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ONE OF THE BETTER DESCRIPTIONS of Michael
Williams's vision of painnng comes rom rhe artist
himself, At the end of a fairlvy exhausting stadio visit
carlier this year, | asked him whether he had fanth ina
grand notion of arr—something to which most arists

decided ly would noradmir. He replied:

| o hdive & gecal Bedel in ar, bt I'm noT as in oouch

with that as | was when 1 was thirteen, There 13 some-
i ; g ! T
ThIng mysocal aboin Making an and palnongs. flone

aking a pai

A wreirdly. doing

in the audm R can b 3 srrange Time.

Mowving arou

weeard thimgs. | ke the

I_I- 5 @ | IO |“'"-"'""'I' | Soirverimmes vran Bave
¢ in the magic of rthe thing, ['ve seen a paint-
ing just fimish itself. Yoo can ger excired abooc a
painting, risk ruiming i, an | theres this e rE and
it's Mo, you didu’t ruin a pamiiing, you firished a
paneting. You have vo honor thar moment in order for
rve untl th

[ PAINEINE DOk 5720 F MCXE TTHACTITIE.

Williams is a romantic, and knowingly so. His un-
cynical bur nor ar all naive description of making art

poes some way roward explaining a painting like We'a
Retter Get My Prins, 201 3. In it. 2 bumpkin in clown-
ishly big shoes throws a pair of dice off a pier into the
water. The image is ink-jer-printed on canvas, its bor-
ders uneven and askew. The bumpkin might have only
one leg, a lumpen mass of the pastel purple that
appears in so much of Williamss work, and one enor-
mous hand, which is etched with a maze of lines and
forms; the dice he drops are bulbous, fleshy, pixelared
things. The warer 15 a glassy surtace with smoky dlipzi-
ral trails, and the air has the arnficial brightness of a
compaiter monitor. Familiar in irs hoe, bor strange in

ts arrempt at real and breathakle space, We'd Better

Cezt My Prins inviees gs 10 ondy (o unmoosr us.

What is this painting? Squint, and you might place
tin the great American tradition of portrat and land-
scape painting, as though the boldness and grace of
Marsden Hartley's Madaraska, Acadran Light-Hear

Ty
Third .'!I-"i'.-"‘."-i'-_'.'.ll-_'-l.'!'_ 1940, and Granite by the Sea,

1937, were melded rogether and fltered on .“gl':‘:|‘.|.'_|1.il.

Like Hartley, Williams is unafraid o appear toolish,

emotional, maked. Tharis the risk in making are that
takes particulars and then projects universals onto
in this case, the foolishness of chance, the hor-

ror of being in one’s own body, and the clanging tran-

them

sition between beauty and vgliness, Another laver in
|_|'|r_' '|'|'|'I_'I- i_"-. ||||‘_' -1[“""!1"'\- ||| L) "'H.i,'l_ll_l L |IIL'.\, H] .II'II:"I'illl.l
poem that nods at the otthand disposability of every-
thing. Qur fool and his symbol of comiortably con-
SC1IENTIOUS liv INgE are NoL 1o he dismissed so |.'.1.x'i|'-..|
though. A Prius is a good thing, right? Maybe we still
have to chockle just to per comfortable with rthe con-
tradictions of whar this Agure has to lose.

And chat chuckle brings us to even more recent art
references for Williams's work. The darkly funny cul-
tural and narrative scraw] of Peter Saul depends on
unembarrassed specificity and a blending of the per-
sonal and the social, with Saul himself appeanng—as
Williams does—in his own paintings. Mana Lassmg’s

passionately painted bodily distortons and science-

APRIL 2017 1BS



Williams 15 unafraid to appear
foolish, emotional, naked.

ficnion leanings offer a madel for a loosening and per-
sonalizing of Williams’s brush rechnigues. And finally,
the omnivorous, virtuosk paintings of Albert Ochlen,
which often seem to contam multiple, even conflicting
ideas on a single canvas, have oftered a tool kit nor
only for blending digital and analog bue also for fear-
lessly developing modes of painting in public, which
can be a painful process for many.

But Williams is foremose, like Hartley, an observa-
tional painter. His minute, obsessive digiral brush-
wark (think of the worlds within thae |1.1E;’£- hand} and
palerte convert perceprual experience inco intimare
detail, as if each painterlv incidenrt could somehow, in
some small way, gesture toward the overwhelming
rush of the universe. We'd Betrer Ger My Prises merges
image, title, and mode of presentation via Williams's
idea thar our cvery experience is mediared through
filters: the material, verbal, virtual, and bodily layers
that literally color our perceprion.

And g0 external, environmental filrers become
actyal compasitional filters in the painring itself, It's
as if, looking ar the work, one can trace these pictorial
effects outward, back into the world: starting from
the literal gnid of the work (sometmes rendered as a
ligsaw puzzle); o the rendering of artificial or bright
light, as if registering the laver of cur digital screens:
and fnally ro the paintery rendition of those every-
da}', lEEh‘Ehan'WﬂlﬂlﬂJJa]’ 5}' mhulu—-d.:: FE IJ|.[ L':-'FE!'-E.I:IE.I
bumper stickers, patio tiles, fences—thar surround us,
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a0 ubiquitous as to be unnoneed, ver to which we
atrach constant, near-subliminal meaning.

WILLIAMS HAS ALSO ESTABLISHED a kind of hltra-
tion process—ser working procedures that generate
or alter images in order to elucidare or encode mean-
ing. In every case, his robustly lavered imagery and its
varatons stem from his approach o drawing, whether
analog or digital, which has been a central component
of his painting for more than 1 decade.

Williams’s deawings fall into a number of catego-
rics: accumualared doodles from which he pulls mages
or compositional accidents; straighrforward repre-
sentational drawings; preciss and brightly colored
cartoons thar closely relare to his image-primary
paintings; “skip drawings,” wherein Williams draws
an image on ¢very other line of sheers of ruled paper,
and then fills in the blank lines wirth whatever he
likes (these became paintings in @ 20135 show ar the
Merropolitan Opera in New York, “Tribal Frog
Tattoa™|; and procedural drawings chowcased ina
series of zines, Each drawmg responds to a set rule:
Dira wings done on top of a sketchbook for fashion
designers relate to the bodily forms printed on each
page (the zine Hoge to Ruinan Omelet |2016]); draw-
mgs extend cutout photographs (in the zines Northern
California Land for Safe ! 12015] and Yoga Oaline
[Eﬂ'ld] }; or drawin g5 tm bellish che bleed lefi I:I:.r a
Sharpie on a notebook page (the zine Things You

Showldwn't Understand [3017]), Muost relevant to his
current paintings are digital drawings made with a
Wacom tablet in Photoshop and his “puzzle draw-
mngs.” Williams uses Fhotoshop in ways that go aganst
the grain of raster graphics; the vecror-based Hlustrator,
tor example, would be betrer suired o rendering pre-
cise forms and textures, to make obviously pixelared
and lo-fi images and hines, and to delineate the afore-
mentiomed ur-gpenenc symbaols of perfect pienic tables,
tiles, roofs, shrubbery. The puzzle drawings, which
are generally graphite or pen on paper, come about
through a process m which Williams makes a drawing
of an image and then curs out genenc-looking jigsaw-
puzzle shapes from it. On a sheet placed underneath
what's lefr, he continues the drawing.

The puzzle drawings play into Williams's current
work ina few ways. Using his penci rendenngs as ref-
erence, Williams might redraw the jigsaw lines in
Photoshop and then map them onte an extant image,
either 1o elucidare or o obscure. Alernarely, Williams
will make an il ar ;_1.:_'1'-.__'|'i,.'|' pﬁ'inl‘i.l‘lg 115i11§ A F\uﬁ!r; cheet
as compositional or conceproal inspiration. When
working entirely digitally, he might arrive ar a saristac-
tory digital file that could be scaled up to work on
canvas, but then mediare thar by printing ie different
ways—aleering a border, changing the aspect ratio,
producing only half the image, or deleting a secnion.
Unlike, say, working with wil or acrylic paints, when
working with an image in Photoshop each fileer, cach
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layer of manipulation, is registered as a history of
actions that can be isolated or undone. These suc-
cessive palimpsests of transformation are one way
in which, perhaps, Williams pers o whart he calls
“the magic of the thing,” their unfolding into the
larger visual sphere so that he's “seen a painting just
hnish 1ceelf.™

WILLIAMS GREW UF IN HOLICONG, Pennsylvania, and
Providence, Rhode Island, and graduated from
Washington University in 5t, Lowis in 2000 wich a BFA
in sculprure. On trips home to Providence, he encoan-
terzd the noise, graphics, and art scene revolving
around Fort Thunder, the 19905 and early-aughis live-
work warehouse space thar hosted undergeound musie
and performance events. In WNew York, he worked as
an azsistant vo Vito Accong, and Matthew Barney.

At CANADA gallery in New York in 2007, where
he held his first solo exhibition of painrings (three
would follow), he was the voungest of its core group
of painters, among them Joe Bradlev (with whom he
brizfly shared a stadio space in Greenpoint), Brian
Belort, and Katherme Bernharde. At a moment when
s0 much art in New York seemed to flow neatly and
pelitely out of graduate school and into galleries, these
artists, and CANADA irself, represented an informal
rebuke. Serious about their practices, which were
tunny, omnivorous, and resolately weird, they were
dedicated not 1o advancing their careers or specific
wleas of what art could be, but to stubbornly making
gut-level work. And they were all bound by an interest
m drawing outside of its typical academic strictures,
pariicularly as found in the work of other arrists they
admired, such as Jason Fox and Chns Martin, Williams,
like the rest of this loose group, was interested 1n the
commercial visual language all around him—viden
games, sticker graphics, magazines, and logos, as well
as underground zines and music.

After a few vears of making Surrealist-inflected
painoings, Williams in 2010 took a cue from his puzzle
drawings and began to dizassemble his pictures into
whart became the puzzle paintings, which use jigsaw
torms 1o disrupt conventional readings. *How some-
thing 15 painted 15 a meraphor for a way to be a per-
sor,” Williams told me. “lf you're painting really
wildly and vigorously, vou're suggesting thar kind of
approach to life. As a viewer [ like to decode rthings.
It'sa passage o sesing what happened.™ The puzales
underpin what the artist now refers to as his “noodle
painrings™ begun in 201 l=—airbrosh-and-oil works
in which image is layered on image so thar each
einerges visible, hke a double-exposed shide show, one
signifier after another, creating a kind of visual stew
on 3 heavily worked, often beige pround.

In 2012, Williams printed out a collage he had
made in Photoshop to paint over it. From here, it was




Williams converts perceptual
experience into intimate detail, as if
each painterly incident could somehow,
in some small way, gesture toward the
overwhelming rush of the universe.

a matural jump to incorporate the digieal within his
paintings. “For me, oftentmes, I'm painting for a long
time,” he notes, “before Ifeel [ can really start making
the painting. Until the painting is covered with paint,
decisions about where it's going to go don'r even hap-
pen. By having ink jer, it's like you're starting from
that paint-covered canvas poinc.” Somenmcs, the
under-image disappears entirely, For a 2016 show in
Brussels ar Gladstone Gallery, Williams used the
image from a digiral piece, DAD, 2014, as the basis
of intensely worked puzale paintings thar left only a
lirtle bit of the original image in view. Here, we see the
arnist engaging wich the content of the image as a way
of generaring the puzzle: The changes to DAD, as
indicated by the Phoroshop pop-up box floating over
whar appears 1o be the titular subject, are about to be
saved ar about to be canceled. The resulrant pairings
don’t make clear which oprion was chosen, but do
meditate on where the various choices mighe lead.

TWO SHOWS of Williams™s paintings opening this
month, at the Carnegic Museum of Art in Pirtsburgh,
and ar Gladstone Gallery in New York, seem to each
have a baseline image. ArGladstone, it is New Feld,
2016, which pictures a digitally drawn vernical Los
Angeles hillside from the perspective of a backyard
nar dissimilar ro the artists (and with a shadowy male
figure who conld be read as the artist in the fore-
ground), placed on white and sandwiched between
each half of a vertically clongated smiley face. He
assembles the image like an ill-htung puzzle, with
pieces scrunched up and overlapping, using sleek,
metallic graphic grooves in thinly applied, transiucent
colors: green, I.'I.III"PII:, ]_;:li'l:Ll:II and ocher. This lamice
becomes a way to mark his own visual and emotional

impressions and to map, extend, and become the pic-
ture. Williams achieves this graphic devise by rransfer-
ring his puzzle drawings ro canvas with thin pencil
lines. The painted pathways on the canvas give youa
talse sense of direction—you czn follow them up and
onto a panio on the righr, hoping for 2 stable means to
read the picture, but the lines then round the corner
and drop your eyes into a void, Other traces resolve
ar one moment into a wonan sinoking, and at another
into what looks like circuits. Above the tan wooden

fence that divides the picture 15 a moment of black
graphic chaos, as a delicare skein of pamt suddenly
explodes in frantic (but still thiny serokes. Whar
becomes clear in New Field 1s that there is no primary
and secondary image, only a simultaneity of con-
sciouwsness put through mulnple filters: of noticing
thing: and being surveilled, of adding and subtracting,
of hope and fear.

A digital-only version of the imagery from New Field
pops up at the Carnegie in Yard Waste, 2017, which has
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There 1s nothing for us to do but project
ourselves into Williams's image and
wonder at the loneliness of our position.

the shadow figure far larger—a ghostly, magenta-
and-green-infused black blotting out the landscape.
Wow we can get a berter look at the objects within the
painting, including shrubkery that looks like pixelated
thumbprints and a rree of green and black scribbles.
Aside from touring this new landscape, there is noth-
mg for us to do but project ourselves o this image
and wonder at the loneliness of our position,
Anather painting at Gladstone, Vertical Compo
sition, 2017, empries our the backvard, save for the
zigeag of a fence up the hillside, and adds an outline
of a hgure and the word coExisT, wntten asa variation
on graphic designer Piotr Miodozeniec’s famous image-
word, across the center. All of this is upside down,
reflecting whar I imagine the world looks like to my
hve-vear-old son when 1 hold him up by his ankles, head
dangling just above the floor. These are the physical
operations that Williams’s fileers can perform in service
te meaning: silhouetting, tracing, layering, rotating.
COEXIST, like the yin-yang symbol, appears more
than once in Williams's paintings. It is a perfect exam-
ple of how Williams is not offering stories to read but
rather messages to decode and then acuvate—by
sarurating us with symbals we 've soinre rnalized that
we don’t even see them anvmore. Once we do discern
COEXIST, we cail, on the one hand, make fun of sincere
hippits who are really into the concept (hippies being
a Wilhams subjecr as early as 2007, ina painting in
which a long-haired fellew gazes at his obsolescent
reflection in a CD) and, on the ather, kind of wish we
wrere sincere hippies, acknowledging the dithculor of
maintaining even a bumper sticker's worth of hope.
Mot surprisingly, a favoriee reference of the artise is
Martin Kippenberger’s 1784 painting Weth the Besr
Wil im the World, I Can’t See a Swweastika. In that

Michael Wiliams, Goosa . 2015, nédes print. o, and pashel an camas, 60 = 43"

sense, Williams's symbaols are the ultimare generative
filters—they pue us through a valuable thoughr pro-
cess that we barely notice.

Whether drawing on the page or the screen,
Williams maintains his selt-aware, dryvly humorous,
and, yes, romantic touch, When we speak of an art-
isr's touich—rthe way she handles paint, let’s say—we
can also speak of the confidence o fave a touch at
a moment when pamnting expressively can seem

absurdly sincere if theres nor a wink involved. Bur
there is also confidence in purting rhis kind of image,
in this mode, out into the world. “Paindng is so aus-
rere, a5 a premise, that it can rake a lot of dumbness,”
Williams says, “and sall maintain thar austeriry. It
can transtorm the dumbness into something else.™
The 2016 painting Abdicable Fritisakens, for exam-
ple, just places the phrase BEST BEACH FOR KIDS IN La,
m a default tvpeface around a circle. It couldn™ be

AFRIL 2017 181



more stark, or somehow funmer. Williams sees it as
a .wlf—prn".'m_'nrirm- =] rt|~.-.'ﬂ3.'-i think abourt it like in

high school—pasters that I would put on my wall.
There was a Led Zeppelin poster that we found thar
has been driven over a thousand nimes  a poster of
a palitician who looked really nerdy. It's like having
something in my house thar challenges me every
day—I want o live with things thar disturb my house
a linle.”

A central motif for Willlams™s Carnegie exhibition
depicts a closely observed comer of a classroom, with
a couple of chairs, a desk, and then, as if releported in,
a distorred face with acursor arrow in its eye and a
lacrosse player in midstride above it, The night wall of
the room is adorned with the phrase cLOBAL WARMING,
and its back wall is a wonky grid that in other paint-
ings has variously signaled a highway, a fence, or cir-
cuitry. In short, this s 2 virtual room laden wich the
symbals and signifiers by which we assemble our teen-
age selves, Or, as Williams sees it, *a fgare davdream-
ing about lacrosse during a lecture on global warming,”
And so, like the hillside, this picture has the feel of
lived experience, a memory of school not so removed
from Williams's own (he played lacrosse) bur a memory
thar doesn’ escape its filkers unscathed. Five variations

1922 ARTRDRLUM
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Shaps, J04E, off and peancl on
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Rignt: Michast Willlams, Ponse
Stobdy. 2015, ¢il, sirorush, and
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on this composition are at the Carnegie, incluoding rwo
much smaller, entirely oil canvases, In Brows Shape,
2016, the various clements are fairly clear, even as they
interlock to resemble jigsaw-puzele pieces. Working
again in delicare pools of thin oil, Willhams evokes 5an
Francisco psychedelia for his global warming, ironi-
cally but lovingly nodding re a sincere style contempo-
rancous with the birth of the environmental movement,
F!'H”E:I'.IH the monsirous face into the F-;nmgn:-und with
a glaring green thar calls to mind an carlier ink-jet
painning of Shirek ( [esny’s Patly, 2014, bur then giving
the painting over to the cenrer, where a lacrosse
player emerges from a moetled brown area, his pocket
overflowing with dabbed-on brick-red paint, mirrored
on the bottom of the stick by whar looks like the op
of a paintbrush.

The striking contrast in pamnt textores and forms
gives this scene an immedizate emotional heft. Two
figures, unsertling in their distortion and both stand-
ins for the arnst, seem to struggle, in a way noe dis-
similar to some of Lassnigs scenanos. By contrast,
Purple Shebdy, 20135, rakes the same image and
allows the back-wall puzzie ro run amok. Williams’s
filter rakes over the entire space, distorming everyrhing
around it. The lacrosse stick splays in the center, and

the room 15 a riotof deep purple, earthen brown, and
varving shades of green.

The chaos of the painring highlights Williams’s
1ﬂ[|‘."|'|t'!1 d5 d -.:u|uri!i1 IJI'IIJ l..'l.'ll'l'lplil'!il'r. ."'..‘i :i]'l S0 I'I'Iill'l'!.' -I':IZI:
his paintings, colors sit next to sach other but do noe
mix. Perceprually, it's the equivalent of being rumbled
by a wave: You know there is an up and a down, but
they are impossible o locate. From work to work,
Williams uses repetition and acoumulation of images,
motifs, and structures, running them through differ-
Nl ProCesses or takes—hlrers, o to speak—as if echo-
g the ways in which the world roday is like one long
repetition of many of the same images and morifs and
structures, filtered through ditferent media and mem-
branes, whether screens or surfaces or our eves. These
paintings seem to ask: How do we make sense of a
memory that allows for so many versions?

One answer might be found in Permarnent Green,
2017, a huge and lushly rendered puzzle paintng in
BIEcn s, FllITFlJt"‘.':-., I_'.:ll-:l.‘d I.'“:‘EHI:'.‘G.I :lI'II'_:I 'ITI'L'ITJI'_'I:-' 1."!'1 WIS,
replete with black lines and excursions. A face emerges
atcenter right, squeczed into an enormous trown; ar
left, finely delineated graphic motifs are rudely inter-
rupied by brushy explosions of color. There is no
blending. of course—the colors just have to, well,



These paintings seem to ask:
How do we make sense of a memory
that allows for so many versions?

coexist, Ar botrom left 15, oddly, a small swirl. At top
right, it looks as though another, more convennonal
ahstract painting is bubbling ro the surface. Aside
from the puzzle pieces, Williams otters no paths to
follow here. We are out of the land of referents and in
a space where pant is applied in strokes tharare var
iously thin and thick, and seem in some passapes
angry. in others careful. Arirs bomtam, the painting
drips into an indehnite ending.

Permanent Green specificallv works against the
classrooms (though one might womnder if the matsx
that engulfed Purple Shebdy expanded, hlled in, and
avertook the world, s¢i-f sevle) and moves explicitly

Mt gt Willllame, Parmanent Green, 20007, il ardd ensmel on camas, 3727 < 12777

away from the recognizable and the narrarive. It feels
as though Williams is summoning up a mystical
response to his own prescribed filters, calling forth
that knowing romanticism that pervades his funniest
and darkest paintings. In the process, he captures the
virtual, mnemonic, and informational grnd overlaying
and underlying our entire experience. L]
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