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Gregory Bae, Ex Megaphone, 2019

Gregory Bae, Ex Rice Cooker, 2019

Tony Lewis: There is a lot of intense, manual 
labor that take a lot of dexterity, but maybe not 
a lot of speed. Does the work have a built-in 
meditative imperative?

Gregory Bae: I try to work at a speed that feels 
organic and unforced. To digress a little bit -- but 
related to your question -- with the works I am 
providing for this show, I am trying to key into 
the present in different ways. 

Because for many years now, 
the present has felt very 
urgent and fast in the public 
domain, and definitely in 
my mind. 

It’s so overwhelming that it seemed 
ridiculous to not try and actively 
address it somehow: how my 
personal interiority dives into a 
larger consequential picture, it can’t 
quite keep up, and I begin to glean 
my insignificance. And there’s kind 
of a simultaneous surrender and 
indulgence. 

To me this is like a pathway I can 
take at my own pace. I try to be 
present while actually making 
the work, try to let the moment to 
moment play out as best as I can, rely 
on my intuitive drive and allow my 
reactions to be what they are and be a 
part of the process. 

There’s a f low 
between conscious 
decisions and 
concerns connecting 
to an acute 

awareness and bewilderment 
towards what unfolds.
TL: The surfaces of the work is almost always 
delicate, and extremely considered- is this an 
intentional choice or do you naturally work that 
way, so it ends up not being that important when 
your making?

GB: The surface consideration is true. I 
purposefully select materials around me that 
ref lect the products of environments I inhabit,and 
systems I am in. 

There’s a lot of trust in improvisation after that so 
it’s an intimately focused, responsive relationship 
to those materials and what they represent. I’m 
making by-products. Intentional, but not exactly 
in control. 
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Stopgap 
Josh Dihle

Tony Lewis: I’ve seen hundreds of drawings 
you’ve made over the years, and I’m curious 
about the permutations of similar sized/clearly 
rhythmically-made drawings. They have such 
a wide range of images, and perceived subject 
matters or narratives. Do you see each drawing 
as an individual short story, or do you see/look 
for/purposefully create a larger story based 
upon a series of drawings or all of them?
 
Josh Dihle: I’ll go with the second option. It’s a 
large story but the plot wanders.
 
I think it comes from process: I say yes to drawing 
in any and every way I can within the set limits of 
material and scale. I only use graphite pencils on 
12” x 9” paper. But I’m otherwise free to engage 
every last scribble, scrawl, and f lick of the 
wrist as if each were utterly worthy of my 
undivided attention. I waive judgement. This 
willful refusal has yielded a big, fat, messy 
corpus of drawings that feeds my more 
directed work.
 

I admit I’m immoderate 
when I’m making 
drawings. If you think 
about my drawings in 
terms of process, you 
can see a totally un-
rigorous combination of 
indulgence and obsession. 
I might start something with a 30 second 
gesture drawing but spend the next three 
hours fussing and adjusting and shading. 
Is it healthy? I don’t know. Maybe not. But 
taken together, the drawings ref lect the 
whiplash rabbit hole deep dives that control 
a lot of my time. Extend this whole thing 
across six, seven, eight years and you end 
up with a big clusterfuck of images that 
includes pattern, narrative, gesture, index, 

chiaroscuro, erasure, regret, hilarity, and just 
about everything else.

TL: I’m going to use a back-handed compliment 
that I’ve endured most of my life to preface this 
question, because it’s true for you. You speak 
so well, and you’re so well read, and you’re a 
wonderful writer and thinker, especially for an 
bla- for an artist.  Here’s the question: Are you 
worried that sometimes you get too far in your 
own thoughts when making? Do you feel you 
have to justify most of the decisions we make 
as artists? Or can you make art as an absent-
minded reflex- like breathing in and out? Is 
it simply a balance of a few different ways of 
working?

JD: Ha! I hear you man. I go back and forth on 
this point. For me, it’s that balance between 
different states of operating. Sometimes, 
especially toward the end of a work, I agonize over 
small choices. 

It can be formal stuff like nudging a color or 
deciding where to add little descriptive details. 
But then a lot of the big choices are made on 
impulse. Maybe I have a dream where I’m 
submerged in a swamp; I draw it in ten minutes, 
then I spend six months making a carving based 
on that superfast, gut-level idea.
 
The feeling and effect of the work is determined 
by the many twists and turns that take place while 
I’m working on something. 

I might abandon the initial premise at some point, 
but I need to burst into a piece with something 
close to rash abandon before I move into the 
slower, more careful mode.
 
I used to worry about getting too much into my 
own head when working on something, but not 
anymore. I use simpler ideas and less mental 
scaffolding. But I also just think that if you’re 
into something, even if it’s a bit of a walk to 
understand, idea-wise, it’s worth just going for it. 
Eventually, the audience catches up.

Josh Dihle, Pink Electrical Storm, 2015
Josh Dihle, Sampler, 2020



Megan Greene, Untitled, 2020

Tony Lewis: I’ve heard your logic for some 
of your titles before, and I’m wondering if 
you take the same freedom with building the 
composition?

Megan Greene: Entirely. With this work, I can 
barely plan at all. I usually start with a rough 
thumbnail, and in the first hour, lay in what I 
think are the essential forms. From there, my 
process is a pretty slow improvisation—layering 
colored pencil while constantly stepping back and 
re-assessing, turning the drawing upside down, 
complicating things. 

I’m bad at anticipating the 
result. The value structure 
takes a long time to build, 
with a lot of information 
dropping back eventually, 
and I can’t plan color at all. 
I try to. 
I’ll tell myself, maybe this one can be a primary 
color scheme. Nope, it ends up pink. And rarely 
do I know the orientation of the drawing until I’m 
almost done. This work forces a certain amount of 
patience from me, since I’m often 80% of the way 
through before I know what’s what.

TL: The rip of the paper is just as clean and 
precise as your crosshatch- how do you handle 
mistakes?

MG: I love this question because it feels so specific 
to drawing. (Paper has a long memory, right?) 
After that initial hour of pencil drawing, my 
process becomes entirely additive. I work in layers 
of colored pencil and can’t erase. The surface gets 
gummy if I do. 

So…mistakes—my only 
choices are to bury them 
or accommodate them 
somehow. 

Mistakes are sort of like bacteria, I figure—the 
healthy sort, that’s propulsive, fueling the process, 
and then the crappy sort that gives you a problem 
to manage. I manage, to varying degrees of 
success. But there’s a different sort of mistake, of 
over-relying on the same safe solutions, that I’m 
probably more vulnerable to. 

For me, it’s a good sign if the 
process feels a bit unsteady. 
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Nyeema Morgan, Soft Power. Hard Margins. (1863), 2020

Nyeema Morgan, Soft Power. Hard Margins. (1930), 2020

Nyeema Morgan, Soft Power. Hard Margins. (1981), 2020

Tony Lewis: The fragmented framing, the 
obscured replication, and the miniaturized 
appropriation of famous works makes it 
difficult for me to fully worship the images of 
art history. I find myself more excited about the 
marquee lighting.

Nyeema Morgan: Awesome! Yes. My own 
relationship with art history is a challenging 
one. I spent my early years as a student and artist 
trying to understand my relationship to the “old 
masters” or avant garde heroes of art history. 

The obscuring and scaled 
down reproductions isn’t a 
contemptuous gesture. 

At least not towards the artists or art works 
themselves, but towards the valorization within 
art history, which is all about visibility and 
inf luence.

Soft Power. Hard Margins., which consists of about 
40 individual works, began with me mulling over 
the present day inf luence of significant works of 
art. Works that transcend the exemplification of 
the particular era that they were made to speak 
to me, you, my aunt etc— and what are they 
whispering?

TL: How do you think about text-based 
approaches as a maker? Specifically using 
letterforms for their inherent meanings to build 
a picture? I’m always conflicted. Language/text/
letterforms are only used to help me make a 
drawing- its a means to an end. Is it different for 
you, project-specific? 

Stopgap 
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NM: That’s something I’ve always found 
appealing about your work, that the letterforms 
are in the service of the drawing. I always 
considered those forms in your drawings as 
coordinates. They’ve been really helpful in my 
prolonged attempt at learning to appreciate 
textual form before satiating my desire to render 
meaning— to read or decipher everything. It 
kind of takes me back to my days of studying 
calligraphy in college. That emphasis on process 
and form over symbolic resonance of text and 
words was very refreshing.

My use of text differs a bit 
in that it’s not relegated to 
the service of the sculpture 
— it is, or I should say, I 
hope it is the sculpture.  An 
irreconcilable part of the 
sculpture, as with the image.



Edra Soto, Open 24 Hours (Remy Martin, Hennessy, D’usse and Courvoisier), 2018

Tony Lewis: I see the picking up, the cleaning, 
the still-life, as a sort of performance of care 
for the land (where the bottle comes from), 
and the people who live there (the people who 
presumably drank the alcohol from the bottle). 
Do you think the people who live there care for 
the land? I’m interested to hear your thoughts 
on the psychology of disenfranchised/dislocated 
people in relation to protest in relation to litter 
or the lack of general care for rented/owned 
land?

Edra Soto: My impulse is to be civic-minded. 
Recording my process is an intimate insight of my 
everyday reality and those of my neighbors.

Finding a significant 
historical connection 
between cognac with my 
African American neighbors, 
evokes a sense of empathy 
for the consumption of these 
bottles as complex forms of 
pleasure, interconnections, 
and escape from socio-
economic oppression.
I couldn’t say with great confidence if a lot of 
people care, but I have met neighbors who have 
noticed my action of picking up bottles and they 
manifest how much they care and how frustrated 
they feel. I have witnessed people littering from 
their cars. This just indicates that all the garbage 
is not generated by residents. There’s a few self-
organized and mentorship groups in the East 
Garfield Park neighborhood that call for garbage 
picking. Unfortunately the consumption and 
littering happens much faster than the garbage 
collection.

This article (view here) from the Chicago Tribune 
dated from 1985 explains the never-ending 
littering problem in Chicago Parks, declaring 
Garfield Park as the worst. Perhaps some aspects 
of the built environment of this neighborhood 
have evolved, even improve, but the littering 
portion remains intact.

TL: The history of cognac and the black 
community is a deep, painful dive in my 
opinion. Do you drink the brandy, or at all? I’ve 
had a hard time getting over a personal stigma 
with cognac for that reason. I don’t think you 
blame your neighborhood for drinking. I don’t 
think you blame them for littering. I do feel 
something in the work directed at them- I just 
heard on the radio the Mayor of Chicago telling 
us to check on your neighbors, especially the 
elderly. If you can shovel and salt their sidewalk, 
do it. It feels something like this.

ES: I was not aware of the popularity of cognac 
or its historic connection to the black community 
till I started noticing the beautiful bottles on 
the ground. I have tried it, but it is not in my 
preferred choice of liquor. Lately, I’ve been 
drinking tequila with kombucha…my favorite!. 
I love to drink and fortunately, I don’t have 
an addictive tendency to it, so I can enjoy it 
occasionally. And thank you. I am glad you feel 
this way because that is how I feel as well. 

As an artist and a resident, 
I refuse to play the blame 
game. It is harder but 
necessary to try to find 
possible solutions. 

As an artist, I decided to collect bottles to 
continue engaging with the littering process, 
rather than creating an artistic representation of 
the bottles or the landscape displaying mounds of 
garbage. 
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https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/ct-xpm-1985-07-26-8502190142-story.html


Adrienne Elise Tarver, Three Graces, 2019

Stopgap 
Adrienne Elise Tarver

Tony Lewis: Where are these people?

Adrienne Tarver: They are in paradise -- and that 
is the physical, metaphysical, mental, or spiritual 
manifestation of what that could mean. 

I’m really interested in all 
of those aspects of paradise. 
What is Eden? What is 
heaven? What does it mean 
to escape? To partake in 
paradise requires labor to 
sustain your presence--
what is that labor? If you 
are aware of it, are you still 
in paradise? What images 
do we have of paradise and 
why?  
They are also at home, which is another term 
I think a lot about and like to dissect. It’s the 
genesis of my thoughts on origin stories, and 
the importance of place and context to shaping 
individual identities.

TL: I’m interested in black and green or blue 
and brown women, as owners of the space they 
inhabit, while at the same time occupying such 
an escapist terrain. As the looker, I feel placed 
in a voyeuristic position, but also, I have access 
to their space as a fellow vacationer- I’m also 
thinking of the environments/installations you 
create.

AT: All of the audience is a voyeur. I think it’s 
important for the audience to be self-aware of 
their intrusion into the private space. I like to 
hide the women among the foliage as a form of 
protection and to return agency to them in their 
own narrative. 

I’m really interested in the 
idea of ownership when it 
comes to place and context 
and how that informs 
identities. 
This is a large reason why I’m fixated on origin 
stories (historical and mythological). When 
it comes to the tropics, or environments that 
are depicted as paradise, I’m interested in the 
histories of invasion, displacement, slavery, and 
agricultural cultivation that have transformed 
the physical landscapes and the populations of 
places like the Caribbean islands to be what we 
understand them to be today. Vacation culture 
in many ways is based on the foundations of 
colonialism, yet our participation in it is not only 
accepted without critical ref lection, it’s necessary 
to sustain many economies. I’m curious how we 
parse out these entwined, complicated histories 
and understand the broader story.

TL: I’m jolted by the image of an occasional 
skull, a one-eye bird, or a burning house. How 
do you account for symbolism of death or 
violence in paradise?

AT: The recent series I’ve been working on, 
Manifesting Paradise, is based on the tarot which 
accounts for all aspects of life through archetypal 
symbols. It really democratizes the importance 
of negative aspects as much as positive ones, so 
things like death, temptation, and destruction 
have a role in growth and future movement in the 
same way that love, opportunities, and abundance 
might. I’m really interested (personally as well as 
in my work) in understanding the full picture of 
things--understanding positive and negative or 
more neutrally, side A and side B. The presence of 
death helps us understand life and staying aware 
of the inevitable difficulties of a journey is just 
preparation for the realities. 

One of the most useful things 
in analyzing the tarot for my 
work as a whole has been 
creating my own archetypal 
images from these old ideas. 
For instance, the Tower in the traditional tarot 
is a castle-like tower being hit by lightning and 
medieval-dressed people falling/jumping out of 
it. It’s about an accepted foundational element 
of life crumbling. It’s destructive, difficult, and 
unexpected, but it’s necessary for progress. I 
have been looking at images I recently found of 
the Tarver Plantation in southern Georgia and 

it clicked that for me, the tower is a plantation  
house. Some houses need to burn--not necessarily 
physically, but certainly figuratively. My paradise 
doesn’t exist without that Tower moment.



Stopgap 
Neal Vanderbergh

Tony Lewis: Who the hell are these white 
people? I trust you enough to believe some of 
them are or were once real people. What is going 
on in these drawings??

Neal Vandenbergh: Are you talking about the 
ones you own specifically or the like whole thing? 
Probably like anyone who’s sitting with their work 
all day I think there’s a lot going on in these 
drawings! But in the interest of this reply 
not taking forever I’ll try to keep things brief. If 
you want me to elaborate on anything just ask! I 
can talk all damn day.

I’m trying to remember what you have, I think 
a couple of the 18 x 24’s are both portraits of 
Margaret Thatcher when she was much younger 
than when she got famous for shaping world 
economics, politics + social life. 

The drawings made from 
reference images of young 
Thatcher are always 
accompanied by drawings 
made from images of a 
young Nancy Reagan. 
I’ve made many many drawings of those two, all 
portraits, the faces getting bigger and bigger till 
they’re filling the paper. At the time when they 
started, about Jan 1 2017, I needed to break some 
old habits (basically over thinking/over polishing) 
and just make some work. So I had a bank of 
these images and would go to the studio almost 
every day and riff on the sources with minimum 
predetermination other than following what was 
exciting the day before. 

I was teaching myself how 
to make expressive art again 
for the first time in a decade. 
I wanted some LIFE in my 
work that had gotten so 
academic it was delusional. 
I never worked figuratively 
before and I was and am still 
a little attached to social/
political aspects of art so 
hence the political figures.
Starting Jan 1 2017 I was making a two series 
simultaneously: one trying to capture some of the 
“cool beauty of bourgeois art”, the other digging 
into the grotesque and abject. Both with political 
figures. I guess I was interested in the taste 
spectrum, what people accept, what they reject. 

Neal Vandenbergh, Untitled (Young Nancy Reagan), 2021

Then through the daily work, the body of work 
you’re describing popped up and took over studio 
hours. 

The psychedelic seemed 
to be the bridge between 
cool beauty and abjection, 
attraction and repulsion, 
acceptance and rejection.
The smaller ones you have aren’t based on real 
people. I had been making some drawings from 
photos and some from life and I wanted to expand 
that spectrum and make work that was automatic, 
immediate, intuitive and not based on anything. 

TL: There’s an ethereal, prism-like space that 
feels like glass or water. That mixed with the 
soft facially organized aorbs of hot color, 
changes the mood/attitude of what’s happening, 
and what I’m looking at from drawing to 
drawing- I’m constantly intrigued, and I can’t 
help but wonder if they’re okay...

NV: Intrigue & unease seems like a solid response 
to me!

As I said above I wanted some LIFE in my work so 
I’m letting intensities f ly and maybe things look 
a little crazy... I wanted to make work that had 
immediate psychic and emotional impact, not one 
you would coldly “read” it’s content. I’m interested 
in how a “psychic and emotional impact” can feel 
contemporary.

That year, like fall 2017, when a lot of that work 
started in January was congealing, my mind was 
PROFOUNDLY SEARED by reading Samuel R. 
Delany’s Dhalgren. 

It was written in 1975 but for some reason 
this state of psychic intensity it depicted and 
produced in me felt strikingly contemporary. 
Its contemporaneity came from the 
aesthetic experience of reading, not the up-to-

date-ness of its Theory. I guess I want to parallel 
that with the experience of looking.

There’s an article in a Frieze from just a few years 
ago I always like to vaguely recall because I’ve 
never been able to find it again. It was talking 
about a group of painters that are working in this 
figurative and Surrealist vein. Instead of being 
interested in making visible the unconscious 
world or depictions of a dream state, it’s 
grounding was in Real states of psychic intensity. 
Well guess what ME TOO. And I’m interested in 
how those states arise from the current material/
social world.

Neal Vandenbergh, Untitled (Snake with Human Eyes), 2021
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