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AMANDA VALDEZ and CARIS REID are both arusts
and writers based in New York who met while working as
contributing editors for Dosster Journal. The interview took
place over a series of conversations this past May, while
Caris was in Brooklyn, NY preparing for a solo show at
Outpost Gallery and Amanda was in a residency in Omaha,
the Bemis Center for Contemporary Arts.

Comversation with Carts Reid & Amanda Valdez.
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AMANDA VALDEZ - How's your day?

CARIS REID — Spent my time in tocal
escapist mode in the studio—ended up
being a really productive day. How's your
day going?

VALDEZ — I'm in the obsession tunnel
indulging in the end of Murakami’s 1Q34,
which is 1200 pages.

REID — That sounds amazing! | love binge
rl:ading a gni;}d book.

VALDEZ - Especially an epic novel and
then to be so close to the end—I will miss
these characters at night though.

REID- Tomlly.  Losing yourself ro
literature, or film, feels like it has a lot in
common with the pracrice of painting,..

VALDEZ — 1 completely agree. Ever since |
was young |'ve had the capacity o read for
extended periods, which as a painter, thar
ability is an asser for the kind of isolated
practice that | have and | would say you
have as well. Being here in Omaha has
been a massive indulgence in that pare of
my personality, 1 was contemplating che
role of writing and reading in preparation
for our conversation. Who are some of
your favorite writers; both in art and in
literature? Whar are you reading now?

REID - | was an avid reader as a kid too.
Obsessively so. My parents had to make a
“no reading ar the rable” rule. Last night
[ read a Lucy R. Lippard essay on Jo Baer’s
work and am trying to track down some of
Jo Baer's essays From the 60s and 70s—she
was surrounded by so many male arcists at
the time who really diminished the value
of painting. 1 fully respect the way she
held her ground. One of my favorite books
is The Alphabet vs the Goddess by Leonard

Shlain—he explores the invention of
writing and how it coincided with a shift
in culture to a more patriarchal society.
The book really influenced my thinking
over the lase couple of years. 1 also love
anything by Joan Didion and 1 love
psychology books. | wonder if our shared
love of reading growing up speaks more
to our painting practices or to our writing
practice? Because | know a lot of painters
who have an absolute aversion to writing,
and yet, we're both painters who write.

VALDEZ — Coming into writing was a
surprise to myself. Growing up | knew
thar | would be an arrist. | didn't want
anything else,

REID = Do you think writing was born out

af your art pracrice?

VALDEZ — | didn't start writing undl the
end of my time in Chicago as an undergrad
at The School of the Arc Institure of
Chicago. Throughour my educarion I had
strong female abstract painting professors
and | paid attention to what they did. |
studied a lot wich Michelle Grabner in
Chicago, and then in New York with
Valerie Jaudon. Both of them have a deep
intelligence and understanding of art and
critical theary. For me, while it can be
addressed in the work I make, it can also
find another form: writing. | approach my
writing as a means to engage with ideas,
sometimes ideas thar have nothing to do
with my own practice, but they are ideas
I want ro engage with. How did you begin
writing abour arc

REID — You're lucky to have had so many
powerful female role models in your life.
| was initially involved with the literary
magazine in highschool, bur once | got to
art school the focus was on making arr, and
writing fell by the wayside. After college,
while doing a residency in Berlin, | came
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in contact with (then) Dosséer editor, Julie
Cirelli, and [ began writing abour the art
scene in Berlin for Dossier. 've always been
enthusiastic about what other artists and
creative people around me are doing, so
championing their work through writing is
an extension of what I naturally do.

VALDEZ — I have the same base motivation
in how | come 10 my subjects. However,
| realized quickly that through wriring
and the interview formar | gained access
to artists thar wouldnt have a reason
otherwise to have a conversation with me,
I've been able to talk o people | hold in
high regard, like Kiki Smith, Sheila Hicks,
Shirin Neshat, and Jonathan Lasker. It's
been amazing and sometimes there’s
total grace to it and other times | ger my
ass handed ro me. Writing is one of che
hardest things for me to do, but it yields
massive gains personally.

REID — Absolutely. ['ve mostly chosen 1o
write about artists who 1 know, but wriring
has also allowed me to interview arrisis like
David Salle and Tauba Auerbach, who |
may not have crossed paths with otherwise.
My main motivation has been to champion
the works of arrists who weren't getting
enough attention.  That, and [ sense
that as image makers, we bring a unique
perspective to talking abour the arrwork.
It's seeing ir from the inside, There's an
intuitive understanding present.

VALDEZ — Have you cver found it a
challenge 1o wear both hars, of writer and
artist, from a time management stance?

REID — Definitely. | was doing a lot more
writing two years ago, and started getting
bombarded by PR people and artists asking
me 1o write about shows. Additionally, 1
was in the process of curating a show, and
working a day job, and suddenly chere was
so litcle time to paine. It helped me realize
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I was focusing oo much energy on other
people’s work, and caused me to move away
from writing and use that extra rime and
energy in the studio.

VALDEZ — All that energy and time has
manifested so beautifully in your work. In
looking ar your paintings chronologically
from the present on back, I'm so intrigued
by the developing relationship berween
the person, the plant, and the partern in
your wark.

REID — Thank you, Amandal ['ve jokingly
said the shift from people o plants is
because I'm turning into a misanthrope!

VALDEZ - For a minute | thought you were
going to say because you've tapped your near
and dearest to sit for you already, so you
moved onto plants. Do you work from life?
Or memory? A photograph? A combinartion?

REID — Ha! Well, thar two. The shift o
plants was partially practical. It became
increasingly difficult to pin people down
for the amount of time [ needed them; and
tw be in che seudio when [ wanted them 1o,
Photographs inform my process, and so does
pure invention. 'm always stealing visuals
from wherever | can find them, be ita phota,
memory, or something I see on the streer.

VALDEZ — I get psychological pulses from
the work thinking about life eycles and the
plants push me there. It's such an emorional
process for me to have a vase of flowers.
There's joy, excitement, care, and then
anticipation, acceprance, and demise. In
your portraits you capture predominancly
young people in relationship to forces of
plant life. These cues allow for a continued
development of their character and their
inherent humanness to unravel. | really
respond though to the measured sensitiviry
you have in setting up rhose relationships.
You have made plants flirt, you've given
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them a tone and pitch, and have clevated
them to equal characters.

Reid — Well pur. There's a Wallace Steven's
quote, “Death is the mother of beaury.
Only the perishable can be beauriful,
which is why we are unmoved by artificial
flowers.” I'm deeply attached to plants, 1
own MANY, and 1 like to think of chem
as being as alive and observant as a human.
The personification happening in my plants
varies from painting to painting, but there's
been a developing play within my work of
the plant and human interaction,

Valdez - It comes through in your work that
you view the plants as their own enriries.
One question | asked myself was whether
they were used in a symbolic manner and
I don't think so. They have a presence
beyond a mere codified meaning,

REID — Honestly, they're both. I've used
them 1o hint at the characier of a subject,
and ['ve seen the plants as having their own
character. There is a lor of symbolism in my
work, but I'want It to function without the
rranslarion of the symbol. It's not for your
rational brain to understand. Bur whar abour
your work? [ was looking ar images of your
paintings and keep noticing a centralized
form thar fluctuares between a bulbous area
and a very crisp point. At momenis it feels
like a mutarion of a heart, or a pulled tooth.
And then reading over your writing about
the work, chere's a lot of language involving
the body. What influences the shapes
created In your paintings?

VALDEZ — When I draw T am dislodging
shapes from inside myself. There are times
[ have a clear reference for where something
is coming from, then other times it's deeply
mystcrions to me. The experiences of
my body; floating on a lake, ccstarically
dancing, waking up smooshed under
another body, moving my body down a

boulder in a remote canyon; these bring me
to my senses and are so exacting to feeling
like the ultimare physical experience,

REID- Absolutely, the visual of floating
on a lake while thinking about your work,
really resonates for me. That exacting line
where the warter intersects the body. And
your edges, even the drips, have thar same
precision. Maybe both our work has thacin
common. A love of edge. boundary. Your
work has such a pulse, the bodily imagery
you use to describe it firs beautifully.

VALDEZ — The thing 1 have come to know
about my shapes and my process, is that
I am responsible for ingesting and then |
give myself over to drawing to find whar
has happened o that raw marerial when ic
comes back our.

REID - How are your paintings developing
at the residency?

VALDEZ — I've hit several new veins in my
work and I'm thrilled to be working this
hard. It's exactly what | was hoping would
happen with this time. | was lucky ro visic
the National Quile Research Center and
Museum in Lincoln, NE right when | gor
here.  ['ve been taking pre-modern quilt
designs and constructing them then using
the pieces that I make as fabric for the
shapes within the paintings. So one shape
will be a intricate parrern, then a painted
shape on top. Or | will paine a quile patceen
within my weird shapes and continue che
pattern in embroidery. It's creating a new
level of marerial disorientation.

REID — Excited to see the new paintings!
Have you worked with pattern before?
| generally think of color blacks within
your visual vocabulary, and maybe shapes
repearing, but not necessarily patterns...
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VALDEZ — I've used pattern vaguely in the
very beginning of this long body of work.
When | first started five years ago sewing
fabric and canvas together my skills were
rudimentary, so 1 could only sew in a
straighe line. As my sewing skills improved
and | experimented, | brought back my
personal abstraction and shapes so the
pattern subsided then.

REID — Are you looking ar other patterns
outside of the American quilting tradition?
Have other texrile histories impacted your
work?

VALDEZ — My recent trip to Istanbul to
research and experience Islamic pamerning
has had an infuence. Yet, I'm not a
didactic artist so those particular motifs
are not being introduced in my work. |
think if I look back in few years, I will have
the hindsight to identify how the Islamic
pattern traditions affected my work. |
think the direct impact now is subcle. T am
struck though by rhe correlation between
Islamic patterning and traditional quile
parterns. They both arrive at stunning
visual arrangements by using simple shapes
in innovative complex armangements.

REID = Istanbul is such a visually striking
place, 1 was there a few years ago, and
remember most the powerful presence of
the cats all over the city, and the rugs. |
saw a photograph, while there, of a male
politician standing on an incredibly ornate
rug, and my first thought was *Where are
the women?” Which was quickly followed
by a realization that the rug they stood on
was made by women, and thar the stories
and spirit of the women were there in that
room on that rug.  The symbolism and
story relling that is within some of the
rugs is amazing, 1 like ro think of them as
having a talismanic power, even when the
meanings woven into the rugs are unknown
to thase secing them.
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VALDEZ - I roo in just traveling around,
wondered, "Where are the women:™ You
bring up something that is so important
to the reverence, research, and rotal love
I have for fabric and rextiles. History is
embedded in fabric and it's predominandy
a woman’s history. A womans vocabulary
of shapes and abstraction. OF graphic
invention.  Storyielling  invention, In
American quilting, the power that came in
sewing, was palpable. When | learned thar
quilts were used as an important means
of communication for the Underground
Railroad, 1 was overwhelmed with
appreciation for every stitch ever thrown and
inspired by the courage and insightfulness
of the women constructing these works,

REID — Whar a powerful rradition ro
continue,  Codes, Symbeols, Messages
hidden in clear sight. Theres something
about the needle roo...chat it pierces. and
that it combines,

VALDEZ — | think of my sewing machine
as a power toul. My shapes are their own
messages hidden within a minimal clean
appearance.

REID — Love that. Amanda, it's been a
pleasure.

VALDEZ — Truly.
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