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Barbarian Days:

LANDLOCKED
AN INTERVIEW WITH ROBERT LEVINE

In conjunction with Barbarian Days at Fergus
McCaffrey St. Barth, Spring 2021
Rose Leadem: Are we at your studio in Venice?

Rose: Chicago, why?
Robert: I probably should have just moved to New
York. Nothing was happening in Pittsburgh, so I
moved to Chicago. Back in the 80s, Chicago was

Robert Levine: My studio is
actually in downtown Los
Angeles, in the Garment
District. I’ve been working at
home during Covid.
Rose: Where are you from
originally, Robert?
Robert: Pittsburgh, I grew up
there, I graduated from
Carnegie Mellon.
Rose: And then you received
your MFA from CalArts?
Robert: Yes, and in between, I
lived in Chicago for two years.

Robert Levine's first studio (building on left), Stanford St, Santa Monica, ca. 1990; courtesy Robert Levine
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more like the way LA is now.
Rose: And then you decided to go west?
Robert: I wanted to go to grad school, and I
remembered Eric Fischl had done a talk at
Carnegie Mellon where he spoke about CalArts.
It sounded like a good place. It was the first time
I had ever been to California; just driving around,
seeing the mountains. I liked it.
Rose: How was Carnegie Mellon back then for
art—in terms of the scene and your
contemporaries?
Robert: The time I was at Carnegie Mellon was
probably a super good moment there. One of my
classmates was John Currin. We had a really
good group. A lot of those people went directly
to grad school—John went to Yale, a few people
went to Yale—I wasn't ready so when I left, I just
worked for a while.
Rose: What did you do?
Robert: I was a silkscreen printer. I made bank
and office signs, like somebody's door sign or
rates. It was a job.
Rose: How did you land in Venice?
Robert: [My wife] Gili and I met when she was at
UCLA, we lived in West LA, and then we bought
this place—a long time ago. It was 1991, Venice
near Abbot Kinney was getting gentrified, but
this area was not cool.
Rose: Pittsburgh and Los Angeles. The two cities
are very opposite. Do you think some of that is
reflected in your work—this idea of opposing
forces?

Top to bottom:
Building with Parking Lot, 2020. Acrylic on linen, 9 x 12 inches
Airport Building, 2020. Acrylic on linen, 9 x 12 inches
Airport Building with Dumpsters, 2020. Acrylic on linen, 9 x 12 inches
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Robert: I think the Pittsburgh thing affects my
work for sure, in the more grounded way that
Pittsburgh is, than Los Angeles. Fewer people
thinking that they're going to be a star, or meet a
star. It's much more basic.

works—post post post-minimalism. In the early
90s minimalism was not popular, it was a
contrarian thing to do. After 2000, I was in a few
group shows but didn’t show at all probably until
2011—at Maloney Fine Art. In 2019, I had the
show at LSH CoLab—

Rose: How so?
Robert: People in Pittsburgh are more direct,
more practical about their lives—if you’re going
to go to the hardware store, you’re going to the
hardware store, you don’t think you’re going to
run into someone famous. But even Pittsburgh is
changing, like now people know Andy Warhol
was from there. I mean he was always from
Pittsburgh, but before people didn’t care.
Rose: What other differences did you encounter
between Carnegie Mellon and CalArts?
Robert: Before, there was no internet—you saw
what you saw. Your visual lexicon was different.
I went to a public high school that didn't have art
history classes and I really knew nothing until I
first started attending art school. There, I would
go to the art library and pour through books and
magazines and go to shows...really learning.

Rose: —which was well received, you were
reviewed nicely by the LA Times:

“ROBERT LEVINE’S CAREFULLY
PAINTED PICTURES OF ORDINARY
THINGS AND EVERYDAY SCENES
INVITE DOUBLE TAKES. BEFORE
YOU KNOW IT, YOU’RE HOOKED,
CAUGHT IN THE PLEASURABLE
CONFUSION BETWEEN WHAT YOU
THINK YOU SEE AND WHAT YOU
ACTUALLY SEE, WHAT YOU KNOW
NOW AND WHAT YOU MIGHT
LEARN.”

—DAVID PAGEL, LA TIMES

Rose: Did you start showing right out of
graduate school?
Robert: Yes. My friend Luciano Perna introduced
me to Tom Solomon who came for a studio visit
and offered me a show on the spot. Tom
Solomon’s Garage hosted exhibitions in a little
residential two-car garage in West Hollywood;
we showed my “knot paintings.” When Tom
moved to a mechanic’s garage on Fairfax, I had
my second solo show with aluminum and Plexi

Triple Elmers, 1998. Acrylic on wood, 7 x 7 1/4 x 4 inches.
Collection of Beth Rudin DeWoody
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Robert: And I have an upcoming show in March
2022 at Rory Devine Fine Art
(http://www.rorydevinefineart.com).
Rose: Let’s talk about your paintings in
Barbarian Days. The show is about surf,
your works feel a bit landlocked.
Robert: Absolutely. Because I'm not a
surfer.

surfer, have any connection to it...and that's what I
came up with. The bike with the trailer; I have a
small painting of a few Bird scooters that looks
very similar to that, and that's what I was going for.

"THE SHOW IS ABOUT SURF, YOUR WORKS
FEEL A BIT LANDLOCKED."
"ABSOLUTELY. BECAUSE I'M NOT A SURFER."

I was in Pittsburgh in November when Allyson
[Spellacy] approached me about the show. I made
the paintings for Barbarian Days there. Yes,
landlocked. I was very conscious when I made
those pieces to not try to assume that I was a
surfer. It's funny.

Untitled (Pool),
2018
Oil on linen
9 x 12 inches

Rose: Do you feel like you have any relationship
to the water?
Robert: I mean, not more than anybody else.
Rose: But most of the works in the show directly
relate to the ocean. Are your works deliberately
contrary or self-deprecating?

How to Surf,
2020
Acrylic on linen
11 x 14 inches

Bicycle with
Surfboard, 2020
Acrylic on linen
11 x 14 inches

And the stack of books was just supposed to be
poking fun at my own learning process, "I'm not
surfing. What would I do? How would I do it?
How would I start?" And by doing that book on
top, I got to paint a guy surfing. So, I got both.

"DO YOU FEEL LIKE YOU HAVE ANY
RELATIONSHIP TO THE WATER?"
"I MEAN, NOT MORE THAN ANYBODY ELSE."

Rose: You have made sculpture,
collage, and painting, but it seems
painting consumes your practice now.
What was the transition?

Robert: I was just trying to figure out if I, as a non-

Robert: Early on, I did painting and
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"MY PAINTINGS ARE WEIRDLY GOOFY, WHICH KIND OF FITS ME. I
TRY TO HAVE HUMOR IN THE WORK. IF I DON'T AND IF THINGS
START GETTING TOO SERIOUS, MY FRIENDS START GOING, 'WHAT'S
WRONG WITH YOU? WHY ARE YOU MAKING THIS?'"
where you've found your niche?
Robert: I think so. My paintings are weirdly goofy,
which kind of fits me. I try to have humor in the
work. If things start getting too serious, my friends
start going, "What's wrong with you? Why are you
making this?"
3 Pencil Lines, Orange, 2005. Oil on linen, 60 x 60 inches

sculpture. I had submitted paintings to get into
CalArts, and I did paintings when I got there, but
I was also making a few objects. One of my
instructors, Douglas Huebler, said, “You are not a
painter, you are a sculptor. You are a maker of
things, you should be making sculpture.” So, I
quit. For at least 10 or 12 years, I didn't paint.
Then, I was making the pencil sculptures, and I
started doing some drawings of them too, and
then, I started to do a painting of one. That's
how those Pencil Paintings came to be. But I still
didn't think that I was a Painter. After the Pencil
Paintings, I did Wobbly Paintings. I was teaching
myself.

Rose: So, sculpture about painting, painting
about sculpture, and then painting about painting?
Robert: That's kind of what it is. I would say a lot
of the work references its own making and in a
critical way—and a humorous way.
I sometimes make work about the language of
making art. The pencils are called Broken Pencil
Lines, and it makes it literal.
Rose: By mining traditional, or even available,
elements from the kinds of mediums you employ,
you’re perhaps fusing together new, different

Rose: What year was this?
Robert: I started doing those Pencil Paintings in
2001, maybe 2002.
Painting is a challenge because there’s so much
of it. It's almost a little bit easier to find a niche in
sculpture.
Rose: Do you feel like you've gotten to the point

Art Installers w/ Painting, 2021. Acrylic on canvas, 9 x 12 inches
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narratives—is that an idea behind your practice?
Robert: I think the narratives are a new element
—like those pictures of crates and galleries, and
scenes and stuff. This is the first time, within my
work, that I've ever acknowledged that I work at
galleries, because it's not a good thing for an
artist to be a prep or a gallery guy, it's not been a
plus, career-wise.
Rose: Could you speak about your influences?
Robert: I like Robert Irwin a lot; the
Pencil Paintings are direct quotes of
Irwin’s [late line] paintings. There’s a
quote by Irwin I found particularly
interesting: “Orange doesn’t relate to
nature, to landscape” (Lawrence
Weschler’s 1982 book, Seeing is
forgetting the name of the thing one
sees). And Donald Judd—you know
the Judd piece that's with the cable
and turnbuckle on the inside and
Plexi with metal on the ends? I
always loved that sculpture. I've
never seen them in person but there
are photos of Mies van der Rohe's

Rose: How do you
choose your subjects—
or, where do you get
your ideas for a painting?
Robert: I see stuff. I go
through my phone—
pictures on my phone.
Sometimes I'm driving
somewhere and I stop
and take a picture of it.

"I THINK THE NARRATIVES
ARE A NEW ELEMENT—LIKE
THOSE PICTURES OF
CRATES AND GALLERIES,
AND SCENES AND STUFF.
THIS IS THE FIRST TIME,
WITHIN MY WORK, THAT I'VE
EVER ACKNOWLEDGED THAT
I WORK AT GALLERIES,
BECAUSE IT'S NOT A GOOD
THING FOR AN ARTIST TO BE
A PREP OR A GALLERY GUY,
IT'S NOT BEEN A PLUS,
CAREER-WISE."

glass skyscraper models, which are Bauhaus
things that those sculptures reference.

After Malevich w/ Superman, 2012
Oil on canvas, 64 x 66 inches

Rose: What about before you
had your phone?
Robert: I didn't do images.
The first ones, based on
photos, were in 2011. I started
doing some collage. The After
Malevich collages. And after I
made those, I started making
paintings. And those were the
first ones that kind of looked
like images, other than the
pencils, which are really just
signs or graphics.

Rose: How has Covid impacted your creative
process?
Robert: I've made a lot of work this year.
Rose: Mostly here, [at your home]?
Robert: Yes. And we made @foamcorp.

Mies van der Rohe,
Model for a Glass
Skyscraper, ca. 1920s
© the Artist/Estate

Donald Judd, o.T., 1965 –
1988
© Judd Foundation; Städel
Museum

Rose: foamcorp is the Instagram gallery platform
initiated by you and [your son], Perry?
Robert: Yes. Driving around during Covid, I would
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say stuff like, "Maybe we should have a gallery."
And Perry would say, “Let's do it!" I would never
have gone through with it. He kind of makes it
happen. He figures it out. He's the director.

It's funny. We've done five shows. And almost
everybody we ask for work from agrees to it. But
a few people say, "I can't loan you work because
I'm sending it to another place." And we're like,

"It doesn't matter. It's
Rose: foamcorp is a
"WE STARTED IT AS A CHALLENGE TO SEE a mock up!"
physical model that is
IF IT WAS POSSIBLE TO MAKE A VIRTUAL
curated by you two, and
The first show we did,
GALLERY
THAT
FELT
REAL."
occasionally guest curators,
we told people that
where actual versions of existing artworks (or
we wouldn't need to stay faithful to the size of
proposed artworks) are physically installed and
an artwork. So, the artist, Michael Coughlan, sent
photographed professionally—very close to a
us a photo of a 4 x 6” drawing, and we blew it up
“real” show, no?
to a big piece—it looked almost like an 8 x 12'
foot painting in the photo and it turned out that
It's interesting because these days we are so
the piece we made for the photo was the exact
inundated with "virtual galleries.” How is foamcorp
same size of the drawing.
different?
And now we've started doing these videos.
Rose: On foamcorp?

foamcorp (exterior), 2020;
source: Instagram

Artist Series I, foamcorp, May
1–8, 2020; source: Instagram

Robert: I hate those things, they're terrible. We
started it as a challenge to see if it was possible
to make a virtual gallery that felt real.

Robert: Yeah. We want to do a series but so far
we've only interviewed one person, Eric Bonwitt,
and we've posted [four] videos. We call them
"Art Breaks."
Rose: That's very surf-esque ...

Robert Levine is an artist based
in Venice, CA.

Rose Leadem is a director at Fergus McCaffrey.

Commissaries at foamcorp, artists pictured Barbara Hatfield, Jesse
Henson, and Casey Ruble, August 10–15, 2020; photo by Fredrik
Nilsen Studio

Unless otherwise noted:
Artworks © the Artist; courtesy of the Artist

