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Lisa Beck

Born in New York City in 1958
Lives in Brooklyn, New York
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1980 Rhode Island School of Design, Providence, BFA 1980
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Lisa Beck
The House of Eternity
16.09 – 23.10.2016

A conversation between Lisa Beck and Bruno Botella

LISA : The imagery of the works reference ancient egyptian tomb architecture - carved into the west 
wall was a false door (a series of nested lintels) that was a threshold between the worlds of the living 
and the dead and through which a deity or the spirit of the deceased could enter and exit. This door 
was sometimes known as the door to the west. Offerings could be left there for the spirits of the 
deceased. The Egyptians believed that the west was where the afterlife was located (the sun goes 
down there). I was actually using this motif (series of doorways inside one another) before I knew this 
reference, but once I learned of it, I decided to make use of the reference. 

The titles are translations of the names of various deities, preceded by «pr» which means House of (or 
temple).

BRUNO : as you told me last time the press release for your show could be made like the Carrollian 
map of England. Cover all the details of the landscape, draw the sides of each grain of sand and notice 
that the map comes finally to a 1/1 scale. Once the landscape and the map are exactly the same, why 
should we bother with representation ? That could be the same for a description of your work which 
assembles euclidian geometry and topological paradoxes. Liminal and hallucinatory.

As you reminded, you use the same mylar as hydroponic weed farmers do. It seems woven and 
reminds the texture of the canvas used for painting. A flat mirror would be too direct for plants, a grid 
patterned mirror helps diffusing the light. Then the geometry is here challenged by the softness of 
polyethylene and its reactions to temperature changes. Thus it looks more like a skin divided in cells 
with bumps and cavities which in return spreads disorder and refuses a flat reflexion. It is exactly like 
watching a reflection in the water of a dark river which moves slowly. 

Mirrors comes from an old industry and it took a while before they became flat illusions for bathrooms. 
There is an old story where mirrors are both machineries of destruction and instruments for visions. 
While you could use them for burning a vessel you could ingest drugs and watch them for divination 
purposes.

Je dis que pour certains les miroirs furent un hiéroglyphe de la vérité en cela qu’ils découvrent toute 
chose qui se présente à eux, comme il est de coutume pour la vérité qui ne peut rester cachée. 
D’autres, au contraire, prennent les miroirs pour des symboles de la fausseté parce qu’ils montrent les 
choses autrement qu’elles sont.

Raphaël Mirami, 1582

Although people already observed a patent connection of your works to Hard-edge, specular reflexion 
adds a twist : your paintings are half painted. This dual aspect is close to a duchampian machination, 
why painting all-over while the mirroir finishes the job perfectly? If Hard-edge paintings flushed visual 
illusionism and embraced their objecthood, they never solved the problem of being commodities - they 
instead fully assumed the illusionism of their economical value. In your paintings, I feel the canvas 
requires the help of its own reflection to be assumed as a whole. 
Here is the twist : the reflection always moves, it never fully completes the painting and, last but not 
least, seeking completeness requires to leave a frontal position - to skew/distort visual pleasure 
(in french «regarder de travers» means «look askance»). Are they paradoxical anamorphosis? 
While traditional anamorphosis resolves the distortion and reveals the hidden when watched from a 
peripherical situation, your paintings are a kind of tautological anamorphosis : they reveal the mirage 
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of a painting as whole. The painting is complete and uncomplete, half and full. Let’s push the paradox 
further : the double is not a false projection, it is real as the other and, the other is false as it is - thus 
there should not have any hierarchy between the painting and its double.

There is a a 12th century poem called «le lai d’ombre» (The lai of shadow or The lai of the miror 
image) of Jean Renart. A knight is in love with a woman who resists him and refuses the ring he 
offers - he then declares that he will finally give the ring to the one he loves the most after the lady : 
he throws the ring into a well to offer it to the image of the lady reflected in the water. The seduction 
process adjusted to an image is also to be understood according medieval theory of image (specifically 
in the medical tradition, where the image as a reflection process is the core of the perception - thus it 
could be possible to love an image until offering it a ring). 

If the painting is half painted, it is half priced or the reflexion doubles it ?

LISA : I like the workings of the machine as much as the final result, and that is part of the reason I 
show the backs of these large free standing pieces - they show how a painting is constructed, and not 
to just focus on the surface. It’s like when you know how a magic trick is done, but it still amazes you 
when it is performed.

I have long been thinking and playing with doubles, reflections, patterns and repetitions. The human 
brain is wired to search for patterns, often supplying it where there isn’t one. And reflections help that 
process along. In the early 90s I did a series of works which were based on random spots on paper 
towels that came from cleaning my paint brushes. I repeated and doubled them, creating a sort of 
Rorshach effect. 

And of course, so-called «negative» space is of paramount importance to my work. It’s really the only 
thing I learned in art school. 

As you probably know it has been amply demonstrated that all matter contains a much greater amount 
of «nothing» than «something». This is seen especially clearly on the large scale of deep space in the 
universe where there is so much more dark matter, which is invisible to us, and yet seems to be the 
glue that holds together, or the mold that forms what we do see. It is of equal importance to the «real» 
stuff. This formative aspect of the «negative» is how negative space was explained to me in school, 
and I’ve never forgotten it. (I use quotation marks here around the word negative, because it’s actually 
a very positive action that all this so-called nothing has, I think.)

So yes, the reflective part of the pieces completes the painted part, but the completion is variable or 
unstable; it is unfixed. For me it is more realistic in a sense to make a variable object, since nothing is 
truly fixed. You need to stand just in a certain place to see it fully. It’s fleeting, and that is OK.

I don’t identify at all with «Hard Edge» painting. A hard edge seeks to make a hard, definite division 
between things, which is inaccurate and illusory. But I understand the impulse - it’s the best we can 
do to define something that is indefinable. The hard edges in my work are an illusion anyway, since 
I painted them without tape, the edges are actually not truly hard or straight. I’m not trying to trick 
anyone. The paintings are made by a person, a porous and barely contained set of vibrations also 
lacking in hard edges. The image is approximate. As is the reflection.

As you noted, the double is definitely not a false projection, just as the Door to the West is not a false 
door (although that term is often used for the spirit portal in Egyptian tombs, it is very misleading and 
I don’t like it). Both are agents of a transition in vision or a transition in being. Both enable a point of 
contact between what we think we know and what we think we don’t. The painting pairs with its own 
image to make a kind of completion and a suggestion of depth, allowing a shifting view of a static 
object - a transition from depiction to sensation and back again. In the same way, the Door to the West 
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is the transition point from the «real» world to another state of being. From what we are learning of all 
the invisible forces that govern reality, not to mention the uncertainty principle or the wave / particle 
duality, who’s to say which of these states is real and which is not? 
I think the answer must be: they both are.

BRUNO : The negative space is highly present in your work as an active force of what is not. It is like 
painting with a phantom limb or amputating the canvas. There we are again : mirrors, amputation, 
ghosts/doubles. Although the literature on phantom limbs is extremely vast I always found its most 
poetical illustration in Don Coscarelli’s John Dies at the End. And yes the movie is full of drugs. There 
is a «locked door» scene that might be useful for us. The guys are trippin’ balls on « soy sauce » 
(which could be a very strong version of scopolamine given by datura, nightshade and wolfsbane) 
time and space are properly distorted. Around the end they have to enter a ghost dimension through a 
ghost door. While none can grab the ethereal knob there is a girl who misses an arm. As she turns her 
stump to the door and her phantom limb appears just in time for grabbing the phantom knob.
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Lisa Beck
The House of Eternity, 2016
Exhibition view
Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

Lisa Beck
The House of Eternity, 2016
Exhibition view
Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
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Exhibition view
Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
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Lisa Beck
Akh, 2016
Enamel paint on wood and mirror 
30,5 x 22,8 cm
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Lisa Beck
pr-Aat, 2015
Acrylic paint on linen, mylar on canvas
228,5 x 96,6 cm
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Lisa Beck
pr-Aat, 2015
Acrylic paint on linen, mylar on canvas
228,5 x 96,6 cm
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Lisa Beck
pr-Ab, 2015
Acrylic paint on linen, mylar on canvas
228,5 x 96,6 cm
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Lisa Beck
pr-Maat 2015
Acrylic paint on linen, mylar on canvas
228,5 x 96,6 cm
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Lisa Beck
pr-Nut 2015
Acrylic paint on linen, mylar on canvas
228,5 x 96,6 cm
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Lisa Beck
pr-Djet, 2015
Acrylic paint on linen, mylar on canvas
228,5 x 96,6 cm



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

Lisa Beck
Mastaba, 2015
Acrylic paint on wall
variable dimensions
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Lisa Beck
Parhelion I, II et III, 2015
enamel paint on Dura-Lar
43 x 36 cm each
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Lisa Beck
Blue Sky #7, 2013
Enamel paint on Duralar
35 x 45 cm
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Lisa Beck
Blue Sky #11, 2013
Enamel paint on Duralar
35 x 45 cm
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Lisa Beck
CHOICES Collectors Weekend
Exhibition curated by Alfred Pacquement
Beaux-Arts de Paris
29.05 - 31.05.2015 
 

 
L’une des expositions collectives à laquelle a participé Lisa Beck, et dont le commissaire était 
Bob Nickas, s’intitulait Painting as Fact, Fact as Fiction, titre qui semble une parfaite introduction 
à l’œuvre de cette artiste née en 1958 à New York. Car ses panneaux aux dégradés de couleurs 
ne renvoient à rien d’autre qu’à eux-mêmes ou alors à une réflexion du spectateur quand leur 
brillance couleur d’acier se joue de l’illusion de la représentation. 

Lisa Beck s’inscrit dans deux traditions de l’abstraction, celle de Malevitch ou El Lissitzky, par 
la mobilité de ses accrochages, tout en renvoyant à l’énergie de la Colorfield Painting. Cette 
dynamique s’accentue par l’importance de l’espace entre les œuvres qui convoquent à la fois le 
corps du regardeur et intègrent le lieu où elles s’exposent, dans une peinture certes non narrative, 
mais active. 

 
One of the group exhibitions Lisa Beck took part in, curated by Bob Nickas, was called «Painting 
as Fact, Fact as Fiction», an apt introduction to the work of the New York City-born artist. Her 
panels refer only to themselves, or perhaps to te viewer’s reflection when their polished steel-
colored surface disrupts the illusion of representation.  

Lisa  Beck belongs to two traditions of abstraction: Malevich or El Lissitzky for her open-ended 
series, and Colorfield Painting for its energy. This dynamics is enhanced by the significance of 
space between her pieces, which engages the body of the viewer and incorporates the exhibition 
space, a non-narrative but active approach to painting.  
 

Marie Maertens 
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Lisa Beck
Exhibition view «CHOICES Collectors Weekend», 2015 
Curated by Alfred Pacquement
Palais des Études, Beaux-Arts de Paris
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Lisa Beck
Switchback 2015 
Acrylic paint, mylar, wood 
204 x 61 cm each side 
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LISA BECK
Observatory
17.01 - 15.03.2014

“Things fit together. We knew that – it is 
the principle of magic. Two inconsequential 
things can combine together to become a 
consequence. This is true of poems too. A 
poem is never to be judged by itself alone. A 
poem is never by itself alone.” 

Jack Spicer, Admonitions, 1958.1

To observe the stars, certain geographical 
and meteorological conditions must first 
coincide. With ideal circumstances being a 
clear night, at high altitude, in a place free 
from any trace of light pollution, scientists 
decided to position their most sophisticated 
telescopes in the Atacama desert in 
Chile2 – or directly in space.3 Similarly, 
atmosphere is far from the least important 
of conditions required for the appreciation of 
a good exhibition (anyone reading a press 
release at a gallery opening will know what 
I am talking about). In titling her exhibition 
Observatory, Lisa Beck suggests that we 
see the white space of the gallery as the 
negative counterpoint to astral space, a 
notion from which a number of interesting 
consequences arise. 

Firstly, the space between works is not that 
which Mel Bochner would have chosen:  the 
white space that separates the paintings 
is an ellipsis between two observations, 
the observer finding himself in the position 
of one looking through binoculars or a 
telescope. These ellipses are temporal as 
well as spatial: the first paintings, dating 
from 1989, rub shoulders with Beck’s most 
recent works, just as a starry sky includes 
light emitted at radically different moments 
in the same panorama. The works exist by 
themselves, then, but also form a “whole”, 
that is, the exhibition. Furthermore, each 
work is itself formed of various fragments, in 
the same manner as an image created from 
a plurality of viewpoints (as is often the case 

in scientific imaging.)
On this subject, we may note that Lisa Beck 
does not use shaped canvasses: only the 
rectangular format of the tableau, even if 
hung at an angle, determines the scale 
of the work.  In this sense, she is loyal to 
the tradition of the canvas as a window 
that opens on to the world. Even if the 
paintings of 1989 are closer to “hard-edge” 
abstraction by way of their workmanship, 
the form of the medium never determines 
its content. Indeed quite the opposite, the 
eye of the onlooker is called upon to rework 
the absence of form between each panel 
and to make it continue, mentally, along 
the wall – the space around the works thus 
becomes, as in the poetry of Mallarmé, as 
important as the work itself. The shaped 
canvas is a closed world which imposes 
a form of autonomy that Lisa Beck’s work 
challenges. If, in in the work of Stella 
or Kelly, the painting can do without the 
onlooker as an individual, we can affirm the 
contrary in Beck’s work, work which calls for 
subjective projection, a wholly personal kind 
of romantic marvelling.  

In the exhibition’s most recent paintings, 
the style and colours employed recall the 
“artists’ impressions” of popular science 
magazines. The aim, similarly, is to recreate 
what cannot be seen, to transform scientific 
information into artistic vision. I employ this 
term (“vision”) deliberately, because Lisa 
Beck’s artwork evinces certain thematic 
similarities with “visionary” art, from Samuel 
Palmer to Charles Burchfeld. The visionary 
painters would undoubtedly tell us that they 
are only observers, that they too paint only 
what they see.  And in a certain way, this is 
what all painters do, by observing what they 
are in the process of making and modifying 
their intentions in accordance with this 
vision. The phenomenon is one of doubling, 
a doubling which finds itself most properly in 
the workshop: the artist hangs his work and 
observes it, reflecting on his exhibition – he 
is his own audience. It is this process of 
distancing that Lisa Beck dramatizes in her 
“observatory”, that of the work in the process 
of self-creation, the exhibition in the process 
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of materialising. Reflective materials and the 
play of presence and absence are its highest 
expression. Observatory does not present 
itself as mechanical, but as the natural 
synthesis of the artist’s reflections on the 
place of the spectator in her oeuvre, even 
the observation of her own evolution in the 
times and spaces which receive her. 

Hugo Pernet 
Translated by Ed Siddons

1 Jack Spicer, My Vocabulary Did This To 
Me (Wesleyan University Press)
2 The VLT (Very Large Telescope).
3 The Hubble telescope, or Gaia, the 
European telescope.
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Lisa Beck
Exhibition view «Observatory», 2014
Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
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Lisa Beck
Exhibition view «Observatory», 2014
Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
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Lisa Beck
The Sun is Down, 2012
Mylar, oil and acrylic paint on panels, galvanized wire rope, hardware
300 x 130 x 135 cm
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Lisa Beck
The Sun is Down (detail), 2012
Mylar, oil and acrylic paint on panels, galvanized wire rope, hardware
300 x 130 x 135 cm
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Lisa Beck
Gamma, 2014
Oil, enamel paint, acrylic paint and mylar on wood panel
71,5 x 119 cm
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Lisa Beck
Theta, 2013
Oil and enamel paint on wood panel
70 x 88 cm
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Lisa Beck
Beta, 2013
Paint and mylar on wood
122 x 131 cm
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Lisa Beck
Alpha, 2013
Acrylic paint and mylar on wood
114 x 146 cm
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Lisa Beck
Corona, 2013
Enamel paint on canvas
45 x 53,5 cm
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Lisa Beck
Untitled (#3), 1989
Oil paint on canvas
81 x 82,5 cm
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Lisa Beck
Untitled (#5), 1989
Oil paint on canvas
61,5 x 61,5 cm
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Lisa Beck
Endless
08.12.2012 - 17.03.2013

Fort du Bruissin, Lyon (La Salle de bains 
hors-les-murs)
Commissariat: Caroline Soyez-Petihomme

As suggested with the exhibition title 
Endless, Lisa Beck’s art practice unfolds as 
a continuum and as an open-ended series of 
(mainly abstract) patterns the artist has been 
inventing, repeating and displaying since the 
mid of the 1980s. 

Lisa Beck’s first solo exhibition in France 
is the occasion to gather a wide selection 
of various type of paintings, installations 
and sculptures, and also to put some of her 
first paintings and installations made in the 
mid-1980s and 1990s in dialogue with the 
most contemporary and new ones produced 
especially for the art centre of the Fort du 
Bruissin. However, beside the certainties of 
those already selected works, it is almost 
impossible to predict what will really happen 
in-between the moment this press release 
is being written, and the time the exhibition 
is installed, in terms of display and content 
— one of the artist’s main statements being: 
“ It never stays the way it starts. There are 
always adjustments, accidents, and new 
ideas that pop up while I am working.”1 

Thus, Endless follows Beck’s exploration 
of a mentally and conceptually infinite 
surface, which is paradoxically made of, 
as well as interrupted by, the space in-
between the works, the architecture and 
the air. “ Molecules, stars, horizons, clouds 
and lakes ”2 is what the artist has always 
at the back of her mind when she works. 
And from that she literally abstracts forms, 
colours, and structures to create evolving 
rhythmic, symmetric, mirroring or transparent 
arrangements of objects, materials and 
paintings. At the Rhode Island School of 
Design (where she graduated in 1980), Lisa 
Beck studied painting, but also film and 
sculpture. Her creation process as well as 

the media she uses are in no way restrained 
to the use of traditional techniques like 
acrylic or oil on canvas, wooden panel, or 
wall. Since then, Beck has been searching 
and experimenting abstraction in its broadest 
sense: inventing patterns, appropriating 
some existing ones from a wide range of 
sources from scientific imagery (Unbroken 
Chain 6, 1985; Eclipse 1 and 4, 2011) to 
everyday, arts and crafts or DIY objects 
(Horizon Black, 2010; Observer, 2012).

Beck’s works result both from this 
combination of mental visions and 
(sometimes assisted) ready-made objects 
and patterns, so that this corpus is self-
reflexive about the medium of the painting 
itself and at the same time resolutely and 
physically leads the viewer’s glance to the 
outside: to the edges of a painting or of 
the evanescent pattern (The Shining Path, 
1989), and to the exhibition space itself 
(These VI, 2012, A Momentary Taste, 2012). 
The artist aims to question our relationship 
to the close spatial and visual environment, 
as well as to the Universe. Playing with scale 
and the use of upside down representational 
space, she breaks the common vertical or 
orthogonal plan within which we usually 
contemplate a painting hung on the wall or 
walk around a sculpture whose surface is 
neither transparent nor mirroring. 

Like the psychedelic experiences described 
in Adolf Huxley’s The Doors of Perception 
(1954), Beck has been obsessed with 
intricate patterns, with looking at the reality 
“ as a pure aesthete whose concern is only 
with forms and their relationships within 
the field of vision or the picture space,”3 

and with transcribing the experience of “the 
‘out there,’ or ‘in here,’ or in both worlds, 
the inner and the outer, simultaneously 
or successively.”4 For that reason Beck’s 
exhibitions can potentially be turned inside 
out. The surroundings and the architecture 
are always part of the works and involved 
in manifold technical means and optical 
effects. For instance: some silver reflective 
monochromes hung on one wall of a corner 
reflect colourful rainbows and repetitive 
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patterns hung on the adjacent
wall (Column, 2012; Rads, 2012). Some 
paintings are linked together and/or 
suspended with wires (Strophic Cascades,
1997; Informed, 1992), and few painted 
hand-mirrors (ready-made) are also 
suspended from the ceiling (Cast, 2011). 
Some of the paintings are leaning out from 
the top of the wall, bending against the wall 
or laying down, as a stack, their supposed 
painted face on the ground (Eleven Untitled 
Details, 1991). Their pictorial surface — 
conceived as an infinite space, as a physical 
and mental all over — continue beyond our 
field of vision, beyond its visibility: on the 
intentionally hidden surface or on the other 
side of the wall, or on the other side of the 
mirror. Therefore, colors and forms — like 
positive patterns — are as important as the 
voids, the blank spaces or negative forms 
left in the middle and around them.

As Beck explains, “ For me, an artwork is a 
selection out of a continuum, like a snapshot 
is a piece of stopped time. I always want to 
acknowledge that, to say: this is what I’ve 
come up with, but there are a million other 
ways it could exist.”5 As in the realm of 
Quantum Physics, all the objects are related 
to each other and each of them potentially 
contains all the properties that will determine 
the final result. However, before they are 
put in relation to each other and before 
this precise instant it is impossible to know 
which one of the particles has any particular 
property. In Beck’s practice the placement 
or number of paintings or elements within 
a piece is a matter of relativity, as they 
may shifted, adapting to the space, and 
they remain changeable for subsequent 
exhibitions. The corpus of works she has 
been creating since the 90s consists of 
a continuous set of variations the artist 
displays according
to the dialogue with the curator, to the 
architectural features as well as to the 
artist’s mood, like a musical or theatrical 
improvisation.

Such a fundamental artistic freedom and the 
flexible status of the artwork is challenging 

regarding the conception of painting as a 
finite object — and this can be troublesome
especially for the art historian or for the art 
market, from a commercial point of view: 
both those fields requiring stable elements or 
at least a rigorous archival method to record 
the different states of this permanent flux.

Moreover, Beck’s work gives off the clues 
of the strong shift of the attitudes of the 
modernist avant-gardes in the first decades 
of the 20th Century which renewed the 
status of painting through various non-
vertical displays of paintings—for instance: 
Malevich’s First Suprematist Exhibition in 
1915, featuring Black Square hanging in 
the corner, El Lissitzky’s Abstract Cabinet 
(1927), Hebert Bayer’s Diagram of 360 
Degrees Field of Vision (1935), Frederick 
Kiesler’s Art of this Century gallery (1942), 
the incorporation of readymades, the 
rise of the monochrome, seriality and the 
gestural techniques of dripping, pouring, and 
staining. And besides that grammar, since 
the 1990s, Beck has recurrently used wires 
to link paintings together, or to hang them 
from the walls or from the ceiling. Her early 
artistic developments were concomitant 
with German artist Martin Kippenberger’s 
claims regarding individual paintings which 
should be explicitly visualized as networks: 
“ Simply to hang a painting on the wall 
and say that it’s art is dreadful. The whole 
network is important! Even spaghettini… 
When you say art, then everything possible 
belongs to it. In a gallery that is also the 
floor, the architecture, the color of the 
walls.”6 Coincidentally or in the Zeitgeist 
of this period, Beck started working with a 
similar attitude. However, she also started 
connecting paintings with each other and 
having them reflect each other. From that 
and from Kippenberger’s statement, another 
significant question arises: How does 
painting belong to a network (to an endless 
system)? In that sense, Beck’s practice 
meets not only the archetypal issues of the 
modernist avant-gardes about painting, 
she not only challenges the art historical 
methods, and art market strategy, but also
references mechanical reproduction and the 
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ubiquity of digital networks. And as the artist 
explains: “ The artwork as network is an 
expression or mirror of the formation of
meaning in the mind as it constructs 
repetitive patterns from the seeming 
randomness of experience.” 7

Caroline Soyez-Petithomme

1. Lisa Beck in “ Q&A with Hudson for the 
exhibition To Everything, Feature Inc., New 
York, June 2009,” in Lisa Beck: Yes, No, 
Something, Nothing, Never, Always, Feature 
Inc. Publishing, New York, 2012, p.42.
2. Idem, p.42.
3. Adolf Huxley, The Doors of Perception, 
1954, HarperCollins Publishers,
New York, 2009, p.21-22.
4. Idem, p.25-26.
5. “ Lisa Beck interviewed by Bob Nickas,” in 
Lisa Beck: Yes, No, Something,
Nothing, Never, Always, Feature Inc. 
Publishing, New York, 2012, p.4.
6. Martin Kippenberger in “ One Has to Be 
Able to Take It!,” an interview with Martin 
Kippenberger by Jutta Koether, November
1990–May 1991, in Martin Kippenberger: 
The Problem Perspective, edited by Ann 
Goldstein, The Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Los Angeles and MIT Press, Cambridge, 
2008, p.316.
7. Lisa Beck, email conversation with 
Caroline Soyez-Petithomme, on October the 
23rd 2012.
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Lisa Beck
Exhibition view «Endless», 2012
Fort du Bruissin, Lyon (La Salle de bains hors-les-murs/ cur. by Caroline Soyez-Petithomme)
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Lisa Beck
Exhibition view «Endless», 2012
Fort du Bruissin, Lyon (La Salle de bains hors-les-murs/ cur. by Caroline Soyez-Petithomme)
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Lisa Beck
Exhibition view «Endless», 2012
Fort du Bruissin, Lyon (La Salle de bains hors-les-murs/ cur. by Caroline Soyez-Petithomme)
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Lisa Beck
East River, 2012
Fluorescent light, stretched mylar, acrylic on canvas
each panel 76 x 203 cm
View of the show «Endless», Lyon 
(La Salle de bains hors-les-murs/ cur. by Caroline Soyez-Petithomme)
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Lisa Beck
Freestanding X O, 2012
Stretched mylar, acrylic on canvas
each panel 152 x 91 cm 
View of the show «Endless», Lyon 
(La Salle de bains hors-les-murs/ cur. by Caroline Soyez-Petithomme)



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

Lisa Beck
Informed, 1992
Acrylic paint on wood, steel cables
61 x 46 cm
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Lisa Beck
Eleven Untitled Details, 1991
Paint on canvas, mylar, wood
View of the show «Endless», Lyon
(La Salle de bains hors-les-murs/ cur. by Caroline Soyez-Petithomme)
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Lisa Beck
Eleven Untitled Details, 1991
Paint on canvas, mylar, wood
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Lisa Beck
Eleven Untitled Details (detail), 1991
Paint on canvas, mylar, wood
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Lisa Beck
Eleven Untitled Details (detail), 1991
Paint on canvas, mylar, wood
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Lisa Beck
Basis, 2012
Acrylic paint on wall, mylar on panels
93 x 182 cm
View of the show «Endless», Lyon 
(La Salle de bains hors-les-murs/ cur. by Caroline Soyez-Petithomme)
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Lisa Beck
Attention, 1989
Oil on canvas
each panel 69 x 46 cm
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Lisa Beck
Untitled (#1), 1989
Oil paint on canvas
42 x 81 cm
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Lisa Beck
Untitled (#2), 1989
Oil paint on canvas
40,5 x 63 cm
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Lisa Beck
Untitled (#4), 1989
Oil paint on canvas
65 x 75 cm
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The Shining Path 
Lisa Beck, Bruno Jakob, Martin Widmer 
June 21st - July 27th, 2013

Common problematics can be found in the 
works of Lisa Beck, Bruno Jakob and Martin 
Widmer. They all have similar tendencies 
to produce paradox in the form of the work 
of art. The art pieces exhibited here seem 
to call up strange external forces which 
question their objects and threaten their 
legitimacy. Reflections and paintings are 
worth the same, distorted frames point 
out the void taking up space between 
them, clear water and invisible fluxes are 
used to draw on canvas and photographs 
manage to embody the blinding power of 
the photographic media. Here, the artworks 
stand facing the abyss of their self-founding 
contradictions. Just like flowers doomed to 
fade are nonetheless graciously gathered in 
fleeting bouquets, they remain on the verge 
of disappearing.

Although Mi Fu (1051 - 1107) became a 
painter in his very late years, he devoted 
a major part of his life to the practice of 
calligraphy. He was especially famous for 
the art of the Chinese cursive script (or 
the so-called ‘Grass script’), a shaky and 
abrupt style of handwriting whose seemingly 
anxious curves suggest such a rapidity of 
execution that makes it comparable to a gust 
of wind. Yet it is said that, however perfectly 
one may master the art of calligraphy, one 
should be slightly - or very - drunk to be able 
to achieve those characters.

Bruno Jakob has been painting for thirty 
years using a palette mostly comprised 
of clear water and things which leave no 
trace behind, such as weather hazards, 
brainwaves, the wind... he has surrounded 
himself with plastic cups filled with water 
and has worked for hours on his canvas, 
leaving the paper with only very minute 
modifications. He has dedicated himself to 
stretching blank canvas in front of either 
a white horse, or a waterfall, in order to 
capture the invisible motifs marking the 

painting. His practice could mistakenly be 
considered conceptual. But Jakob, as an 
artist, still works as a painter does, with 
a painter’s tools, on a painter’s schedule. 
Only he resorts to clear water rather than 
to a turpentine solvent. His paintings are 
sensitive plates through which a lot of 
invisible materials have passed. They 
bear the traces of various visions and 
impressions. 

Fu Baoshi, who was quoted by Chan Hoa 
at the end of the Ming dynasty, claimed 
that Mi Fu’s technique had a “cloud quality” 
to it. The more he diluted the ink the more 
water, by getting rid of remnants of black 
stone, seemed to absorb an invisible form 
of turbulence, a flickering void which, once 
transferred onto the canvas, made the 
paintings blurry. Landscape painting does 
not consist of merely copying a pre-existing 
world, it is a world in itself, a world whose 
mechanisms are rooted in its pictorial 
material. Landscape painting appears as as 
a subtle art of distributing fluids, a bit like an 
hydraulic engineering would do, however 
void would replace liquid. This may explain 
the fact that every viewer, when confronted 
to Mi Fu’s work, feels like air ‘drinks’ his 
pieces.

It is hard to investigate Bruno Jakob’s 
work without thinking that it has been 
manipulated. There might be a few comic 
features in his work, whether inherited 
from silent film, Monty Python episodes or 
stories about naked kings, but the viewer 
should keep in mind that it also fits in an odd 
line bringing together Buddhist paintings, 
Cézanne, Frenhofer and John Cage. Jakob 
is involved in the meticulous practice of 
void art. Paint has lost its pigments, has 
turned into a purified fluid which makes an 
infinitesimal imprint on the canvas’ surface. 
Water or brainwaves flow on the painting in 
the form of barely perceptible fluxes and dig 
systems of furrows where the artists’ work 
reveals itself negatively, in an inverted way. 
The painter’s landscapes do not achieve any 
form of representation, but remain mental 
and imaginary in the most concrete way. 
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His practice, as frail and hallucinated as it 
is, retains the elegance of Chinese painting, 
the very one which, according to Bertolt 
Brecht, is supposed to “happily surrender the 
thorough subjugation of the viewer, whose 
illusion can never be complete.”

In January 1977, Patti Smith performed ‘Ain’t 
It Strange’ in front of a tired, overcrowded 
audience in the Tampa Stadium in Florida. 
On the edge of a 10-feet high stage, she 
started to sing the third verse: “I spin, I 
spiral, and I splatter, hand of God, I feel 
the finger, hand of God, and I start to 
whirl, and I whirl, and I whirl (...)”. Then, 
she let her microphone fall and began to 
whirl like a dervish, still singing, although 
the audience could not hear anything 
anymore. “Turn, God, make a move, turn, 
Lord, I don’t get nervous, oh I just move in 
another dimension, come move in another 
dimension.” Then, reaching an ecstatic state 
of mind and still turning at a crazy fast pace, 
she tried to catch the falling microphone, but 
lost her balance and fell off the stage.

In her art pieces Lisa Beck associates 
opposing phenomena and makes them 
interact. She puts in relation positive and 
negative, pattern and randomness, color 
and grayscale, flatness and depth. The 
circle is the most prevalent motif in her work 
and enables her to intervene in the field 
of painting through contradictory entities. 
The circle suggests an enclosed and bi-
dimensional surface and yet, an amazing 
number of other categories of circles can be 
attached to its form. The Shining Path (1989) 
is a combination of large circles whose 
shapes are materialised by small negative 
frames with arched edges. Those very 
distorted frames, by differing from traditional 
orthogonal ones, suggest and point at the 
blank space surrounding them. Column 
(2012) is a mirror-like repetitive pattern 
composed of reflective silver monochromes 
hung on one wall of a corner. If the piece 
obviously refers to Brancusi’s work it also 
questions and challenges it. The use of the 
polyester mylar film, thanks to its optimal 
reflective quality, emphasizes the condition 

of painting as an object. Beck’s painting is 
invaded by utter void, the positive confronts 
the negative, the work makes itself real by 
dealing with impalpable forces and iridescent 
chaos.

After crashing on the Stadium floor in 
Tampa, Patti Smith was found with many 
broken neck vertebrae and had to be 
immobilized for several months. During 
her convalescence she watched Robert 
Bresson’s Au Hasard Balthazar over and 
over again, and discovered that the film 
somehow echoed American Abstract 
Expressionism in many ways. In the 
character of Gérard, she recognised the 
explosive personality of Jackson Pollock. 
At some point in the film, a scene portrays 
two painters riding donkeys through the 
countryside, and there is noise coming from 
a waterfall:
“(...) then, a multitude of patterns over which 
I have no influence rose from my painting. 
Each of them has a proper dialectic. I do 
not want to capture the waterfall, I intend to 
capture what it expresses, what it projects. 
The water falling is what makes me paint.”
“Can that be a form of mental painting, 
thought painting?”
“It is the act of painting an action, action-
painting.”
Pollock, throughout his career, built the 
figure of the painter as an actor. On the other 
hand, Bresson’s characters can be seen as 
painters. Despite Balthazar being no painter, 
he is the main character in the movie, and 
silently testifies the chaotic movements and 
exhausting routine of humanity. Balthazar is 
the donkey.

Lucretia used to think that in the air, just like 
lingering smoke or draperies filling a theatre 
with their diffuse colors, traces of bodies 
with no definite outlines float around us and 
mark our senses. They can be compared to 
sheets of paper which are so thin they are 
barely real, or remainings of snake molts. 
Simulacra make their way through one’s 
eyes and skin pores and interfere with one’s 
sleep, dreams are infused with the exterior 
world. The New-Platonic demonology has 
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alluded to aerial bodies whose shapes 
evolve according to their imagination 
and reflect in the air just like in a mirror. 
And while opticians were studying these 
phenomena, some people attempted to take 
control over others by introducing images in 
their dreams.
 
Martin Widmer says he photographs things 
which have “nothing worth seeing”. The Here 
Comes The Sun series displays pictures 
of geometrical shapes cutting through 
withered architectural constructions. On 
first impression, the photographs seem to 
result from very bad photo printing, but in 
reality, they are the product of what Widmer 
calls “natural overexposure”, i.e an optic 
phenomenon he relentlessly hunts down, 
a solar irradiation system which can only 
be captured using a telescopic lens with 
a specific shooting angle at a particular 
distance. In the proper context, light flattens 
volumes and has the same blinding effect 
as when eyes open to the early morning 
sun after a heavy drinking night. Widmer 
explores blurry, out of focus photographic 
matters by staging and integrating them into 
the very act of taking a picture. The world 
thus appears and disappears in the same 
process. By doing such, Widmer highlights 
how thick the invisibility of the visible is, 
therefore reversing the modernist attempt at 
making the invisible visible.

Just as there are two suns, there are two 
paintings. In Soleil Pourri, the 1931 essay he 
wrote for the periodical Documents, Georges 
Bataille has evoked a solar star which, 
when reaching its highest position, has the 
capacity to “elevate the spirit” by radiating 
specific solar rays and give “mathematical 
serenity” to whoever avoids glancing at it. A 
solar star nobody should look at and which 
does not look at anyone. The mere fact 
of refusing to look away and staring at it 
annihilates the power of seeing. Eyes burn 
until they become mere organic waste and 
are deprived from their power to produce 
and elaborate complex shapes, thus unable 
to contemplate anymore. This very state of 
extreme decomposition, a pure nonsense 

in itself, should therefore lead individuals to 
try and “prevent their ascending movement 
to that highest point where light shines its 
blinding rays.”

Bruno Botella, June 2013 
Translated by Chloé Labaye.
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«The Shining Path»
Exhibition view, 2013
Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
from left to right: Bruno Jakob and Lisa Beck
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Lisa Beck
Column, 2012
Oil paint and mylar on wood panels
252 x 24 cm
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Lisa Beck
Column (detail), 2012
Oil paint and mylar on wood panels
252 x 24 cm
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«The Shining Path»
Exhibition view, 2013
Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
from left to right: Martin Widmer and Lisa Beck
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Lisa Beck
The Shining Path, 1989
Oil paint on canvas
236 x 185 cm
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Lisa Beck
Approach, 2012
Enamel on mylar
30,5 x 23 cm
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Lisa Beck
Incidence 1, 1990
Mylar on wood panel
152,4 x 51 cm (variable dimensions)



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

Lisa Beck
Incidence 2, 1990
Mylar on wood panel
51 x 51 cm (variable dimensions)
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Lisa Beck
In Curved Air, 2011
Enamel paint and vinyl on mylar on wood 
30,5 x 23 cm
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Lisa Beck
Red Giant, 2011
Enamel paint and vinyl on mylar on wood 
30,5 x 23 cm



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

Lisa Beck
trans, 2011
Acrylic on canvas, mylar on panel 
each panel 61 x 46 cm
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Art in America, March 19, 2015
http://www.artinamericamagazine.com

The first show Bob Nickas ever curated was titled «Hunger for Words,» a play on the German critic Wolfgang Max Faust’s 1982 
book Hunger for Pictures, a survey of contemporary German painting. «Hunger for Words» took place in 1984 at Gallery 345/Art 
For Social Change and included Vito Acconci, Jonathan Borofsky, Michael Corris, Terry Fox, Jenny Holzer, Barbara Kruger, Les 
Levine, Antoni Muntadas and Nancy Spero. «At that time, I positioned myself in opposition to Neo-Expressionism, and advocated 
for art engaged with language, politics and public address,» Nickas said. «But ultimately, a first show is done for no other reason 
than to start.»

Since then Nickas has organized over 80 exhibitions. A few of his career highlights include solo surveys of Lee Lozano, Stephen 
Shore and Wolfgang Tillmans, all at New York’s MoMA PS1, where Nickas was Curatorial Advisor from 2004 to 2007. A prolific 
writer, his book Live Free or Die: Collected Writings 1985-1999, was published in 2000 by les presses du réel, and a second 
collection of essays and interviews, Theft Is Vision (JRP/Ringier), followed in 2008. His current curatorial project, «The Painter 
of Modern Life,» features 21 artists and runs through Apr. 11 at Anton Kern Gallery. Titled after a famous essay by Charles 
Baudelaire, the show features a ‘zine in which Nickas «interviews» the 19th-century French poet.

1)  Baudelaire said that all poets are critics but critics should definitely not try to be poets. How does curating fit into this 
equation? Do you identify with the word curator?
I would say that I’m a collector, though without adequate resources to acquire artworks as avidly as I might. Putting shows 
together, to my mind, has a parallel to collecting artworks. You could consider everything in an exhibition as what I want at that 
particular moment: this is art that I am looking at and curious about, and I am devising a situation in which these works can be 
seen in relation to one another. For 30 years now, I’ve been bringing works together for much the same reason—to understand 
them individually and as part of a larger puzzle to solve, and to gain an understanding of my attraction to them. Another way to 
gain insight into artworks and into yourself is to write about art. When organizing an exhibition rather than writing about art, you 
begin to see that an exhibition is a hands-on form of writing. Are there poetics to that activity? There can be. 

2) I remember your Alan Uglow show at David Zwirner in New York two years ago—the precise minimal staging of precise 
minimalist works. That would be quite the collection to acquire! The Uglow show and «The Painter of Modern Life,» with its 
profusion of styles, seem like night and day. But are they? 
The Zwirner show featured one artist. You might imagine it as a studio visit with Alan Uglow and me, a conversation between 
us with his works all around. «The Painter Of Modern Life» is a group show-an entirely different situation. When I stand in the 
middle of Anton Kern’s gallery, it’s as if all 21 artists are there. They all speak their own language, though some of the terms and 
the ways of expressing them are shared. A large part of the «writing» of a show involves translation.

But even if these two exhibitions are, as you say, like night and day, I have never subscribed to a linear, global theory of art. I’ve 
always insisted that in art, even if no longer in life, you are allowed to be promiscuous. I’m always responding to what’s around 
me, and not in a prescribed way. Of course I’m never running after «the next new thing,» as some people do, or «the last forgotten 
thing,» as has become prevalent in recent years. Too bad I can’t walk through the Anton Kern show with Alan Uglow. I’m sure his 
eyebrows would raise here and there, visibly wondering what I’d gotten myself into. That said, I’m sure Alan would agree that any 
sensibility, actively engaged, has its foundation and is at the same time continually shifting, and in that there’s continuity. 

3) Did promiscuity allow you to select sculpture for your painting show? 
It’s not strictly a painting show. One mistake in organizing a show comprised mainly of large painted canvases is that you create 
a metaphor for what so much painting—even abstraction—has come to represent today. Those works might as well be the sails of 
windsurfers who ride the waves of art. Artists or curators, dealers or collectors, all skim the surface when the tide is high. So not 
only did I decide to dial down the scale of works in my show—to human scale—I also acknowledge the larger practice of painters, 
with drawings, prints, posters, sculpture, painted objects and object-type painting, and paintings that incorporate drawing and 
photography. We all know that when artists explore various media, those divergent works inevitably inform and infect one another. 
As for curators, museums may be organized by departments-of painting, photography, sculpture, film, architecture and so on-but 
individuals, even compartmentalized individuals, are not. 

4) I fantasize a companion show: «The Photographer of Modern Life.»
I already have variations of this show in mind—»The Painter Of Modern Life» realized entirely with wall paintings, or with only 
figurative paintings, or with graphite drawings and black-and-white photography. Remaking shows, even my own, is something 
I’ve done from almost the very beginning. There is no one way to stage a show, no ideal assembly of works at any given moment, 
no perfectly articulated text, and no reason why, in order to open things up for others, you can’t appear to contradict yourself.

5) The ephemeral can be experienced. But can it be represented?
Yes. But only in passing.



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

Le Monde, Sunday 26th - Monday 27th January, 2014
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Beaux Arts Magazine n°357, March 2014
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Bob Nickas in Painting Abstraction, Phaidon, New York, 2009
Bob Nickas in Painting Abstraction, Phaidon, New York, 2009
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Lisa Beck à Lyon, Les InRockuptibles, n°896, January 30th to February 5th 2013, 
p.102-3

2013
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Revue Zéro Quatre n°12, spring 2013
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Interview of Lisa Beck by Bob Nickas
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Feature Inc.  276 Bowery New York NY 10012 P 212.675.7772, n°66, été 1999
FEATURE INC.  276 BOWERY  NEW YORK NY 10012   P 212.675.7772   featureinc.com

Jones, Jonathan R. “Up Your Head,” Contemporary Visual Arts Summer 1999, 66



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

Feature Inc.  276 Bowery New York NY 10012 P 212.675.7772, n°104, février 2002 
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Perret, Mai-Thu. “Lisa Beck and John Tremblay,” Frieze  February 2002, 104
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Feature Inc.  276 Bowery New York NY 10012 P 212.675.7772, juin 2009
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Smith, Roberta. Review, New York Times, 19 June 2009, C29




