
Max Karnig: I know that you are partic-
ularly influenced by artists like Richard 
Tuttle and Ronald Davis. Your assembled 
paper paintings act as shaped canvases, 
but the material exudes a much different 
presence. Shaped canvases by artists 
like Frank Stella, Kenneth Noland, and 
Ronald Davis feel solid and concrete, but 
your paintings have a tender buckle at 
the edges. They waver and gently lift off 
the wall. From afar these details are not 
as apparent but as you come closer, the 
fragile and imperfect nature of the painted 
paper becomes more obvious. When I saw 
a hanging cloth piece by Tuttle in the 
Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, I 
noticed a likeness to some of your work, 
especially with how the piece rested 
against the wall. The thin, relatively 
tattered fabric Tuttle used was very feeble. 
But in addition to this material choice, 
your works also invest in a play of flatness 
and depth. They create spatial illusions 
that are still obviously two-dimension-
al, which is something that is apparent 
Ronald Davis’ work. Can you elaborate on 
your interests in these aspects of painting 
and their interplay?

Matt Rich: First, I think it is helpful to 
acknowledge that they are not shaped 
canvases: it is not one thing that was 
given a shape and then addressed. 
More often than not, they are built up 
from smaller shapes. I think this is a 
critical distinction. Even as finished 
pieces they are inevitably fragmented. 
Their shaped surfaces are a discovery, 
their boundaries exploratory or revela-
tory as they map (and often re-map) an 
as yet uncharted territory. Put another 
way, these pieces, while whole and 
ultimately embodying a kind of  singu-
larity, are not solid and monolithic as 
a Ronald Davis or even an Elizabeth 
Murray sometimes are. My works rely 
on the architecture of  the wall for back-
bone and literal support; they would 

not be flat without it: they would flip, 
flop and lap like a friendly lick from the 
“tender buckle.”

Alongside this material process is the 
creation of  a visual, compositional 
network that defines a spatial illusion—
one that carries with it a kind of  weight 
that embodies that traditional push 
and pull of  much of  modern painting. 
This network of  color and line are often 
contradictory and challenge an easy 
orientation of  space and direction. 
With that said, there is a parallel to be 
made between how the materials and 
the images function. Both shoot for a 
whole that is easily intelligible but just 
as easily unwound, denuded, demysti-
fied. I am interested in the experiential 
cycling between these two understand-
ings. I find this process to be a genera-
tive platform for exploring the nature of  
human engagement.

MK: Many of your works are titled after 
basic forms they resemble. These forms in 
the titles may reference the compositional 
interplay between shapes and color, 
linguistic symbols (such as the letter 
B or an ampersand), or figurative frag-
ments (like ears or heads). How does the 
titling of relatively abstract works after 
recognizable and accessible fragments 
grabbed from reality function for you? How 
do works that are titled after colors and 
nonrepresentational shapes fit into this as 
well? These two categories don’t seem to 
be in opposition, but a hint towards 
representation in the title does change 
how I tend to look at a picture.

MR: A title may reference a body part, 
letter of  the alphabet, regular shape 
or basic color, but it remains tethered 
to some noisier experiential dynamic 
found in the work itself. Referring to 
works that are not literally flat, but not 
overtly three-dimensional, and that 

exist as wholes that are clearly the 
construction of  physical fragments, the 
titles are neither specific nor arbitrary. 
Yes, the color red is in Red and Sec-
ond Red but most of  the richness lies 
beyond that named fact. Yes, Primary 
Head looks like a bust in profile with 
a bright orange nose, but there is 
little else to build a conclusive narra-
tive around that head. In this case, I 
certainly did not set out to construct 
a head, but was open to the idea of  
having it riff  off  of  that form. In this 
way, these titles function the way color, 
composition, or material choice already 
do: they motivate but do not lead. My 
paintings are machines performing op-
erations, not story tellers telling stories.

Those pieces that reference the am-
persand, in title and form, function 
differently. There have been several 
pieces since 2008 in which I have di-
rectly addressed the ampersand. Being 
a beautiful and economical visual sign, 
it represents the process of  joining that 
is a critical tool for organization and 
communication; I find both of  these 
facts compelling. On the wall, it acts 
as a bridge or connection for pieces to 
the left and right of  it: this one here 
& this one here. It functions the same 
way in group exhibitions as they do in 
solo exhibitions, where binding a new, 
temporary collection is a critical part 
of  the idea and experience. 

MK: I often feel a sense of humor coming 
from your paintings, but its not simply 
humor in the most common sense. They 
appear simultaneously humorous and 
serious. As you said, they are “machines 
performing operations, not story tellers 
telling stories.” They are not there just to 
make a joke, but there is still something 
about them that makes me smirk. Do 
you think your paintings have a sense of 
humor?
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MR: I do. It seems perfectly natural 
that humor and seriousness would be 
paired. I think humor is fundamental-
ly about self-awareness, adaptation 
and connection between people, and 
between people and things. In so far 
as humor can manifest itself  bodily, it 
closes the loop between sensation and 
thought. In doing so, it can help con-
textualize the process of  looking.

My pieces project a kind of  flawed 
clarity. They are knee-deep in gener-
ative awkwardness. Their component 
shapes are often irregular. They are 
not quite absurd, nor do they demand 
certainty. Instead, the assembly speaks 
to building and process: they are 
transparent, stripped down to some 
deadpan denominator. But just as 
quickly as they reveal themselves to be 
atomized objects in space, they launch 
into a high of  color and composition 
that transcends their material nature. 
They are not sculptures, but never 
completely paintings. They are on the 
edge—looking down, looking out and 
looking back.

I am very interested in understanding 
emotions—not as reactive expressions, 
but as essential building blocks for 
motivation. Emotions underpin every 
relevant engagement in our lives wheth-
er serious or humorous or otherwise. 
To the extent that my works activate a 
kind of  serious humor, emotions are 
the basic unit of  this engagement.

MK: The way you describe your interest 
in emotions sounds quite rational. Do 
you see it as having a certain rationality? 
How does it coexist with your interest in 
emotions, especially emotions as building 
blocks for motivation? I can think of sever-
al instances where abstraction is heavily 
structured and rational, and maybe a few 
other instances where it is emotional and 
more spontaneous. Some extremes might 
be Kandinsky who wrote extensively about 
what his shapes in his paintings signify, 
and then on the other end, when I saw 
Forrest Bess’ show at the Hammer, you 
see the work as stemming from very finite, 
personal “visions” that materialized in 
very intimate sized canvases that exude 

tions. This function is contingent upon, as 
you just elaborated, its construction, and 
the viewer’s experiential reception of the 
work. What is your main interest in paint-
ings that perform this way? The way the 
work functions does seem very much like 
an interpersonal exchange. There is give 
and take, understanding, curiosity, and 
intrigue involved in looking at the work.

MR: As a format, a conversation 
between people is at once a shared 
phenomenon—while each executed 
version is completely unique and unre-
peatable. It is premised on the inter-
active exchange of  information, but its 
success or failure, satisfaction or not, 
can depend on factors completely 
separate from the information traded. 
Bad breath, a soft voice, noisy sur-
roundings, unappealing facial expres-
sions, or unwanted physical contact 
can throw off  an otherwise promising 
exchange. The form of  the conversa-
tion matters as much as the content. 
Behind the moment-to-moment thrill 
of  being with another human, the 
mechanics of  the situation are signifi-
cant.

As I have been influenced by the inti-
mate structure of  a conversation, or 
the bizarre reproductive process of  a 
parasite, I, in turn, want to invent a sys-
tem of  a special logic that can be ap-
plied elsewhere. It is not didactic; it is 
a model, experientially communicated. 
Image has a big role to play in this, but 
it is not the motivation or the punch 
line. An engaging visual composition 
is the currency of  engagement and the 
viewer is the engine of  the experience.                                 
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personality and represented Bess’ own 
eccentric ideas surrounding enlighten-
ment. Not to situate you on some sort of 
sliding scale of rationality and emotion, 
but I’m curious on your thoughts about 
these components in painting, or maybe 
more specifically abstraction.

MR: Part of  the experience of  a fin-
ished painting is investigatory: what 
did they do? How did they do it? Some 
decisions—compositional, material 
or otherwise—are transparent and 
carry a traceable logic. Being able to 
firmly grasp a series of  interconnect-
ed decisions gives the viewer a sense 
of  control. Other decisions might be 
opaque—there, but hard to pick apart 
individually and identify. They fail to of-
fer that same ease of  engagement. The 
viewer is forced to invent. This gives 
concrete purpose to the seemingly irra-
tional, emotive, “visionary” or “sponta-
neous” creative act that led to it.

I am very interested in the systems 
that are created in the studio to gen-
erate work. In my paintings, I see a 
parallel between the structure of  the 
studio experience and type of  deci-
sions made there and the structure of  
the viewer’s experience of  the finished 
that emerged from that studio process. 
If  there are surprises and discoveries in 
the studio, then there will be surprises 
and discoveries in the experience of  
the work. Understanding this connec-
tion is, for me, a precursor to making 
abstract work.

On view in my work is a schema of  
decision-making. In exhibitions, the 
parts (the painted paper shapes) are 
recognized, and the fact that these 
parts are joined (edges abutted, 
attached together on the backside) 
is always observable, and what shifts 
from piece to piece, or within areas of  
a single piece, is the type of  decision 
(a logical choice here, a chance-based 
decision there, an intuitive path taken 
here) that determined the combination. 
This is the range that I aim to fill out. 

MK: I’m interested in how your work 
seems to be very focused on how it func-
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