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The artist-to-artist studio visit is an event that offers the potential for magic; exceptionally creative minds meet,
exchange brilliance, and for those of us who are not artists, we find ourselves wishing we could have at least been a
fly on the wall during the encounter. While in Los Angeles, Nellie King Solomon visited Tomory Dodge’s studio, a
fellow painter who she has long respected and admired. Nellie recalled that the event, as with other conversations
she has had with artists, taught her things about herself that she did not know, and allowed her to articulate what she
is working through in her own studio. Though the actual dialogue that took place in the studio was not documented,
Nellie subsequently wrote down a few questions that recall their conversation:

Tomory Dodge, Car, 2004, oil on canvas, 78 x 108 inches
NKS: Lisa Sanditz said she is always in some way trying to paint “The essence of the problems of the
landscape.” How does this phrase resonate with what you are grappling with in your own work?
TD: When I was making my earlier landscape-based work I was fascinated by the California desert and the various
dynamics that I saw at play there. I was really stuck by the amount of trash and detritus that I came across. I don’t
know if there is more or less trash in the desert than anywhere else, but the starkness of the environment seems to
make it more noticeable. The wind can scatter things more easily. There is a strange combination of emptiness and
the overwhelming evidence of human impact in the form of this “stuff”— these nameless fragments and damaged
objects. I saw the desert as a kind of “in between” space— not really wilderness, not really part of normal, defined,

objects. I saw the desert as a kind of “in between” space— not really wilderness, not really part of normal, defined,
socialized space either. I found it a simultaneously threatening and seductive place for this reason. It was easy to
begin to see this undefined space as a blank surface and these nameless, scattered objects as marks. This set the
stage for various fantasies and imagined scenes which became paintings, but it also allowed me to push this imagery
towards what I considered at the time to be a kind of abstraction.
As the work became more abstract it was still driven by a notion of the mark holding a dual role as nameless object
and brushstroke— both occupying a hard to define space. I’ve realized fairly recently that much of the meaning that I
derive from my own work revolves around questions of representation. Even my most abstract work seems to define
itself through its relationship to some notion of representation and the outside world, and this thread can be traced
back to this experience of a “trashed” landscape.
It’s not something that I mean to be glib about. Obviously, the fact that one can go into the middle the Mojave and be
surrounded by discarded tires and empty bottles, or go to the middle of the Pacific, for that matter, and be in a sea of
plastic is a massive tragedy. But art is derived from its time and place.
NKS: In a recent studio visit, Natasha Boas (curator and writer) said to me, “there’s nothing pretty about what
you do!” in reaction to people finding my work formally beautiful or satisfying. [She instead described it as
being very “punk.”] How do you feel the idea of beauty applies to your work?
TD: It has always been hard for me to talk about beauty in relation to my work. I think it’s really a problem of
definition. I don’t know if I, or anyone else for that matter, really have a good definition of beauty these days in terms
of contemporary art. I definitely don’t have much interest in making work that’s “pretty,” but I do want to make work
that is visually stimulating and engaging. This of course can include work that is actually visually repellent or “ugly.” I
guess I would have to think of beauty as a way to evoke larger concerns through aesthetics. That kind of sounds very
cerebral, but I don’t mean for it to be. I see beauty more in terms of evocation rather than appearance. I think beauty
can be “punk.”

Tomory Dodge, Summer Legs, 2014, oil on canvas, 84 x 72 inches
NKS: In a dialogue about the current status of painting it came to my attention that some people (mostly nonartists) divide artists into groups: painters versus non-painters; social/politically-minded artists versus
artists who make “art about art.” Do you feel your work puts you in opposition to any other group of artists?
Do you think about art in these categorical terms?
TD: Sometimes. I don’t necessarily see myself working in opposition to any group of artists or way of art making, but I
think there is a difference between painting and other ways of working. At a certain level of mark making painting is
never conceptual, it’s actual. It can be thought of in terms of preverbal thought, but it’s not something that can be
reasoned through beforehand. In this way it is the reasoning through. There is also the fact that any given painting
will be primarily about painting itself before it’s about anything else. I think these two aspects cause some people to
look askance at painting, unfortunately. They see it as too introspective for a time when many have gotten the idea
that art needs to be “about” something to achieve relevance. Personally, I’ve always found work that is overtly about
something to be kind of boring.
NKS: How important is humor to your work? I find it an important element in my own work, and it’s usually
operating in paintings I’m drawn to. What do you think humor facilitates in painting?
TD: I think humor is very important. I guess I often see it as making for more complex work, or maybe it enables
inherent complexities within the work to be dealt with to a greater extent without running into the seemingly dead end
of irony. It can also make heartfelt sincerity more accessible, maybe even more resonant in the long term. In a recent
article on the Art21 blog, the painter Angela Dufresne questions the imposed dichotomy of Sincerity/ Irony in
contemporary art and calls for an alternative, a “third pill.” It think humor often provides some sort of alternative.
NKS: What do you think of “all at once paintings” versus “slow paintings?” In other words, for me, some
paintings elicit an immediate reaction that sticks, and others require time to unpack or even to become
cohesive as you look at them. Do you consciously think about this in your own work?
TD: I do think about that a lot. Ideally, I imagine a painting would be both. It would be immediately engaging, but
would continue to evolve and reveal itself slowly overtime. That said, there is always something uniquely rewarding
when a painting that may have seemed not so engaging slowly starts to reveal itself and become more and more
profound. I’ve often felt that great art of any kind is endlessly revealing itself— a kind of bottomless well of meaning. If
forced to choose, I’ll choose slow over fast. That kind of slow reveal is something that painting is so good at. It’s also
a rare experience in our day in age. I think that makes it even more valuable.

Tomory Dodge, Antenna, 2014, oil on canvas, 79 x 96 inches
NKS: What do you think about the word “practice.” Does it apply to you? Do you use it when talking about
what you do?
TD: I don’t really. I’m not sure why. I think it does apply to me, but it’s not a word I tend to use for whatever reason. I
usually refer to “my work” as opposed to “my practice.” Maybe it’s because “work” seems to emphasize the painting

usually refer to “my work” as opposed to “my practice.” Maybe it’s because “work” seems to emphasize the painting
as an object more to me. It’s what I do, but it’s also what I make. I see myself more as “working on my work” rather
than “practicing my practice.”
NKS: Do you think abstract paintings are an acquired taste, do you think they require some level of visual
literacy? What do you think visual literacy is?
TD: I actually think we are in a period of fairly advanced visual literacy. We live in the age of Instagram, after all.
People spend most of their free time scrolling though images and interpreting them. I don’t think this translates to
painting literacy very much though. I think painting literacy is a more complicated thing and unfortunately isn’t helped
much by looking only at images. The image is only half of painting. The other half is the object. I’ve often thought of
paintings as inherently contradictory for this reason. A painting is a space that is an object, a window that’s a wall. It’s
essential to consider the concrete aspect of the painting if one is going to understand the image aspect of it and vice
versa. It’s through the physical that one is able to understand how the image exists. I think this is especially true for
abstract painting.
NKS: Why do you think painting is important? What do you think painting does for audiences?
TD: Second to spoken language, painting/ drawing is our oldest mode of communication. It’s our original technology
for transferring our inner imaginings to others— it takes an image that previously existed only in our mind and
transfers it into the physical world. I think it’s revealing to consider painting from a technological standpoint these
days when we are so inundated with digitally generated images. It’s tempting to see painting as a clunky relic, unable
to keep up with the speed and disposable nature of the digital image. A painted image is tied to its physicality (much
the same way we as humans are tied to ours). But I think it’s this relationship between the physical and ethereal that
makes painting powerful.
I think it’s possible to imagine all images as icebergs. What we see on the surface is only a fraction of what exists.
Beneath the surface is a huge structure that is holding up that bit on the surface, even in the case of digital imagery,
which seems so ethereal and disembodied. Beneath that image at some point, somewhere, lies a chunk of binary
code written on a hard drive. In the case of painting, this image and structure is presented all at once in its entirety. In
a sense it’s true, painting is archaic and technologically obsolete, but it is also the basic blue print for all our image
technology and as such it serves as a stark reminder that all images are constructions.
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