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10 Questions to Ryan Sullivan for Numero by Nicolas Trembley 
  
NT: What's your background? Where did you study and what did you study? 

RS: I was born in the country, in a very rural part of upstate New York.  My parents split 
up when I was an infant, and my mom moved me to Boston, where I grew up not far 
from the city.  After high school I went to RISD, where I studied painting, and after 
graduation I moved to New York City. 

NT: How did this background, family and the culture you were raised in shape your 
identity and taste? 

RS: I don't have much to say about Boston because I don't think about it very much.  But 
as far as art is concerned, while there wasn't much contemporary art in Boston, I did go 
to the local museums and also made trips to New York.  I went to a high school which 
had a color darkroom, so I began taking a lot of pictures and became quite interested in 
photography, as well as painting.  My family was supportive of my going to art 
school, though I think they assumed it would develop into a more practical design 
job.  My dad was very interested in architecture, and occasionally renovated houses; my 
mom was interested in fashion; and my step-father was a jeweller. So they were all 
interested in visual things, although none of them had much interest in fine art.  

NT: Who inspired you? What were your references in art? 

RS: I think everything I've seen informs my work in some way.  When I was in high 
school I loved the Boston School photographers, and also Rauschenberg.  But at that 
time I was unaware of recent art history, so every contemporary artist I learned about 
seemed like an original and interesting discovery. 

NT: You are known for your paintings, Do you consider yourself a painter? 

RS: Yes. 

NT: Your paintings look like marble, can you talk about the very specific technique you’re 
using? How did you come up with this technique and why? Is the notion of chance 
important for you?  

RS: I understand that some of my paintings look like other things, including marble, but 
it's hard for me to see them that way.  I'm interested in how physical actions and 
movements can create an image, and that image might look like marble in the same way 
that marble looks like marble. 

I think this interest largely comes out of the desire, which I share with many of my peers, 
to move away from gesture, and find possibilities in abstraction that are closer to the 
edge of realism, or that blur the boundaries between abstraction and representation.   

For the paintings I recently showed in London, I generally worked with the canvases 
parallel to the floor, tilting them to move the layers of paint and permanently capturing 
the changing surface with spray paint. 

This set-up was predicated on making the paint difficult to control and predict, because 
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at each moment decision making was urgent--a demand rather than a studied aesthetic 
choice. The basic set-up for making each painting is relatively similar, but each painting 
has its own unexpected trajectory—but I don't think of these variables as being derived 
from or informed by chance.   

NT: Do you work in series? How do you articulate, display, your paintings in exhibition?  

RS: My studio practice doesn't allow for the repetition of a favorite painting ten or fifteen 
times, but even if I could make paintings in that way, I wouldn't  choose to.  The basis of 
making these paintings is the accentuation of something unpredictable. 

However, there is simultaneously an aesthetic undercurrent to what I'm working on, so 
it's ideal to show the body of work together. Even if they look different at first glance, they 
are tied together in some way.   

NT: What do you think of the current state of painting today and the resurgence of 
abstraction and process painting in a younger generation? 

RS: I'm interested in artists who are hard even to categorize specifically as abstract.   Uri 
Aran and Laura Owens come to mind immediately.  In regard to process painting, I'm not 
sure that I am participating in that dialogue.   It's true that my paintings are made using 
unique processes, and I've been purposely transparent about describing my processes. 
But all of this is in service of making a painting, today, in 2013, and not about isolating 
the painting process as a statement in and of itself.  I'm not interested in positioning 
myself against artists that are "process painters", I just don't think that process painting 
is actually about abstraction or painting, as much as it is about using the canvas as a 
historically-loaded support to make another kind of statement.  

NT: Who are you talking too? Who is your public? Audience? Is there anything you 
would you like to change, or make people conscious of through your art? 

RS: There are many artists who I respect and am lucky to know, and I enjoy sharing my 
work with them.  But I don't have any control over who sees my work, so my audience is 
anyone who happens, through choice or otherwise, to encounter my paintings.  I believe 
I'm contributing to a larger effort to make confounding images rather than easily 
summarized and conclusive ones.   

NT: Can you talk about your residency in Marfa? How do you work? is it an 
everyday practice? 

RS: It's been fantastic living in Marfa.  There's a lot of space and time, which reminds me 
of how some of my Californian friends describe working in Los Angeles.  It's certainly a 
stark contrast to New York.   The thing about residencies in general is that they are a lot 
like going camping… a residency is an unfamiliar place and you're there with a bare 
minimum of tools and supplies, so you are forced to make it work and sometimes those 
constraints can be quite productive and energizing, but they are always useful.  

NT: What are your next projects? How do you see the evolution of your paintings? 

RS: I've just started getting back to work, and it's too early to describe the direction the 
paintings will take, but my next show will be at the Museum of Contemporary Art, North 
Miami.   




