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General introductory remarks by Linda Earle: This is the first lecture in our sixty-second 

summer. Not sixty seconds, you know, but sixty-second year at Skowhegan. And we have a 

wonderful lecture series. I want to welcome our neighbors, and say hello and thank you for 

coming. And welcome, neighbors. As this  lecture series goes on you’ll see the resident artists 

introducing each other and introducing you to the visiting artists. I just want to, again, thank our 

faculty for all they’ve done so far and for the excitement they’re bringing us this summer, and 

say how glad I am to begin this program with an alum of Skowhegan, Tom Burckhardt. And 

Susanna Coffey’s going to introduce him.  

 

Introduction by Susanna Coffey: Well, what was almost very exciting. Hi. Well, this was almost 

a little more exciting for me, because I was up in my studio thinking about Tom and what I was 

going to say, and then I looked at the time and I was almost late.  And that is because Tom is one 

of the artists that I hold in highest esteem. You’re so lucky to be able to work with Tom. The first 
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thing you want to about him is that he said I couldn’t say all of these things about his honors and 

awards, and so on and so forth.... Tom is not only a brilliant artist, an artist held in high esteem 

by people in the art world, but he’s someone that’s loved and respected by his peers. And I’ve 

been fortunate to know Tom since 1992 or ’93, when we were both in the Sharpe Foundation 

together. And since then I’ve been lucky enough to be his friend and stay in contact with Tom’s 

work, and his life. Tom is an amazing artist, productive, prolific, and someone who knows how 

to be an artist, and really, I think, in the highest sense understands what it is to be an artist, and 

that means to live the life of an artist. In addition to a studio practice and the clarity of mind 

which he brings to his own work and his own career, he will bring those insights and that clarity 

an. attention to you-all. So you’re so lucky to be working with him. Tom is not only the artist 

that we know him to be, he’s someone that has played in a gamelan.... He is a wonderful Dad and 

a supportive partner of another very important artist; that in itself is not an easy achievement. 

And is a really good human being, somebody who brings everything that is in his work to his 

life. And we’re all very lucky to have him with us. The only few things I will say is that he’s one 

of the few artists that shows in Midtown and in Chelsea. He has two galleries in New York, and 

as you know, has been to Skowhegan in ’86, and has been written about in all of the major 

publications-- all the major art publications, and I’m not going to mention them.  But I am going 

to mention how happy I am to be able to be here with him and have a studio next to him again; 

and I know you will all feel the same way after you’ve had the ability to share your work with 

him and his with you. Here’s Tom.   

 

TB: Hello? Okay. So let’s see. I think the first thing to say is that I’m going to show you a lot of 

work that’s very early, from when I was a student, and a student at Skowhegan, and a lot of early 
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work because I think-- I’m hoping that I have some example to show about what it means to 

transition from a place like this, from a school to a place like this to the so-called real world. I 

know a lot of you already are, for sure, but I don’t know, I think it’s really interesting in how I 

had to find my way in my work from there, which has not been a clear path to me, I would say. I 

think I have a very meandering kind of attention, and the way I work is-- I think you’ll see 

there’s a lot of changes that happen in the work. I’m actually going to start with something that’s 

very recent, the first slide, and then we’ll kind of go all the way back a little bit. So let’s just start 

with the first slide... I guess....  

SLIDE  

TB: So this is from this past-- I actually did this last summer up in Maine, and this is a large 

drawing, work on paper. It’s about twelve feet across, I think; so it’s almost double that size. I 

tend to work in two mediums that I’m going to show you today. One is like a water medium, like 

watercolor inks, and the other is enamel paint. So I’m going to try and avoid saying every piece, 

how big it is and what it’s made out of, so.... This is called Conflagration, and the only thing 

that’s not watercolor medium is the image of myself up here, which was just a photograph that 

printed out and kind of incised in the rest of the large sheet. So we’re going to kind of come back 

to this issue of this {struction ?} of work, and I think that, looking back on what I’ve been doing 

all these years, there’s always this issue of the questions of painting. And I like to kind of make 

fun of it a lot, because I think it’s way too serious often, and I think that humor is often a missing 

element in a lot of the work that I see. I wish I could see that more often. So I think there’s a 

certain kind of wry humor in a lot of my work that runs all the way through, and a certain sense 

of kind of-- a black absurdity, maybe, that is kind of the central theme of all of it, in a certain 

way, mixed with a lot of optimism, somehow.  So let’s go to the next slide.  
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SLIDE  

TB: So this was my senior thesis show for my Bachelor of Fine Arts at SUNY-Purchase, which 

is just outside of New York. I grew up in New York City, and was the son of two artists. So I 

kind of grew up around it all and felt very familiarized [sic] with it. And I realized once I got to 

school that I had all this terrific good baggage that came with that, whereas I didn’t have to be 

defending what I did to my parents or pretending I was taking design classes to make money. It 

was all kind of very understood, and I could talk to my parents about it, and I even, still to this 

day, me and my mother give each other critiques and stuff like that. So that’s kind of really a 

wonderful thing to have in my past, I think, and I’m very grateful for that. I think what I found 

myself doing at school here was this early interest that I had in abstraction was trying to kind of 

find things that could be in the world of abstraction but have this sense of purpose to them. So I 

would be building these kind of boxes and then painting on them, and I think I was, in retrospect 

I was being very kind of clever with my materials, of mixing like wax, and oil paint, and acrylic, 

and drawn elements, and enamel, all together; and it was all, in retrospect, a very fussy kind of  

formal game with materials that I was doing at the time. But it was sort of necessary at the time. 

And I was also doing all these little paintings. And I think that that is probably the most 

interesting thing about what I was doing, because there was this thing that I liked about the kind 

of informality of them, and this thing. And I kind of invited everyone at school to just take them. 

So I think I was interested in undercutting the kind of rarefied atmosphere that tends to come 

with abstraction. Have it feel somehow a little more democratic, which is definitely its problem 

for me. I feel upset with abstraction a lot because of that. It’s so elitist, frankly, and I kind of 

wanted to find a way to participate in it and make it a little bit friendlier, funnier, warmer, more 

generous, somehow. So, next slide.  
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SLIDE  

TB: That’s just another view of the same room. Next slide  

SLIDE  

TB: So this is in Skowhegan, now. I came to Skowhegan right straight out of my Bachelor’s of 

Fine Arts, and had a fantastic summer here; it was really the best nine weeks of my life. Maybe 

still, I think. And part of it was the faculty, but not that much, actually. I think it was much more 

the community I found among people that I then carried with me out after I left. And just that 

feeling of people really being  

serious about things, whereas the people that I came out of my undergraduate program with--

some of them might still be doing it, and frankly, looking back, very few of them are. And I 

always felt like I was very highly motivated, and that my Bachelor’s program was very good 

because I could make something out of it as long as I was highly motivated. It wasn’t anything 

too special, frankly, but it was a good  

place to be motivated in, if you could make it what you want. And Skowhegan was--all of a 

sudden everyone kind of felt like that to me. Everyone had this tremendous energy, and my head 

was spun around a bit by people like Judy Pfaff, and Peter Saul, who were here, Bill Jensen. And 

Bill Jensen  

wasn’t a teacher in any way, really; he was not an academic. He was not academic at all, and he 

was just kind of an enabler, somehow. I mean, in the right way. Like just kind of very 

encouraging and a great example of what an artist is, for me. Judy was much more critical and 

hard on me, Judy Pfaff. And Peter Saul was just a total wild card, and would just say the most 

obnoxious things. I pictured him as coming into your studio,  and he wanted to throw a Molotov 

cocktail in there, but then get out before it explodes by all costs, because he didn’t want to 
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actually.... He was a very strange guy, and he didn’t want to have the repercussions to himself. 

He was very friendly and nice, in a certain way, but would say the most obnoxious, provocative 

things.  I’ve remained friends with him after that, and value him very highly. All those three 

people actually have remained kind of in my life to some extent. So I think what I was doing was 

trying to find a way, coming here and turn what I was doing on its head. And I also was very 

conscious of the fact that when I was in graduate school I had this situation where I was working 

for an audience, supposedly for myself, but very conscious of this audience of people constantly 

seeing what I was doing, while I was doing it, at the critiques, and you’d start kind of playing to 

the crowd whether you like it or not. And you’d start realizing there’s certain things you’re good 

at and you start kind of punching those up, and I felt I was pretty good at getting praise for what I 

did, and that was very gratifying, ego-wise. And I think I realized that I was pretty good at doing 

the critiques and talking about stuff. But I had this very sneaking suspicion that really came up to 

the surface at Skowhegan, that when I was in those critiques, everything I said about the work 

was nothing I ever thought about when I made it. And it was just like a shock in a way, because I 

was very good at this language; it was like these two parallel tracks that never met. It was this 

terrific exercise, and I don’t discount having been able to participate in the discussions and have 

some use of language for it, but I really realized that my work had very little to do with that kind 

of literal thinking, the idea of reasoning, and language that clarifies reason. And you know, like I 

said, I would never think about any of those motives for the work when I was actually making it. 

I realized that I was very like water flowing kind of artist, and would just go around rocks. I 

couldn’t foreground what I was-- what were the issues, the content-- things like that. I couldn’t 

foreground that and then make the work be pulled along by that, that might come up in 

discussions like that. I would make something and then could kind of retroactively come up with 
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this language to talk about it. So I really realized that at Skowhegan, and was just feeling 

dramatically un-academic here and realizing that I was not going to be going from here to grad 

school. I mean not right away, anyway. I wasn’t planning on going anywhere. And I started 

seeing like the end of the whole scenario of working in front of people direct-- immediately 

working in front of people run out, just like, you know, tape through a film, like, “I’ve only got 

three weeks to actually show people what I’m doing.” And there was something about that that 

was a little frightening, and something about it that was really exhilarating and feeling like, “I 

can’t wait till this is over!” in a certain way. As much as I enjoyed it I was like, “I want to find 

out the work will mean to myself without having to kind of constantly have these kind of,  this 

track and then that track,” the language track, the creative track, which I thought were very 

separate in a way. And this whole issue of the language of talking about things, and the 

specificity that we use in language, and the lack of specificity I felt when I worked, started 

coming up in these, kind of, these images that I had were kind of abstract, but started turning into 

these letters. And I started seeing something happening with this. It was like it was somewhat 

unconscious at first, and then I would start seeing the reaction. So I was like, “I only have this 

audience for another three, four weeks,” or whatever. Five weeks, whatever it was, and I felt this 

need to be reactionary with the audience, and use them while I had them, although I felt that it 

was nothing that was going to be followed through with afterwards. So next slide.  

SLIDE  

TB: Go to the next one again, please.  

SLIDE  

TB: I started really putting these letters front and center, and there were certainly things that I 

was looking at that were--Al Held’s kind of letter works that were really interesting to me. And I 
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started seeing how I kind of split my audience, which was… Looking at you guys, it was like this 

Red Sea divide between the people who wouldn’t get hung up on this front and center idea of the 

letter being right in there. There was that quote from De Kooning about putting the figure front 

and center was like the thing you couldn’t do, so then it was, therefore, the only thing he could 

do somehow. And I kind of felt like that was it. It was like I was putting letter in and it was 

somehow causing a rift in my immediate audience, which was, some people could not get hung 

up on this kind of relationship that the components of the letters had to language and what it 

meant. And then there was other people who absolutely got upset by it, almost. It seemed 

strange. But there was people who were just kind of like felt it was an issue of design or 

something like that. And for me it was this strange sense of making these things that felt 

purposeful. They were kind of built out of masonite and wood and very deliberately made.They 

almost looked like they were a found thing I painted on, but they were made by me, and that they 

might have fallen off some sign or something. But there’s obviously some sort of things that 

were happening with it that didn’t have the directness that a sign would have. So, Next slide.  

SLIDE  

TB: I also had this strong sense that I was only going to have a nice wood shop for another 

couple of weeks. So I was really getting into building these things. They have kind of like a nice 

kind of concave—convex, I mean, curve to them, often, made out of masonite, and kind of 

framed out maybe six inches sometimes. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So that’s kind of where I found myself at the end of Skowhegan. I did like this work I did 

here, and it did feel kind of different, and stronger, and somewhat bolder than what I was doing 

in undergrad before. Definitely an influence of the kind of people from everywhere that were 
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here, from across the country and different parts of the world, and the different perspectives of 

teaching, and made me see how, though I thought my undergraduate program was kind of very 

fair, it was very regional in a certain way, that had a certain kind of Yale, like Bay Area 

figuration kind of thing, and then other things were kind of ignored, or something like that. Next 

slide.  

SLIDE  

TB: I grew up in New York, like I said, so I moved back to New York and I came to a situation 

there that was very fortunate for me, which was that I had a very, very cheap place to live, that 

my father had moved to--when he moved to America from Switzerland in1935 he had gotten this 

loft. And very small loft, but…And the rent was really cheap because it was basically ignored by 

the landlord at the time, when things could still like happen like that in New York City. I had all 

my life known the artist Red Grooms through my parents, and fell into a job being his studio 

assistant and was earning okay money doing that. I found myself able to work for him five days 

a week-- full days-- and then come back home and still make my own work. And I wasn’t in debt 

from school, and I didn’t see any grad schools out there that beckoned me the way my undergrad 

program did, for several reasons. One was that I perceived from talking to people at Skowhegan 

that they was this bit of this generational war happening a lot in a lot of the schools, at the time 

that was the kind of old, cigar-chomping, sculpture guys, the old-schoolers, versus these kind of 

young, theory-infused whippersnappers, and they were all hating each other, hating on each 

other. And there was a lot of politics happening at schools and I couldn’t see any place that 

looked like it would be the right place for me to go. And I felt that after the time at Skowhegan 

and like I said, I wanted to just be on my own and paint and really kind of not show people what 

I was doing. Maybe some friends, but not expose myself any further than that, and see what it 
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was all about, because I didn’t feel like I had very strong ideas of what I was doing. I just felt 

that I had a very strong motivation to make work, and I was fairly prolific, and I could just get in 

there and work and feel good about the process of it. And the issue of kind of what the content 

was behind it was mysterious to me. I didn’t know what it was. And my question to myself was, 

frankly, “When am I going to kind of sit down and figure this out? When am I going to like sit 

down and say, ‘Okay. You know, stop, put down the brush for a second and get a pad and write 

it all out. Like what are you really about? What are you making your work about?’” And I never 

got to the point where it was necessary to do it. It’s like these things that you just don’t really 

want to do, you put off. So I was kind of concerned that I was going to kind of go down this dead 

end, this like rabbit hole of kind of solipsism in the work. But I thought I’d try it for a little 

while. So I didn’t have that kind of nice wood shop here anymore, so I was just kind of finding 

pieces of wood off the street, and the things that were happening in art that I was thinking about 

was, I heard a terrific lecture here in the archives of Mary Heilman. I don’t know if people know 

who she is. She has a retrospective up in California right now. And she had this incredible 

deadpan sense to her early Seventies painting which was this sense of the ridiculousness of 

painting that really resonated with what I felt, in a way. And she did these kind of abstract 

paintings where she would like kind of finger paint in them. And she’d coat the whole thing and 

then kind of finger paint back out; and it was like the dumbest thing you could do in New York 

in 1972, when everything was like really snappy-clean and minimalist painting was very serious, 

in a way, and there was this kind of undercut that it had to it that really felt interesting to me. 

And I was in New York and a lot of the work that was being shown was… Abstraction at the 

time was this kind of neo/geo stuff that my perception of it was that it was... kind of taking these 

images that looked like formal abstraction, and kind of just like filling up all the bottom with all 
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this theory stuff again that felt like it was about justifying it. And that bothered me a lot, and I 

felt like it was all too kind of... all the ribbons on the bows were kind of tied on it, and I didn’t 

feel like there was a way in. It felt a very ungenerous thing to me, to look at this art. And I felt 

like what I was interested in when I saw art that spoke to me was the sense of generosity and 

inviting someone in, rather than this kind of.... This art I was seeing felt like the kind of thing 

that was happening in New York at the time with the night clubs with the velvet ropes. And I 

kind of felt that that was an analogy to it; it was like once you kind of read up on it, once you 

read enough wall labels on it, okay, come on in. And then keep the riffraff out. And that was the 

kind of the elitist feeling of a lot of abstraction that I really objected to. So I was trying to find a 

way to make paintings that seemed like they were kind of like that, but had this kind of funky, 

messy, stupid, dumb quality to them, somehow. So this is very small, like, you know, maybe 

sixteen inches square. And I was kind of pushing them out from the wall on like kind of two 

pieces of wood, almost like it was like one of those sushi boards, you know, but kind of put up, 

to emphasize this kind of thing-ness of it and not have it be a kind of nice, clean window, and the 

wood was crappy and you could see that it was used for something else, like this was like a piece 

of shelf that was stuck on here and you could see the screw holes and stuff. And I really kind of 

liked all that thing that was still-- that incident that was still there. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: I did this painting and then I just took a jigsaw and kind of cut it around and kind of folded it 

in so that again, just to emphasize that kind of woodenness of it, the little splintery edges that you 

get  

when you do that. And there’s like little holes in the wood. So this now, we’re talking about 

1986. I’d moved to New York at that point, moved back to New York, and was working this job 
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for Red that I enjoyed a lot, and managing to…My rent was low, and managing to save money, 

and I was kind of living frugally, certainly. And I still kind of had this idea in my mind, like, 

“Well, where is the grad school  

I’m going to go to? When is that going to kind of appear to me?” “When am I going to feel ready 

for it?” And again I think that the reasons were there for me not to go were, I had a job I liked 

that still allowed me to make work. I was living in New York, but kind of in isolation in a certain 

way. I could see a lot of art, but I didn’t have to have my art be seen, in a way. So I could kind of 

develop it for myself, and like  

I said, I needed to kind of have this time alone with it to kind of figure out what it was about and 

I didn’t feel like it had any particular strength yet, frankly, and I knew that, once and if it got out 

to the outer world in any sort of show, it had to have some inner strength to it and it had to have 

some kind of parental guidance to that point where it could withstand the scorn that was going to 

be heaped upon it, or whatever.  And I knew some people at Skowhegan that were kind of 

young, hotshot artists in the kind of East Village scene, and were, I felt, very--this is going to 

sound like a purist, but they were very corrupted by the commercial things that were happening, 

and I saw it kind of shaping their work, in a way that looked uncomfortable--or at least for me to 

relate to it. And that’s exactly what this work that I was doing didn’t need at that point, I think. 

And again I didn’t think that I wanted to be in the midst of all of the kind of theory stuff 

happening in school. And I also didn’t really think that I would ever teach. So I didn’t think that 

the degree was going to be of anything that, I was going to want to kind of take on to get 

teaching jobs. And I knew at the time that there was no way I would get a teaching job without a 

degree, so it was kind of a nice, easy way to kind of commit to not doing it by not having that 

degree. Next.  
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SLIDE  

TB: So one thing I did was that this money that I managed to save from kind of living frugally 

and... working this job, and also having the flexibility at my job, where I could just say “Is it 

okay if I go take a trip to Asia for six months?” “Yeah, sure. The job’s here when you come 

back.” And I was able to do that a whole bunch of times. So what I did was I had definitely been 

bitten by the travel bug from my father, who took me all around Europe all the time growing up. 

He was from Switzerland, so we’d go back and go to a lot of places. But I felt like going to 

Europe felt overly familiar to me, in a strange way, so I wanted to go someplace that was perhaps 

maybe my own, and seemed a little more interesting to me. So I’d done a lot of bicycling trips, 

so I took my bicycle to China and spent like five weeks riding through the countryside in China, 

and then going all down through Southeast Asia and Thailand, Burma, Malaysia, Indonesia, and 

one of the things that I found from that trip that influenced my art very strongly was this sense of 

you’re in a place, and there are certain things about it that are very familiar about it to you and 

that you connect with, as the commonality of humanity, or something like that. People do things 

relatively the same. They eat. They have jobs. Whatever. But then there’s all these things that 

you’re encountering that are a little bit indecipherable to you, especially in a place where the 

language is not, Roman letters and whatever, and so I was looking at a lot of these signs and 

thinking how tremendously beautiful they were to me. And yet, was there a problem with the fact 

that I couldn’t understand what they were really about? Was I mis-using that material somehow 

for my ownpleasure? And I started thinking that when I got back and started painting again that 

there was a sense that I was trying to represent that situation to viewers. And that situation is that 

you are... a bit of a tourist in a place that’s somewhat outside of your knowledge. The image is 

kind of a little hard to decipher, perhaps, but there’s this feeling that perhaps comes out in the 
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kind of the process or something, that is again, a warm, generous feeling that kind of is-- rather 

than pushing you away and being obfuscating, is somehow asking of you to kind of drop your 

assumptions about trying to understand things, and just come on in. If that makes sense? Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: These are all enamel on wood by now, almost all the way through. I was also kind of doing 

these things to try and kind of find methods of painting that were about my hand, again about it 

being kind of very handmade, but had a little bit of a sense of certain remove to it. So I was 

doing things like painting these on an old record player, and using squeegees that I’d cut notches 

into. I think I had this process that was kind of lurching forward in the sense that like, I always 

thought of as like you’re walking and you’re starting to trip, but you’re, so you’re moving a little 

faster than you should; you’re not really in control, but you’re not falling on your face yet. So I 

would try and work on a lot of these little paintings at the same time, and by doing that I could 

kind of jump from one to the next. And I would paint in a way that I think was, I wouldn’t say 

it’s a trance, but it is a kind of a suspension of rational thought, and I was just kind of responding 

to things, and what I think that state of painting often lets you do is do things where you’re doing 

the stepping back and assessing formally, things that were the background that. I came out of a 

school, which was a very kind of thoughtful. You had to have that comfortable chair in the studio 

and you spent as much time looking at your thing as you do actually working on it. I was 

interested in trying to work so fast that things just kind of happened, and there was this sense of 

randomness that was again, kind of taking some of the seriousness, perhaps, out of painting, I 

think. There was a kind of an attitude and an energy to that, hopefully, that starts kind of 

emanating from the painting. And this idea of being able to kind of use this enamel, which is 

very slick, on the wood, you can do these things where you do something and then you cover it 
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over; and I love that kind of negating impulse that that did, that kind of, you know, stabbing it in 

the heart thing when you think you’re really clever and you’ve got something very nice and in 

your control and you’ve achieved something, to then kind of stab it in the heart somehow, in the 

sense of covering it, and then you can kind of wipe it back and still have some of that {tracks ?} 

there. And so it’s apparent, I think, in the process of a lot of them, that there is this kind of, this 

two steps forward, one step back thing. So eventually you’re making progress, but you’re also 

kind of turning different ways backwards and forwards, and slowly moving to some place. And 

then the question is, like, well, what is it? What are you actually achieving? What’s the criteria 

for it being done? And I’ve never ever had an answer for that. It’s just kind of a feeling like 

when something finally is interesting that’s happening, and not what I expected. Some sort of a 

surprise is happening into it that I’m willing to let just stay. And, next slide.  

SLIDE  

TB: These are all small, and I think that kind of small thing was important to me to kind of, 

again, react against the kind of, this idea of New York School heroic big-truth thing that was 

certainly the kind of tradition of painting that I was still kind of, you know, thinking through. 

Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So that’s just kind of an example of how I would have all these different little images going, 

and they were really all over the place, and I started thinking of how presenting them like this 

was a way of kind of making more visible the sense of the absurdity that I think is kind of the 

content in a lot of these. And that there’s a certain sense of, that I seem to be enjoying doing this. 

Let’s say I’m thinking as a viewer: “This guy seems to be enjoying doing this. There’s a lot of 

energy put into it, but what the fuck does it mean? I can’t put these pieces together into some 
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sense of adding up to anything.” And I really, really like that sense of it kind of all breaking 

down into these little...They’re not truths at all. They’re little moments of illumination and then 

they flicker out because the next thing is ruining it somehow. And this sense of them kind of 

leaning up on these little shelves with this informal thing, it was like you’re in the video store 

and you want to kind of grab something. It’s like this kind of.... You know, it’s not like “Don’t 

touch” It’s kind of you almost have this sense you would kind of just pick it up like that, you 

know? I mean that’s…Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Then in 1992 I came back here to Skowhegan as a Dean and this was from the time that I 

was here. Painted in Red Farm Number Two. No, Red Studio Number Two. And that was 

another tremendously important moment for me because, 1986 to 1992, like I said, I was really 

kind of in isolation with the work I was doing, and not showing it to many people. Friends were 

seeing it but I wasn’t really having deep conversations about it at all. And I think my early 

worries about me finding my way to a dead end about what I was doing and just narrowing 

everything down more and more and just being kind of stuck with this idea of-- without any 

motivational thought about which direction I’m trying to take it. I felt somehow that it paid off. 

And that I started seeing that this content was kind of coming out of the process. And the content 

kind of for me was that thing I was just saying about this kind of the sense of the absurdity of the 

practice of the painting, the kind of stupidity of it. They’re stupid, they’re dumb. This kind of 

painting is that thing that is talked about every now and then. I loved that, because it was like, 

well, yeah, then you have nowhere to go but up from there, in a way. You know, it’s absolutely 

useless. You know, I’d have this sense of riding the subway and looking around at people and 

saying, “You know, none of these people care about painting at all. That’s--” I really liked that. 
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It had no practical implication in the world, whatsoever, it felt to me at the time. I’m a pretty 

Taurus kind of person and I’m very like rational about making sure that my life is in order and 

stable and all that. But I liked the sense that painting was not about reflecting myself, that side of 

myself, but was about this kind of consequence-free zone for failure, and for a kind of vapidness, 

in a certain way. Like mental vapidness in the best sense, hopefully, where things, you don’t 

have to take care of all the things to get it right in your life. You can just let it kind of just run on, 

and flow out from somewhere and kind of…It’s like meandering like a stream. So everything I 

think I’ve, from when I started showing you slides till now, all  

the way till the end of this whole thing is, I don’t know really where I’m going next. It’s very 

important that it kind of just starts {following?}. I’m not negating that I’m participating in this 

whole thing, but kind of tends to lead me where it wants to go to some extent. So I was really 

interested in like this painting and this kind of way of kind of randomly making a painting, 

starting at one square and mixing in a little more of the other paint, and then you’ve done all the 

squares and it’s done. And that’s a very stupid, simple concept for painting, but if it kind of 

somehow embodies an attitude and a vibe, it seems rich to me. I was realizing that that’s what I 

was trying to get at. And I’m also realizing all these things only several years after I’m doing the 

paintings. Sometimes when I would give a talk I’m suddenly, start seeing that these things are 

content, whereas I felt there was none before, that there’s this kind of certain attitude to the 

practice that is the content, that kind of grew up very slowly from just the practice of doing it. 

And only at this point did I start feeling somewhat kind of confidence in what I was doing, I 

think. Here I was back again with people seeing it again. It was six years of coming back around 

to the place where--and it was just the right timing for me to have people see it, and I was always 

worried that no one would understand what I was doing, this kind of idea of painting an attitude? 
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I understood it, and I felt comfortable doing it, and I liked making these paintings for myself, 

but, “you know, it’s just going to be misinterpreted,” I felt. And when I got back here and some 

people kind of started seeing it again, I felt that I was underselling other people’s reactions and 

that mostly they did understand that. So I was having no commercial anything with any of this 

work the whole time. I didn’t try to have any shows. I didn’t do anything with it. It was just kind 

of for my own pleasure or something like that. And then when I got up here this summer, Jane 

Hammond who was the faculty, afterwards suggested that I show something to-- no-- suggested 

Exit Art call me. And so that was really like the first time I showed anything, and I showed a 

bunch of those kind of shelves with little things in it. And it was in a show-- a group show-- with 

work that to my mind seemed much more formidable, in a certain sense, and deep and serious. 

And I was kind of gratified to find that I didn’t seem to feel like a lightweight to people in the 

reactions to it. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: I also kind of, concurrently to this, was having a drawing practice which was....Initially there 

was one really hot summer in New York, and I just couldn’t deal with the stick paint thing, so I 

had all these old books that were like these old kind of boy novels, like Hardy Boys is A List, but 

these were like B List kind of versions of that kind of thing. And the thing that I liked about them 

was not really the content of that but the fact that it was made on this pulp paper, this incredible 

texture of paper that turned yellow around the edges and would take this kind of ink, like Parker 

pen inks, a very particular way that no art papers I could find would do. And I think again this 

kind of idea of wanting to kind of kill the literal thing was kind of found a role by me working on 

these books. So I would make these whole books from start to finish just to kind of, you know... 
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finding the challenge of the page of, like, having to get rid of the text, and cover it with 

something, or use it as some sort of starting point for the thing. And then  

sometimes I would rip out pages and have just these single drawings, so this is an example of 

that. And I had some kind of ABC books, so that’s what the fez is from, and just kind of started 

sticking things in there; and a lot of the things that kind of came into the painting later were 

definitely foreshadowed in the drawing. And one of them was this kind of thing of using the 

figurative elements with this kind of the more abstraction practice I had. And the other thing was 

this certain kind of linearity that…I was necessarily doing with drawing materials and stuff like 

that. And the other one was kind of letting influences that I had, from non-Western art especially, 

be a little more exposed in the work, ‘cause I had started showing the painting, like I said, and I 

was very aware of this idea of you have to tiptoe very  

carefully with your sources, because there’s a lot of political reasons that are wrong if you use 

them in a certain way. But with these kind of book things that I was doing, it was, again, 

personal and not to be seen by anyone somehow, so I was willing to kind of let these things kind 

of just come into it. I would look at something that would get me excited and jazzed, and I would 

kind of start trying to pick it apart by making it again in these drawings and stuff like that. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So some of the linearity things started kind of getting into the painting, and the thing was 

that I was again dissatisfied with this idea of abstraction, which was I liked color, color always 

felt like the thing that I was really strong at and was always the first strength that I had. But then 

there was always this idea of structure: How do you use it? What do you hang it on? And I got 

kind of dissatisfied with kind of these just broad areas of color, and thinking how I wanted more 

work ethic in the paintings. And I would look at non-Western art and there’d be like, textile--I 
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collected a lot of textiles when I was traveling in Southeast Asia and things like that, and they’re 

just like--Oh, there’s just so much work in that and it’s--I love that. It’s just so beautiful. There’s 

just this beauty of the effort put into it, and that’s the generous thing, again, that I wanted to kind 

of reintroduce into the work, and get... more of that feeling into it. So I started thinking that this 

sense of detail would embody that. And that seemed to be something that could happen with kind 

of more linear elements. And I was looking at, like I said, a lot of these textiles, ‘cause they 

seemed to be a way of being abstract but having a lot happen and putting a lot of work into it. 

And that kind of resonated with what I was doing. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So then these things start kind of feeling image-like, in a new way. And that comes from 

looking at things like I was looking at a lot of books of kind of amusement park painting, fun 

house painting, like the sides of things, and just liking that kind of very plebeian kind of painting. 

It’s really like dashed off, and it kind of resonated with the paint I was using, this kind of sign 

painter’s enamel. So, you know,  

I was looking at signs before, and then these other things and just started trying to get the kind of 

feeling of somethingness in the images that I would see in this thing. So I was looking at these 

sources and kind of distilling certain elements of that, certain elements of the touch to that, to try 

and get some kind of reaction of my brain of the kind of the way we’re wired for figuration to 

kind of start prodding in on that thing and make it seem more engaging. I started thinking then, 

well, like when you listen to a good song it’s got a hook, and it’s that kind of thing that I think 

that these were kind of starting about trying to get, like push those pleasure buttons that we have 

for a hook or representation or something like that. These are all still small, most of them, you 

know, twelve inches high, probably, at  
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the most. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: That’s another work on paper that’s eight inches tall, probably. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So things start kind of getting a little more complicated and kind of baroque, and I find that 

I’m really not able to leave anything simple. And starting to like this way of things jumbling 

together and you know, some of the drawings were collages and I started discovering, again 

many years after the fact, that I was kind of approaching painting in a kind of collagist sense. It 

looks kind of like it’s assembled. And it is kind of like drawn from all these sources of things 

that I’m looking at. So at this point I had a lot of books a lot that I’m looking at of things, so 

there’s like some--This painting for somehow-- I remember something Egyptian happening that 

was exciting me, that I was looking at. And start seeing that I can draw all these things from 

these places that just is about inspiration for me; it’s about like work that is exciting to me. And I 

look at it, I get excited by it, and it starts kind of compressing through my brain through a filter, 

and then coming out again transformed somehow in the way I’m going to-- in the paintings. And 

I started thinking that this idea of kind of raiding cultures for these things, which was a no-no in 

a way, was--I was not guilty of that because what I was really describing was the filter, not the 

original thing that is. I was, you know, pulling out my lint screen to show everyone what gets 

caught  

when it passes through my brain somehow; that’s what these things are about. And that somehow 

it reflects a kind of very jumbled... maybe living-in-New York modern existence of everything 

coming in from all sides being reduced to kind of information and losing some of its contextual 

importance, certainly, things like that. Next.  
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SLIDE  

TB: So I was feeling more comfortable with using wholesale these elements of, like, you know, 

from a Japanese painting up there, that kind of curtain thing, and realizing that these paintings 

are starting to kind of develop this kind of collagist proscenium type space that’s like--They’re 

not about describing any real deep space, but they’re starting to have some dimension to them 

somehow, after having been so  

kind of flat in a while. And that there was this kind of two and a half D kind of theatrical space 

where something is happening in it. You know, I’m talking too long. I think we should keep--

Let’s go a little faster with the slides, ‘cause I think--Yeah, go ahead. Okay. Now let’s go 

forward too. So I think that  

a lot of what I’ve said is probably a little long-winded, but is kind of building the foundation for 

what starts happening now. So I think some of these images can kind of move a little quicker, 

and I don’t have to kind of talk about them so much. So next.  

SLIDE  

TB: 1997? Something like that. You know, one thing Susanna mentioned was that when I went 

to Southeast Asia I ended up in Indonesia in the end and I stayed there for quite a while, and 

have since gone back several times to study music there, actually. Balinese gamelan. And I 

started thinking that my  

dissatisfaction with the kind of structure of the theory and the structure of thinking about 

paintings was I would start using examples from other realms, such as music, to kind of--Why 

not use what I learned about gamelan music, which has this very kind of stratified roles of things, 

structurally, to kind of-- just use that as your model for painting? Just try and plug what you do 

into that because I just felt like all the art stuff was really boring. And I don’t like reading about 
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art at all. I like reading reviews sometimes, or whatever, and I love reading interviews with 

artists; that’s great. But I just can’t pick up books about art at all. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So like I said, I have all these books open often, and I’m kind of looking at things and I’m 

getting excited, and something very important happened to me right around this time, which is, 

not too long after Skowhegan I met my wife through people I knew from when I originally went 

to Skowhegan,  Kathy. And probably around the time of this painting we got married. And she’s 

a ceramic sculptor and does kind of work with kind of a vessel shape, but not in a pottery sense, 

let’s say. Anyway, she’ll be up here soon and you can--She’ll probably give a talk and all that so 

you can hear her thing. But we got a place where we lived together, and we both had studios 

there, a living space and two studios, and so we’re, you know, constantly working around each 

other at this point. And I realized how there were certain things that we influenced each other 

very strongly about, and I can say that the thing that she started imprinting on me was this idea of 

kind of this vessel thing and this idea of kind of sculpturality and volume, and I started kind of, 

again, wanting to put those things in the painting as kind of like  

the hooks, let’s say. And this kind of physical reaction you have to a dimensional object is such a 

strong thing, and yet I still have this side of me that’s about this kind of material--the paint. And 

the flatness of that. And I started kind of slowly putting these things together. Like I said, that 

drawing we saw earlier kind of was a precursor to that, because that was easy. You just cut it out 

and you slap it down. But now it’s kind of like I’m actually painting these things, kind of from 

these catalogues. There was something about that catalogue photography of art that was 

fascinating to me, that kind of nice gradated background, and it’s just so tasty and lovely and… 

So I started putting these things together to see if this kind of object, which to me is like an 
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explosive bomb in the rest of this kind of painting, like, “Can you put that in there without it 

blowing everything up, and it destroying the rest of the image of the painting and can those kind 

of two types of painting exist together, and, almost more importantly, for no reason at all?” I 

mean, like I’m saying, there’s this reason…I wanted to see if they wouldn’t destroy each other, 

but it was more than that, really, was this idea of, you can put it together. You can just do it, and 

there  

doesn’t have to be any reason for it, because that’s, I don’t know. I feel like that’s a lot of things 

that happen in life is that there are these things that combine in life, that hybridize, often for no 

good reason. But you’re still left with the result of what happens when those things mix, and you 

react to those things, and so I don’t know. It seemed like an interesting thing to do and I liked 

being able to kind of get my old realist chop back, in a way and have it all, I guess. Next.  

SLIDE  

The other thing that was really important was that, right when me and Kathy got married, we 

took a long trip to India and spent time in southern India and while I was drawing and stuff like 

that, but I wasn’t working, and we had gotten this place where I had some more space and I had a 

larger studio and all that lot. Most of those paintings I showed you are small, before and it was 

always difficult for me to do large paintings because before that I had smaller spaces and, you 

know, I could work on a lot of the little ones at the same time and bounce from here to there. 

And do something over here that would spark something, and again, before I could think better 

of it, I could do it over on this one and just kind of keep moving, and putting these things 

together, and then every now and then you stop for a second and look, and pull it out; and the 

thing that I liked about that is that it feels like it has this forward momentum. It’s like, what is the 

criteria for it being done? None except the fact that it has stopped, for the moment, being worked 
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on. So that to me seems like that’s a projecting thing in the painting, that can be greeting the 

viewer, somehow, that projects out, that shoots out and kind of grabs you because there’s this 

momentum behind the process that is just momentarily stopped somehow, rather than, like, you 

know, when we make paintings and we think we’re really clever, and we say, “Okay, I’m almost 

finished. I’m going to--” And you know those things you’re doing are the end, and you’re so 

great because you can do that, you know. And you’re so proud of yourself, and then that’s like 

the death knell of a good painting, in a way. It’s like you’ve just killed it because it’s got that 

kind of attitude of pride somehow. So I liked this idea if you keep working so fast that you’re not 

really thinking too hard and you’re not getting that moment of kind of the ego, in a way, because 

there’s this kind of sense of it accidentally stopping somewhere where something very 

interesting and accidental and not quite of yourself has happened, that those seem to me like very 

powerful paintings. But the problem was that I couldn’t do larger paintings because I didn’t have 

enough space to do more than one or two of them at a time. So I would have these serious 

encounters with the painting that was not working. And the little ones did because I had a lot of 

them going and I could have this sense of momentum, and kind of that power. So I was like, 

“Okay, well when I get back I have to try and take that approach to some larger paintings. And 

now I have some more space I can make more of these things, and I’m getting so complicated in 

these little paintings it’s getting crazy, there’s no air to breathe. So let’s do some bigger paintings 

and have some areas of that intensity and then some open areas.” So I managed to come back 

and get a whole lot of large paintings started, and I kind of did that with one painting and then it 

just all got complicated again and I just kept filling it up no matter if it was bigger. But I did 

manage to kind of get a practice of getting some larger paintings going that was useful by having 

a lot of them going. Next.  
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SLIDE  

TB: Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So, you know, my trip to India, although I didn’t see a lot of painting in India, was very 

important for me, again because I think it confirmed this sense of as an outsider, as a traveler 

there, you see how these things are hybridizing, ‘cause a lot of India seems very hybrid: 

incredibly old and incredibly modern things happening at the same time. It’s a very intense 

place, and if you’re traveling there it’s like, you know, it’s just rushing at you all the time. Very 

visual. Very hot, visually, things going on, you know. And it just felt very ecstatic to me. So I 

kind of feel like that’s the attitude I want to put the people that are looking at these paintings in, 

kind of that kind of sense of like, you know, “I just don’t know what’s going on.... But I don’t 

mind... somehow.” Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: These are a little small again... kind of, maybe that big. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: These are all enamel. And it’s sign painter’s enamel, on wood. There’s a lot of things I like 

about the paint, but one is, it’s not oil paint. I kind of like that. I like the fact that it is really slick, 

and kind of has this intensity of color ‘cause it’s so shiny. Some people get kind of put off by the 

shine that it has, but I like the fact that it felt like something that I could kind of own and be my 

own material ‘cause, you know, there’s plenty of people that have used it, but it doesn’t seem 

like as much as oil paint, which is kind of, you know, so historical or something like that. And it 
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dries quickly so you could kind of--again this kind of like {inaudible} process that I had with 

painting you could get this clarity of the edge with this  

Paint, because you could kind of work on something that dried fairly recently. So basically I felt 

like it was a Pop material that I could use in an improvisational way, if that makes sense. That, 

you know, I’m improvising. That’s the kind of process I have. But it always has this incredibly 

crispness-- this crispness to it, this edge, that looks like you had to fuss over it to get it that clear. 

And the color is like that too. But you don’t. You can just kind of whip through it. And so I like 

that combination of graphicness and things like signs kind of being evoked by it. But again, the 

process is not like that at all, in a way. It’s very different. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So another really important thing that happens around this time is that I have my son. My 

son is born, and so this is--My son’s going to be nine next week, so this is about nine years ago. 

And my daughter is going to be seven. So, you know, that’s a big change in your life when you 

have kids. And it didn’t happen at first, really, because they were kind of easy to deal with when 

they’re so small, in a way. They just kind of sit there and make....But as they kind of start 

walking around and getting in stuff, you know, you have to find a way of like...You’re 

committing your life to them, much more so than anything else. Even your partner a lot, you 

know. And it makes it really hard to kind of paint. And I think that things like that, kind of a 

certain kind of maturity thing starting to happen to me, starts coming into the work in ways I 

didn’t know at the time, and it kind of comes to a head later, I think, in some  extent. But the 

thing is, I look at the painting and I don’t see any like ground-shaking change in it because I had 

kids. Or earlier because I got married. Or whatever. You know, like I said, I think that the 

paintings are about something separate from the hard realities of your life. Not hard, but, you 
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know, the practical realities of your life. So I think that stuff strangely doesn’t show up very 

obviously in the work. Next.  

SLIDE  

{BREAK IN RECORDING, CD CHANGE} 

TB: ...and we would come up, you know, sometimes me and my wife would come up for a little 

visit, or whatever. And we decided this summer to come up for a long visit and spend the whole 

summer up there. And my son was one at the time. And I worked in the barn. It’s a big barn, 

kind of like this, so you could kind of see that kind of imagery coming in. And this very hard 

thing happened to me that summer, which my father died, up in Maine. And that took a long 

time, again, to kind of get into the work. It’s not visible in the work whatsoever. You know, you 

could try and kind of find some darkness in any of these images I did this summer. I had a great 

summer in terms of making paintings, even though this happened in the middle of it. And it’s 

kind of shocking in a way. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: You know, you all just got here in Maine and you’re like, “This landscape is such a 

knockout. How can I make anything here?” So I think that this painting was kind of a reaction to 

that like, “Oh, wow! This is so corny, if I wasn’t looking at it with my own eyes. It’s such 

cornball stuff, you know.” So, Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So I think the impulse I had in this flag was that I was having this painting that was just 

absolutely useless and not going anywhere. So I often have these times with these paintings that 

are just on a certain level very frustrating, like, “I am making shit right now,” and this could be 

very discouraging to my ego. But again it’s like a little safe zone for me, painting. It doesn’t have 
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that same. It doesn’t stab me the way it does something else, someone saying something mean to 

you or something  like that, or hurting your ego that way. So I can kind of live with those times 

of making very bad paintings for certain periods because then you can do something that is not 

even a reaction to what’s not working, but just kind of that whole white area that’s behind there. 

Oh, boy, I hated that so much. It was just so terrible for some reason or another.  I don’t even 

remember why. And then you can just put something on it, and then all of a sudden that stuff 

which was your nemesis, is kind of somehow turned around, for me, anyway, just as an artist.  I 

don’t know. But I just like how those things can kind of turn a corner and be useful. Sometimes 

it’s not as big as like whole. The flag was the thing that was like the last thing I put on before I 

knew any good reason for it. So again it’s like not trying to be the finishing thing; it was just like 

a desperation thing. And before I can even step back and start feeling like that’s, “Hey, yeah!” 

it’s done its work in a way without me kind of psychically investing this thing into the painting 

which is some sort of pride, or something like that. I don’t know. Again, I think it’s one of these 

things that I don’t know if it’s ever evident to anyone else... like I said when I was working and 

thinking all these kind of esoteric things about that I’m trying to kind of embody in the thing. But 

maybe it is. Maybe there’s a sense of process in it that is apparent about attitude again. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: This one is titled {Shit Flag?} but all the rest of them [sic] titles aren’t that important. I 

mean, I kind of just had to call it that but I think a lot of my titles are very kind of absurdist and, 

I’ll try and remember some others as we go along. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Okay. So this one’s called Gong Junior, because of the gongs. Next.  

SLIDE  
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TB: I tried doing some paintings where I was kind of…I’m very, very fascinated with music, and 

I listen to music, and I’ve been a musician in certain respects a long time. So I kind of started 

making some paintings where I was using names and I don’t have any good reason for it. They 

were just the given names of people who we might know as other, you know, they’ve now taken 

on their “AKA,” their nom de musique or whatever. So, just kind of trying to kind of use this bit 

of language in it in a way that is  

kind of like, again, some of the content has been sucked out of it by their persona. Like this guy, 

Winston Rodney, he was, God, I can’t remember. I think he’s U-Roy. He’s like a reggae, DJ guy. 

Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: I started looking at a lot--I had this kind of these industrial safety catalogs that I had kind of 

acquired from my job for Red. So all this time I’m working for Red Grooms. I worked for Red 

Grooms for twenty-two years. And so we had to get some safety equipment and some mask kind 

of things or whatever. So we had these great, hunkin’, like, you know, one thousand page thick 

safety catalogs. And I just loved looking at them! Again, that photography I was mentioning that 

was in those kind of catalogues of Asian art let’s say, they would have these incredible 

photography of these objects that were really beautiful. They were just, you know, colorful and 

appealing, in a way, but for all these like, you know, sinister things. Or trying to stop injury, or 

things like that. So. But I started kind of liking putting these images in just because they 

appealed to me, really. I mean, I think that there was this, again, maybe I was kind of aware of 

this sense of them being kind of having this kind of double edge to them somehow, but I’m not 
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sure I did. I just kind of started using them in there to kind of disrupt that kind of flat space of the 

painting, and, you know; and then again that disrupts the kind of representational space of that. 

Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So this is a drawing that I did with....This is a bunch of book pages cobbled together, and I 

had kind of just discovered PhotoShop and imported some of these industrial safety items, and 

was printing them right on this old paper. And so the only thing that’s printed from here is the 

fan. And I would take a big bite out of it in PhotoShop and then know that I could kind of tuck 

something in front of it. So all the  

rest of the stuff is just done with ink. And again just kind of mixing those types of images 

together; there’s something about printing this computer stuff, computer generated imagery, or, 

you know, scan, anyway on this old paper where it kind of erased the tracks of the kind of, you 

know, new technology thing that the computer printing had. It looked like it was like I found 

some old book pages with these images and just managed to do it. At about this point I was 

starting to kind of have some regular shows in New York, and by accident ended up with two 

different galleries. One was where I was showing the paintings that you’ve just been seeing in 

Chelsea, and then the other one was in midtown, where I kind of designated the work for them 

because of how it kind of ended up getting to that point as kind of the works on paper stuff. 

Actually, I had worked on all this stuff and they had kind of approached me with some interest, 

and I said, “Well, not right now.” And then I was going to have this work somewhere else and 

the gallery closed right around 9/11 and I said to them, “You know, I’ve got this whole show 

ready.  
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Do you have anyone that’s canceled on your schedule, or something like that? I could give you a 

show right now.” And they said, “We do.” So I kind of jumped right into that situation, and 

that’s how I ended up having these two different places for somewhat different work. So at the 

time it was fine to have this kind of bifurcated kind of practice, in a way. It meant that I could 

kind of have more shows, you know, in  

a given time and I kind of felt like I could kind of keep up with that kind of demand to some 

extent. And they felt like fairly different things in what they looked like to me. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So this was some of the stuff that I first showed of that. And you know, these are all 

different book pages with an element scanned and printed there, and then ink, and then another 

element on this book page, and a pickle, and etcetera, etcetera. And I started this work in the 

summer of 2001, and then had the show probably in January of the next year. So what happened 

in the meantime, of course, in New York, was 9/11, and I kind of felt like this work had a lot to 

do with it, even though I had done most of it before. It was this kind of these ideas of these 

towers, this kind of precariousness of these towers that kind of reflected ideas of, like, the Tower 

of Babel, somehow, which seemed like exactly what was, a kind of cultural misunderstanding 

writ so large, was what the whole event felt like to me. And the anger of that. And this kind of 

teetering thing that was perhaps built for folly or something like that? And this kind of idea of 

“exquisite corpse,” where, you know, the images are kind of connecting only because they’re 

there and have arrived on the page at the same time, without each other’s knowledge. So that 

seemed to kind of resonate with the way I was kind of putting images together. Next.  

SLIDE  
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TB: So these are pretty big. I mean, that’s about the right size, I’d say, life-size, on old book 

pages kind of taped together. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So I was calling those Totems, ‘cause they seemed like totem poles somehow. And then I 

felt very gratified by that work and felt that, you know, my ego, I guess my ego was stroked a bit 

by the reaction to it. And I liked the format a lot, of these tall things. Again, it felt like something 

that I could kind of, it could be my own, like the way the paint was, in a way. So I decided to try 

and make some paintings like that, which was a difficult prospect for me because it was like the 

other paintings were just like anything could happen, in a way. And it turned around, and things 

like that. And this was kind of forcing me to kind of stick to the format. And it was very painful 

to do. Although I’m kind of happy with the results, it wasn’t like, I don’t remember enjoying 

making them very much. And it’s the start of some sort of directness happening in my work 

that’s not always so pleasurable for making the work, because like I said before, I think there 

was this sense of directionless that I found useful, and things would kind of  

go where they went and whatever. I think that getting over this point somehow having kids, 

having a little more time to think about what I was doing, I was starting to kind of become a little 

more directed in my practice. But the result of it is, some of it is that the process isn’t so 

enjoyable. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So this is kind of from the same time. 2002? Maybe. 2003? Next.  

SLIDE  
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TB: Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So that was a bunch of paintings. I guess I was kind of doing the drawing show and then the 

painting show. So I start also finding myself in the situation which is not always pleasurable of 

starting to think of things in shows, as opposed to just the way I was just kind of making work 

before. And I had problems with that, that kind of structure of having to do that. The process of it 

is not very enjoyable in a certain way, the way it used to be. I kind of have a lot of fond 

memories of before that kind of structure was  

imposed on it. I”m usually pretty happy with what ends up happening with the work, but, again, 

it’s not always as much fun. But you know, nothing is as much fun as when you’re twenty. So 

this work has a lot to do for me with the moment that was happening in 2003 when the war was 

coming up. And, you know, I was like a lot of people very upset and frustrated and had tried to 

be politically active and felt, you know, ineffectual and useless and no one’s opinion was being 

changed by anything I was doing, that’s for sure. So I started feeling like it was a very black 

time, and that I needed some sort of way of using it in the work and having a kind of a black 

humor to it, because that’s all I could do, was kind of like, you know, laugh ruefully about what 

was going on. So these hazmat guys are from those safety catalogs, and I loved the fact that they 

looked so kind of like, you know, they’re just like J. Crew models, the same attitude of how you 

model something but, “Hey! I’m wearing a gas mask,” and they look so un-worried. And un-

sinister. And yet they’re wearing these things because the world is ending or whatever. I don’t 

know. Or at least that there’s some industrial explosion or something like that. So I was thinking 
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a lot about this idea of putting them in landscapes that were influenced by this kind of Chinese 

concept of landscape where, you know, the landscape is vast and awesome and the little monk in 

there is merely a speck in the awesomeness of the scale of it, the relationship is such that, you 

know, you’re humbled as a human to this thing. And that I wanted to have these little guys that 

were having this sense of that it wasn’t that relationship, that they were either kind of wrecking 

this larger landscape--it was kind of apocalyptic somehow-- or, there to kind of deal with what 

has happened from something kind of human and....Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So this is like the first work that I ever did that was really figurative, with figures, and stuff 

like that. And that felt to me like a bit of a line to cross somehow. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So this is a--you know, each of these two sizes of paper is like thirty, no, forty-four inches 

tall. So this is like forty by sixty in real life. And it’s all just watercolor. One thing I’m doing 

which is a really terrible, terrible thing is that I’m using a lot of bleach in there. So you can get 

those kind of--Again it’s like the two steps forward and then you can kind of bring it back to the 

paper thing, and spraying it up there for that stuff. Terrible, terrible thing to do. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So these are two small, from old book pages of an old kind of travelogue from Morocco. 

Kind of this sense of almost like,  the monolith moment in 2001, where there’s this kind of 

discovery of these kind of mystical objects that no one can really understand. Next.  

SLIDE  
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TB: So I think, you know, the work has changed a lot up to this point, right? I mean, it’s kind of 

going all over the place. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So then I started wanting to get back to painting again, and was thinking that these figures 

could now be me somehow. And I had taken a fairly long break to build a house in Maine for 

myself and during that time of not painting, or not making any art, I was kind of carrying around 

these big things and thinking, “Wow. What if this was like how you made art? Like instead of all 

the heady stuff, you know, you just like humped it into place and it was like, you know, kind of a 

blue collar, kind of, you know, way of just slapping it together and carrying these things around. 

So I started kind of thinking that I would make these paintings with myself kind of carrying these 

elements around and kind of then transforming these abstract things into places and escapes of 

some sort. And some of the process was very hard for me again, like a lot of the things I’ve been 

describing were happening at this point, and I’ll go through some that eventually became 

successful. I mean, I think there was a lot that I destroyed of this period, and it had a very strong 

effect on me, but I’m going to run through a bunch that ended up working, finally. So let’s go to 

the next.  

SLIDE  

TB: These are pretty small, so I was thinking about this idea of just,  the means of how you make 

work, you know? What if you didn’t have like, artistic inspiration to make work, but you just had 

to build it or something like that? Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Next.  

SLIDE  



Burckhardt 2007, 37 
 

TB: And this is the first time I’m really painting a figure, and that was, you know, difficult to 

have the same feeling about doing that; it was so closed down to me after this other stuff. So 

there was a certain level of frustration about that. And you just had to get it right in a different 

way that, you know, that I didn’t in the other way. It was just looser. So like I said, these are all 

ones that have worked for me, but I was having a really, really hard time with making paintings 

again. The last show, the works on paper stuff that I showed you, I felt that it was really strong 

but it didn’t leave me anywhere to go. So now I’m having to kind of like retrench and find 

something new again rather than kind of just pick up where I left off, which is the way I used to 

work. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So almost all those paintings are pretty small. So I had this moment where I was incredibly 

frustrated about painting. And there’s all these other pressures of life that, like I said, having 

kids, that just make it hard to have that whole day to do it, to get immersed the way I used to. It’s 

so piecemeal for me at this point, in a way. It’s very frustrating a lot of times. And it just doesn’t 

come as easy as it did when I was younger. And again I said I was frustrated with this idea of this 

kind of schedule for shows and kind of certain sense of expectation now that people were seeing 

my work. And so I had this, I started having this idea to revive this idea that [I] had thought of 

quite a while ago, and never really completed. And there was a certain kind of perfect storm of 

things that happened for me. I was frustrated with these paintings and feeling kind of for the first 
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time kind of blocked and stuck, after having been so kind of flowing in my work earlier. There 

was a certain sense of my father having died, kind of that finally coming home to roost for me 

somehow and not having him around. This is like five years after the fact, now, I’m saying, that 

this was happening. I turned forty. And this idea of making another show of polite paintings was 

just like kind of really bugging me. So I decided to do this whole other different thing, and my 

person in my gallery just didn’t understand what I was doing at all. And I was like, “Well, you 

know what? I’m just going to do it anyway,” ‘cause I felt like that’s what I used to do when I 

was younger. I would just go ahead and do it without this sense of thinking better of it or 

something like that. So I started on this huge project that was for me about the same thing as 

these paintings are, in a strange way. That it was going to be about the flip side of these 

paintings, the other side of the coin or whatever. So. Next slide.  

SLIDE  

TB: So I started making this studio out of cardboard. And I liked this idea that, with the paintings 

that were just getting so difficult, because, you know, “Oh, it’s such a struggle to kind of be 

smart about painting and…” I don’t know. I needed to have a task that would be really 

something intense. Oh, the other important thing was that I finally kind of stopped working for 

Red Grooms at this time. So there  

was an element of having a lot more time on my hands, finally and having accrued all that 

experience working for him where he often makes large kind of installation works, walk-through 

kind of objects that have a certain sense of observation to them, kind of feeling like somehow 

that was the time for me to kind of return on that and kind of make something that had some kind 

of homage to that, from him. And I had this idea that there would be this studio that would have 

all the stuff you need to make art, all the materials. You’d have your studio. You’d have your 
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inspiration in the kind of postcards that you look at. You’d have the history and the books that 

were there, the place, the stuff.  And everything would be activated when I made it. And you’d 

walk into it and you’d have this sense of excitement viscerally,  

as a viewer, of everything being inflected with this kind of just cardboard and black paint, and 

this sense of “Wow! Someone spent a lot of time and effort to do this.” Again, that kind of work 

ethic thing wanting to be in the work. And that there would be this kind of like, hopefully this 

sense of “Like, wow” But then there’s this kind of narrative playing out in it which is all about 

the idea of not being able to make anything, concurrently to this. So this strange thing of me 

obviously knowing exactly that I had  

to make stuff, and could, here’s the evidence of that having happened. But then this strange 

narrative behind it of the lack of being able to achieve that for someone. I wanted to have 

everything happening buzzing-buzzing-buzzing with all the black and cardboard and stuff like 

that; and then have this big kind of hole in the middle of it which is this kind of empty blank 

canvas. And again it’s like kind of making fun of like this struggle that us artists have, and it’s so 

like privileged and, you know, oh! But at the same time we’re so lucky to be able to kind of have 

those problems, in a way. But at the same time, you know, taking it seriously and feeling it in my 

own life in a certain way, but also, you know, taking that feeling like I was starting to slip into 

that moment of being kind of stuck and blocked and cranky about it all, and make something 

positive out of it. And kind of turn it around and ride it all the way down somehow, in the best 

possible way. So, next.  

SLIDE  

TB: The other thing was that there was all this material. My father had photographed artists for 

ArtNews in the Fifties; he did this series called “The Artist Paints a Picture.” And many other 
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decades too. So he had all these photographs of people like Joan Mitchell’s studio, with all the 

stuff lying around it. And I love looking at those pictures of artists’ studios. Like you get the big 

catalogue, the work’s good, but those pictures at the back with the studios, those are the best 

pictures because there’s like some really interesting information in those images for me. And so I 

had all this kind of material to work with from that, and I wanted to kind of make it somehow be 

a little bit ambiguous about its time. There’s  

something kind of “old school” about this studio, right? Whoever this artist is, which kind of 

remains nameless, or undescribed, is some kind of old school person, probably about the 

generation of my Dad, like a generation before me. I just think about like all this work that 

people make and there’s this tiny  

minority of people who like really hit it with their work and are successful and, you know, 

commercially viable with it. And then there’s a whole lot of other people that just make this 

work and it just keeps piling up somewhere and I feel kind of sad about it in a certain way, 

because it all seems kind of pointless in a certain way, but also wonderful about that, that there’s 

enough of this effort of people, this inspiration to keep making work somehow. But there’s a 

sense in this place that something has kind of snapped at a certain point and you just like this 

person, all this stuff is coming home to roost about them, that level of frustration has just kind of 

reached that point of, like you’re about to make a decision about just giving up on work 

somehow. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So I kind of had it set up in this gallery where you walked right in off the street into this 

space, and then you can go back out there. And then I had some of those paintings of the little 

worker guys, of me in the thing, and everyone thought it was two different people’s show, in a 



Burckhardt 2007, 41 
 

way, which was fine, but I think they were about the same thing, for me, which is this idea of 

what are the means of production, in a way, not in like any kind of, you know, Marxist way or 

whatever, but just like the studio is, what if you have all the physical, material, practical needs to 

make work, but there’s this missing critical element? And the other paintings are about, like, 

what if you don’t need that element? What if you can get on with it without that kind of 

intellectual kind of existential stuff getting in your way, somehow? Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So it’s kind of a view in from the window, from outside in the street. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So this is 2005, this piece. And I was very, very pleased with how it was reacted to, and it 

was very encouraging for me. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: That just kind of shows you a little more about how these objects were made. I think there 

was a sense of when you walk into the space there’s this sense of kind of a phantom presence, 

and you’re that if it’s you that are the phantom in this almost like cartoon-type world. Next. 

SLIDE  

TB: Or what is this disconnect when you’re in this place? There’s a sense of, you relate to all 

these things physically because they are to scale and they’re relatively dimensional in form so 

you have this body sense of everything being right, somehow, in a place you’ve been in 

somewhere, somehow. But then  

there’s this kind of weird shift because everything is made out of this crappy cardboard, that was 

another thing that I wanted to do, something that was really made out of crap, and was just junky 

stuff that could be, you know, not so nice as the paintings somehow. So there’s a sense of kind of 
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like a presence like supposedly ghosts don’t really know they’re dead, somehow. They still kind 

of seem to be inhabiting these spaces in a certain way but they’re not, they can’t understand why 

they can’t connect fully, like they used to, or something like that. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So after that show, which, like I said, it was very encouraging to me, again I felt like I went 

someplace that I had nowhere to-- I didn’t know what to do next at all. So I’m starting to have 

these cycles of these things happen where I don’t know where to go from there. And I used to 

always know what to do next, which was more of the somehow. So I started kind of thinking that 

I wanted to take a-- you know, using my figure again, like in those paintings, to be someone 

enacting something in the paintings, and take this kind of Sad Sack scenario, in a way, of kind of 

like the end of painting, for someone, anyway. The “painting is dead because…” You know. I 

don’t know. So I started doing these kind of works on paper that were trying to find some way to 

kind of carry on from that last body of work. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: I promise that we’re almost at the end. The work that I was looking at a lot for the model of 

this was a certain era of Japanese prints from the Meiji era, which is this kind of era when Japan 

is kind of asserting this imperial-- the war machine was gearing up. Again, I felt like there was 

something resonant about this that related to the time we live in now. And in these prints, they’re 

often these propaganda prints of the Japanese--glorious Japanese army occupying Taiwan and 

Korea and Manchuria. And they’re really frightening images, because they’re the start of what 

you now know is this whole disaster that happened for everybody there. Not just the people that 

got occupied but Japan as well. But they’re so beautiful, these prints. They still have this kind of 
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weird, slightly degenerate kind of vestige of the kind of the beauty and the simplicity and the 

kind of economy that the yukio-e prints have, but they’re infected  

with this weird political content which is just--how could they be in the same place together in 

these images? And they’re beautiful, and you love them, and you could kind of look at them now 

and they don’t hurt as much as they might have at a certain time, because of what they implied. 

But they’re really beautiful and they have this kind of corrupted sense because they were just 

starting to get a hold of  

Western pigments, so they were starting to do some very garish things to a lot of people’s eyes. 

And I just--You know what? I really love gimmicky things sometimes in materials and arts and 

stuff like that, so I kind of was responding to a lot of this stuff. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So I was starting to kind of insert these images of myself kind of struggling with these 

canvases. So it was kind of like the little worker guy from the paintings and the blank canvas 

thing from the cardboard studio, which was called Full Stop, and kind of putting them together. 

And they’re supposed to be really funny. They’re supposed to be kind of absurd. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: And so I was kind of thinking about here’s this guy in this--Maybe this is apropos of here--

Here’s this person in this beautiful sublime landscape, and he just can’t make any work. You 

know, it’s just like too overwhelming in a way. We’re just mere mortals against this kind of 

beauty, and you can’t measure up,  

somehow, in your practice. So you’re just chucking it all down the waterfall, and destroying....So 

the whole show was just these images of me finding more perverse ways of destroying these kind 



Burckhardt 2007, 44 
 

of canvases. And I’ve never worked on canvas ever, really, so it’s just kind of like a stand-in for 

this idea of painting, somehow. Next. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: That’s just a little drawing on book pages. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So a lot of these images were really fairly directly cribbed from…like there’s a lot of these 

great naval scenes of the Japanese Navy, you know, having these naval battles, so a lot of this 

stuff is lifted fairly directly, parts of it, from that with, again, that wonderful bokashi technique 

that they have of these kind of washes and stuff like that. And I just love looking at that stuff. 

Again, I think it’s beautiful and I like  

taking it apart by redoing it, in a way. It’s like a way of burrowing into it. You know, you can 

look at it and think it’s beautiful and just have your eyes enjoy it, but there’s a whole ‘nother 

thing of letting your hand get a chance at it too, in a way. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So this is kind of this idea of this dream you have of, you know, you can’t achieve it in 

reality, but, you know--Do you ever have dreams about your paintings and you think, “Wow! 

That was a great dream. I could really make a painting out of that.” And then you kind of wake 

up and you try it and it’s like the stupidity of that dream is suddenly apparent when you actually 

try and do it. But it seems so brilliant and vibrant and rich in the dream. So kind of thinking 

about that. Next.  

SLIDE  

TB: So, the first image I showed you, that big bonfire thing, was from this show. And so this is 

the last show I had, last work I did in....I did this all last summer up in Maine. And so that’s the 
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last image. And I’ve spent the whole last year not getting to do any work ‘cause my wife was 

getting her show ready. So now I’m here for like a month until she--my kids are in school, so 

they can’t leave yet--in New York. So I’m hoping to have a month of getting some work done up 

here. So that’s it. (applause) And I’m sorry, that was really kind of long. But...  

Linda Earle: It was great. Are there questions?  

TB: Bathroom breaks? No. Hold on. There’s this whole thing that you guys have to learn about 

about the Maury Povich moment with the microphone here. Okay.  

Question: Do you have any specific concept for naturalism? Because I saw about small persons 

and other relationship between small person and the really huge nature, landscape, that is the 

typical way of presenting naturalism in traditional Oriental painting. So I’m just wondering from 

that.  

TB: I think I’m really interested in that approach, but finding a way to kind of corrupt it for 

myself, let’s say. Like I said, that kind of relationship that’s represented in traditional,  like 

Chinese paintings, you know... I’m trying to kind of like change that somehow in my work, 

because that doesn’t seem to be the approach that our country has to nature somehow. You 

know, we make a big impact on it, somehow,  

and it’s ours to do what we will, somehow, or something like that. So I’m kind of trying to find a 

way to connect those…I like that ideal of it, but I don’t feel that it’s like, you know, really how 

we live, unfortunately.  

Question: You spoke in the beginning about your discomfort with how heady, you know, theory 

in art can, you know, how work can really rely on that. 

TB: Yeah.  
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Question: And then, you know, and then just kind of, I guess I kind of deal with it myself, just, 

you know, the difference between when you want to speak to general, reach populace, you know, 

exclude certain people when you feel excluded as well. I guess even with--when you made the 

point about when do you know a painting is done? When do you feel that you’ve reached that 

point of balance, because, you know, these conversations that I saw, or that I see. How do I say 

it? You’re still speaking to a very art-oriented audience. These kind of inside jokes that we 

would get, with regards to being disgusted with work or discussing--  

TB: Right.  

Question: I guess, how do you find the balance between, you know, who you exclude with 

regards to paying attention to your audience and who, you know, you talk to?  

TB: Yeah. Well, I think that, yeah. I am kind of like doing this little feedback loop of art, like my 

subject seems to be about this idea of making art, which is a, you know, like this exclusive club 

that we’re all doing somehow. But I’m trying to find a way to balance what is what I am 

concerned about as an artist, and I can’t kind of pretend to not be interested in those issues. And 

so that’s a personal thing. But I think that the way for me that I can take that kind of little loop 

that’s within myself--or within us-- and kind of have it somehow break out of that is a few ways. 

One is, again, like this idea of this something that has a certain kind of work ethic, which I think, 

for me--maybe I’m fantasizing about this-- but represents a kind of somewhat larger culture 

which is that, you know, I’m uncomfortable with this sense of a lot of art that I see that doesn’t 

look like it’s trying hard enough {inaudible} and that seems kind of snobby and gauche, or 

something like that. So one thing is a sense of trying to have a sense of real hand, work be 

apparent in the work that I think connects with an attitude of generosity and not exclusivity. The 

other thing is some sort of sense of, maybe, humor to it, which I think tends to kind of cut 
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through the you know, snobby, bullshit quotient. So I think those are some of the ways that I’m 

trying to kind of... I think I’m always trying to have it all, in a way, have something that does 

speak to me but somehow can kind of project out a little bit. I don’t know. I don’t really know 

who my audience is a lot of the time, you know, I don’t really know who I’m speaking to. I’m 

kind of speaking to myself first, always, I think. And I’m kind of maybe then, after that, I’m 

speaking to some sort of other side of myself, which is somehow some sort of imagined like the 

two little guys on your shoulder, you know, the kind of minimalist art critic guy and the kind of 

like Joe-at-the-bar, you know, something like that. And they’re all fighting within yourself or 

something like that. So because those are the only people I can really actually engage with 

directly-- I’m saying within myself-- you know, then you put the work up and some people see it 

and the react to it, but it’s too late. It’s already done. So you know, sometimes you can take some 

of that stuff and then kind of re-introduce those thoughts into the next work, but it’s really hard. I 

don’t know what the audience is. You know, I think that the next level that I think of is my 

friends. And then, after that, it starts dissipating very quickly for me. I don’t know who they are. 

But I think that the thing that I felt very strongly right at the beginning was really do it for your 

own appreciation. Like this idea of not showing anyone. Develop that sense of interest in 

yourself, making the work. And then hopefully, and I found this was the case for myself, then the 

other stuff follows along pretty okay. You know? Other people seem to get it when you thought 

no one would, or something like that. Yeah?  

Question: Well I just wanted to respond to what you were saying when we were talking about 

this the other night, that maybe a lot of that is because of how you were raised in an environment 

with other artists, and so that’s really your world. You’re talking to your world-- 

TB: Yeah. Absolutely.  
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Question: --in a way that, maybe not all of us were raised in that kind of an environment.  

TB: Yeah. And my father had a pathological kind of humility thing going that has kind of 

imprinted on me a little bit. So, I think of him a lot, and Mom, when I’m making this work. I 

think they’re pretty no-nonsense people and I think that’s what formed me, completely. So 

anyway, it’s really late and I’m-everyone’s tired, so please come up with any other questions 

later on or any time for the rest of the summer. There’s an interview that I did with someone 

that’s much more extensive about the whole cardboard studio, Full Stop, that’s in a book in the 

library, if anyone wants to read that. If there’s any other questions about that. So thanks a lot for 

sitting through this.  

 

(END OF RECORDING) 
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