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Installation view, Tony Cragg, April 27—June 29, 2024, Marian Goodman Gallery, Los Angeles.

Saul Appelbaum: I love the language you use in many of your interviews to make inferences about the 
nexus of matter, experience, feeling, and sculpture. Will you set the stage with some observations about 
this nexus?

Tony Cragg: We have an amazing ability to read the world with our eyes. We do it with our ears, and we 
do it with our sense of touch. What we see and how that affects us is instant. It’s quicker than any other 
media. If you wink or move your face, I immediately have neurons that change my emotions. It can make 
me laugh or be aggressive just by what you do with your face. We see thousands of people in a short 
space of time, and we recognize everybody. We know they’re different individuals. We read this surface 
so accurately, which means so much. It’s not just the face. It’s also the body. How is a person standing? 
Arms folded, legs apart, upright, and bent? You know if this person is healthy, young, old, dynamic, or 
depressed. Everything comes out of these signals. The body is a signaling device.

We’re incredibly acute about these things. This is sculpture for me. You’re sitting in a chair. How did the 
chair get there? This is an extension of your body. Aren’t you happy sitting on the floor? We make chairs, 
put them in a room, rooms in a building, roads connecting the buildings, etc. Communally, we’ve 
created an enormous amount of things, this secretion of material, if you like. That’s what we call our 
culture. You get up in the morning, put on your clothes, decide what to have for breakfast, sit at the 
table and chair in your apartment, etc. These are sculptural decisions for me. All of that material is to 
keep your naked ass off the naked soil. It’s the material that we produce communally together. Its only 
function is to protect us from nature and to modify our experience so that we have a better, from our 
point of view, survival strategy.
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That’s an amazing mechanism. Sculpture looks at those mechanisms. Why do we make those 
decisions? We’re responsible for the impoverishment of form on this planet, not just because we destroy 
the environment but because it’s how we make things. Our industries make things with the simplest 
geometries, the cheapest and easiest way to make things. These simple geometries reduce the form or 
the value of the world. 

In a square meter of forest, there’s more form than the whole of Los Angeles. We took down the forest 
because we needed a field. After a while, we needed a parking lot, so we changed the field into a 
parking lot. It’s a dumbing down of materials.

SA: It’s striking the use of extension lines in architectural and representational drawings, for instance in 
Giacometti’s drawings. What do you think about these lines and what they infer about the 
interconnectivity of seeing and matter? 

Installation view, Tony Cragg, April 27—June 29, 2024, Marian Goodman Gallery, Los Angeles.
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Tony Cragg, Incident (Solo), 2023, Stainless steel, 96 1/2 x 27 1/8 x 41 in. (245 x 69 x 104 cm), Courtesy 
of the Artist and Marian Goodman Gallery
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TC: For thousands of years, people made representational sculptures. At the end of the 19th century, 
things went beyond the surface because of science. Suddenly, an artist like Maillol starts making 
sculptures that are more like geometric constructions in space. When Rodin makes sculptures, he no 
longer worries about anatomy. Rodin is obsessed with Freud’s new ideas. He wants psychological 
affect. He goes through all these strategies. He sometimes beats up the figure, throws it on the ground, 
breaks its arm, etc., to express a maximum emotional quality in the work. Now, we’re moving into 
abstract ideas.

Tony Cragg, Stand, 2023, Corten steel, 43 1/4 x 18 7/8 x 28 3/8 in. (110 x 48 x 72 cm), Courtesy of the 
Artist and Marian Goodman Gallery

Tony Cragg, Masks, 2021, Guatemalan green stone, 63 x 41 3/8 x 17 3/4 in. (160 x 105 x 45 cm), 
Courtesy of the Artist and Marian Goodman Gallery
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As things go on, Brancusi comes along and introduces Byzantine geometries. When we get to 
Duchamp, he does something unique and shows us that everything affects us. Not just the face or body 
in the room but everything around us has an emotional and intellectual meaning. Therefore, we can use 
everything to make art. He makes it very clear how things that exist in a three-dimensional space, or 
three-dimensional extension, also exist in terms of language in our brains. 

We have a cloud of associations, a volume of words, of terms. Artists discovered after Duchamp that 
you didn’t have to change an object too much to make it art. You could even change the terms around 
it. The whole world becomes the subject of sculpture. I think the 20th century gave us many 
opportunities to work with.

Installation view, Tony Cragg, April 27—June 29, 2024, Marian Goodman Gallery, Los Angeles.
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For me, the extension lines you’re talking about are not physical. They’re the idea that when you have a 
thing in space, you cluster it up with associations, words, and meanings. And those words and 
meanings don’t exist anywhere other than your mind, yet you transport these things into the material so 
it communicates. The material world is so complicated. I am in a sense of astonishment every day that 
I’m here, that I exist.

SA: Do you believe language is a part of a material process? Is it sculptural?

TC: Yes. I’d have to say it is. It’s materially formed. You can see it forming in your own hands. I write 
sometimes. You can have an idea or something you want to say, and then you put it on paper. You move 
around different clauses, then suddenly, it becomes a sentence. So what have you done? You’ve used 
material to form your ideas. You’re using material outside of your body to reflect and think. That is the 
creative process.

When I have a block of clay in front of me, billions of things are in that block. Some of it is the dust on 
my fingers. When I start to move and mold the block, suddenly, a form starts to vibrate. Associations, 
ideas, and emotions accumulate around the form.
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SA: I keep returning to a simple scene about the nexus of matter, experience, and feeling. I’m walking 
down the street and someone sends me a message. I see it on my phone. It gives me an intense feeling. 
Then that changes how I act and move things around. What do you think about the material or 
sculptural basis of the Internet?

TC: The Internet is a communicative medium, so it’s been beneficial. It’s become essential to us as a 
part of our social strategies. The immediacy and the speed of communication have changed. On 
another level, it’s not just communication. It’s a super source of information. There’s a little sadness in 
this human condition because it reflects a lot of sordidness, a lot of unhappiness, and a lot of 
unnecessary things. We’re pitted against each other in a competitive mode, like competing for survival. 
It becomes a battleground for a lot of issues. So often, it resorts to the lowest common denominator. If 
you want to educate people, the Internet is also a good tool. Then, it’s about the quality of ideas or 
quality control. Sometimes, it becomes a cesspit of information instead of a glowing source.

SA: This lowest common denominator sounds analogous to your idea about the parking lot. It’s the 
lowest common denominator of building in the environment. There’s undoubtedly an internet parking lot.

Installation view, Tony Cragg, April 27—June 29, 2024, Marian Goodman Gallery, Los Angeles.
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TC: That’s what worries me. We’re teaching people the wrong things. We’re making them into economic 
units. It doesn’t value life. It doesn’t value the existence of humanity. It makes people into useful things. 
To do that, we pit one against another. When we’re talking about material, I’m not just talking about the 
shape of the material. I’m talking about the shape of the environment, the education system, the 
production system, etc. I’m a sculptor, and the fact is that making sculpture is political. Being an artist is 
political. We know what the rest of the world is making. There’s an optimistic, positivistic approach to 
human existence that can improve life on the planet.

Tony Cragg
April 27- June 29
Marian Goodman Gallery
Los Angeles

Tony Cragg was born in Liverpool, England, and has lived and worked in Wuppertal, Germany, since 
1977. He has been the recipient of numerous awards including the Order of Merit of North Rhine-
Westphalia, 2018; Lifetime Achievement in Contemporary Sculpture Award, The International Sculpture 
Center, 2017; the Barnett Newman Foundation Award in 2016; the Commander of the Most Excellent 
Order of the British Empire, (CBE) in 2016, the Rheinischer Kulturpreis, Sparkassen Kulturstiftung, 
Rhineland in 2013; the Cologne Fine Art Award in 2012; the prestigious Praemium Imperiale Award, 
Tokyo in 2007, he represented Britain at the 43rd Venice Biennale in 1988, and the same year was 
awarded the Turner Prize at the Tate Gallery, London. He served as Director of the Kunstakademie, 
Dusseldorf, after having been a Professor there since 1988.

Cover Photography: Saul Appelbaum

Saul Appelbaum is the Founding Director of The Pioneers. He holds a Bachelor of Fine Art from the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, a Master of Architecture from Cornell University, and a Master of 
Fine Art from the University of Chicago. He has worked with Harper’s Bazaar, Serpentine Gallery, Asics, 
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Portraits in collaboration with Photographer Bil Brown and Producer Ema McKie

Adam Katz catches up with Saul 
Appelbaum, The Pioneer’s founder, 
as he sets up production for a new 
Perry Ellis America campaign.

The Pioneers is a multi-disciplinary creative 
agency based in Los Angeles. Its founder Saul 
Appelbaum is an artist and creative director with a 
deep-seated knowledge of contemporary art, 
design, and fashion. Since founding the agency in 
2018, Appelbaum has overseen campaigns and 
content production for major fashion publications 
including Vogue, Numéro, InStyle, Elle, Harper’s 
Bazaar, and L’Officiel. The Pioneers has also 
worked with the esteemed art gallery Petzel, 
global brands ASICS Tiger and Perry Ellis, Mira 
Beauty, and celebrities including Heidi Klum, 
Snoop Dog, Diego Boneta, Natalia Reyes, Zión 
Moreno, and Camila Mendes.

The Pioneers, Reel 2019 - 2020

Adam Katz: Tell me a bit about The Pioneers.

Saul Appelbaum: The Pioneers is a creative agency that’s embedded in my art studio. If we look around 
the studio, half of the space is committed to my artwork, and the other half, the table I’m sitting at with all 
the computer equipment, the shelves with the video and photo equipment, and this area for a seamless 
backdrop—that’s The Pioneers.

As for services, we collaborate and make content with people in the culture industries: art, architecture, 
design, fashion, beauty and cosmetics, film, theater, music, entertainment, culinary art, poetry…did I leave 
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anything out? It used to be that only large corporate agencies could handle large corporate clients. Now a 
single practitioner can do a national or global scale campaign on a freelance or contract basis.

Things were a lot less complex when I started doing digital media for businesses around 2007. I could 
build out a website, handle the digital ad buy for that space, social media and email promotions, and any 
creative production within that, all by myself. Potentially getting into some application design. Now you 
need specialists in each one of those areas.

Depending on what I have going at any given time, I contract with other people. With some projects that 
are larger-scale corporate, I will hire out a photographer, someone who does that full time. Or I’ll hire out a 
producer and younger designer who can assist me on a project. But I’ll be doing the design. And generally, 
it’s me building the website, designing the graphics, directing the video, holding the camera, and 
capturing. Editing. You can see that all on our own website, thepioneers.la.

Long story short, The Pioneers’ sweet spot at this point is having a comprehensive, multi-channel 
understanding of digital and traditional marketing and being able to build out creative assets that will tap 
into multiple channels. So it’s video, photo, and design production, for large corporations, small 
businesses, and even independent practitioners, artists who come to us to work on creative projects.

Perry Ellis America, in collaboration with Creative 
Producer/Art Director Jaade Wills, Photographer 
Benjo Arwas, Video Director Gabriel Hart - Video 
God, Benjo Arwas for 16mm footage, Fashion 
Director Jim Moore, Singer / Songwriter Valentina 
Cy, Talent Kunle Ulysses, and Jacob Bixenman, 
Cinematographer Allan Chavarria, Groomer 
Patricia Morales, B-roll Photography James 
Holmes, Creative Director, Video Co-Director, Co-
Cinematographer, Editor, and Designer The 
Pioneers
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I get that if you’re collaborating with an artist then the “creative asset” that you’re making together 
would be a work of art, but can you give me more details about how this works with corporate 
clients?

There’s quite a range.

So Mira Beauty comes to The Pioneers to do a comprehensive rebranding. This means we’re recreating 
the entire identity. Starting with strategy and communications, what do we want to communicate about 
this brand? It was an eight or nine-month project, where The Pioneers is responsible for creating a new 
logotype, new monogram, copy rules for copywriting. A new brand identity book, which signifies 
everything right down to the business card.

We’re also working with the front-end development team to handle creative direction for the web 
application that they’re building. So we’re responsible for the complete rebranding, which is something 
that an ad agency or a creative agency would handle. But we’re also responsible for the relaunch of the 
brand and the campaign for that. In the brand identity book, we’re responsible for making the photo 
approach that the brand can use moving forward, the rules and ideas for the photo and video approach, 
and we’re implementing that in their first campaign. Motion graphics, video production, photo production 
for the first round of campaign assets that they need.

The range is really from full production to potentially using assets that a person or company has already 
developed and built out more assets from that. Video production has increasingly been a sweet spot for 
The Pioneers as well. A client may come to The Pioneers to make a video on the set of a photo production, 
and we’re responsible for the video alone.

MIRA Beauty, in 
collaboration with 
Photographers Steven 
Khan and Ima Djie, 
Talent Widny Bazile, 
Ariel Toole, Yoa 
Mizuno, Jarrod la Rue, 
and Hillary 
Momberger, Makeup 
Artist Vittorio 
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Masecchia, Creative 
Director, Video 
Director, 
Cinematographer, 
Editor, and Designer 
The Pioneers

You’re shooting it at the same time that they’re doing a photoshoot with their other contractors?

Or we double up on the set, such that we build the video set. Examples are the editorial video production 
that we’ve been doing with some of the major fashion publications, Vogue, InStyle, Elle, Harper’s Bazaar, 
L’Officiel, etc. Whoever is doing the hiring for that project, usually the photo editor or fashion editor, will 
come to The Pioneers to do a standalone video for a fashion story or an editorial on the artist or 
personality.

InStyle Mexico is doing a cover story for Zion Moreno. There’ll be a photographer that they hire, and then 
they hire The Pioneers for video. So we’re responsible for the video that is being released alongside the 
cover story.

InStyle, in collaboration with 
Photography Editor Daniela 
Gomez Ibarra, Photographer 
Jonny Marlow, Stylist Paulina 
Zas, Talent Zión Moreno, 
Makeup Artist Lily Pollan, Hair 
Stylist Ramsell Martinez, 
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Manicurist Naoko Saita, Video 
Director, Cinematographer, and 
Editor The Pioneers

You and I have been talking about collaboration and experimenting with different structures of 
collaboration for almost twenty years.

Oh, Lord. Fuck that.

You honestly look amazing.

I’m married to a stylist.

Who is also a frequent collaborator—let’s return to her in a minute. I wanted to ask, why the 
centrality of collaboration, and how has your relationship to collaboration changed?

Coming from a fine art background.… I don’t like distinguishing between fine art and commercial art. So I’ll 
just say, coming from a background in painting, one is trained to be kind of solipsistic. It’s a lonely, 
independent project, in a lonely, independent studio, and there’s this myth of the artist as an independent 
genius who is not listening to or working with other people.

Architecture was the thing that really opened up collaboration for me. I did a Masters at Cornell starting in 
2004 and worked at Kohn Pedersen Fox after graduation. It’s a requirement to incorporate ideas and 
creative input from a lot of different people to be able to make architecture. I came to really love and 
actually feed off of the challenge and complexity of working with other people to create something that is 
an expression of several people’s and stakeholders’ ideas, thoughts, passions, cares, concerns, and 
bringing that into a single visual work.

How it’s changed, is something that’s been really pleasantly surprising to me.… It probably shouldn’t have 
been, but growing up as an alternative artist, punk skater kid, we’re sort of taught to hate corporations. 
But as I’ve gotten older I’ve found that working with these larger corporations, like Blaze Pizza or Mira 
Beauty, the person I was working with who was an executive at NARS Cosmetics, or for this current 
project we’re working on with Perry Ellis America, I’m working with the Vice President of Design.… I had 
this awakening that these people I’m working with are actually a lot more like me than most of the other 
people who I come across in day-to-day life, they’re highly educated, culturally extremely sophisticated. To 
work with the chief marketing executive of Blaze Pizza, they’re bringing a lot of really amazing ideas to the 
table for these projects that we’re working on. If I’m working with a CMO, a lot of times they have a very 
sophisticated visual or cultural understanding where we’re able to throw around ideas.
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creative input from a lot of different people to be able to make architecture. I came to really love and 
actually feed off of the challenge and complexity of working with other people to create something that is 
an expression of several people’s and stakeholders’ ideas, thoughts, passions, cares, concerns, and 
bringing that into a single visual work.

How it’s changed, is something that’s been really pleasantly surprising to me.… It probably shouldn’t have 
been, but growing up as an alternative artist, punk skater kid, we’re sort of taught to hate corporations. 
But as I’ve gotten older I’ve found that working with these larger corporations, like Blaze Pizza or Mira 
Beauty, the person I was working with who was an executive at NARS Cosmetics, or for this current 
project we’re working on with Perry Ellis America, I’m working with the Vice President of Design.… I had 
this awakening that these people I’m working with are actually a lot more like me than most of the other 
people who I come across in day-to-day life, they’re highly educated, culturally extremely sophisticated. To 
work with the chief marketing executive of Blaze Pizza, they’re bringing a lot of really amazing ideas to the 
table for these projects that we’re working on. If I’m working with a CMO, a lot of times they have a very 
sophisticated visual or cultural understanding where we’re able to throw around ideas.
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L’Officiel, in collaboration with 
Photographers Robert Erdmann 
and Brad Cohen, Fashion 
Director Olga Yanul, Talent 
Heidi Klum, Makeup Artist 
Linda Hay, Hair Stylist Lorenzo 
Martin, Video Director, 
Cinematographer, and Editor 
The Pioneers

Do any particular collaborators come to mind who, by what they brought to the collaboration, 
taught you something or influenced the way that you were able to approach subsequent projects?

The L’Officiel project that we did with Heidi Klum led to some other work with her, for her big Halloween 
event. For the past couple of years, she’s done full films, and she hired The Pioneers to do several of the 
behind-the-scenes or documentary videos that she could use as a release for a campaign that she was 
running for the one in 2021.

The new one I’m working on right now is actually being released on January 14, which is a documentary 
behind the scenes video for her in collaboration with Snoop Dogg, for Germany’s Next Top Model, where 
she’s host, judge and co-producer. She’s pretty much a genius, creatively and with her persona. So she’s 
just such a joy to work with. She always has such amazing ideas, but has also given me and The Pioneers 
a lot of creative freedom.

Coming from a fine art background, it’s amazing, it’s been really a joy to work with people who put as 
much creative energy into their persona and acting, to see the kind of creativity that plays out in people’s 
composure and their ability to really give the camera what it needs and wants. Where it’s almost like Heidi 
or Snoop Dogg are directing me behind the camera because they’re just so good at responding to the 
camera. There’s a mastery and a genius in that. So it’s this incredible back and forth to work with talent like 
that, where I’m being taught how to capture.
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Heidi Klum Halloween 2021, in 
collaboration with Talent Heidi 
Klum, Director Chris Stott, 
Producer Matty Kaunitz, Writer 
Adam Shapiro, Visual Effects 
Chris Roth, Behind the Scenes 
Video Director, 
Cinematographer, and Editor 
The Pioneers

Architecture can be a frustrating field, because it’s partly creative and expressive, but at the same 
time you’re making what the client needs, so you’re dependent on the client to put you in a position 
where you can express yourself. Similarly, what The Pioneers is doing is very client dependent. What 
is your ideal client?

Someone who treats creatives with the utmost respect, who is kind and excited and cares about new 
ideas, but who acts more like a collaborator than a client. They sometimes defer to my direction, and I 
defer to their direction and what they need.

Your dad is a photographer and your brother runs a camera store, so you’ve always been around 
cameras. Your mom is a painter and you started as a painter. You went to a fine arts high school and 
then did a BFA at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. But then you studied philosophy, and 
then architecture. One of your major projects at Cornell was Working Frameworks, which was 
curatorial. By the end of your architecture degree, you were primarily focusing on music and 
computer programming. After that, you did an MFA in painting, and your thesis involved nonplanar 
canvases, that would be draped over a chair instead of framed. Then, teaching at Chulalongkorn 
University in Thailand, you met your wife, Danita Nuchsawat-Appelbaum, who’s a stylist and fashion 
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designer, and you started working with textiles. You had teachers and friends all throughout who 
wondered what this was all building up to, or if there was indeed a coherent through-line.

If there is a through-line, I would say it is multimedia, or you could say interdisciplinary practice. I don’t 
know if these terms are used as much anymore. Ranging all the way from thinking visually with text, to 
understanding the built environment, and sound in the built environment, as with my architecture thesis. 
Being able to draw comprehensively from culture in general.

I worked on fashion even at Cornell, painting on clothes and post-producing fashion images with my 
classmate and friend who is now a sculptor, Hugh Hayden.

When I started dating Danita, who at the time was fashion director for InStyle Thailand, she took me to 
fashion events for many of our first dates, and I was fascinated with the problem of documenting them 
photographically. It became a bottleneck where my entire thinking up to that point was squeezed through 
that question and then opened back up into everything I’m working on now, including several 
collaborations with Danita.

This personal history enables me, in the Pioneers, to communicate and work with a very broad range of 
clients, and to offer a lot of different possibilities for the directions that a collaboration can go in.

Painting people who saw the work that you were doing in high school and in your twenties would 
often think of the immediacy of the abstractions of Gerhard Richter. I’m wondering if, at this point, 
you think there is a Pioneers style, or if it’s more chameleonic in terms of whatever the client is 
interested in?

Richter is an interesting example or Pollock, fields or patterns that read as one singular field or object. I 
think a better example from postwar Germany would be Sigmar Polke. The layers of reading or 
representation that he’s able to achieve with imagery, where there’s an image behind an image behind an 
image, a layering of images as well as reading of the picture as a singular abstraction.

Alfred Hitchcock would draw out the key frames for a scene. That used to be more standard in the 
industry, to actually draw the frames for a scene. The experimental filmmaker Stan Brakhage would literally 
paint on every single frame of a film. And then with my own upbringing during the eighties, MTV video and 
the video art generation, MTV was drawing extensively from people like Stan Brakhage.

Fast forward to The Pioneers: if you look closely at our videos and video editing, you’ll see a complexity of 
working with videos on a frame-by-frame basis. There have also been advances in digital interpolation 
technology such that you can set a parameter at this point in the timeline, set a parameter at this point in 
the timeline, set the rules for how a manipulation is happening through this time span, and then allow the 
computer to do the more intensive frame by frame processing for that interpolation.

At one extreme, in our video for the Heidi Klum L’Officiel project, there is this almost insanity of the frame 
by frame treatment for the full video, incredibly artful or painterly. At the other extreme, video for InStyle 
with Natalia Reyes and Diego Boneta where I pulled back from that into a more traditional cinematography 
and more traditional cuts, with fewer micro treatments frame by frame.

I can show these to a client and say that we can pull back from the experimental extreme and have a 
conventional treatment of a documentary while having creative flourishes within that, that brings it into a 

3/2/26, 9:40 AM The Pioneers — Curator

https://curator.guide/the-pioneers 9/15



space like early Vice or i-D, some of their video productions that are both documentary and creative. An 
example is our short video documentary series for Petzel Gallery with the artist John Pylypchuk.

We also always have an interplay between complexity and simplicity. Many of our collaborators and clients 
are in the arts and culture, so the design aesthetic for The Pioneers is often to pull back on the design into 
an extreme simplicity that allows for our clients’ media to speak.

If you look at The Pioneers website, again, white space or negative space, or where we’re not designing, is 
almost more important than where we are designing, or you could say that where we decide to design 
becomes of the utmost importance. The amount of time spent on the exact right placement of a single line 
of typography. It is just as much design as our most layered, complex videos.

Petzel Gallery, Jon 
Pylypchuk, What have 
we missed, in 
collaboration with 
Interviewer Ali 
Nemerov, 
Photographer Joshua 
White, Director of 
Communications 
Ricky Lee, Creative 
Director, Video 
Director, 
Cinematographer, and 
Editor The Pioneers
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We were talking about how there are so many brands, like how the Yorkdale Mall in Toronto is so 
saturated that they cease to feel special, so there comes to be an ever increased importance of 
people feeling like they have a relationship or familiarity with a particular brand. Watching your 
videos, it seems like there is a kind of comic timing going on, that makes them more personal or 
personable. How much do you think about video editing in terms of humor, or is it just a result of 
your whole approach?

I think that would be a whole interview unto itself.… It would be hard for me to pinpoint the exact comical 
moments that happen in the final video. But there is humor in excess or extremes or choppiness, the way 
we’re excessively chopping up images. There is a rich interplay between still and moving imagery, a kind of 
pacing that approaches duration, polyrhythm, the meter in music.

Vogue, in collaboration with 
Photographer Vince Aung, 
Fashion Director Olga Yanul, 
Talent Meghan Collison, 
Makeup Artist Cedric Jolivet, 
Hair Stylist Lauren Smith, Video 
Director, Cinematographer, and 
Editor The Pioneers

Sometimes you shoot a model, a personality or a performer, and it’s almost like, in the edit, you can do 
whatever you want with them. You’re able to make them dance in a way that they don’t typically dance 
when you’re capturing. This is an expression of the joy that there needs to be in the making and in doing 
anything creative.

But, a lot of times, I will begin with a kind of joy or humor or joke, and that joke becomes something more 
serious by the time we arrive at the final edit.

One of the first things you ever said to me, on the day we first met, was that you needed to stop 
painting. Did you ever stop painting? Or do you still have, I know you resist this term, a personal fine 
art studio practice?
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I was actually serious about not painting. But I never accomplished that. Since we met, it’s not like I’m 
counting, but it’s been pretty close to making a drawing or painting every day since then.

What I meant at the time was that I was looking for a more social practice, which was architecture. Viewers 
can be affected indirectly by looking at a picture, they can be inspired or take something else away from 
that encounter. But architecture is something that people actually have to live inside of. They may be 
actually controlled by the design, and some architects have been a bit megalomaniacal about the 
implications of this, wanting to control the way that people live. And if you think about the European 
modernist project, it’s like, that really happened. Same with housing projects in the U.S.—though some of 
the failures were not the architects’ fault.

But if you think of the successful instances, like Peter Zumthor’s more sensual and personal approach, and 
the possibilities for improvement inherent in the failures at different levels of scale, that’s what I was highly 
conscious of at the time. And it’s why I’m not solely a studio painter now. The possibilities for inspiration, 
however, are nevertheless real, and I can even gain inspiration from my own paintings the way that a 
museum or gallery viewer could.

Set with Subject, in collaboration with Jacqueline Edwards, 
Painter The Pioneers
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I’m getting the sense that the intervention that The Pioneers is making in the creative agency space 
is dependent on your art and educational background, and specifically the way that you use this 
background in generating new projects. You’ve been generating new work out of a uniformly 
formatted archive that you’ve been working on since 2015, of all your mature work in a uniform 
format. What is this archive, and how does it generate new work in your personal studio and with 
clients through The Pioneers

Well, there is a digital archive and an analog archive.

The digital archive is currently around two million files, every single digital file that I’ve developed since 
around 1999 when I started using computers more intensely, broken down into four categories: image, 
text, sound, and still, where still is every frame from every video that I’ve produced.

The analog archive is broken into scrolls, studies, and grids. The scrolls are what they sound like, an 
ongoing series of long paintings that can be rolled up and transported. The studies are smaller sketches 
for the larger works. And the grids are photos, paintings, drawings, and collages that I’ve been working on 
since childhood, all chopped up to fit into a bunch of twenty by twenty inch boxes.

The grid as an organizing principle and form has been very important to me since studying architecture. 
You know the essay by Rosalind Krauss.

The aesthetic decree of modernism, the form that’s not found in nature.

Yeah, but that goes back to Roman times and earlier as a sense of order. And is still incredibly useful. The 
entire web front end system, the way that we receive information in the social media period, is based on 
grids. Just think of Instagram.

Analyzing the plan views of buildings by the major modernist architects, Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe, 
you see consistent patterns that are based on a grid. But what astounded me was that, if you analyze 
more closely based on construction documents, these grids start to be shifted based on contingencies in 
the built environment, material circumstance, through time. So there would sometimes be one grid overlaid 
on top of another grid, and then you try to make sense of it.

This was brought to an extreme in my professors’ generation and with the postmodern architect Peter 
Eisenman, who, rather than having this ideal grid and trying to fit everything rigidly into it, seeing 
contingencies as blemishes, is embracing the contingencies and the palimpsest that happens over time, 
and allowing for multiple grids to exist within the same project in order to come up with a design pattern 
that is based on that.

This sense of the shifted grid informs The Pioneers series Set With Subject and Set Without Subject, 
where we build sets using my analog archive and prints generated from the digital archive as props and 
decorations in interiors, and then we shoot them with or without a model in them. These images then go 
back into the digital archive, like an ouroboros. This gives a sense of the approach that I use with 
collaborators where I have more creative liberty.

I would like to show you soon, Adam, the Set with Subject prints that I’m developing in a collaboration 
about sexuality and digital communications with Jacqueline Edwards, who studied psychology and human 
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sexuality at Illinois Wesleyan and the Kinsey Institute. It’s the most ambitious work that I’ve been a part of, 
using grids and my digital archive.

Moving forward, I’m going to have studio openings in downtown L.A. that show the collaborative work that 
The Pioneers have been doing with other people, but also some of this more personal digital archive work, 
where I’m pulling from my contributions to The Pioneers projects, many of which I still own the license for.

Do you think that we as human beings have a higher purpose in our life on this earth?

My parents always taught me that Judaism is simply treating people well, being kind to people. That’s the 
highest purpose that I can think of in life, being kind and trying one’s best to have positive, meaningful 
experiences with other people. In the context of work, this happens when, as a creative lead, I can help 
give projects and positions to other people, create livelihood streams for people to work on amazing 
projects with The Pioneers.

Great collaboration also comes from this mutual respect. Where, again, it isn’t client versus creative. No: 
we break down this barrier, and have two collaborators, both of whom have incredible ideas and valid 
insight into a project that we’re working together on. The more that we can do that and come to an 
understanding about being kind to one another in that space, the better the collaboration is going to be.

The Pioneers
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TRANSFER

Transfer: Almost In Real Time (film stills), 2023, Three-Act Documentary Short

“There was something so special about what the artists were doing to push against the trend of platform 
commercialization and truly thinking about the Internet as a vast open space for exploring ideas in the 
commons in a public way.”

—Kelani Nichole

June 2023
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TRANSFER has been at the forefront of art and technology for a decade. On the occasion of the 
gallery’s ten-year anniversary, Saul Applebaum speaks with Founder Kelani Nichole and Director Wade 
Wallerstein about the past, present, and future.

TRANSFER is an experimental gallery that explores simulation and expanded practice. The gallery was 
founded in Brooklyn in 2013 to support artists making computer-based artworks, by installing solo 
‘white cube’ exhibitions of experimental media art. In 2019 the gallery opened in Los Angeles, with a 
salon-style program. For 10 years TRANSFER has produced international exhibitions of digital art in 
brick-and-mortar spaces, in collaboration with partner galleries, art fairs, institutions, and online.

Kelani Nichole is an exhibition designer and curator with a background in the tech industry, currently 
based in Miami. Her speciality in experience design and software development led to recursive ways of 
working in the gallery. Through many iterations, a new kind of cultural infrastructure for contemporary art 
has emerged from TRANSFER.

Wade Wallerstein is a digital anthropologist and curator based in San Francisco. His research in the 
realm of visual culture examines the phenomenology of virtual worlds and online experiences. Wade 
joined TRANSFER in Los Angeles and has curated the gallery’s programming since 2019. The two met 
on the internet when Wade reached out to share his passion for the artists and ideas the gallery had 
been developing.
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Saul Appelbaum: Kelani, will you compare and contrast how the art world and TRANSFER engaged 
with art and technology when you started the gallery?

Kelani Nichole: When the gallery opened in 2013, the art world was still treating digital art, media-
based art, and even time-based media as a different kind of discipline, a sort of outsider art, if you will. 
And one thing that we experienced early on, maybe even in the first year of TRANSFER’s history, was 
how these hype cycles would hit the art world. This industry had not changed much since Web 1.0. With 
Web 2.0, we started to see some transformation where artists could develop their personas, market their 
work, and reach a new audience through various Web 2.0 platforms. But the art world wasn’t changing. 
There was nothing shifting in the structure or the mechanics of the way the market worked or even the 
way that criticism, audience, and these cycles of meaning happened.

When VR first emerged around 2015, there was so much hype, which quickly turned to AR, and then 
there was blockchain, AI, crypto, and now of course AI (again). TRANSFER remained consistent in our 
approach to working with technology and artists, specifically artists trying to think about and question 
the fundamental assumptions of technology. We would ride these hype cycles, but we were thinking 
about it in a different, more holistic way. We were doing things the art world wasn’t used to. We were 
bringing in ways of working that technology companies used to develop software iteratively. Test, learn, 
fail quickly, and often. We were thinking about these kinds of practices in the space of the white cube.

When TRANSFER first started up, there was this amazing community online making art on the Internet. 
It was an experimental and open public space on the Web. There was something so special about what 
the artists were doing to push against the trend of platform commercialization and truly thinking about 

ACT 1: Setting the Stage: Looking back to 2013 at the state of the Internet, the art market, and the 
changes coming.

3/2/26, 9:40 AM TRANSFER — Curator

https://curator.guide/transfer 3/16



Saul Appelbaum: Kelani, will you compare and contrast how the art world and TRANSFER engaged 
with art and technology when you started the gallery?

Kelani Nichole: When the gallery opened in 2013, the art world was still treating digital art, media-
based art, and even time-based media as a different kind of discipline, a sort of outsider art, if you will. 
And one thing that we experienced early on, maybe even in the first year of TRANSFER’s history, was 
how these hype cycles would hit the art world. This industry had not changed much since Web 1.0. With 
Web 2.0, we started to see some transformation where artists could develop their personas, market their 
work, and reach a new audience through various Web 2.0 platforms. But the art world wasn’t changing. 
There was nothing shifting in the structure or the mechanics of the way the market worked or even the 
way that criticism, audience, and these cycles of meaning happened.

When VR first emerged around 2015, there was so much hype, which quickly turned to AR, and then 
there was blockchain, AI, crypto, and now of course AI (again). TRANSFER remained consistent in our 
approach to working with technology and artists, specifically artists trying to think about and question 
the fundamental assumptions of technology. We would ride these hype cycles, but we were thinking 
about it in a different, more holistic way. We were doing things the art world wasn’t used to. We were 
bringing in ways of working that technology companies used to develop software iteratively. Test, learn, 
fail quickly, and often. We were thinking about these kinds of practices in the space of the white cube.

When TRANSFER first started up, there was this amazing community online making art on the Internet. 
It was an experimental and open public space on the Web. There was something so special about what 
the artists were doing to push against the trend of platform commercialization and truly thinking about 

ACT 1: Setting the Stage: Looking back to 2013 at the state of the Internet, the art market, and the 
changes coming.

3/2/26, 9:40 AM TRANSFER — Curator

https://curator.guide/transfer 3/16

the Internet as this vast open space for exploring ideas in the commons in a public way. This was 
always something in the gallery’s programming, we were pushing against, and dancing between the 
space of proprietary technology and open technology, what it means for virtual artworks to be more 
visible, from concept to an experiential perspective.

SA: I love how you talk about testing or an open exploration of technologies and have rolled that out into 
the entire lifecycle of projects. Similarly, I’ve always been impressed by larger movements in technology, 
like openly sharing information almost in real-time as it’s being produced and co-work in a network, with 
the caveat that an open environment may be exploited for free labor by market powers.

KN: Yes, that ethos of openness is something that we were exploring at TRANSFER and, again, why the 
public space of the Internet was always the primary means of presenting work. A lot of our shows were 
installed for social media. One of our installation techniques was to take a phone camera and go around 
the gallery to look at the angles. As we were installing things, we had this technique using blue tape to 
outline everything in the gallery, trying to get the shot and check out how it would present and represent.

Many of our earliest shows were online first, like Rick Silva’s En Plein Air, originally its first instantiation 
was on Tumblr. The serial presentation format of the Internet is something that became conceptually 
part of the work. It was vital to the work that it was presented in a scrolling serial way where you see 
many iterations in this large series of work.

And so, our process at TRANSFER was to try to translate that experience of serial openness, repeating 
page loads, refreshing browsers, and ask what it means in the space of the white cube. For En Plein Air, 
it became this huge stack of posters, and every time someone would take off a poster and roll it up, it 
was akin to a page load, someone had physically refreshed a page. The work traveled away from the 
gallery, and was appreciated in a distributed way. We were playing with how we could bring the 
affordances from the Internet into the physical space and have that become a part of the work, 
installation, experience, and development in the ’real world’ conceptually.

SA: Wade, before this interview, we talked about your undergraduate studies in digital anthropology and 
growing up immersed in digital technologies. Looking back at TRANSFER in 2013, what do you think 
about the lore of digital transformation or the transformation from analog to digital technologies?

Wade Wallerstein: I was born in 1995. I grew up young enough to experience it, but I didn’t really 
understand the turn of the century, the new millennium. My family got a computer in 2000 when I was 
five years old. I remember a time before it, but not really. I also was a member of the guinea pig 
generation for social media. Facebook came out when I was in the 7th grade, and by the end of 8th 
grade, all of my social organization, communication, and chats with friends happened there. We had AIM 
and different kinds of messaging before it, but I grew up using the type of social media similar to what 
we have today.

I have had a Game Boy in my hand since I was four years old. I have played video games my entire life. 
This has defined how I understand media, how I understand communication with other people, and how 
I understand problem-solving. Around 2013 that was right at the cusp of next-gen gaming when 
companies like Nvidia announced they were working on streaming computer rendering services. The 
idea was that you didn’t have to have the hardware, but you could stream into a very robust 3D 
environment or video game. It was also a time of ’techlash,’ 2014 being the crest of Amazon and some 
of the big five tech companies. That was the beginning of a scholarly effort to understand online harms. 
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That was the year in high school when they started talking to us about the effects of what could happen 
online.

My entry point to the digital art world was limited then. There weren’t a lot of centralized or good 
resources for a young person to enter and access digital artwork. Museums and institutions that I would 
go to weren’t showing this kind of work. Regardless of whether experimental or private gallery shows 
were happening, it wasn’t in the public consciousness.

SA: Growing up in this digital environment, was it shocking that a digital and analog divide existed in the 
art world?

WW: It had been frustrating that this work wasn’t being canonized and shown until now. But also 
shocking, given the rich and emotionally effective experiences created at the time. Around 2019, the art 
world was starting to understand the impact of net art, or more specifically, internet art. More writing 
was put out about it because people were beginning to realize (which I thought was obvious) that you 
can have a rich, phenomenological experience with a piece of media art on your computer.

As someone who grew up seeking out those experiences, trolling through forums and Reddit pages for 
cool digital content, exploring random chat rooms, games, and different worlds that I grew up playing, 
this was exciting to see happening. Growing up in an Internet culture that was heavily predicated or 
filled with video game meme jokes from gamer language and gamer speak, all these sorts of things, it 
just didn’t compute to me now how you might look at a painting and see it as more valuable than a 
digital video.

KN: This conversation brings to mind something I don’t know if I’ve processed before now. What 
contemporary art does for us as humans is it helps us understand our place in this moment of history, 
right? It helps us parse all the complexity and messy, confusing things about contemporary existence. 
Because media art was pushed to the outside for so long, we didn’t have that mode of processing all of 
these digital phenomenologies, to use Wade’s term here. And I think that set us back so much, and after 
the post-pandemic transformation we’ve all experienced, culture at large is now virtual in a way it wasn’t 
before.

We could have been so much farther ahead if we had embraced some of these artists, ideas and ways 
of working within the contemporary art world, especially as a place for idea generation, R&D, 
experimentation, and thinking differently about these technologies. So part of the mess we’re in right 
now with, for instance, the widespread adoption of LLMs (large language models) and the AI-fueled 
crisis of culture, is a result somehow of the tension of the scarcity and openness that this digital 
transformation of our lives presented to a legacy industry like the contemporary art world.

WW: The original Web 2.0 companies treated users as data points but not as experiencing, sensing 
beings that have agency and participate in the network meaningfully. These companies and others are 
now adopting a model based on giving people meaningful moments. This is one of the reasons why 
Kelani’s work with TRANSFER is so critical because it reminds people every step of the way that you 
can have a meaningful phenomenological experience with a screen.

We need to treat these spaces with care, we need to treat them with reverence, and we should be 
developing them holistically, meaningfully, and connected to our offline values.
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SA: Kelani, given the way digital art builds meaningful human edifice, what’s one of the most brute 
objections you’ve heard to the value of digital art?

KN: One of the things that we encountered a lot at TRANSFER, especially as we went into a more 
traditional market context with these kinds of work, was this sentiment: why would I want to buy 
something that everyone can get for free on the Internet? What does it mean for me to invest in 
something that everyone can “have”? To me, from a position in the tech industry, this seemed so 
apparent as this place of value, the commons, the shared space of the Internet. But it didn’t resonate 
with collectors at art fairs who were in more of a scarcity mindset from a market perspective. It’s one of 
the things that we heard over and over again. And these values have massively arrived with the 
transformation we’ve seen post-pandemic related to crypto, specifically NFTs. These values are now 
leading and driving a whole new market. It’s been fascinating to see how out of that tension, it wasn’t as 
if the old market changed how they think about these things, but instead, an entirely new market 
emerged.

WW: One way we’ve discussed this in the past is a shift from exhibition value to circulation value. In this 
paradigm, value isn’t determined by how beautiful something is. Value is determined by how expensive 
it is. Value is determined by how many people see it and how many people encounter it. And that’s a 
significant shift that Kelani has addressed since the beginning.

One of the first shows I worked on at TRANSFER was Cassie McQuarter’s Black Room. It’s a fantastic 
video game piece that is freely available on the Internet and available. It’s low bandwidth, so it’s easy for 
folks to play, no matter how great their connection. Instead of selling the game as a whole, we sold 
video editions from within the game and levels of the game. We were experimenting with this idea of 
what it means to value circulation potential and play potential. We wanted not to entice but to teach 
collectors that by purchasing a level of the game and having their name written into the source code 
(which was the offer that we presented) that they could be part of the increased circulation value of the 
piece, but still have this exciting and meaningful ownership and relationship to that work.

SA: I love the idea of a company philosophy that’s the core beliefs, whereas the mission stays true to 
the philosophy but also changes through time due to real-world contingencies. What was TRANSFER’s 
early philosophy and mission?

KN: The core philosophy of TRANSFER has always been about giving priority to the virtual and 
understanding how this shift affects us as humans, how it transforms our experience, and the ways it 
enters our lives, our bodies, our identities, our landscapes, and our lived environments. 

The mission of TRANSFER was always to stay focused on the studio and its needs and how to 
communicate the essential concepts and ideas in the work. Nowhere is what will sell, what looks good 
over the sofa, or what is easy to place in a traditional context. 

There was a real spirit and ethos of experimentation at every TRANSFER show. We treated the gallery 
less as a white cube and more like a holodeck. It would change almost as a set. We would have these 
environments you would enter, and it was about creating an embodied entryway into the concepts of 
virtuality that these artists were exploring in their work.

As humans, we need to enter a physical space, encounter physical objects, and dialogue with others to 
create a space of meaning. That’s shifting in our lives as popular culture has gone online. But it was that 
translation and experimentation between the virtual and the physical reality, specifically early in 2013, 
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that was the focus of the gallery. We talked a lot about descreening the artwork. That was a core 
mission of TRANSFER. How could you not always be looking at TVs or projections? How could you 
experience work in a more holistic, embodied way?

SA: Kelani, returning to your inspiration from agile development in tech or ’Test, learn, fail quickly, and 
often,’ what were some of the mission failures?

KN: If we did it right, every show had some failure. And that was the point. Also, we were constantly 
pushing our abilities and ideas about exhibition design and installation. One of the most significant 
constraints in technology-based artistic practice is the necessary toolkit and resources—everything from 
compute power to display resolution, lumens, brightness, etc. The gallery danced between what we had 
available at hand, where the industry was, and what we could achieve. Points of failure were a constraint 
that helped us push those ideas even further.

Early on, we did a show that attempted to be what we’re seeing now with organizations like Superblue 
or the ArtTechHouse, where it’s an entire floor-to-ceiling projection, a completely immersive space with 
complex virtual mapping. We were hacking that completely together with in-house display technology 
and render upon render that mapped to the actual physical space of the gallery. Of course, the software 
has progressed so much now that you can do advanced virtual mapping in a few clicks. But at that time, 
we were inventing those ways of thinking and seeing. Great art is a source of R&D and experimentation.

That was always the point of failure, pushing against where the industry’s capabilities were and the tools 
we had to work with in the gallery.
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SA: I’d like to play a twisted endurance game. Kelani and Wade, rapid-fire, out of breath, tongue-tied, 
and parched by the end, will you sprint through ten years of your work with the TRANSFER artists?

ACT 2: Character Development: A journey through 10 years of exhibitions and prescient ideas from the 
artists, with reflections on the past and visions of the future in real time.

3/2/26, 9:40 AM TRANSFER — Curator

https://curator.guide/transfer 9/16



SA: I’d like to play a twisted endurance game. Kelani and Wade, rapid-fire, out of breath, tongue-tied, 
and parched by the end, will you sprint through ten years of your work with the TRANSFER artists?

ACT 2: Character Development: A journey through 10 years of exhibitions and prescient ideas from the 
artists, with reflections on the past and visions of the future in real time.

3/2/26, 9:40 AM TRANSFER — Curator

https://curator.guide/transfer 9/16

KN: LaTurbo Avedon. From the beginning, LaTurbo takes us into a virtual space and the proposition that 
TRANSFER can exist not just in the physical space but also as a representation of itself in the virtual 
space. The interplay between those two spaces being the liminal space of meaning. In the avatar artist’s 
first exhibition with the gallery in 2013 New Sculpt, LaTurbo predicted both ‘crypto’ and ‘metaverse’ 
hype of this moment. As a speculative virtual artist, it made sense to sell the work in a speculative virtual 
currency – so we had a Mt. Gox button on the website and all the work was priced in Bitcoin. The 
exhibition existed across Second Life and the physical space of the gallery.

WW: Lorna Mills represents a bridge between net art at its outset and how digital art markets and 
creative production practices have changed is canonical. Her project, Ways of Something, to this day, is 
probably one of the most important works that TRANSFER has helped to produce.

KN: Ways of Something is all about remix culture. It takes this classic film from the 1970s (which 
everyone in art school grew up with, Ways of Seeing by John Berger), and what Lorna Mills does is a 
complete remastering, remixing, exquisite corpse style. She rips the audio off the Internet. She spits it 
out in one-minute segments to all of the artists. They take the minute and interpret it and reinterpret it. 
The only consistency is that there’s audio and subtitles throughout the narrative, completely folded in on 
itself, retold in this hyper connected way.

The other thing about Lorna Mills that I want to highlight is her collage practice. It is this obsessive daily 
practice of retrieving and collecting from all corners of the Internet, the darkest, porniest, deep reddit 
threads of the Internet, pulling all those gyrating forms, completely stripping them of their context, 
recombining them, representing them. Within her works, the artifacts appear and reappear. And there 
are references from popular culture that you can’t quite locate, and they’re next to something from art 
history or your mom’s phone.

WW: The way that Faith Holland took a playful and sexy, almost juvenile silly approach has been 
indicative of TRANSFER’s sense of play and willingness over the years to show things that wouldn’t be 
displayed in other places. Throughout Faith Holland’s exhibitions and special projects, there’s been lube 
all over the gallery. Porn, you name it, Faith has brought it into the TRANSFER space. Her work has 
continually reminded us to be playful and not take for granted the gimmicks that the Internet provides. It 
reminds us that all of these gimmicks serve a purpose. They do something to us internally; we should 
pay attention to those moments.

KN: Faith Holland explores sexuality, the body and intimacy with technology. Her work is both playful 
and soft, and that special quality of physical touch is something that was so important to bring into the 
space of the gallery. At Faith’s shows you would be fetishizing textures and gestures, be asked to take 
off your underwear, encounter gyrating forms, and in her later pandemic work, contemplate death, 
decay of our bodies and devices. Maybe it’s due to the intimate nature of her work, but I always keep 
Faith Holland in the bedroom – an Ookie Canvas hung over the bed and a Soft Computing iMac plushie 
in the bed.

KN: Alfredo Salazar-Caro is one of these visionary studio artists who sees the potential of new 
technology and makes it his duty to be generous to others and bring that technology into their studios. 
What possibilities open up when technology is suddenly immersed in a world that an artist has been 
developing as a 3D environment but has never been inside? What do we think about physics? How do 
we think about coding differently? And Alfredo invented a virtual museum a good six years before we 
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saw this explosion of the concept of a virtual container for culture. Prescient in its approach, the 
DiMoDA is still producing new curatorial releases today, the most recent from Christiane Paul.

WW: Rosa Menkman is an artist whose academic and dogged research into modes of seeing and 
perception has changed our relationship to the screen and screen hardware. Her resolution studies are
canonical research materials used by scientists, academics, and researchers of all kinds to understand 
our relationship to screen aesthetics. The impact is innumerable. Menkman demonstrated this through 
multiple, rich, and experiential exhibitions involving new technologies, from printing methods to 
projection mapping, to virtual reality, to augmented reality, and beyond.

KN: Rosa Menkman is sensitive and thinks hard about how digital technologies reframe and refocus our 
world. She’s someone who deeply understands the computational perspective, the algorithms behind it, 
and an engineering way of thinking. She is such a beautiful soul and sees so much about emotion and 
embodied experience that she can create these layered narratives that reveal to us when we enter into 
her world what we’re not seeing in the transformations happening all around us.

WW: Earlier, we were talking about the tension between the traditional art world and the digital art world. 
Claudia Hart exemplifies that transition and evolution from one into the other. She is an artist whose 
formal understanding of art history, painting, and composition is very traditional. Yet, she’s applying that 
to digital art in ways that showcase how it’s not so different, radically new, or less meaningful.

KN: When Claudia Hart enters the TRANSFER program, it’s one of these moments where history folds in 
on itself uniquely. She is an artist with decades of experience in simulation technologies and grew up 
with these developments. Not only that, but she’s an educator at the School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago, defining these movements with young artists. So many artists in the TRANSFER program went 
through Claudia Hart’s courses. And that intergenerational dialogue around the tools developed and 
where we are now has led to so much innovation and exciting ideas coming to the forefront.

WW: Huntrezz Janos is a fascinating artist and one of our roster’s newer artists. Huntress is exciting 
because she represents a younger generation that, like me, is digitally native and wants to make virtual 
space as meaningful and positive as possible. She creates some of the most dynamic and complex 
augmented reality works available on the Internet today.

KN: Janos is an interdimensional being. Her vision of technology and time has opened my eyes to so 
much in the short three years we’ve worked together. She’s one of the youngest artists in the gallery’s 
program and is someone who truly lives in harmony with it and entirely in connection with the machine. 
She is an embodied simulation. How she presents herself in the world is often more comfortable in the 
virtual than the physical space. Someone thinking with these perspectives helps push our understanding 
of what it means to be an entity, an identity, and a human in this moment.

WW: Daniel Temkin is an artist who, like Rosa, helps us understand what’s happening right now, except 
his focus on the screen is on a micro level. While Rosa looks at the macro, Daniel looks at how the 
machine operates on individual pixels.

KN: Daniel Temkin is one of the classic generative artists in the TRANSFER program. The thing that 
Daniel showed me so early on is what it means to truly collaborate with an algorithm, to give over some 
sense of control entirely to the code, and what it means to then look at that output, change that output, 
tweak that output without taking back control, but with giving it over further and further until the gesture 
of authorship changes to be one of embracing the algorithm and what it might show us.
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WW: Rick Silva is an artist whose work navigates the natural and technological worlds and the human 
impact on the ecological world. His work is philosophical. It’s metaphorical, and he can capture a digital 
aesthetic that is enticing and stands in contrast to some of the sticky relationships that his work deals 
with.

KN: Rick is the expert in subverting uses of technology. In En Plein Air, he would take his laptop out into 
nature and render an environment in the exact weather condition while modeling it and then set the 
computer to render, throw it in his backpack, and hike down a mountain. The lovely glitches and 
artifacts of that physical computing process are part of that record. In more recent work, he’s using 
simulation technologies meant for extracting natural resources from the earth, and he’s leveraging them 
to create sinister and beautiful aesthetics. Rick makes us question how we think about simulation, 
extraction, and use.

WW: Eva Papamargariti was my introduction to the gallery. She’s someone that I’ve admired for a long 
time, and her work utilizes simulation to talk about philosophical problems of speculative fiction, future 
ecologies, systems thinking, and human-machine interaction. Those simulations have continued to be 
some of the most poignant, profound, and clear, but also abstract. I’m constantly fascinated by how she 
can do everything at once. Eva brought a level of immersive and screen-referential installation to the 
space I hadn’t seen before and has continued to help us push our boundaries of what an incredible 
installation can look like.

KN: Eva Papamargariti came into the space came into the space for her first exhibition Precarious 
Inhabitants and created an entire ecosystem. It was one of her first shows in physical space. We 
accomplished a lot with not only floor-to-ceiling projection, creating a surrounding space in the gallery 
but also considering the inhabitants of this ecosystem. There were different audio tracks. There were 
human and non-human voices. The way that sounds played in the space was essential to experiencing 
this work. It was the first time you walked into the gallery and felt transported into a different world, a 
different natural environment.

WW: Carla Gannis is an artist who thinks about world-building and storytelling in one of the most 
explosive and uncontainable ways. She is a force of nature who produces at a rate that is sometimes 
incomprehensible, but at the same time always uses technologies that are pushing the boundaries of 
what’s possible in the space. She’s a pioneer of VR and thinking conceptually about relationships to AIS 
and avatar identities.

KN: Gannis is another significant artist in the TRANSFER program who is training younger generations 
and working through their ideas. Her performance of self through technology changed how I understood 
myself as a human in these ecosystems. The fact that she’s replicated, duplicated, extended, and 
remixed herself in so many different ways opens one’s eyes to all of the possibilities we have at our 
disposal to be who we want to be in this world.
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SA: Kelani and Wade, will you tell me about your new initiative, the TRANSFER Archive?

KN: The TRANSFER Archive is a new way to think about the legacy of what we’ve done together at the 
gallery. In a decade of highly experimental practice, we have produced so much in many different, 
precarious, and often proprietary formats. And the nature of the contemporary art world is such that it is 
very extractive and takes power away from artists. Since art and technology emerged in the 1960s, 
there’s been a struggle between industry, ideas, and extraction. The TRANSFER Archive is about 
reversing some of those power dynamics. It’s about putting power back into the studio. It’s about giving 
sovereignty over data and value to the artists themselves, having them be the caretakers of that value, 
empowering them to enforce their rights, to secure the longevity and health of their work, to be able to 
perform, present, update, and maintain the innovative work that they have done over the past decade. It 
is a labor of love.

WW: One thing that I wanted to add is that the TRANSFER Archive creates a place and defines the role 
of galleries for the future. Not only is this a labor of love and effort, but it’s also in service to the artist. It’s 
a model for galleries to follow by which they can be meaningful actors in the space and be profitable by 
enriching their artists profoundly.

ACT 3: Resolution: Post-Pandemic we look forward with optimism, announcing a new chapter for 
TRANSFER.
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KN: And this is not just a model for galleries but a prototype for a new kind of cultural infrastructure. A 
cultural infrastructure that, redistributes the responsibility from centralized institutions to a decentralized 
network of care. How might we apply the emergent tooling and efficiencies we are seeing in 
decentralized economies to prototype a new kind of cultural infrastructure that puts the power back into 
the hands of artists while thinking about distributed audiences in a different way? What would it mean 
for a cultural institution to decentralize a collection? How can art evolve from within the hallowed walls 
of the museum or the archive and instead be supported by decentralized rhizomatic networks of care, 
and dwell safely in the homes of more caregivers and in the studios of the artists.

Transfer: Almost in Real Time
Coming Winter 2023

Film Director, Writer, Editor, and Interviewer: Saul Appelbaum, Executive Producer, Writer, Narrator, and 
Interviewee: Kelani Nichole, Cinematographer: Theo Schear, Interviewee: Wade Wallerstein, Livestream 
Director and Music Composer / Performer: Todd Reynolds, Camera Operator: David Cleeland, Drone 
Operator: Alfredo Salazar-Caro, NYU IDM Professor and Staff Support: Carla Gannis, Todd Bryant, and 
R. Luke DuBois, Livestream Assistants: Yoojin Hong, Yi-chen Chang, and Aman Chopra, NYU Student 
Production Assistants: Yesha Shah, Harsh Palan, Pamela Buscema, Xinran Shi, Josh Chen, and Ericka 
Njeumi, Catering: Jenn de la Vega / Randwiches
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“Do you laugh, or do you cry? It’s one of those. Take your choice.”

—William Wright

Saul Appelbaum speaks with William Wright and Sara Lee Hantman on the occasion of 
Wright’s exhibit Standing on Fishes at Sea View Gallery in Los Angeles.
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William Wright (b.1971, London, UK) is a London-based artist who paints from memory and imagination, 
taking inspiration where personal life and studio practice intersect on a daily basis. Intimate in scale and 
muted in palette, Wright’s paintings evolve over several weeks and sometimes months through a 
repetitive reworking of the canvas through painting, sanding down, and re-painting. This meditative 
process imbues a unique sense of time, contemplation, and texture throughout the work. Wright has 
held solo exhibitions at Sea View, Los Angeles, CA (2024); Galerie Ariane C-Y, Paris, FR (2023); Seventh 
House Gallery, Los Angeles, CA (2022); Lyndsey Ingram, London, UK (2022); and The Art Stable, Dorset, 
UK (2019). 

Sara Lee Hantman is the founder and director of Sea View, a contemporary art gallery in Los Angeles, 
CA. Inviting intergenerational dialogues between artists and designers within an intimate, historical 
context, Hantman has curated exhibitions with emerging and established artists such as Etel Adnan, 
Kelly Akashi, Kathryn Bradford, Julie Curtiss, Jessie Homer French, Ana Mendieta, Jorge Pardo, Shio 
Kusaka, Salvo, Alison Saar and Frank Walter. Previously, Hantman moved from New York in 2014 to 
direct Venus Over Manhattan’s 14,000 sq. ft. satellite gallery space in Los Angeles, after which she 
became senior director of Various Small Fires for six years before opening her own gallery in Los 
Angeles.
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William Wright, Beethoven’s Skull, 2023, oil on canvas, 12 x 10 inches
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Saul Appelbaum: William, I love the title of your current exhibit, Standing on Fishes, after the Rilke 
poem Moving Forward. I read it several times, and the representation of the ebbs and flows of the 
creative process struck me.

The drama in the poem happens internally and could be anywhere, like in a forest, a home, or a 
rollercoaster. It is an excellent analogy for your practice, as if internal creative life can make prosaic 
settings into an epic drama or rollercoaster.

Your practice is uniquely situated in daily life, yet from some subjects; I feel there’s an intense emotion 
that “pours outward,” drawing from the dramatic language in the poem.

William Wright: The whole feeling behind the poem struck me. It’s called Moving Forward, which would 
make a good title for the show. I was at a point in my personal and professional life where I’d made 
significant decisions and took a leap of faith in my studio practice. A line in the poem says, “It seems 

William Wright, Goldfish, 2023, oil on canvas, 18 x 14 inches
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that things are more like me now.” And I thought, well, that’s true. Sometimes, things that don’t make 
sense can mean everything and nothing simultaneously. So that’s how that stuck.

S.A. Will you talk about your imagery? Does it tap into a historical lineage in painting? 

W.W. There are many references to other painters like Matisse and Picasso. When I paint flowers, I don’t 
overthink what they are. With the sunflowers in the current exhibition, there was something positive 
about them. And you can only take on that subject with the obvious association. I like that. But equally, 
it has the door in there. I was thinking of Dorothea Tanning—the painting where there’s the corridor with 
the sunflower. I’ve made paintings where the goldfish is another reference. Cézanne, he’s been in one or 
two. I’m having a little bit of fun with it. It’s nice to have that different tone to the work as well. There’s 
something slightly absurd in some of the choices. So it’s not all the same pace.

S.A. You have some Cézanne apples behind you.

W.W. Conquering Paris with an apple.

S.A. Conquer. That’s dramatic. What do you think about dramatic moments in the imagery?

W.W. Most artists are obsessed with death, which is a motivation, right? Turning fifty, losing both my 
parents, but having twins, and all these things happening within about five years sends you in a 
direction. But something like a skull, it’s also a positive image. In this exhibition, the painting 
Beethoven’s Skull was a fluke. I’ve kept a bit of newspaper with the headline “Beethoven’s Skull 
Returned to Vienna” [shows newspaper].

S.A. Are you okay with me taking a screenshot? Will you hold it up to the camera?
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W.W. I use a stack of newspapers to clean my brushes. That headline was a surprise while I was making 
the painting. So that’s where that title came from. It’s a neat reference. I was making a whole series of 
flowers around the time that my father died. I also wanted them to be tough images so they weren’t too 
pretty. It also relates to the garden. My garden at home was beneficial to me through that period. Once 
you start planting and growing, it connects you to something fundamental. Before that, I wasn’t too 
conscious of changing seasons. Things happen and continue, and suddenly, you feel things more 
intensely.

S.A. You said the skull is positive. How so?

W.W. Well, an image of a skull can remind you of death. But it also reminds you of the need to get on 
with things. You only have so much time to get things done. There’s something absurd in the image. Do 
you laugh, or do you cry? It’s one of those. Take your choice.

Saul Appelbaum, Narrative Fieldwork: William Wright, 2024
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S.A. Sara, why did you choose William for Sea View on a programmatic and personal level?

Sara Lee Hantman: I was always attracted to William’s work because the stillness resonated with me. 
Coming to Los Angeles from New York and seeing the landscape in this incredibly diverse and 
discordant city, I thought I had just left New York; why would I situate the gallery anywhere that 
resembles a city? There are mountains and incredible vistas here. I wanted to explore that. It was 
magnetic to me because of its meditative quality. And, of course, William’s work embraces that as well. 
In a sea of imagery online and all of the new galleries opening in the United States, I hadn’t seen 
anything so still and quiet in its delivery. It was so refreshing to come across his work.

On an even more personal level, they speak to me as someone who spends all her time working with 
artists. Creativity is sometimes challenging to find and keep up with. As someone who aspires to routine 
and has yet to achieve it ultimately, William’s paintings speak to this search for creativity through focus 
and repetition. All kinds of incredibly talented people have talked about this. 

Rick Rubin came out with a book on achieving greatness through routine and meditation, or routine as 
meditation. David Lynch talks a lot about distilling your day down to specific routines to charge them 
with this opportunity for magic. That fine line between the mundane and the magical attracted me to 
William’s work because it is universal and essential for all artists of any medium or background. It’s 
something that we need to be willing to channel as well. It requires an attention to detail to achieve.

I find that Sea View and the space embody that, whether showing works of a smaller scale or fine-tuning 
exhibitions to fit a particular type of space for a specific context. It’s about attention to a particular 
subject matter daily, relentlessly, for many years. That hit a personal chord.

S.A. I sometimes struggle with finding regularity and calm. I wonder if anyone ever has a clear-cut 
routine all the time, and it’s been helpful to accept things that are out of my control. I did a meditation 
retreat a while back in Northern Thailand. At the retreat, I couldn’t bring myself to sit in a meditation 
pose for a long period like the other, more disciplined people, and I felt a little bad about that. The 
monks encouraged walking meditation in the garden and forest paths instead. It was nice because 
you’re probably not going to reach a meditative state if you’re hitting yourself over the head that you’re 
not good at meditation. It helped me embrace the moments of regularity and calm however they come 
my way while easing into discipline.

S.L.H. I respect the people who achieve a daily commitment, like meditating thirty minutes a day, but I 
still need the capacity in my life. I have yet to get to that transcendent space. But when I look at 
William’s paintings, it’s like stopping to smell the roses, so to speak, where you take a moment of pause.

Installation view, William Wright, Standing on Fishes, Sea View, 2024
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S.A. Sara, what about drama in William’s paintings?

S.L.H. The dramas allow us to enter into subtle humor and humanity beyond the daily life we see 
through the paintings. Going back to the poetics of language, William’s work has a deeper interest in 
mortality. You do feel like you’re looking at his life through visual clues. That, too, is quite universal. It’s 
comforting to see it in the light of absurdity or humor, whether titled Beethoven’s Skull or a painting of 
tomatoes cut off the vine. There’s something funny about it because you know that all of these things 
don’t last, and for him to immortalize them through painting, there’s a nod to these art historical tropes. 
We cling to ideas, rework, and re-envision them. When I look at William’s work, I see philosophical 
grappling.

S.A. William, in art history writing, I came upon the Italian word ‘disegno’, which roughly means to invent 
or think while drawing, as if writing a poem. I understand that you sometimes sand down a painting 
before adding more layers. Sometimes, you paint over areas, building up impasto. What’s the design 
behind this, pun intended?

W.W. There is a natural build-up that I sometimes have to take back down. It’s also a way to disrupt 
something. There’s something tactile and satisfying about it. It gives you a different kind of surface to 
work on. When I’m working over things, the surface is often dry. They’ve been sitting for weeks. It’s like 
starting afresh. It’s a way of breathing life back into the surface. It’s a different practice to someone like 
Auerbach. His process is different because he takes everything back daily and scrapes off the wet paint. 
But my sanding process is not destructive in that way. That happens when I paint over things.

It’s about settling on an image. When a painting reaches a certain point, it becomes more about tiny 
adjustments. You’d be forgiven for not noticing the difference if you came from one day to the next. It 
can be a subtle shift or a change of warmth in a gray. I sometimes change relationships so minutely that 
it almost becomes ludicrous. But it’s knowing when to stop. It’s when you reach that point where 

Installation view, William Wright, Standing on Fishes, Sea View, 2024
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something takes the painting out of your hands, and you don’t feel you can take it any further. Even 
then, I may return to it and paint over it entirely. There are occasions where subjects reappear the other 
way around, like this show’s lemon and sardines painting. That was a painting of a fish and a plate. It 
had been a painting of a bowl of lemons. And then they both appeared together.

S.A. These formalities do make a huge difference in painting construction or design. Let’s reevaluate 
where we began, or language and poetics, in a different light. What about imagery, meaning, thinking, 
and drawing in the formal process? 

W.W. At that time, I was reading a poem by Frank O’Hara called Why I Am Not a Painter. The gist of the 
poem is it’s about creativity and how the subject of the work isn’t necessarily overt. The poet goes to 
visit a painter in his studio. He’s written SARDINES across an area of the painting because “it needed 
something there.” On another studio visit, the painter erased parts from the painting, leaving only letters. 

William Wright, Sardines, 2023, oil on canvas, 12 x 16 inches
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The poet says, “Where’s SARDINES?” At the same time, the poet is writing while thinking about the 
color orange, but he never mentions orange in the final poem, yet he titles it ORANGES. It’s this idea 
that things are happening, but you don’t have to be specific about them. I love that idea then with my 
sardines and the lemon. That became my reference point for the poem. It was an accidental way of 
falling upon something that has a kind of poetry to it. It gave it another unintentional and fortuitous layer, 
but it seemed to be what the painting was about. Although I don’t like to say things are about 
something, it sums up the finished painting well, including the three previous paintings buried beneath it.

Standing on Fishes
Sea View Gallery
Los Angeles
January 14—February 17, 2024

William Wright
@williamwrightpainter

Sea View Gallery
@seaviewla

Sara Lee Hantman
@saraleehantman

Saul Appelbaum
@saulappelbaum

3/2/26, 9:40 AM William Wright and Sara Lee Hantman — Curator

https://curator.guide/william-wright-sara-lee-hantman 11/12



The poet says, “Where’s SARDINES?” At the same time, the poet is writing while thinking about the 
color orange, but he never mentions orange in the final poem, yet he titles it ORANGES. It’s this idea 
that things are happening, but you don’t have to be specific about them. I love that idea then with my 
sardines and the lemon. That became my reference point for the poem. It was an accidental way of 
falling upon something that has a kind of poetry to it. It gave it another unintentional and fortuitous layer, 
but it seemed to be what the painting was about. Although I don’t like to say things are about 
something, it sums up the finished painting well, including the three previous paintings buried beneath it.

Standing on Fishes
Sea View Gallery
Los Angeles
January 14—February 17, 2024

William Wright
@williamwrightpainter

Sea View Gallery
@seaviewla

Sara Lee Hantman
@saraleehantman

Saul Appelbaum
@saulappelbaum

3/2/26, 9:40 AM William Wright and Sara Lee Hantman — Curator

https://curator.guide/william-wright-sara-lee-hantman 11/12

© 2026 Curator

Los Angeles
New York
International

Dan Golden Studio
The Pioneers Co-Op
U ME U

Creative Direction
Media Direction
Edition Throws

Saul Appelbaum is the Founding Director of The Pioneers. He holds a Bachelor of Fine Art from the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, a Master of Architecture from Cornell University, and a Master of 
Fine Art from the University of Chicago. Since 2001, he has worked with Harper’s Bazaar, Serpentine 
Gallery, ASICS Tiger, Elle, Petzel Gallery, FGP Atelier, The Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art, 
InStyle, the Ann Hamilton Studio, the Jewish Federation, Transfer Gallery, Heidi Klum LLC, de Sarthe 
Gallery, Snoop Dog, L’Officiel, Hirmer Verlag, Kids of Immigrants, the Columbus Museum of Art, Vogue, 
the Singapore Art Museum, Critical Inquiry, Perry Ellis America, and Numéro.
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3/2/26, 9:40 AM William Wright and Sara Lee Hantman — Curator

https://curator.guide/william-wright-sara-lee-hantman 12/12


