seemed really important for me to make those 
big singular paintings out of fractured parts, to piece together these seemingly whole 
images that played with cinematic language and painting. But that gesture, the kind of 
focused energy required and the grandness of it, started to become less interesting to me. 
I had also been making smaller paintings, and the intimacy of that scale and the way the 
painting happens at that scale just started to feel more direct and succinct. I remember 
going through the Uffizi last year, and while I love the theater of grand Italian painting, 
there was this tiny Holbein that really blew me away. It was the highlight of the day…so 
understated and complex in simple ways. Just a smallquiet portrait that promised less and 
delivered more. I’ve always kind of been interested in that idea, but at a smaller scale it 
just made more sense. Working small also let me have a more open process in the 
studio…I could meander a bit, work on more than one thing at a time, and not feel locked 
into finishing one large painting. I started to play paintings off of one another, think about 
connections between pieces…which I guess lead to a more deliberate conceptual thread 
running through the show…but the small scale just allows for a bit more levity. It’s 
almost like I was taking apart those larger paintings and thinking more directly about the 
components.  
 
JL: I get the impression that a lot of research and contemplation goes into your 
work. For instance, I imagine that you may have stumbled across last years 
Bauhaus show at MOMA (or something of the like) and felt challenged by that 
language. Did something like this trigger your foray into abstraction? If so, could 
you point to some decisive examples?  
 
RH: It was a couple of things. In 2010-11, I made almost exclusively small paintings of 
nudes and couples and the spaces they were in became increasingly more abstract. They 
suggested hotel rooms or bedrooms, but really they became soft-focus geometric 
abstractions. I started to look at a lot of early modernism for clues, Bauhaus, De Stijl, 
even Albers and Barnett Newman. Sometimes I was more invested in areas of paintings 
than I was in the whole thing and it started to seem ridiculous not to make abstract 
paintings when I felt inclined. So, it had been on my mind for a while. But when I went to 
Italy last year, I visited a number of modern museums with the work of lesser known 
Italian modernists that ranged from Neoclassical portraiture, to proto-cubism, to futurism, 
to landscape, and so on…and the work is often displayed side by side, spanning decades. 
Unexpected and interesting connections start to show up between stylistically different 
work, often by the same artist, when seen all together. I know it’s not a revolutionary idea 
but the thought that I could paint a portrait on Tuesday, and a small abstraction on 
Wednesday, and so on, and let the connections work themselves out, started to makes 
sense for my work. 
 



	  

 
Ridley Howard, Mint Green, 2011, oil on linen, 20 x 22 in., courtesy Leo Koenig  
 
JL: I am seeing an agnostic comment upon about the well-worn “abstraction” vs. 
“representation” debate. What are your thoughts on this issue? Is it still relevant?  
 
RH: Ha. Yeah, agnostic. Even when my work was more exclusively figurative, I was 
always thinking about how they functioned on an abstract level. Space was really 
important even in my early work, and I was always aware of how abstract visual rhythm, 
color, pattern, etc affected the images. I think this is a pretty common concern, but a real 
emphasis with a number of my heroes like Piero and Hockney…Antonioni perhaps. 
When areas of the paintings started to become entirely about abstraction, and then when I 
started to consider only abstraction… it didn’t really seem like a different thing. Not to 
sound flippant, but in my mind it’s all painting. Not in a Greenberg/ aesthetic-essentialist 
sort of way but in a contemporary post-internet way. I look at tons of paintings, 
thousands of images of all types, have access to countless visual resources.  
So, when I go to make a painting, the process and thinking really isn’t different. I also 
wanted to deal with the play between the two differently than it exists in the neo-
expressive tradition where image is ultimately overtaken or obliterated by heavy material 
and process, i.e. Rothenberg or Baselitz. The connections for me were more cerebral 
maybe…finding a way to merge languages that appear to be disparate. Sometimes I think 
that feeling attached to that age-old debate is just nostalgic. I don’t know, maybe it’s 
generational.  
 
JL: You have spent a fair amount of time teaching art on the college level. What do 
you think is the most important thing for a student to know? What is the most 
important thing that you’ve learned from them?  
 
RH: It’s really easy to say something like, students shouldn’t be too enamored with the 
art world and quick superficial successes, and realize that being an artist is a life-long 
pursuit with many layers of ebb and flow. I think that’s all true, especially the closer you 
get to New York. I’ve started to think that learning how to navigate the sea of visual 
information and influence is really important… finding a way to maintain or locate your 
own interests in all of it. When I was in school, only the most serious students knew 



	  

anything about contemporary art. You had to really work to be aware of what was going 
on. Now it’s so easy. Most semi-serious art students are checking blogs and keeping up 
with a few online magazines. And for me, I think it’s that students see every day as a new 
adventure in the studio. For most of them, anything is possible and they’re always just 
trying to figure it out. I think that has probably had an effect on me of late.  
 
JL: What’s the best thing to listen to while painting forlorn lovers?  
 
RH: Usually it’s sports radio or Diane Rehm in the morning…a twangy, shoe-gazer 
Pandora mix in the afternoon. Random hip-hop if I need a lift.  
 
JL: I am asking everyone…how do you feel about the state of press releases today?  
 
RH: Press releases are better than artist statements, which were more common when I 
was coming through school. Everybody had to learn how to write an artist statement. 
They’re just awkward and didactic most of the time and better maybe that it is in the 3rd 
person gallery voice. I mean, writing a p.r. is a tough task and I’m glad I don’t have to 
wrestle with it too much. How to create some context for the work.. and frame it for 
writers and collectors. It’s one part sales pitch, one part intellectual plea.. tough to strike 
the right tone. To be honest, I never read them…usually only a quick skim. And only 
really think about them when I have a show, or maybe I’ll read a friend’s. Usually if the 
work requires reading the press release, I don’t really spend much time with the show. 
There are exceptions of course.  
	    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lutz, John.“Daily Operation”, lutzjohn.tumblr.com, 21 February 2012. 


