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EJG:  Why flatness? 
 

MR:  I create work that is a repository for activities that are repeatedly fractured by an 
appetite for chance, discovery, negation and surprise—and then corralled and set 
by an adaptive instinct. This expansion and compression results in a kind of 
flatness.  

 
These works are built from many separate pieces of paper arranged in a variety 
of irregular formations. This process almost always produces a literal surplus of 
surface that cannot be completely flattened. This surface spreads out like a 
miniature terrain. There is no integrated backing structure to make permanent its 
three-dimensional traits and thus it relies on the wall to impart presence. As such, 
I think this flatness is, ultimately, related to painting—its materials, its legacy and 
its display. 

 
EJG:  The flatness you describe in painting is not the product of the discipline itself or its 

historical legacy, but rather a dimensional limitation imparted by the artist on the work, and 
not the other way around. In fact, one could argue that painting—either through 
compositionally-implied dimension, or three very real dimensions—is constantly fighting 
against flatness rather than embracing it.  

 
Your work, on the other hand, appears to embrace it. These wall-based works flaunt their 
flatness. The dimensional irregularity you describe is extended to notions of painting and 
sculpture. The work is sculptural in form and yet it is treated like painting: using the wall as 
a support for painted structure. How important are the distinctions between these two 
mediums to your practice? 

 
MR:  As a final arrangement of materials, my paintings are collections of indexical 

episodes. These episodes reference a variety of experiments that result in a 
range of visual effects: colors, textures, etc. These collections aren’t seamless, 
but also don’t lead to some dead-end fracturing. They establish very basic 
rhythms of harmony and contrast, sameness and difference, which all remain 
active.  

 
There are many different types of decision-making that go into the process of 
producing these paintings, including a sculptural approach to materials and 
building. Different approaches govern different aspects of the process. If the 
creation of the painted surfaces puts a premium on imagination and 
experimentation, the process by which they are arranged into these larger works 
can be as cold as it is repeatable. My process is managerial at times: working in 
stages and balancing the deployment of intuition and chance with a careful 
budgeting of materials. Flexibility and maneuverability become systematized 
qualities. To counterbalance these destabilizing characteristics, the need to 
reassert disciplinary boundaries becomes very important. My pieces hang on the 
gallery wall, occupying the vertical white space on which one expects to see a 
painting. It is routine. In this space, with history, tradition and expectation behind 
it, they gain an audience and go to work. 

 
EJG:  The visual content of these individual episodes is key to generating your compositions. 

The marks on the surface of these works are sometimes intentionally gestural and at other 
times appear accidental or unintentional. Can you describe this process and the 
intentional actions that take place?  

 
MR:  There are stages to my process. I begin by painting long stretches of white paper 

(front and back) with some combination of roller, brush and spray. Sometimes 
this application becomes heavily worked, layered or roughly textured, while at 
other times it remains even and smooth. My goal is to generate variety in color 
and overall visual effect, to charge the large sheets of paper with visual content. 
This stage is completed without reference to a specific composition.  

 



These large painted sheets are then cycled on and off of a tabletop as pieces get 
cut and added to emerging compositions. In constant rotation, the stock of 
painted paper accumulates in piles that settle and shift across my studio floor, all 
the while gathering rips, folds, nicks and dents that record the studio’s 
choreography. These marks coexist with the formal manipulations of paint in the 
finished pieces. There, chance-based and intentional marks comingle.  

 
EJG:  Your work forefronts the idea of juxtaposition and assembly. When do you know you have 

generated enough material, enough to achieve, in your words: “sameness or difference”? 
Where is the foothold for the viewer in this dynamic? 

   
MR: Each shape-defining cut represents an interruption of the colors, textures, marks 

and gestures on that particular piece of paper. In the building of a piece, one cut 
is attached to another cut, creating a common border. Each border joins the end 
of one set and the beginning of a wholly different array of colors, textures and 
marks. This juxtaposition creates a contrast that is minimal, surprising, odd or 
pleasing, and results in some hybridized product. This is the meat of it: 
acclimating to dislocation and the instinct toward mediation. Any given piece 
represents a formula of sorts—a model, perhaps—for a kind of conversation, if 
not reconciliation. 

 
EJG:  These works address space—either real or implied—in a compositional sense, where 

interconnected geometric color forms create depth, and in a physical sense, where space 
is built on a flat surface. Since these wall-mounted works are an amalgamation of 
individual parts that are combined to make a whole, the use of materials seems to echo 
the process of image-making. 

 
MR:  Absolutely. My goal is to create a process that makes inseparable the material 

dynamics and the compositional effects. More than just echoing, one cannot 
function without the other. Priorities and properties that were once the specific 
purview of paper, paint or color theory get shared, mixed and crossed. While the 
surfaces of these pieces are carefully not quite flat and not quite not flat, the 
compositions of these pieces are sometimes illusionistically deep, at other times 
not, and mostly aim for both simultaneously. 

 
This can be a muddled affair, trying to keep straight an overall organized sense 
of spatial effect. There are no heavyweights like wood, canvas or staples to 
ground this experience safely in tradition and practicality. What, then, is 
structuring this spatial event? What is preventing the collapse of this surface? 
Without the regularity of a rectangular composition to easily package and divest 
attention, the paper’s edge becomes sharp, active and critical to defining the 
boundaries of these compositions. These works are begun without investment in 
a surface (that would provide a backing structure, defined size or specific shape) 
upon which to operate. They establish physical context and visual composition 
simultaneously. As such, there is a moment when the cut edges that comprise a 
forward progress—the outer spread of a composition—shift to become its 
definitive shape. This moment immediately coincides with the completion of the 
piece.  

 
EJG:  That dislocation you speak about is reflected in the work in a number of ways: the blurring 

of disciplines, the sort of disruption in the traditional form of painting (and sculpture), and 
the incongruity of the cut painted paper pieces (and the painted content therein). And yet 
there is a noticeable connection at stake: the disparate pieces connect to one another, the 
work connects to the wall, and then there are the historical—and spatial—connections to 
artists like Frank Stella and the questioning of painting’s conventions. 

 
MR:  Right: dislocation and connection both occur. Both are absolutely important. Their 

tag-team action is the motor of progress, of process. That said, despite the 
capacity for revisions, reversals and removals that defines these pieces, they 
are, in their final form, built, additive entities. They are the result of connections 
and actively represent themselves as such. It is because they evolve through a 
process defined by incongruity and disconnection that their finished, connected 
forms can represent a kind of basic triumph.  

 
There is a long tradition of this type of questioning in painting, as it remains rich 
territory. In addition to Frank Stella, as you mentioned, I look back to precedents 



in the work of Ron Davis, Sam Gilliam, Ellsworth Kelly, Jo Baer, Richard Tuttle, 
Elizabeth Murray and Lynda Benglis, to name just a few. I also look outside 
painting at artists and performers such as Lygia Clark, Alison Knowles, Michael 
Asher and Xavier Le Roy, for methods of orchestrating the viewer’s experience. 

 
EJG:  Even if these works are not ultimately about process—although decidedly marked and 

defined by process—the interaction of color weighs heavily on that “finished, connected 
form” that you describe. Part of that connection is the interaction of color. Josef Albers 
said that color is almost never seen as it really is—as it physically is. He also wrote that 
color deceives. Your work seems to give some dimensional weight to that argument. I’d 
love to hear your thoughts on color and its role in your work. 

 
MR: I am interested in the action created by a composition with near perfect 

symmetrical positioning. Take Vase of Flowers with Jewellery, Coins and Shells 
(1606) by Jan Brueghel the Elder as an example. It is, generally speaking, a 
symmetrical composition. There is a vase located bottom center in which is 
placed a robust arrangement of flowers that spreads to the left, right and top 
edges of the composition. Emerging from a darkened background, fresh, bright 
blossoms beckon the eye, causing it to crisscross the bouquet back and forth, 
and back again. Propelled in this way, the eye attempts to find an internal 
structure by plotting patterns and making pairs—failing, just barely, every time. 
The composition is symmetrical enough to suggest the worth of this action 
without ever satisfying curiosity or frustrating the players. We are left stable, but 
permanently reaching: a routine instability. I want my use of color to generate this 
kind of experience. 

 
Constructing a set of colors that functions like this is a non-linear process. For 
me, color, color chords and whole color schemes are, when they work best, 
discoveries. During the process of assembly, my two-sided paper makes two 
separate but simultaneous color schemes: one, on the front, the result of an 
intentional juxtaposition, and the other, on the back, the result of chance-based 
combinations. At any point however, this composition may be flipped, making the 
front the back, and the back the front. At this point, the process of color selection 
and joining continues as before, integrating intentional and chance-based 
decision-making. This operation may be repeated multiple times in a single piece 
or not at all. 
 
There is a physicality to color in my pieces that grounds the more “deceitful” 
effects. The thinness of the paper, its responsiveness to the elasticity and weight 
of acrylic paint and its treatment in the studio, all undermine its role as passive 
support. For its part, a painted mark on a larger sheet of paper becomes 
interrupted and decontextualized when this sheet is cut down into smaller 
shapes. As a result, the power of the painted gesture is made secondary to the 
overall visual effect that defines each of these shapes. With support made active 
and the primacy of the mark deemphasized, the boundaries between paper and 
paint, support and mark, ease. In practice, this means that a slicing cut divides 
color as much as it does paper, and a wrinkled crease distorts color as much as 
it does the surface of the paper.  
 
Evan, what we have been discussing amounts, in effect, to describing a script for 
making a painting. A script is invested with original authorship and a set of 
choices that establishes structure for content and action. Critically, a script can 
be reread, reinterpreted, re-acted by new authors making new choices. The 
relationship of performer to script is one of negotiation between closed and open-
ended systems. Altered and retold, these iterations contain traces of the original 
but exist as new entities. I want my paintings to require close reading and gutsy 
performances on the part of the viewer, one activity empowering the other in an 
escalating cycle of involvement.  

  
 


