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There's a new app that offers free transcription of audio files via artificial
intelligence. No human is listening — instead, a proprietary algorithm,
trained on hundreds of thousands of other audio files, will turn it into text
automatically. The day after | interviewed the painter Joshua Nathanson in
his Highland Park studio, | decided to test it out by uploading our hours-
long conversation (which | had recorded on my iPhone). A few minutes later,
| received the document in my inbox, and | scanned through it only to find
unfamiliar phrases neither of us had spoken.

“An idea because he ate it in centuries here it's really interesting brought
about like a steam train.”

“It is it's turning and turning him down.”

“Yeah. Pull it. Why I love bright.”

Some of the keywords of our chat were there, but the Al | had invited to
eavesdrop had morphed and recombined them into something quite different.
In some ways this is an apt metaphor for Joshua Nathanson’s work, which
begins with sketches taken from life in the tradition of plein air painting, but
gradually mutates through conversation with various digital interfaces (as
well as the artist's own subconscious gestures) to become the canvases he is
best known for.

His paintings are quickly recognizable for their vivid color, layered
composition, and a distinctively loose, sometimes childlike drawing style. This
deceptive simplicity belies his subject matter, craft, and process: the fact that
not only do his works reflect on a screen-mediated society (without including
obvious symbols like apps or emoiji), but that they’ve been constructed in
a deep and unique “collaboration” with computer vision. Like much about
our contemporary digital condition, familiar objects are re-composited in
a strange new order of reality. Like when we enter all of our personal data
into a new app, immediate reactions of novelty and delight give way to a
sense of the uncanny and mixed emotions. His colors themselves become a
semaphore, like the brilliance of tropical fish flashing through murky waters
that are far deeper than we realized.

For Yuz Museum, Shanghai, Nathanson has created 5 new large-scale
paintings as well as a hand-painted mural, a video animation, and a towering

3D-designed sculpture. This show, his first in China, thus represents a
continuation and a twist in the artist’s practice — a “scope creep” of his
concerns within painting to new surfaces, dimensions, and geographies.

These new works emerged out of a residency Nathanson did in Shanghai
in spring 2017, during which he immersed himself in the city’s commercial
landscape. Inherently cautious about the history of artists from one culture
attempting to render another, the paintings focus on two public spaces that
have been mainstays of his work all along: the shopping mall and public
park.

Growing up in the Houston suburbs in the 1980s, Nathanson was fascinated
equally by shopping malls and nuclear war, with a child’s subconscious
understanding of the connection between the two. One represents a soothing
capitalist utopia, and the other an existential threat to the logic of capitalism
(quite literally, in the waning years of the Cold War). Nathanson recalls the
sensory overload of these suburban malls as hypnotizing for a small child
— the shimmering escalators, the colorful shop designs, the endless array
of products, the smell of pizza and sweets from the food court, the sounds
of movies, arcade games, and laughter bouncing off every surface of the
enclosed environment.

The classic 80’'s American mall design was a modernist box, with a maximum
of light-reflective materials evoking that era’s visions of the future: chrome
railings, plate glass, gleaming marble, all bathed in the light from fluorescent
tubes but also, in most cases, from the actual sun, via cutaway skylights.
The interior replicates the psychological effect of that other speculative
architecture of the future — the "biodome", a sustainable fortress providing
everything a select group of humans might need in the event of an
unforeseen disaster (as popularized by the experimental Biosphere 2 facility
constructed in Arizona in 1991). In a strange form of quasi-Calvinism, to be
inside the mall, and (this is key), shopping, is to suggest that one has already
made the cut to be among the chosen survivors of a future catastrophe. At
the same time, the behavior encouraged (and required) by the mall is of
hunting and gathering, transforming visitors into consumers “on the hunt” for
something, and the space into a quasi-natural “landscape” or ecosystem by
extension. This tension between safety and precarity, acute desire and pre-
emptive satiation, is the appeal and promise of the shopping mall as public
space. As a child in the mall, sometimes Nathanson would crawl under the
clothing racks at Macy’s and imagine the end of the world. “It wasn't really a
sad or scary thought as much as a feeling of true satisfaction,” the artist has
written.



Not far from Nathanson's studio in Los Angeles is a shopping center fittingly
named “the Americana at Brand”, which could be considered a post-
modern instead of modernist mall: it deconstructs the mall form and looks
to an imagined past rather than a (dead-end) future. Taking a queue from
Disneyland and the Southern California climate, the Americana is outdoors,
with its shops lining a simulated “main street” of indeterminate time period,
complete with a functional trolley-car, as well as sprawling fountains, trees,
benches. Lately Nathanson has approached the Americana the way that
Monet did his Giverny gardens, frequently returning to sketch its scenes,
people, and objects as the basis for new paintings, while acknowledging the
irony that, ever since the advent of Amazon and e-commerce, most American
malls are an endangered species.

In Shanghai, he was inspired by the glossy malls of Huaihai Lu and beyond,
finding in them traces of the futuristic optimism of high-modernist shopping
centers in 80's America. The resulting paintings suggest an “international
style” of shopping malls, a form that represents less a particular culture than
a moment in an economic trajectory. The shopping mall is perhaps not just a
feature of the “American Dream” of the 80s, or the “Chinese Dream” of today,
but instead the “Late Capitalist Dream”, hovering above all of us like the arc
of a foodcourt fountain’s spray — aiming up toward the skylights overhead, like
a target it will never reach.

And yet — the sensory pleasures of the shopping mall are real, and can’t be
easily dismissed. Nathanson'’s paintings render these pleasures faithfully,
non-cynically: the abundance of products, the infinite space suggested by
curving walkways and layered mezzanines, the discoveries of the hunt (re-
enacted by the journey of one’s eye around the canvas). Enigmatic figures
hinting at a procession of others and their gazes, to see and be seen by.

They seem to question why a mall is any less valid a public space than a
park, another favorite sketching spot, in Shanghai as well as Los Angeles.
Several works began as sketches in places like Fuxing Park, recalling classics
of the genre like “A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte” by
Georges Seurat, but Nathanson is a pointillist of the touch-screen swipe,
not the dot. Above all else, his work is interested in vitality — dynamic energy
flows within an ecosystem — and is radically agnostic about the context. The
park and the mall are simply two landscapes, both circumscribed by their
own rules, spectacles, and forms of consumption.

Just as American malls were stand-ins for a lack of common spaces, and
became oases from the suburban nuclear family home, so both parks and

malls can be oases within a mega-city like Shanghai. Transportation can feel
more like teleportation, even time travel — one might descend into the metro
from a lanehouse alleyway in the former French Concession, and exit directly
into a sleek shopping mall in Pudong. This collapse of space and time is
echoed in Nathanson's compositions, as fitting for Shanghai as it is in an
“autopia” like Los Angeles. In contrast to the often “bright grey” Shanghai sky
(due to pollution or simply humidity), the shopping mall becomes a pocket of
vibrant color — so brilliant it's almost like a simulation.

Nathanson’s color palette has always been idiosyncratic, juxtaposing
bright, fluorescent hues with muddier tones for an unsettling, emotionally-
ambivalent affect. Acid green meets pale peach meets electric blue — but
then interrupted by a line of earthy magenta that registers like a minor-scale
piano key. Though there are plenty of neons and pastels, often shorthand
for “the 80's”, they're not self-consciously retro in the way many post-Internet
and contemporary painters tend to utilize them. Instead, the use of day-glo
hints at and undercuts the digital color palette we're immersed in for half our
waking life. Recent studies show that the average American spends half of
their waking hours looking at a screen of some kind (the range for most other
countries is not be far off). Therefore humans are increasingly adapting to
colors that are always-already backlit — that are composed from LED light
shining through a slightly transparent hue. This is mimicked by the unusual
way that day-glo or fluorescent colors work, even in physical pigment form.
As scholar Carolyn L. Kane writes in her history of digital color, “Chromatic
Algorithms”, “fluorescents are a threshold phenomenon that are both additive
and subtractive, light-based and pigment based.” Nathanson’s palette
employs this “threshold phenomenon” to evoke computer colors, and then
pairs them with surprising choices like jewel tones. The overall affect is not
to counter-balance screen colors, but to estrange them ever so slightly —
perhaps making us more aware of the way our vision is being recalibrated by
our devices.

The artist’s vision is, of course, calibrated by his own devices, and so he
has made this an integral part of his conceptual and practical process. After
drawing from life with sketchbook and pen, Nathanson replicates these
sketches on an iPad, and begins to experiment with color. Here, a line of day-
glo orange can slide over a navy-blue shape without losing any brightness
or definition — in the utopia of the screen, all pixels are created equal. With
stylus and fingertip, Nathanson experiments with shape, hue, figure; can
dial intensity up and down, can scale an object from miniature to giant and
re-arrange them like weightless furniture. As in the analogue tradition, the
artist is making choices to inscribe his vision into form. But in the digital
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workflow, how many of these choices are being shaped by ever more subtle,
unseen factors: the app’s default line-weight-settings? The multiple version-
saves that allow backtracking? The very speed of the Gorilla Glass’s haptic
feedback loop? Rather than shy away, Nathanson is fascinated by this
interplay — a type of increased collaboration with our devices in ways that we
barely understand. These concepts are also an influence on the artist’'s new
animated videos and sculptures, in which casual digital gestures are further
“extruded” in other mediums — such as the flowing motion of an animation, or
the physical matter of a totemic sculpture. When a single fingertip “swipe” in
a 3D modeling program becomes a tangible texture on a massive sculpture,
is it still the product of a human hand?

Likewise, after countless iterations of his paintings, the composition is finally
re-painted by hand with physical pigments but not before the computer has
one last say. The artist uses a device called a “ColorMunki”, essentially a
small camera that scans the monitor to assess precisely what shades are
being displayed (to human observers), and help them mix real paints to
match. As Nathanson explains, “it’s literally the computer looking at itself.”
In other words, the ColorMunki is a tool for helping the computer share
its internal vision with the real world (or vice versa). From this new era of
exponential change, we may need to start asking not just “can an algorithm
be an artist?”, but “have artists been algorithmic actors all along?”

In the Al transcript of the artist’s interview, | was so struck by one line that |
traced it back to its human audio source. At one point Nathanson mentioned
that in certain works he focused on capturing these “spacey, psychedelic
malls”, which became “species of psychedelic moths.” When mall becomes
Biodome, and park becomes real-estate spectacle, when our eyes are trained
by the screen and not the other way around, when human and computer
hands are now locked in a Ouija Board push-pull to create new forms —
perhaps the vivid colors and shapes that flit around his canvases are indeed
“species of psychedelic moths,” a strange new breed we haven't identified
yet. Maybe here the Al transcriber was correct, and heard him more clearly
than | did.

BER Attache

EARE Acrylic on canvas
213 x 156 cm

2017
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Joshua Nathanson: The space in my paintings is similar to the space found
in window displays, stage sets and wallpaper. You can even find it in some
ancient Chinese scroll paintings. It's on the threshold between flatness and
depth and plays with both — they inform one another. But it’s also its own
unique type of space with its own internal logic or counter logic. You know,
it’s actually the counterintuitive stuff that makes them fun to look at. For
instance a single painting might have multiple suns and one of them might
be placed in front of the buildings. It doesn’t make sense in terms of a static
photographic space. But you could see it as a painting about the experience
of having been in a certain place over the course of an hour, where your eye
moved back and forth through the world with many ideas attached to each
position, and then it starts to make sense in a different way.

| like to have some sense of space in my paintings but I've found that a little
bit of illusionistic depth goes a long way. Also, I'm more concerned with basic
formal properties like composition, color, shape etc. and the depiction of
space is often at odds with these things. I'm always trying to convey a mood
or a state of mind and | find that these abstract properties do the job better
than illusionism. In this sense my paintings are probably closer to music than
they are to photographs.

Of our five senses | think that sight is the main way we connect to the world
as we navigate through it. Especially for myself as a painter and a visual
person. So when I'm out making sketches | often feel that I'm just one big
eyeball sitting there taking notes — the rest of me doesn't really matter. Also,
when I'm watching other people, | realize that they are often doing something
similar in the sense that they are looking around and taking stock of things.
I’'m drawn to their eyes and | wonder how they picture the world.

People often conflate intense colors with happiness but color can be used to
depict a whole range of emotions. I'm not concerned with happiness per se
but | always want to depict vitality. Some of my paintings might be about sad
or uncomfortable things but | still want them to feel alive. Colors are simply a
great way to convey emotions. | can’t help equating color with life itself so it's
definitely one the things | care about most.

Sometimes | use color to make certain things recognizable. For instance
| might paint an apple red so the viewer will know it's an apple and not a
peach. But otherwise | give myself total freedom to do whatever | want. |
spend a lot of time going back and forth between different color combinations
because everything is interrelated and | want each work to have its own
specific set of feelings when it's seen as a whole.

I've always been fascinated with the history of humanity and how we have
shifted over time from hunter gatherers to where we are now. The city is where
we are all jammed together and experimenting with new ways of being - it's
concentrated humanity. But of course we are spending more and more time
in our phones and “in the cloud” so it's already starting to seem outmoded.
When | go out into the real world I'm often struck by the feeling that I'm in a
giant theme park. It's title would be “Late 20th Century Land” or something.

| was thinking that parks and the malls both operate as types of utopian
spaces. Parks represent a return to nature in an idealized form. Whereas
malls represent the perfection of consumerism within late capitalism. Parks
point toward the past and malls point toward the future (or at least the height
of modernism). But perhaps the real future will take place in The Cloud?
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Before | went to Shanghai | was making paintings based on plein air sketches
of parks and malls in Los Angeles. For this show | simply decided to make
work based on parks and malls in Shanghai. These places are similar
wherever you go but | figured | would find small differences and that's what
the work would be about. But in actuality it was really hard to see much
difference at all! So for a while | thought my initial idea was kind of silly.

But ultimately, | began to feel as though | were syncing up with the city and it
started to inflect the way | was seeing and thinking about the malls and parks.
One of the main things was simply the scale of the city, it really blew my mind.
When | was going through it | felt like | was in a giant machine or some sort
of spaceship. And it seemed like it was growing really fast. While | was doing
the residency at YUZ Museum in the West Bund area, almost every other
block was a huge construction site. On the plywood walls surrounding the
sites, along the sidewalks, they had posted the plans — apartments, shopping
areas, restaurants, basketball courts, art galleries etc. As if each block would
be a self contained city in itself.

Also, | found that the people | met in Shanghai were very enthusiastic and
forward looking. Especially within the art community there was a sense that
things were really starting to grow and open up. It reminded me of Berlin in
the late 90’s when artists and galleries were beginning to move there. And,
like Berlin, | kept hearing versions of “man, you should have seen this place
ten years ago!”. People were genuinely excited to see what was coming next
and this feeling was infectious. Instead of feeling locked into place it felt like
things were sort of floating and suffused with a dreamlike quality.

| was inspired by some of the gifs | saw floating around on the internet over
the past 5 years. | found them really mesmerizing — | could watch them over
and over, even the really simple ones. So | thought it would be cool to make
an animation based on this type of experience. | made this animation a
little longer than a traditional gif and | added a soundtrack. Also a lot of the
elements within the animation are looping as they go past.

Traditional animation takes a lot of work so even the best animations tend to
simplify things. For instance when a character is talking everything is static
except for the mouth. If every part were moving for the entire show it would
take forever to draw everything. But since this animation is only 25 seconds |

was able to animate a million little things. When everything is moving it has a
really psychedelic effect that | love.

In my paintings I'm often depicting the same scene but in a variety of ways —
from different angles, at different times of the day and within the framework of
my mood fluctuations. An animation allows me to move between these things
and to let them have a conversation.

In this animation we have a shopping mall with people going up and down
the escalators. It's a seamless loop but it's meant to feel as though the whole
scene is being witnessed from an escalator that's going forever upward. Malls
are such aspirational places that it obviously had to be an upward movement
toward “heaven” and everything you always wanted. The soundtrack was
meant to convey the almost spiritual nature of the experience. And it has an
incessant bass line that's akin to the unstoppable nature of desire.

First of all, in a really basic sense, these technologies have really given me
a lot of freedom in working with traditional art concerns. By sketching on
the iPad | can do things with color that are really hard and sometimes even
impossible in the real world (for instance, changing all of the colors all at
once with a color adjustment tool). And with 3D modeling I'm able to make
a fairly complex sculpture in a short amount of time. It's so easy to make
dramatic changes — moving things around, shifting the scale, saving multiple
versions etc. These technologies each have their own aesthetics and it's easy
to lean on them because they feel inherently contemporary simply because
they’re associated with the newness of the technology. So | try to avoid falling
into that trap by thinking of these things as amazing tools but not something |
want to really foreground in the work.

But yeah, all of us are always looking at these screens and jumping around
within them. When it was just film and television it was all very passive but
now we are using these technologies for communication, gaming, shopping
etc. We are spending more and more time in these spaces and that affects
everything about us. Compared to the real world, these spaces are colder,
more saturated with color and information, and tend to cultivate a sort of
habitual “checking in”. Even when we are just sitting there in the real world it's
becoming harder to be in those moments. We want to be doing some small
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tasks or simply get back into our phones. As video games became more and
more advanced, | used to marvel at their ability to create things that looked
“real”, like cars, trees, skys etc. But somehow this started to reverse itself so
that lately I've begun to look at the real world and to think about how digital it
feels.

The exhibition is called 'High Flow', would you like to share with us the story
behind it?

For this body of work | wanted to add a dreamy feeling to the work. One of the
ways | did this was by adding transparent sprays of color over the top of the
finished paintings. | use Golden brand paint and they have a line of acrylics
that’'s made for airbrushing and it's called “High Flow”.

Also, | kept getting the feeling that things in Shanghai were very fluid and on
the cusp of where the world is headed. As if things are chugging along at a
fast past but with a type of graceful confidence. Like water flowing down the
street after a hard rain.

Xi#& Flythrough
REARE Acrylic on canvas
213 x 156 cm

2017
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Kk{BA9%E[E] Eternal Return
7REF Acrylic on canvas
241 x 429 cm

2017
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|R8E Strange Bears
REAE Acrylic on canvas
213 x 156 cm

2017
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YNETEEEE How To Thrive

EiEsfR, 1080x1920 &, B, 50 MEIMER

Video projection, 1080x1920 pixels, 50 seconds in length and
running on a loop with sound

2017

‘Sin, DEREREAEREIS, 2018 F
"High Flow", installation view at Yuz Museum, Shanghai, 2018
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At Real Nature

BEBN, REREAE

Fiber glass,acrylic and urethane
183 x 137 x 396 cm

2018

SARKYUFENE
On-site shot of artist at work
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FEFZ AR About the artist

AP - 7R, £F 1976 F, F 2006 FREINMIHFEBATH EARPOIR TR SRR,
2000 FREHAMBEARZIF LM, WEEHFLIEFTEZI. PERSHZMSWAERERSE
BRI ENET R EENEITOE. MITEEE: “FMESF” , Downs & Ross EIE, Y,
2017 &; “SHFHEFNERIZ” , Kakakki BIES, &%, 2016 &F; “@iX" , AHEE, #3R,
2016 FF; “S5EnTs” , VFS EIES, iS120L, 20156 4F; “FE” , MEEZATE, Bk, 2005 5%,
HEGE: ‘BFoEAK , ANEEE, 6%, 2016 F; ‘N ELENBRIUE—IFASE
WAZI=ZE8 - HE” |, BEEARE, R, 2016 5; “HAERER®E" , ARNDT B, i,
2015 6F; “TECIABIENET , MIEZARFL, 8201, 20124, “KXIBWE , JCEERs, 4,
BaithF, 2009 &%,

Joshua Nathanson (b.1976) received his MFA from Art Center College
of Design, Pasadena in 2006, and BFA from School of Visual Arts, New
York in 2000. Nathanson now lives and works in Los Angeles. Significant
commissions include Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago and
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles. His solo exhibitions
include:"Forest Lawn", Downs & Ross, New York, 2017; “Make Memories
with the Bunny”, Kaikai Kiki, Tokyo, 2016; “Froth”, Luce Gallery, Turin, 2016;
“Labor Day”, Various Small Fires, Los Angeles, 2015; “Balance”, Diktatorian
Project Space, Berlin, 2005 and etc. Group shows include: “Electronic
Superhighway”, Whitechapel Gallery, London, 2016; “Takashi Murakami’s
Superflat Collection — From Shohaku and Rosanjin to Anselm Kiefer”,
Yokohama Art Museum, Yokohama, 2016; “| Know You Got Soul”, ARNDT,
Singapore, 2015; “Prince at the Forum”, Beacon Arts Center, Los Angeles,
2012; “Big Poster”, Pro Choice, Vienna, Austria, 2009 and etc.

SARRYBE - HIER

Joshua Nathanson, the artist
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KFRIEBEANIEEZ(E
About Yuz Project Space of Art

REREANERE TR TREREEANEFERSIT THIERETRTE, F 2015 £ 9 BIER
MRARFFI . MEZEBIEEARKEIIEARETE, IMERUR, SIEFERHNEAEREIE .
MU A=PIE + —PRER HESHER, AEARRENS=E-EEmNENERLNZRIEELR
SIS

FERENEREZESENERIZARREHENFRTHNFSIIRAZN, BEOHRS. AR
FEBEIRE. I, METAFLEZSARRENAZIEAE=DHOE, BARREUERIEM
8%, SHITREEENOEE, RERANZRENERIRTREM .

Yuz Project Space of Art is a new independent program of Yuz Museum’s
exhibitions, which opened to the public in September 2015. Yuz Project
Space of Art invites artists to make site-specific works or projects, engaging
boldly with the museum, its surroundings and its audience. Combining a
“project + an exhibition,” the artist interacts actively with the space and aims
to present the moment when contemporary art is happening.

Yuz Project Space of Art is the place where innovation, invention, and a new
movement happen in the pathway of an artist. It aims to provide another
platform for Chinese and international artists to exhibit their artworks as well
as more opportunities to communicate with each other. Yuz Project Space of
Art invites the artist to get inspired with new ideas by engaging the artist with
the museum space and try to make some break-through artworks that are
different from itsw own line.

KF SRR
About Yuz Artist Residency

RISBENEELZARIEITY, EENZAREHES IS ARACELE, FHOEARRIAY
ZARERNT BHEN . (BHEPINUIIRENER .

The artist residency at Yuz Museum aims to provide an environment for
cultural exchange, an opportunity for non-local artists to learn about China
and Chinese culture.
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