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RJ: You can’t learn anything from a bad artist. You can’t learn to be a transplant surgeon from someone who is not a good one. It’s the same thing in art. Somehow it’s hard to get good teachers into those positions… doesn’t matter how much you pay them, there is a stranglehold. They hire crappy artists because they believe in a certain kind of thing, you know, drawing still lives and live models. That’s just stifling.

PO’R: Although Thiebaud taught that way. 

RJ:  Well, that’s different he’s a really good artist. Fundamentalist.
PO’R: Yes, he stood out for (an emphasis) on technique, which was not talked about in the 80s when I went to school, unless you were in Wayne’s class. He was kind of an anomaly.
RJ: He’s different because he’s a good artist, see, that’s what I mean he’s a good artist… he’s a really good artist.
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PO’R: So let’s talk about your art… so, the one that’s right here in front of us (commission for FAMSF 2017),your choice of materials. You’re using acrylic paint. Is there a reason for that? I mean, you could use oil?

RJ: You could but in between applications you would have to wait a month. I did do a couple of oil paintings… really, I only did one oil painting, I did one in Houston because, you know, oil. That’s where oil comes from. But I had problems with it because it kind of dried on the surface and because it was on the wall, air couldn’t get to the back of it, and then it started to weep. It was kind of crying all this oil.

PO’R: Was this at the Menil? 
RJ: Yeah… yeah. 
PO’R: So with the way you were doing our painting here, will you overlap… 

RJ: Yeah and what do you want is that it to be pretty dry by the time you are adding more tomorrow. Yes, I’ll come back tomorrow to do it.

PO’R: Are there any particular stretchers… did you make the stretchers yourself?

 RJ:  Yeah, yeah. I’ve made a lot of stretchers… I mean a lot. There is a painting where I made that’s 550 canvases… I made all those structures. Look at my hands. They’re all calloused from doing that.

PO’R:  Is it cotton duck?
RJ: Yes.
PO’R: Held on with staples? 
RJ:  Yes.
PO’R: I read a bit about how you’ve developed a way where you put the canvas up so it can be kept as in… it’s on a removable surface. How do you feel about that?
 
RJ:  I won’t do that. I’ve had a problem with that. It’s not a problem, because “no” is the answer, because, you know, financially, what happens is, often these people see that these that these things and say, well, that would be great, we like to have one. Then I go meet with them and do a proposal like we did here… do a drawing and then I usually give them three different drawings so they can have a choice. It fits whatever space we talk about, you know, dimensionally.
 PO’R:  Is it important that the drawings are shown with these paintings in the future? Is it all right if we show the drawings, let’s say, in a show about process, without the mural?
RJ: Yes, whatever you want.
PO’R:  Let’s say 50 years from now someone wants to replicate this mural based on the drawing?
RJ: I don’t care you. You know, like, I don’t believe in art history, you know, like at all. I believe it to a certain point and then it’s over and it’s been over for a long, long time, because were living in a modern world where things are disposable they are not meant to last. You don’t keep a phone for very long or a computer and you don’t have any emotion when you trade them in. OK, well, people like you are trying to restore paintings to make them last while over at Berkeley they’re working on bombs to destroy the world.
 PO’R: Right, it’s absurd.
 RJ: Yeah, you know how like these peoples should get together and say hey, where are we going here are we going to fix this or blowing up?
 PO’R: I understand the futility of working on a tiny speck of paint… the absurdity is not lost on me.

 RJ:  And you go to the Louvre and see something really great, well, for as long as it lasts, you make it last as long as you can…however long.
PO’R:  Let’s say that one of the pigments in this proprietary paint you use, NOVA COLOR, started to fade dramatically in the next six months or so. Do you have any opinion on that?
RJ: It won’t. These our outdoor quality paint and if it fades it will fade so slowly nobody will notice the difference.
PO’R:  I’ll probably dust it a few times…
RJ:  I think it’s pretty durable. I think you could even wash it.

PO’R: So do you take the time to choose these colors for lightfastness? RJ: Oh they do outdoor murals with this and they have even done some along the freeway in Los Angeles.  These are Nova Colors … artists acrylic polymer medium, and those outdoor murals are still there with all the omissions and everything. 
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PO’R:  The dog peeing project in LA. What kind of paint was that and how did they wash it off their building?
RJ: It’s water-soluble. They probably had to water blasted off… I don’t know. The Orange County Museum fired… the former director was forced him to resign after he curated my show. I don’t know what the politics of it were but that was not the first time I was the last one in, you know, and somebody is leaving.
PO’R: Don’t put my name near this project!
RJ:  The museum kind of fell apart… they decided to cut back and not do very much because they had a schedule of shows and they cancelled those. Orange County is one of the most conservative areas in the country, but then I read an article saying that it’s changing… that it’s not as conservative anymore.
PO’R: So is there a lot of controversy about your pieces?
 RJ: No, people love them. People love the dog… they came with their dogs to get their pictures taken. People would stand on one of the feet and get their photograph taken and it was in every newspaper and it went viral thing.
 PO’R: How much paint did you use?
RJ: Only about 5 gallons.
PO’R: So it was kind of diluted? 
RJ: Yes.
PO’R: What was the dog made out of? 
RJ: Fiberglass.
PO’R: Did they store it?
RJ: They threw it away. The gallery wouldn’t store it. The space wasn’t the problem… it was Houser Wirth. They were expanding so fast that they weren’t paying attention. I had found two places for it after it came down, you know, so not to sell it, just to have it, you know? The Crocker in Sacramento wanted it so it would’ve been good to put up there on the state capital or something, you know, they have a little park and somehow they were going to get some state money to put in the sculpture garden well that’s their fantasy there is no money there at the State of California. They don’t even have an arts program. Like it’s a penny a person. I think they’re working on it… it would’ve been good there.
 
RJ: My whole family went to Davis in agriculture. It’s just a little college town. My favorite painters are Wayne Thiebaud, Richard Artschwager, Vija Celmins , Toba Khedoori… people who can actually paint representationally and tell a story.

PO’R:  But doesn’t that say that teaching art should include teaching technique?

RJ: No, content. That’s what these people can do…relay some sort of beauty and they have the ability to do it.

PO’R: So where does one learn how to paint?

RJ: Discipline. You can find that all out and you can practice. As far as this sort of work, (pointing to his painting), abstract, it’s been over since about 1950 because it has no content. Nothing has been added, only technique. It only looks different because the technique. A different size and technique, but not content. It’s all the same rubbing and scrubbing and scraping and sanding and burning …basically the same thing. And when you try to change it and expand it into something like I do, sort of make it irreverent, man, no it is worse than the painter.

PO’R:  How do you mean?
RJ:  They are offended! I taught at UCLA for five years and I never as a painter. I taught a thing called New Forms. They put me in the sculpture department. The painters on a faculty of any school, they outnumber the others by 5 to 1, so it’s about money and they have it. The thing about the fundamental and foundation or all that is that  it’s just an act. The largest thing in the budget at an art department is for the cost of nude models. Walk around the museum. Where do you see that that is important? I mean, it’s nice to have a nude model, it’s OK. good for hand-eye coordination.
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