












	



	



	



	



	



	





Franklin Evans: The Studio as Episteme 
 
Raphael Rubinstein 
 
Every artist, every writer, every practitioner in any creative field, 
assembles a pantheon of predecessors and contemporaries. The art-gods 
given a place of honor in such aesthetic temples can be welcome 
influences or potent adversaries, they can be figures to emulate, or foils 
to rebel against, or all these things at once.  Various models have been 
theorized to describe how such relationships function. In his influential 
1919 essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” T.S. Eliot argued that 
a poet’s full engagement with literary tradition entailed a process of 
depersonalization: “What happens is a continual surrender of himself as 
he is at the moment to something which is more valuable. The progress 
of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of 
personality.”  A little more than a half century later, Harold Bloom, in 
his 1973 book The Anxiety of Influence, depicted the dialogue with 
one’s predecessors as an agon, a Freudian battle for psychic and artistic 
dominance, that often hinges on intentional misreadings.  
 
The same year Bloom’s book was published, Philip Guston, by then 
deep into his late figurative period, created Pantheon, a medium-size 
oil on panel painting of a lightbulb and a tiny canvas on an easel 
surrounded by the names of the artists who had nourished him: 
Masaccio, Piero, Giotto, Tiepolo and de Chirico. Of course, Guston had 
many more influences, many more inspirations, than these five Italian 
artists. We know, for instance, that he loved the work of Max 
Beckmann and that Sung-era Chinese painters were his supreme ideal, 
but in no other painting is he so explicit about his artistic debts.  
 
If Eliot portrays tradition as a means of escaping from the self and 
Bloom argues for influence as a tense struggle, Guston expresses 
something more like gratitude and love for the artists who inspired him. 
Franklin Evans, an artist who has long grappled with questions of 
tradition and influence, avails himself of all these approaches. In his 
anthological paintings and installations woven from countless art-
historical citations he subsumes his own identity into the visual heritage 
of the past (and present), confronts questions of originality and 



innovation and, last but not least, invokes the artists in his own 
pantheon with an intensity that borders on obsession.  
 
Like all of us, Evans inhabits a culture increasingly defined by its 
networks of innumerable, instantly available images. As a painter, that 
is, someone who produces unique analog objects that belong to a 
medium with roots in the pre-digital, pre-Internet, indeed, pre-
photographic culture, Evans has a choice whether to reject or embrace 
current technological realities. There are many painters who define 
painting as a mode of resistance to the visual overload of digital media, 
while others rejoice in painting’s ability to assimilate new visual 
languages and technologies. Evans partakes of both stances: he is at 
once an upholder of painting’s traditions (it’s hard to think of another 
contemporary as deeply enmeshed in art history) and an innovator 
guiding (or dragging?) this venerable medium into the 21st century.   
 
As one becomes involved in recognizing (or failing to recognize) the 
myriad borrowed motifs in one of Evans’s tightly packed compositions, 
it is easy to miss a crucial point: Evans’s paintings actually look 
nothing like the work of the artists he is citing. His canvases might be 
rich with details from Matisse, Bonnard and other modern masters and 
from accomplished contemporaries such as Laura Owens and Kerry 
James Marshall, but taken as a whole, in what might be an extreme 
instance of Bloomian “misreading,” the paintings bear little or no 
resemblance to any of the artists they reference. Instead, they offer 
patchwork compositions that often resemble crazy quilts or messy 
desktops. (The only artist who immediately comes to mind when I look 
at an Evans painting as a totality is Edouardo Paolozzi, whose collage-
based screenprints of the 1960s bear an uncanny resemblance to some 
of Evans’s paintings--I say “uncanny” because until very recently 
Evans was unaware of Paolozzi’s work.) It is, thus, in the structure of 
the paintings--and in the organization of Evans’s studio and installation 
environments--that we encounter the essence of his work.   
 

*** 
 
As we look at Evans’s paintings our usual habits of viewing and 
categorizing can fall short. The paintings are not solely abstract nor 



solely figurative; compositionally, they are neither exclusively 
relational nor all-over;  many of them contain more visual information 
than we can assimilate, more citations than we can trace, more cross-
references and juxtapositions than we can keep track of, more stylistic 
diversity (from geometric abstraction to trompe l’oeil, and everything 
in between) than we can make sense of.  Nor does it help that many of 
the images are positioned upside down or sideways in kaleidoscopic 
jumbles. We also have to contend with how Evans embraces what he 
calls “provisional studio processes” by basing his paintings and 
installations on the teeming temporary arrangements of taped-together 
collage material he creates on the walls and floors of his studio. All of 
this results in a marvelous instability that requires constant adjustment 
on the part of the viewer. 
 
Rather than trying to parse these works in relation to painting alone, we 
need to expand our scope to encompass video, film, installations and 
the sprawling wilds of social media. In 2014, Evans presented an 
ambitious well-received exhibition titled “Painting as Supermodel” at 
Ameringer McEnery Yohe Gallery in New York. While the primary 
reference for this show was Yve-Alain Bois’s 1986 essay “Painting as 
Model,” Evans was looking at models outside of the medium of 
painting.  During a 2013 interview in The Brooklyn Rail, he mentioned 
his interest in the speed and “discontinuous focus” of Ryan Trecartin’s 
mid-2000s work and the “multi-viewed” effect of installations by Jon 
Kessler and Yayoi Kusama. More recently, he has felt a strong affinity 
with the work of Arthur Jafa, specifically his rapid-fire video Apex 
(2013).  Evans’s willingness to look beyond painting has resulted in a 
powerful cross-fertilization of mediums. 
 
A different kind of extra-painting references appear in some of his new 
paintings in the form of sculptural imagery, chiefly classical busts and 
precolumbian heads. Intentionally or not, the scattered, fragmentary 
heads evoke the ritualistic practice among the Mixtec and other 
Mesoamerican peoples of intentionally breaking apart and discarding 
fired-clay figurines. As well as reminding us of the debt that Western 
modernism owes to non-Western cultures, and positioning the painting 
as a kind of archeological dig, the presence of this Mesoamerican 
imagery is also a reference to Evans’s own Mexican heritage.  



 
Further close looking uncovers allusions to current politics, for 
example an “I Voted” sticker (surrounded by a Kusama Infinity Net 
painting) just a few inches away from a portrait of Martin Luther King. 
As usual, the paintings are littered with the signatures of other artists. 
(One could write an entire essay on how Evans deploys signatures.) 
Provocatively, Evans pursues autobiographical content via appropriated 
images. Sometimes this can be a covert operation, as in a recent 
painting referencing only works from the Figge Museum in Davenport, 
Iowa, which Evans frequented when he was a grad student at the 
University of Iowa. As usual Evans relishes unexpected juxtapositions, 
here planting what looks like a ‘57 Chevy taken from a painting by 
local Iowa artist John Shepperd in front of a Matisse detail. Letting no 
square inch go to waste, he turns to a Fairfield Porter landscape for the 
path of green lawn just in front of the Chevy & Matisse image. A 
surprising insert in a painting that is otherwise a joyful remix of 
Matisse’s Joie de Vivre and a Cezanne landscape is a grid of X’s from a 
napkin drawing by the late Tony Feher (1956-2016), whose signature 
with date is also visible, albeit upside down. I never would have 
connected Feher and Matisse, but Evans’s painting makes me aware of 
their similar love of direct, unadulterated, luminous color. I can also see 
why Evans would be drawn to Feher, who was known for, among other 
things, incorporating blue painter’s tape into his work. 
 
Among the new paintings are several that feature more open, non-grid 
compositions.  In one, a ground of large biomorphic shapes from 
Matisse cutouts is overlaid with elliptical target motifs, green and red 
apples (from Cezanne and Patrick Caulfield), proliferating copies of 
Roy Lichtenstein’s 1965-66 portrait of art dealer Holly Solomon, that 
strange child’s head from Matisse’s Piano Lesson and other shapes and 
images (some from California Abstractionist Frank Lobdell, whom 
Evans studied with). There’s a kind of centrifugal energy being 
unleashed, threatening to send the elements of the painting spinning off 
into adjacent spaces.  
 
In other paintings, Evans depicts a work-in-progress on the floor of his 
studio, rendering it as we would see it in a close-up photograph where 
the edges seem to fall away. Here more precolumbian motifs appear, 



though taken from painted codexes rather than clay figurines. Intensely 
patterned, the painting begins to resemble a map. A different kind of 
distortion is visible in a group of watercolors where Evans depicts 
increasingly pixelated versions of his own paintings. 
 

*** 
 
Ultimately, painting is not so much Evans’s medium as it is his subject, 
or one of his them. He pays as much attention to the site where his 
paintings get made--the studio--as he does to the paintings themselves. 
In 2017, he explained in a statement written for his “paintingpainting” 
exhibition (also at Ameringer McEnery Yohe) how for the previous 
decade he had made “the studio in the round” the subject of his 
paintings. Another way to think of the studio in Evans’s work is as, 
along with traditional paints and brushes and the inkjet printer that 
Evans relies on to print out hard copies of his source images, one of his 
primary tools. 
 
Because of Evans’s practice of sourcing images online, some might 
think of him as a “post-studio” artist who only needs a laptop and a 
highspeed internet connection, but he is emphatically a studio artist. 
The conditions of his workspace (its light, its walls and ceiling, its 
location, and, perhaps most importantly, its floor) are as crucial to his 
art as his choice of canvas size and type of paint are to his 
paintings.  Another important distinction to make is that rather than 
working from digital images, Evans always turns to his printer to make 
hard copies before painting them.  As he succinctly explains: 
“Everything gets printed so I can see it.” 
 
For Evans, the studio is the support that receives material and the frame 
that unites it. As such, it is a contemporary mutation of the “flatbed 
picture plane” that Leo Steinberg identified in the work of 
Rauschenberg  and other postwar artists. Like the artists Steinberg 
discussed, Evans alludes to “hard surfaces such as tabletops, studio 
floors, charts, bulletin boards—any receptor surface on which objects 
are scattered, on which data is entered, on which information may be 
received, printed, impressed—whether coherently or in confusion.” 
(Not surprisingly, Evans is well aware of this affinity: he titled a 2012 



show in Milan “flatbedfactum02,” a dual reference to Steinberg and to 
Rauschenberg.) Importantly, Evans’s “flatbed” material is by no 
means limited to screengrabs of paintings. Along with his ever-
expanding reservoir of painting details, Evans has corralled documents 
from the day-to-day operations of the artworld (gallery press releases), 
texts from the domains of literature and art history, photographs of 
artists and of his own neatly-ordered bookshelves and various 
accumulations of information and data. He has also incorporated sound 
into his exhibitions through audio installations of actors reading from 
texts that influenced the work on view.   
 
Another useful reference in approaching his work is Daniel Buren’s 
essay “Function of the Studio.” It is a mark of changing circumstances 
that while Buren proclaimed in 1971 that all his work proceeded from 
the “extinction” of the studio, Evans has built a radical painting 
practice not on the ruins of the studio but from its repurposed survival. 
For Evans, the studio is like a Foucauldian episteme, less a space than a 
condition that establishes what it is possible to say within his work.  
 
Clearly there is an archival dimension to Evans’s practice. His 
thronging compendia of art history belong to a tradition that 
encompasses Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyme Atlas, Walter Benjamin’s 
Arcades Project, Gerhard Richter’s Atlas, Christian Boltanski’s Lessons 
of Darkness, Fred Wilson’s Mining the Museum and Jean-Luc 
Godard’s Histoires du Cinema, to which we could add more recent 
contributions by Thomas Hirschhorn, Walid Raad, Tacita Dean, Loren 
Munk  and Arthur Jafa. We might also add Andre Malraux’s Museum 
without Walls--nothing is more Evansian than Maurice Jarnoux’s 
famous photograph of Malraux surrounded by the loose pages of his 
soon-to-be-published volume of art reproductions, a scene that scholar 
Walter Grasskamp refers to as “the book on the floor.” Yet even as we 
note Evans’s fluency in this archival discourse, we need to always 
recognize the subjective, personal aspects of his work. For all their 
precise visual quotations, Evans’s paintings are not “gallery pictures” 
in the manner of the 17th century painter David Teniers, nor are they 
exercises in “art as critique” in the manner of so many late-20th century 
artists. Think of them, rather, as citational self-portraits.  Evans’s subtle 













































































New Models, Strange Tools
By Raphael Rubinstein

As I sit down to begin this essay I am recalling details from my studio visits to the four artists 
in this show. At a certain point in Lydia Dona’s studio—a clean, quiet space in an anonymous 
commercial building in midtown Manhattan to which Dona recently moved after many decades 
in a much grittier downtown studio—the artist dimmed the lights so that different aspects of 
the paintings could emerge.  It was startling to me that as the studio turned dark, certain lines 
and areas of the canvases began to glow and pulsate, as if the paintings had suddenly become 
not objects against a wall, but animate, mutating beings. During my visit to Fabian Marcaccio’s 
studio, only a few blocks away from Dona’s but very different in style (more like the headquarters 
of some quirky start-up) I noticed how, as we sat looking at his recent work, a 3-D printer across 
the studio ran ceaselessly, producing an element that would probably find its way into one of the 
artist’s materially unruly paintings. As Marcaccio explained to me the importance of weaving 
and knotting the ropes that are the main supports of his paintings, his computer-driven machine 
obediently pursued its task, suggesting another level of interweaving: the machinemade and the 
handmade.

At Franklin Evans’ studio, in a funky building on the Lower East Side that has seen its share of 
recent art history (John Currin and Sean Landers worked there early in their careers), I found 
myself having to take off my shoes so that I could, with the artist’s permission, walk over the 
canvases-in-progress lying on the floor. More paintings covered the walls from floor to ceiling, 
each of them packed with dozens or maybe hundreds of individual images; my visual receptors 
were momentarily overwhelmed, not knowing where to start, but then a single small detail, an 
image I knew from Matisse but had never dreamt of encountering like this, solicited my attention 
and gave me an entry point into Evans’ multifarious array. To arrive at Pedro Barbeito’s Brooklyn 
studio involved a walk from the nearest subway through a bleak mixed-use neighborhood no 
doubt soon to be snatched up by real estate developers. In the studio, a big aluminum structure, 
which at first I took for some temporary architectural fixture, nearly blocked off access to one 
end of the space; it was, I learned, part of the work that Barbeito was making for “Dynamic 
Pictorial Models.”  As the artist spoke to me about his work and process, about his interest in 
particle physics and cosmology, about developing new methods of making paintings, he dropped 
a reference to something called “strange tools,” a concept he’d found in the writings of American 
philosopher Alva Noë. The phrase stayed with me and I think it might be helpful in approaching 
not only Barbeito’s work but the exhibition as a whole.

 Franklin Evans




Technology is one of Noë’s central concerns. Defining it very broadly (the book opens with an 
account of how breast-feeding can be considered as a technology), Noë describes any “organized 
activity” as a technology, including such basic functions as speaking, dancing, singing and 
thinking. At a higher level, he argues, these activities are “put on display,” which then allows 
them to “loop back” and “reorganize” the primary activity. Thus, choreography reorganizes 
dancing, visual art reorganizes picture making, philosophy reorganizes thinking and so forth.  It 
is these practices, identified in the book as artistic practices, that Noë calls “strange tools.” As  
he  explains: 

“Art is interested in removing tools (in my extended sense) from their settings and thus making 
them strange and, in making them strange, bringing out the ways and textures of the embedding 
that has been taken for granted. A work of art is a strange tool, an alien implement. We make 
strange tools to investigate ourselves.”i

In Barbeito’s work, there is a great deal of removing things from their original contexts, especially 
from the realm of science.  The large circular element in Collision Chamber RT (2015-2016) was 
inspired by the satellite dishes used in radio astronomy; it can also be seen, the artist explains, 
as a cross section of a particle collider such as the Hadron collider at CERN in Switzerland. This 
is also the source for the black sculptural element, created with a 3-D printer, visible through 
the apertures in the white disk, which is, in fact, canvas stretched on a circular wood support. 
Arrayed across the surface of this shaped painting are relief images from these and other Big 
Science marvels, both ancient and modern. Many of the finely detailed motifs visible in Barbeito’s 
work are created with an unusual “pen” invented by the artist (speaking of strange tools) that he 
uses to extrude paint in precisely controlled lines. 

It isn’t only science that inspires Barbeito: his work also grapples with the legacy of radical 
postwar art, including Lucio Fontana’s revelation that the space between the surface of the 
painting and the wall it hangs must also be the territory of painting, and Robert Smithson’s 
vision of the artist as a sci-fi fantasist and cosmic cartographer. By inserting an openwork, and 
subtly crystalline, aluminum structure between the canvas and the wall (it is inspired by the 
kinds of scaffolding and support structures found in science labs, radio telescopes and airports), 
Barbeito dramatically expands the interstitial zone pioneered by Fontana. As we engage with 
Barbeito’s work, our attention has to constantly toggle between binary pairings: the micro and 
the macro, subatomic particles and distant stars, painting and sculpture, the visible and the 
invisible. Then, at a certain point, all these oppositions are subsumed into his, and our own, 
larger project: the visual embodiment of knowledge.



Baroque, entropic, riddled with images of violence and eroticism, throbbing with high-key, 
artificial color—at first glance the work of Fabian Marcaccio seems impossibly distant from 
Barbeito’s architectonic, neatly executed, perfectly calibrated, white-on-white constructions. 
What these two artists share, however, is significant. Like Barbeito, Marcaccio has over the 
decades ceaselessly incorporated new technology into his work, inventing his own set of strange 
tools and diverting existing devices to his equally strange ends. I would also argue that both 
artists have a strong relationship to Fontana, evident, chez Marcaccio, in the constant breaking-
up of the support and the resulting activation of the real space behind it. On the subject of postwar 
Italian art, Marcaccio is, it seems to me, one of the contemporary artists who has engaged 
most directly and most radically with the legacy not only of Fontana but also of Alberto Burri.  
In Marcaccio’s paintings—these tense, gnarly webs of ropes and bungee cords bristling with 
glistening globs of paint and 3-D printed pseudo artifacts—it’s as if Burri’s burlap bags have 
been subjected to a regime of steroids and human growth hormone.  But, importantly, Marcaccio 
does not stop at abstract materiality: his paintings are thoroughly (and literally) enmeshed in the 
realm of images, especially images that the mainstream media finds hard to tolerate. Sometimes 
explicitly foregrounded, sometimes slow to emerge, bodies and figures, nearly always charged 
with socio-political content, are ever-present in his work. In Scientologists (2016), for instance, 
we see the spectacle of actor and Scientology follower Tom Cruise receiving a medal from one 
of his co-religionists (both figures rendered as disintegrating waxwork effigies). More than any 
other contemporary painter, Marcaccio relies on paradox, a cascade of conceptual reversals and 
physical contradictions. Simultaneously pre-digital and post-digital, Marcaccio’s “paintants” 
imply that the medium has undergone a major genetic mutation, as indeed it has.

Confronted with one of Franklin Evans’ wall-floor-ceiling installations, or with a single painting 
such as the recent artasmodel (2016), even casual viewers will notice how the artist has seeded 
his work with references to other artists. For the last couple of years, Evans has been largely 
focused on works by Matisse (especially The Romanian Blouse, 1939-1940), though additional 
escapees from art history are beginning to infiltrate his work (he seems to be scrambling the 
rhythmic grids of Mondrian’s New York City paintings). Defying those who believe that self-
referential, critique-driven art should remain at a safe remove from any kind of visual hedonism, 
Evans offers explosive fields of color, line and shape at the same time as he engages in deep 
conceptual conversations. 

 Franklin Evans




In recent works, which continue to employ proliferating grids that reside somewhere between 
the vernacular tradition of quilting and a computer screen taken over by a virus that keeps 
opening an infinity of new windows, Evans engages canonical texts by Barbara Rose, Thomas 
Lawson, Yve-Alain Bois and others (including the present author) by painting into his own 
work images of paintings referenced by those critics. An equal-opportunity appropriator, 
Evans frequently cannibalizes his own work, reusing parts of previous installations (which 
here includes painting onto recycled fragments of his 2013 installation at Ameringer McEnery 
Yohe Gallery). Recontextualizing the hetero-erotic stance of Matisse with an array of boldly 
homoerotic images, Evans, for all his evident love of art history, does not respect the authority 
of the masterpiece. When, in 2013, New York’s Museum of Modern Art mounted an exhibition 
titled “Inventing Abstraction: 1910-1925,” many observers accused the museum of arrogance 
and ethnocentrism for its apparent disregard of widespread nonwestern traditions of abstract 
art that flourished for many millennia before 1910. One of the strongest critiques came from 
poet Charles Bernstein in an essay titled “Disfiguring Abstraction.” Rereading Bernstein’s text 
the other day, I was struck by a passage that seems to perfectly crystallize the mood of liberty 
and permission pervading Evans’ work: “No one owns art history: not the artist, not viewers, not 
scholars, not critics, not museums. Not even art.” ii

A deep engagement with art history has long been central to the work of Lydia Dona, yet she 
is also an artist who is keenly alert to the actual world around her, especially to the volatile 
nexus of technology, biology and politics. Since the early 1990s, Dona has been crucial to the 
development of a philosophically-grounded project (she was one of the first painters to draw 
on the writings of Gilles Deleuze) to redefine painting as a medium of open discourse rather 
than as, say, formalist exercise, nostalgic recuperation or conceptual illustration. But while her 
paintings deploy tropes and techniques lifted from specific historical moments (the soaked/
stained ground of Color Field painting, the drip of Abstract Expressionism, the strict geometry of 
Constructivism and Minimalism, the Bachelor Machines of Duchamp), she never falls into 
stylistic eclecticism, or superficial quotation. Clearly, her painterly abilities help protect her 
from indulging in artistic clichés, but of equal, or perhaps greater importance, is the fact that 
her art seeks to confront the conflict-riven contemporary world that all of us inhabit. The linear 
shapes that drift across her canvases are not simply signs of “the hand,” or exercises in 
biomorphic drawing, but precise images torn from the technical schematics that determine so 
much of our existence, often invisibly. 
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This is stuff from the real world of factories, laboratories, hospitals and urban infrastructures, 
the world where the membrane between human and machine is becoming everyday more 
porous. In the context of this show, Dona is the only of the four artists who has chosen to work 
within the conventions of the stretched canvas, but her work is hardly retrospective. In a painting 
such as Bodies of Multiple Dwellings (2016), the polyphonic spatial and retinal effects force the 
viewer to conceive new ways of looking at abstraction. The artist’s distinctive combination of 
paint types (oil, acrylic, sign paint and a variety of powdered pigments) contributes to the sense 
of the unforeseen, as does the delicate violence with which she builds up her surfaces and 
images. The results are paintings where systems seem to be simultaneously collapsing and 
emerging, a condition that is true of all the work in this exhibition.

It was 30 years ago that Yve-Alain Bois published his influential essay “Painting as Model” 
in which he points out that “abstract models” do not precede the artwork but that “the work 
produces them by itself for anyone who takes the trouble to notice.”iii This is very much the 
situation we find with Pedro Barbeito, Lydia Dona, Franklin Evans and Fabian Marcaccio, whose 
art offers four distinct and deeply interrelated models for thinking, and also supplies us with 
brilliantly fashioned tools to help turn the direction of that thinking, in all its pictorial dynamics, 
toward ourselves—which is where it was always heading in the first place.

i Alva Noë, Strange Tools: Art and Human Nature, Hill and Wang, New York, 2015, p. 30

ii Charles Bernstein, “Disfiguring Abstraction,” Critical Inquiry, Spring 2013, p. 497

iii Yve-Alain Bois, “Painting as Model,” October, Summer 1986, p. 126.  Bois credits art historian 
Hubert Damisch for this insight, citing an essay where Damisch reproaches Jacques Lacan for 
trying to impose his theories upon French artist François Rouan.
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