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Entering “Meanwhile,” Nathan Hylden’s third solo show with Johann Koenig (through April 13), one 
might think they forgot to hang up the work. All eight of the L.A. based artist’s paintings are confined to 
a single wall on the gallery’s right. On each successive aluminum-based painting, the shadows of a plant 
and stool move further and further to the right, suggesting temporal change. Due to their apparent setting 
in a studio it is as if they are documents of process rather than process itself. The result is a post-modern 
riddle of sorts: if the artwork is only a document of its own creation, and recording of process for the pure 
sake of having a process, does the artwork itself need to exist at all? Considering the response to this new 
series —bot the Whitney  and the Stedelijk Museum have purchased a piece out of the show — the 
answer is resoundingly yes. Alexander Forbes spoke with Hylden about this self-reflexive tendency, 
making arbitrary paintings, and the studio as subject. See images of  Nathan Hylden’s “Meanwhile” at 
Johann Koenig in the slideshow.



Could you tell me a little bit about the technique employed in these latest works?
There’s three parts to every painting. There is a printed area with an image, a gestural wash with silver and 
then a sprayed area. The sprayed area is made by stacking up a bunch of the aluminum sheets and 
spraying them all at the same time. You’ll see a fade on one and a hard line on another — that’s where 
they would have overlapped.

So they’re always worked on in sets or a series within a series?
Yeah, exactly. I won’t work on all nine at once, but usually three at a time. Each painting in a way has this 
subtext of being a tool for making another painting. It’s indexed within the other paintings in negative 
space. In every painting, I change the order of the three steps — the image, the gestural painting and the 
spray. So in one case, the image will be really clear or in another the paint will seem like it’s separating 
the other two layers. But, that’s pretty much it.

What about the images that you use? Where do you source those?
It’s a sequence, basically. In this case it’s a studio setting, where I’ve put out a stool and other things that I 
have laying around. It’s not exactly natural but not entirely fabricated either. I took the stool and a fan and 
some paint cups I had laying around and just took photos as I moved the light source.

Is that studio setting always present in the works?
These kind of evolved out of canvases that I was making with stencils and spray paint. Those canvases 
grew into a process in which I was just photographing the blank canvas and printing a dot pattern of that
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photograph that I could paint on top or underneath of on these aluminum sheets. You could always see a 
little bit of the texture of the wall beyond where the canvas was. Eventually, I had this spot in my studio 
that was marked out denoting the shape of the canvas and began just using that without a canvas being 
there at all. That’s then where the shadows on the wall came in as a figurative element in the paintings. 
The studio is also a subject. It’s a lot about being in the space, the daily experience of existing there and 
letting the studio and the things that I use to work in it become the work itself.

It’s really interesting to see how radically different the paintings become based on in which order 
the steps get done.
Yeah, and the material interactions as well: the washy brushstroke stays really solid when it’s on the 
metal, but once it hits the white spray it gets this texture of reptile skin or something. One thing I enjoy is 
that sometimes people look at them and they don’t see the image at all. It’s just fully an abstract 
experience. 

On a basic level, how did this three step, process-oriented approach come about?
The thing that I’ve always been most attracted to in paintings is this sort of one-shot idea. These don’t get 
reworked. Within each painting you can see that it’s an incidental effect, that it’s not been fussed over and 
changed. It’s done once. You walk away and it is what it is. I like the notion that it creates distinct sense 
of arbitrariness within each work: it opens up a contingency within the works that’s often lost in painting, 
that they can simply be or not be. Then, within the sequences of paintings themselves, I can pull together a 
kind of rhythm of variation, like where one is just printed on the bottom and other on the top.

See images of  Nathan Hylden’s “Meanwhile” at Johann Koenig in the slideshow.
[Image: Installation View, Nathan Hylden "Meanwhile" at Johann Koenig, Berlin. Photo: Roman März, 
Courtesy the artist and Johann Koenig Berlin]




