LUCKY DEBELLEVUE +
JAKE EWERT =

Hi Jake. I will start this volley. I met you right after
9/11, when I gave a talk at a university. I gave the worst
artist talk I have ever given in my life. I think I was in shock,
and everything seemed a bit meaningless at that moment.
Anyway, you were one of the students I met with for a
studio visit. I remember the work you showed me. It was a
series of questions on standard eight-by-eleven-inch paper
that you posted on the wall. Your work now seems very
much interested in the material aspect of art making. Can
you tell me about the transition from that earlier work to
the way you work now?
LUCKY:

I was in shock, too. Grad school was like two years of
shock therapy. I pinned the questions to the wall so it would
look like I was engaged in some kind of Conceptual practice.
In reality I was just very confused and doing my best to
stay in the program. I was also keeping tabs on a group of
death-row inmates with the hope of editing a newsletter
about their shared experiences, recording conversations with
people involved in the organization and the supply chain of
the reenactment movement. There was a lot of pressure to
use source material in our work.
I actually saw your work a few years before then at a
show organized by Bill Arning in Kansas City. It was a great
show. There was an arrangement of lunch trays on the floor
joined together by pipe cleaners. It might have been the
lamest sculpture I had ever seen. I loved it. After that I got to
know your other work, with its complex structures, spatial
balance of oddball forms and color gradations, and delicate
layering of explicit and implied meanings and references. I
don’t think you can avoid materiality.
JAKE:

Funny, my first impression was that you were the
“Conceptual artist” of that group of grad students. You
seemed pretty confident, actually. Thanks for the “lamest”
sculpture comment. I mean that. I worked for a Conceptual
artist when I first moved to New York, Joseph Kosuth, so that
really challenged me, being a painter at the time. At some
point soon after, I didn’t want to make paintings, so I started
from zero again. I found some pipe cleaners that the previous
LUCKY:

tenant left in the apartment, picked those up, and thought,
really? I decided to use it as an art material, realizing how
dumb/lame it was. I graduated to the more craft-oriented
chenille stems, which were not functional pipe cleaners. The
half joke became my medium, but it did open up things for
me. At some point it started to make me feel hemmed in,
after working for many years with it being my go-to material,
so a new search began to add to what I was already doing.
I agree, you can’t avoid materiality. Back to working for
a Conceptual artist—there were always formal concerns
with the fonts used, formats, how something is presented;
basically, design issues. So the artistic practice just takes on
different forms no matter what the genre.
How did you end up working for Joseph Kosuth? Did
you see him as a mentor, or was it just a job? What kind of
effect did working for him have on your work at the time?
JAKE:

I kind of fell into the job, and it shook me up a
little bit. I can’t say I was ever a big fan of Conceptual art,
although I knew it was important. But it did make me think
of doing things that were more about information instead
of being so concerned with the formal issues of painting. So
I started making these collages about tourism. It was white
paper with images collaged that I found in these old books
about visiting different countries. It was kind of like the idea
of an empire, with the privilege of being able to go anywhere
and do anything. There was a lot of condescending imagery
in these photos that were supposed to be innocent events of
interacting with the natives. I started thinking of things that
were more political.
I also started to think about things that are American,
how our culture—from music to films, etc.—influenced and
was influenced by particular things and tropes. One thing
that seemed pervasive to me was fast-food culture. I think
that’s when I started to use materials that were cheap and
throwaway, things like plastic lunch trays.
I think we are both interested in materiality and the use of
nontraditional art materials. Now I like to integrate newfound mediums with the more traditional ones. I think you
LUCKY:
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do, too. Can you talk about how you have arrived at some of
the materials you use?
I was using materials that were just around in the
places where I would go to look for things. I bought the corduroy around the corner at Zarin’s, and the pizzas were made
two blocks away at Rosario’s. I had ideas and was looking for
things around me to use. With the corduroy panels, the idea
was that I wanted the surface itself to be a part of the image;
the image would come out of the surface. The pattern that
existed in the material would become the image or text.

But the corduroy, did you see the wide-wale corduroy and then make the paintings? Did you see the material
first, or did it just pop in your head?
LUCKY:

JAKE:

LUCKY:

Can you talk a little more about the pizza paintings?

They were something I saw in my head and wanted
to make. It’s hard to describe the thought process behind
something that seems intuitive. But I guess the first time
I thought about making them I was watching the weekly
debate on NY1 between the guy from the Bronx Democratic
Club and the guy with the red satin jacket and beret.
JAKE:

LUCKY:

That guy from the Guardian Avengers?

I think they’re called the Guardian Angels. His name
is Curtis Sliwa. I would never endorse him or vigilante
justice. But they were talking about local issues related to
the economic crisis at the time, and he said something that
stuck with me—one indicator of a balanced economy in New
York City is the relative prices of a newspaper, subway token,
and a slice of pizza. If one becomes more expensive than the
others, it means something is out of whack. In that sense,
pizza really becomes elemental. I was thinking about all of
these things that make it symbolic. I wanted to freeze it in
time and make it my own. So I figured out how to preserve
them and started making paintings on top of the cheese.
At the time I started making them, I was also interested in
making work that could function at one level as decorative
objects, and pizza is a food that is also its own plate. So they
were a kind of readymade way of making ceramics.
JAKE:
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Did you start making the pizza paintings when you
were in Rome?
LUCKY:

I wanted to make the pizzas a long time before then,
and I thought Rome would be a good place to try and make
a pizza painting. But it didn’t work, because Roman pizzas
don’t look like pizza. They’re rustico, and I wanted a big,
round New York pizza.
JAKE:

Well, the idea for the paintings was that I was
interested in a kind of formation of language coming out of
the surface and its relationship to occult geometry—along
with art-historical references like tapestries and Sol Lewitt;
stuff like that. So I knew I could do that with a ribbed fabric,
and I just stumbled onto the material I used. I was mostly
drawn to the scale of the ribs and texture of the surface. It
accepted the ink I was using really well, and I like the way it
looked, the color. It just seemed to work. There’s also a kind
of built-in metaphor to that material, with its history in both
labor and culture.
JAKE:

When you talk about the text coming out of the
surface, it really works as an object and an idea.
LUCKY:

I’d like to know more about things that were going on
in your work before I met you, like after you stopped making
paintings and before you started getting involved with the
kind of sculpture you’re known for. I’ve heard about a bowl
of potpourri you made. Also, the aluminum foil crowns …
JAKE:

I was really challenged when I first moved here. It
was a new environment. There was a lot of change and that
can be challenging. I needed to find other ways of working
besides painting. It was just exploring a lot of different ideas
and materials to see what would excite me. I forgot about
the potpourri things that were made out of urinal cakes and
different materials like that. The urinal-cake potpourri was
about forming an idea about covering up anything that’s
unpleasant or weird, using cheap materials to cover up or
enhance things when in reality it creates a weird, artificial
politeness. So I thought I would turn that on its head by using
materials that have these strong odors you associate with
taking a piss, to use other materials that were not natural, but
artificial and possibly toxic. It was just a search for—I think I
wanted some kind of object-materiality that I hadn’t explored
in a long time. I was never really into “sculpture” before that. I
was also interested in things where the material use was kind
of—for lack of a better word—anti-macho. I was interested
in the idea of seriality. One thing I made that I never showed
was a collection of toilet paper tubes that had accumulated for
months and months and were to be displayed in a row. A nod
to a kind of everyday activity that speaks about being human.
LUCKY:

JAKE:
LUCKY:

Yes, a sad and broke Walter De Maria. It was an
interesting time in New York because it wasn’t so moneydriven. Artists were more prone to do things that weren’t
saleable. I remember seeing an Andrea Zittel piece that was a
fly incubator, going from one stage to another. It was a kind
of awesome metaphor about the stages of existence. I don’t
think too many collectors want to buy flies. Well, maybe
some very adventurous ones.
LUCKY:

Yes. Roman pizzas have a slightly irregular shape and
are delicately handmade-looking.
JAKE:

LUCKY:

They have things like zucchini blossoms on them.

Exactly, and I just wanted a big, round thing with
cheese in the middle.
JAKE:

Kind of like a sad Walter De Maria.

With the craterlike surface?

When you came here was there still an East Village
gallery scene?
JAKE:

I got here at the very end of it. My first job was
actually working for Gracie Mansion gallery. The little time
I was there was pretty freaky. Rene Ricard came in once and
terrorized the gallery. I thought he was a high, homeless
person; he was drinking something out of a can of eggnog
with a straw. Who walks around with a can of eggnog, even
during the holidays? I did meet David Wojnarowicz. He was
really sweet. He had recently been to the Atchafalaya Basin
in Louisiana, an area where I’m from, so we talked about
that. But you really felt like it was right before the exodus.
Then the galleries all left.
Remember when we were in Rome and we saw the early
drawings of Gilbert and George, The General Jungle? I got the
Rome Prize, and you joined me later. We saw their exhibition
at Maxxi. I feel like, independently and years later, we were
both still influenced by that show, because I remember having
a conversation with you not that long ago where we were both
thinking of doing work influenced by it. I wasn’t successful,
and I gave up on the idea. I’m not sure why years later I still
found it so interesting. I guess I liked their DIY approach, their
personas—there’s something very sweet about that early work.
LUCKY:

I was really impressed with them formally. Just as
a practical way of dealing with a big piece of paper; it was
folded. Then when it was unfolded and hung on the wall it
became a picture made out of a grid. That’s what their work
turned into, and you could see very clearly in those drawings
how their work would develop. So for me, I was interested
in finding a new structure just by compressing something I
already had. The idea was starting where they started and
arriving at a new place of my own.
JAKE:

LUCKY:

Are you talking about the works on paper?

There were several pieces; I guess you could call
them books that were influenced by those early Gilbert and
George drawings. One was a canvas bag holding a series of
drawings that I made upstate, in the river on Michael Allen’s
property. They were actually made in the river. I spread out
the sheets of paper on the rocks and waded from sheet to
sheet, making marks and at times wringing them out like
rags in the water. They were soaked with ink, mud, and river
water. At the end of the day, when I had resolved each sheet,
I put them back in the same canvas bag I carried them down
in and the ink bled through the bag. When I hung them up
to dry, it was obvious that they should remain bound in the
bag as a single thing.
JAKE:

Process and performance seem to really be in
people’s minds now. Would you have liked to have that event
recorded as a performance?
LUCKY:

I don’t think so. I think I was only able to do it
because there wasn’t anyone around. I didn’t want to be
JAKE:

Gilbert & George, We Step into the Responsibility Suits of
Our Art, 1971, charcoal on canvas paper.
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seen doing it. I’m not interested in performing for anybody.
The next book began with an oak folding table (or stage)
I made to fit a large pad of paper. I was building on what
had happened with the bag. So I began with the support,
which was the table. The starting point was one of the last
Savoy Operas of Gilbert and Sullivan called The Flowers of
Progress. The thing about starting points is that eventually
you get caught up in the process of making something and
it takes on a life and meaning of its own. As I worked on
the drawings they bled through onto each other and onto
the table.
One informed the other, influenced the other, bled
onto the other?
LUCKY:

Yes, there are impressions of all the drawings on each
one. And the cover of the pad of paper says “Rough News,”
like the rough information that happened.
JAKE:

Now that you mention that I remember you really
like the Mike Leigh movie about Gilbert and Sullivan, Topsy
Turvy. I didn’t get it at the time, but I’ve seen it more than
once since then, and it touches on so many things. It’s a very
well-made film.
LUCKY:
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Jake Ewert, Untitled, 2009, oil
on pizza, 23 x 23 in. Jake Ewert, Untitled, 2008, ink on
corduroy, 20 x 20 in. Jake Ewert, (both) Untitled, 2008, oil
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT:

on pizza, 23 x 23 in. Jake Ewert, Flowers of Progress,
2011, ink and gouache on paper, table, 30 x 38 x 26 in.
Jake Ewert, studio view.
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Lucky DeBellevue,
Kai Matsumiya installation view, 2014. Lucky DeBellevue,
Untitled, 2014, pistachio shells, block printing ink on linen, 48
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT:

x 36 in. PHOTO: ELISE GALLANT. Lucky DeBellevue,
Kai Matsumiya installation views, 2014. Lucky DeBellevue,
Untitled, 2014, birch wood veneer, graphite, wood, 24 x 18 in.

PHOTO: ELISE GALLANT.

I love the idea of “topsy turvy.” It really sums up so
many of the themes of art today, to begin with an absurd
premise and carry it out to its logical conclusion.
JAKE:

One thing that sticks with me about that film
is the final scene, where one of the actors is singing by
herself onstage. Throughout the film they touch on her
substance abuse problems, and she is obviously high. I
don’t think you can discount the zone you get in when
you’re high or making art or participating in something
creative, and it melds in that moment when she’s
onstage in that scene. She is drunk and she is taking you
somewhere, and she is in that “somewhere” place herself.
It sums up these experiences in a beautiful way. And in
a sad way, too, because she is isolated there, which is
brought home as the camera pans out, in a world of one.

of them trembling because he was scared or nervous. You
would think by then they wouldn’t care. Even though
they were established and much older, there was still this
kind of tension from performing in front of people.

LUCKY:

I’ll have to watch it again. With the next book I
was interested in the separate sheets becoming even more
physical as objects. They are soaked and worked with the
ink until they become encrusted, warped, and sculptural.
They were all sealed together in a box.
JAKE:

One thing I liked about those Gilbert and George
works was the man-in-nature thing that was both comforting
and terrifying. They seemed to be perfectly fine in that
setting, but were also engulfed by it. They almost seemed
overwhelmed by where they were. I just thought of this, but
it reminded me of that Jim Jarmusch movie Dead Man. Do
you know it?
LUCKY:
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I saw it a long time ago. But I don’t really like Jim
Jarmusch movies.
JAKE:

In the beginning, in the train ride to the west as
the main character looks out the window, the scenery is
nice and known. Then the terrain becomes progressively
more dense and overwhelming, more wild. It becomes a
terrifying wilderness, the frightening unknown that this
person is going into. I thought he perfectly illustrated the
idea that you are just a speck and nature can turn on you
at any second.
LUCKY:

I had a different take on those Gilbert and George
pieces. To me, they appear to be walking through a beautiful
garden with slightly overgrown foliage around them.
JAKE:

Like a gay Adam and Eve, but they also seemed a
little overwhelmed.
LUCKY:

I wonder what it would have been like to see that
work when it was first shown in New York at Sonnabend
in the early seventies, with them singing “Underneath the
Arches” in the middle of that room.
JAKE:

I actually saw them perform that work on one
of the anniversaries of the original performance. It was
pretty powerful. One thing I remember was seeing one
LUCKY:

Could you talk a little bit about the work in your
show that just opened at Kai Matsumiya? I was very
impressed with the way the patterns within the paintings related to the space around them and other works
in the room. It felt similar to the experience of looking
through one of your chenille-stem sculptures, which is
interesting to me.
JAKE:

Thanks. I do feel like I return periodically to
things, but the approach changes. For years I have been
using forms that I make myself out of rubber, and then I
print them. I have used these mostly in works on paper,
then began to combine all of these shapes randomly in
different works, kind of my own vocabulary. For this
show, the printing is on the walls and on stretched linen.
Pistachio shells appear in some of the paintings, and I
realized these reflect all the way back to the toilet-roll
piece we talked about earlier, an everyday human activity;
in this case, of opening shells and eating. The printing is
imperfect on the imperfect walls, a home-improvement
project with whatever you have to work with. Some of the
thoughts I had when making the show were the following:
Each shape is a thought, and sometimes it takes twenty
years to do something in twenty seconds. Formally I
thought of Blade Runner mixed with an Italian villa when
thinking of the work in situ. Very loosely referencing those
things. The idea of building on top of what was already
there, somewhat dystopian, imperfect, not a white cube.
Because we did not clean up the space as far as the walls,
nail holes are left, the place where someone kicked a hole
in the wall was left, and the imprint of a couple of wall
sconces remained there and became part of the design. Kai
was great; he let me do whatever I wanted. It all adds to
the history of the space, which was once a Wu-Tang Clan
shop with leftover graffiti in the back area. I wanted to add
to it, build on it, so that’s one reason for printing on the
walls, leaving my own mark.
I haven’t seen what you have been working on lately.
What have you been up to?
LUCKY:

I’m in transition. I don’t have anything profound to
say about it—just back to the drawing board! ==
JAKE:

