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Encouraging a dialogue
The creative work that 1 do is
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and pride,” Weinstein says. “You
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another job that [ felt‘that way about.”

Weinstein's canvases don't try to confuse the viewer. They don't
impose obstacles that prevent us from entering the picture or, if you
like, the mood or the atmosphere or the tone of the picture. With some
artists, and this isn't meant to be judgmental, we'll look at a painting
and feel that something is pushing back at us as we try to find our way
in. In your case, I tell Weinstein, the picture pulls us in right away

*Well, I'm glad you feel that way,* he replies with a laugh “They're very
Romantic paintings: [ have no apologies about that. They are supposed to
communicate an experience, or communicate an event or communicate a
tone or a mood or an atmosphere, and so I don't want there to be exces-
sive chatter to keep that idea from coming forward very quickly,

32 BEACH Novermnber 2008

"That being said.” he continues, ‘I think a painting needs to be
kind of an emotive object; it needs to be able to sustain a long
engagement with the viewer. So, if it opens itself to you or if you
can read it very quickly, that's great; but you don’t want the con-
versation to [be simply] ‘hello” and ‘goodbye. You want to be able
to draw people in and have a longer conversation. 1 want the paint-
ing to do something, but also I'm interested in how the painting is
made. So I like little tears and little rips through the various veils of
color; little tears that allow the picture to kind of unravel. It's hold-
ing together, but it's sort of a tenuous proposition.*

Essentially, it's climinating the chatter, but not that something else
that holds us there. If it's a picture where you look at it, and you
think, ‘Oh, that's nice; and you move on to the next one, then the
picture hasn't done what it's supposed to do.

Weinstein agrees, bul is quick to acknowledge that another artist may




opt for a busier, more provocative effect.

How did¢you end up with this idea about pictures, because as you
point out it is a Romantic approach to painting, but Romantic in a long
northern European tradition that I wouldn't think would be popular
in a beach culture, which I picture as being more vibrant, What you
do is different than what | would expect.

Weinstein laughs. ‘I'm a surfer, and [ like to be around the water; it's a
big priority of my life. But we're talking about art history here; we're talk-
ing about other artists and I think a lot about those guys | have hundreds
of art books in this house. I look at them and I wonder about that stuff, too

“What 1 have been trying to do as an artist is to incorporate the funda-
mentals, the passions of my life, and I'm at a point right now where I have
a muse in the ocean, so to speak, but 1 also have a retrospective eye on fand)
a longer dialogue with art history, with a continuum of & painting tradition

It's a good synthesis between what's right in front of me, physically, and
where it is emotionally and conceptually. I think about other painters and
about my place as a painter; and I'm also thinking that here is the subject
that allows me to speak very clearly about what I'm interested in.”

He pauses and continues. *The treatment of the color and the treat-
ment of the material are coming from thinking about other artists and
thinking about painting; they're not so much about painting Mother
Ocean, you see what 1 mean? That is sort of how I posit myself.”

Sublime encounters
Alex Weinstein has absorbed the work of many artists, but some of
them have clearly had a larger impact.

Weinstein cont. on page 34
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Weinstein cont. from page 33

“Rothko is the most immediate influence in the work,” he says without
hesitation, referring to the late American artist Mark Rothko. "My favorite
paintings are those binary paintings where there'll be [for example] a top
panel in black and a lower panel in gray or vice-versa, or blue and white,
and you can't get away from the horizon line. You have this bifurcated can-
vas - you sce two rectangles and it’s an carth/sky, sca/sky, whatever ~ and
I like using that kind of geometry in my work, because that's essentially,
pictorially, what you're confronted with immediately when you start work-
ing: Where does the line go that divides the top from the bottom?

*You don't have to work that way, but 1 like working that way, and 1
like toying with that sense of horizon. Since so many of the paintings
refer to the ocean and surfing in a very immediate way, there is a kind
of conceptual link there because the horizon is always in motion and in
flux when you're surfing; swells are coming in and you're going over
them and you're rising and sinking and your head is bobbing around.
So that fluctuation is repeated in the paintings.”

Another influence is the 19th century German painter Caspar David
Friedrich

*Friedrich,” says Weinstein, ‘is the sort of flint stone of a long tradi
tion of paintings that some art historians® - and he specifically mentions
Robert Rosenblum - “call the sublime. I think initially what it was about
was foregoing obvious or biblical depictions of God or a higher power
or a spiritual event, leaving that more traditional visual vocabulary of
saints, angels, trumpets, parting clouds and so on, and getting into
nature. The light passing over a landscape could be the presence of God
without having the heavy-handedness of work that came in the 17th
century or whatever. Friedrich, I think, was the first one to say that God
or a spiritual or a sort of larger presence could be felt outside of reli-
gious depiction per se. So he makes these incredible landscape paintings
and you sec that idea from there forward - it's all over Monet, it's all
over Rothko, it's all over the Hudson River Valley painters like Church
and 1 love to see myself in that current because I think that those are
really satisfying paintings.”

Rosenblum wrote his seminal book, Modern Painting and the Northern
Romantic Tradition, in 1975 before Anselm Kiefer came to prominence
In another publication, The New Romantics (1988), Rosenblum writes
that Kiefer has “some claim to being a living survivor of the endangered
species of German Romantic painting. He sometimes seems to echo in
the direction of Friedrich.”

*I think Kiefer is irresistible,” Weinstein says. “He's been hammering
away at the same kind of work for 30 years, and it's fascinating. He
makes those giant woodcuts. They look like they're the ghosts of Edvard
Munch, they're really powerful, meaty; it's just super-German, very
Northern European, | think he's fantastic. What's interesting about his
work is that it doesn’t look dated. It looks like it could be a year old or
150 years old. To me, it has really held up well and it’s very self-assured.”

Another contemporary German artist sometimes compared - and in one
case paired - with Friedrich, in particular two years ago at the J. Paul Getty
Museum, is Gerhard Richter. Weinstein says he saw the show, and loved it.

“From a conceptual point of view Richter's covered so much ground,”
he says. “He's kind of killed painting and he’s brought it back to life
and he's made it about photography and about negating the hand, and
then he’s made it completely corporeal, all about material and about the
hand. I love that about him because he can be unabashedly beautiful
and he can be unabashedly wry and difficult and intellectual, and it
doesn’t seem to be anissue where he has to force himself to be one way
or the other, Every body of work that comes out of his studio is fasci
nating and it's very committed and earnest.”

Reflecting further on the Getty exhibition, he adds that "Any time you
can get a chance to be around an artist's work that you admire you feel
like you're in the presence of that personality. So, as a painter, 1 try to
sec the architecture in the picture and how the picture was made, try
to sec the history in the picture making.”

Many of the artists we've been talking about have or had a northern
European base, and here we are in a different clime altogether

“That's for sure. But,” and Weinstein is referring to painters of the sub
lime, “that way of approaching art is about a sort of non-specific spiritu
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ality or a presence, right? I'm not a religious person, but I think that is a
key component to that work, that's why it's called the sublime. It cele-
brates the beauty of nature, it celebrates the power of environment and
atmosphere and natural events as experienced by human beings.

‘I'm completely in sync with that and 1 think all surfers, all ocean
people are. They go in the water and they are overwhelmed by it, and
they’re stirred by it and frightened by it.” It can bring both joy and
uncertainty. *It's such an overwhelming experience to be dropped in the
ocean or go out to the ocean, never mind going surfing or dealing with
waves and currents and things like that.,” On the other hand, *a cata-
clysmic experience in a pasture or an overwhelming epiphany on a
mountaintop, or going out into the ocean, are totally interchangeable.
Being able to channel that northern European thing and bringing it to
Hermosa Beach sounds weird, but, it's not; it's actually pretty easy.”

French kissed

Born in 1970, Weinstein didn't actually grow up with the same sort of
view from his window that he's enjoying today.

“I spent a lot of time living in Europe, my mom is a Swede and my
dad teaches literature,” he says. ‘I come from maybe a more conserva-
tive, academic tradition. So, growing up in the ‘70s in southern
California was different from the '70s and ‘80s that | experienced back
in New England, and in Sweden and France, I'm not a child of Cal Arts
for example, of [John] Baldessari and Chris Burden.*

You've got a degree in art, but also in « ive writing.

‘I transferred from Bennington College in Vermont to Brown
University in Providence, Rhode Island; and | had accrued eénough
English credits at Bennington to have most of my English requirements
stitched up.” At Brown, those credits enabled him to nail down a degree




in English with a focus on creative writing.

‘I couldn't decide if I wanted to be a fine artist or a writer or some-
thing in between,” Weinstein continues. *I thought I would go into illus-
tration. So, when I got out of school, I moved to New York and got a bit
of work as an illustrator, Probably Ihe most interesting work 1 ever did
were illustrations for Surfer |

“But, shortly after | graduated lmm college I moved to Brittany in
northwestern France. That's where Paul Gauguin was painting. in Pont-
Aven.” This school or group of artists also included Emile Bernard,

Weinstein says, “is here you are thinking that you're accruing skills and
experience which will guide you in the future to making interest-
ing decisions and avoiding pitfalls, and it never seems to work out that way.
You wind up getting into a place of incredible frustration, and many times
out of that frustration something really uhsfymghlppcns.mleutfotme.
“You're looking at the problem that you just made that you've been
WOl and working on, and it's gotten awful to unbelievably terri-
ble... 1 a short temp lose my pati and start throwing things
around and one thing leads to another and you have a sort of physical
and i

Maurice Denis, and Paul Sérusier. Their collective palette is subdued
and yet saturated with deep, intense color.

“We were living just outside of Pont-Aven, and my family still has a
house there,” Weinstein says. “You have this gallery scene, there's this
little museum; there’s a heap of artists who have been working there
since the 1880s, and 1 wound up starting a gallery and painting the land-
scape. I'd paint cows, | painted pictures of the rain, the sun coming up,
all of this hokey stuff by late 20th century standards, but for me it was
living in this other country and being part of this real art tradition, and
you could see what Gauguin was looking at b it’s kind of unmo-
lested, a lot of that part of the country is not really developed at all. And
the French don't forget anything, so there's Paul Gauguin postcards
everywhere and his presence is still very much a part of that commu-
nity. Living there was a wonderful experience.”

Weinstein reflects on that past for a few moments.

*A lot of my family is living in France right now, my sister and her
family's there, and my parents are going to join them just outside of
Paris. | moved from Brittany to L.A_; that was in ‘97, and I baven't lived
back there for more than three weeks since then.” Ruefully, he adds,
“You can’t be in two places at once.”

Rolling up his sleeves

Where do you paint?

*I got a studio in Gardena about seven months ago, and it has a big
skylight,” Weinstein replies. “That's the very first time I've ever had a
proper studio to really stretch out and work in. I've worked in the hous
es that I've rented, in garages and stuff like that. I've always been in
these little cave-like environments with artificial light and now I hm a

“You ask yourself, ‘How come I haven't learned anything from this?
That kind of break! doesn’t have to have this tantrum component
to it, but the thing about creative work is lhal ll s unpredictable and you
have to invite accident and court d di will eccur
and from that something magnificent will come in; sometimes disaster
will not occur and something magnificent will happen. But if you're not
courting it, you're just repeating yourself and you're not really growing.”

If you aren't taunting the lion, l m !hmklng, nothlng wnll happen.

“They say that Hemingway was an unbeli y
Weinstein says. Whenywreadlheproscnjusldnpso((thepme it's so
casy to tear right through it, and to think that somebody has very, very
painstakingly revised this and cut fat and added fat and spiced it up and
made it just so, wxlh such discipline, is really beguiling. You realize just
how aers it is, not by accident, but by discipline. That shouldn't
necessarily be the driving principle behind creative work, but it's an inter-
esting model. When you put it down you go, "Wow, this is somebody who
is really working on his craft’ I'm attracted to that kind of writing, I'm
llluded to that kind of pamhna. painters who kind of battle.”

Weinstein expresses satisfaction with how his show at Bergamot
Station turned out and seems to have relished the endeavor.

*1 hope that each successive exhibition pushes the work harder and
the work looks not easier or more self-assured, but just as ambitious or
just as serious or just as focused as it ever did, but with new ideas and
with new expectations or new objectives.”

In the show, one of the highlights was a piece called “Moby Dick: The
White Whale." It consists of 39 twelve-by-twelve-inch squares, white
undulating panels that mimic the surface of the ocean and refer back to
1970s list art.

huge skylight and fluorescent light; that's kind of an
tion but 1 like it. I thought I'd be more affected by the change in the
light source but I'm not at all.

“I work during the day, and my studio is far enough away from the
house that 1 have to really commit to it - I would say anywhere from
four to maybe 10 or 11 hours. From living in France for so long, the
French seem to work to live, not the other way around; so, long lunch-
es; and then they work a little bit into the evening, but the evening time
is not for business calls, it's not for the internet, it's not for that kind of
stuff, it's for sitting down, having a meal, drinking some wine, and |

Will you do more sculptural work?

“I've got ideas for sculpture, but it's only one component of what I'm
up to, and it's not more important or less important than the paintings,
They're all on the wall, so I'm still very much a two-dimensional kind
of person.” Weinstein has a good laugh. *I'm not thinking about space
the way that someone like Calder is thinking about space, [rather] more
about surfaces and the space that paintings occupy.”

It’s nice when the work sells, because then you can move on and explore
other avenues. But a dedicated artist is going to do this regardless.

learned that really easily. I'll work well into the night if it's absolutely

“Ab ly,” Weinstei ies. "Some people really thrive on the

necessary, but I'm disciplined enough to keep a sort of | pace. 1
go every day and [ do my thing. and then I wash up and go home.*
Do you paint from a photograph, or from skclchu. or from memory’

of the public, and it really allows them to develop and mature
their ideas very quickly, and it just lends air to the flame of what they're
working on. For other people it can be very suffocating, where they feel

*Most of the paintings don't have any at all”
Weumeansays.'Alolollhﬂnhwcnmuycousolgcsso.mdlllundm
bdwcenllnoo-!sof and kind of fill the tooth of the canvas.

times that will influence what kind of painting | want to make on that

pport. If the support is really h then 1 usually want to make a paint-
ing that is very smooth and has a quiet surface to it, so that the surface
becomes a keen part of the piece. Other times, if the canvas is a little bit
loolhle:otgmn!ﬂ 1 put a lot more paint on it and am not o concerned

about trying out new ideas if they know that older ideas from pre-
vious shows worked; they're scared of moving from the safe and narrow.”

It's a common dilemma for successful musicians or artists. The pub-
lic is fickle and may drop you if they feel betrayed or confused,

“It just scems that that’s the way we operate as a society, in this coun-
try especially. I think we're very concerned about how to market things,
and how to make things fit into the various categories and stratifying
everything. It's all got to be very clear and concise, and God forbid you

about the interruption or the clunkiness of the surface once it's finished

“When I first started making paintings of the ocean I went out on my surf-
board and took a lot of photographs of the surface of the ocean, just to get a
unseol!nwloactunllygeu drawing right. I'm not a confident draftsman,
m‘“mlmdu\e B¢ drawing. So I thought I would need two cards to
get it right irony of course is that these paintings that I really lan.
guished on and labored over, where | was using source material, are no more
realistic than the ones [ could just make up. I just move the material around
and somehow it starts to jell, and eventually it looks kind of what I'm after.”

One can always over-prepare, that's true.

*I think the part of the whole process of being creative,”

hould fight against that! But | would hope things are changing, so that
the person who's been typecast as one kind of producer can reappear
down the line in a completely different manifestation. You never know.
Great artists can work across genres and they can break out.”

Before I forget, what made you want to become an artist?

*It just kind of occurred,” Weinstein says after a few seconds. °I like
pictures, | like stories... It was inevitable that 1 would get to this place
that I'm in right now. I didn’t have to say no to anything else: 'Oh, 1
really wanted to go to med school, but I didn't’ or ‘I really wanted to be
a cop, but I'm not” This is what I want to do; it's pretty casy to look
myself in the mirror after 1've been working in the studio all day.* B
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