
 

 

Saturday, August 23rd, 2014 

Lauren Britton interviews Heather Leigh McPherson 

 

LB: What’s going on in your studio right now? 

 

HLM: One of the things I’ve been thinking about recently is that I want this newer work 

to be more screen-like; as opposed to paintings that are more opaque or impassable, I’m 

interested in these ones having digital space. Also, the technique is different. In the older 

work, I was discovering this process of making acrylic marks and pours that I would then 

peel up and collage into paintings, and I’ve spent a lot of time figuring out how to make 

the pours bigger. That material troubleshooting has informed the visual character of some 

of the newer paintings.  

 

LB: Are you pouring on plastic? 

 

HLM: Yes, and then I peel it up and flip the mark, so you’re always looking at the back 

of it. The viewer is always seeing the reverse. I’ve also been trying to develop more 

processes that actually constitute the image, so there’s no distinction between process and 

image. Instead of digging around for the image, I’m trying to make the digging itself be 

the image. I also want it to feel like there’s some intrinsic color there. 

 

LB: Like the color is embedded in the canvas? 

 

HLM: Yeah, which is part of why I use the peels. They have intrinsic color—their color 

is their material—but they also contain an image, the different areas of color rub up 

against each other to imply form, space, and light.  

 



 

 

LB: It seems like there’s less of the hand in your current work. Especially some of the 

airbrushed marks, which have an effervescent quality, an ease. Some of the work has a 

Photoshop quality. Is that conscious? 

 

HLM: The hand is always mediated, whether by a masking process, a resist process, or 

atomization of the paint. I think of these paintings as representations of faces and/or 

facial arrangements, and the face is this site between the interior and exterior, between a 

self and the world. Somehow the porousness of the face is more emphatic if the hand is 

less visibly engaged. There’s an increased sense that you could drift through the layers of 

the painting—whereas in some of these, there’s a more muscular surface that blocks 

passage. This is funny, because what I’m saying is the classic refrain of academic 

painting—no visible brushstrokes!-- because they block passage to, whatever, to 

Napoleon and his horse. In my case, the movement beyond the flat surface isn’t promoted 

in order to facilitate the apprehension of an image; it’s about facilitating the movement 

itself. Passing back and forth, but not arriving at a horse ever. Anyway, there are still a lot 

of hand-wrought things and some shitty edges, as well as digital-looking marks that are 

carefully rendered by hand. 

 

LB: Are you pulling these marks directly from Photoshop? Or is it more the individual 

marks you’re interested in replicating? 

 

HLM: I use the computer in a lot of different ways. I make digital drawings that are their 

own thing, plus I’ve started making some gifs. I make preparatory drawings in Photoshop, 

and I also send paintings, in multiple stages, through the digital medium to try different 

options. Like Cher’s Dress-Me program in Clueless. This is a really important tool for me 

because I have a tendency to overstuff paintings. I used to have moments of mania where 

I would just paint and paint and paint, and it was never good for the painting. It was never 

part of the content; it was merely an accident of my disposition and circumstances. It’s 

weird to be prone to mania but to be constitutionally incapable of handling it. Anyway, I 



 

 

do paint somewhat in the style of digital tools, referring to digital selfhood and screen-

concepts, but I also just use the computer like Cher does, to see whether this plaid 

miniskirt will go with this cropped jacket. 

 

LB: That makes sense. What’s your decision-making process behind the things that are 

masked and not masked? 

 

HLM: Sometimes I make the pours irrespective of any painting-plan. When I make 

bigger pours, like the four-foot ones, I have to start with a clear sense of what I want 

because the paint is expensive and it takes large quantities of paint to make them—then if 

it looks wrong, it’s like a two hundred-dollar mistake. When I’m making the smaller ones, 

I want them to stand for painterly catharsis and spontaneity—so I really am just pouring 

and flinging willy-nilly, then I peel them up and cut them into pieces and paste them onto 

the canvas to create that tension between comical painterly flinging and highly self-

conscious placement.  

 

LB: Who do you look at? 

 

HLM:  I think the first artists I liked who I still like were DeKooning, Guston, and Amy 

Sillman. I had this little book of Abstract Expressionists when I was in middle school, 

and I thought DeKooning was the best because he had women in his paintings and they 

had a kind of crust of rage about them, and they were badass. I always loved how Guston 

paints feelings and effects as physical things, how everything becomes obdurate matter in 

his hands. Amy Sillman has a mid-carreer retrospective right now that was in Boston this 

winter. Her animations are great. One of the catalogue essays, written by Danny Marcus, 

has been one of my MVP reads of 2014. He studies faciality, and talks about the face as 

an ingress between inside and outside—how the gaze and the imagination can wander out 

of the face, but the self is lodged in the accident of the body. He also talks about 

connections between the face and the screen, which I’m interested in. Also, Elizabeth 



 

 

Murray is my art mom. I’m really into Christina Ramberg… and I want Brian Belott to be 

my life coach. What a spectacular nut. 

 

LB: What’s your relationship to effects? Like digital tricks, or a photoshop drop shadow, 

I think you're sneaking them in here.  

 

HLM: Yes, a drop shadow, maybe some pattern overlay, some bevel-and-emboss…? 

 

LB: Yes, I feel that. 

 

HLM: I think paintings should be extremely captivating, dude. I like for a painting to be a 

full-body thing, demanding all of your senses, while still being just a rectangle.  

 

The digital melodrama mainly relates to spectacle and the ways in which we’re produced 

by internet ad narratives and Facebook and Instagram and digital-self expression. Some 

of the effects are also ways of working in the history of painting—opportunities to do 

some dot-matrix Bonnard or my version of a Baroque trompe-l’oeil. 

 

LB: Are there certain givens? Things you know will end up in a painting? I guess there 

are always eyes and eyebrows, but maybe not mouths… 

 

HLM: The mouth is a new development.  For a while, I couldn’t figure out how to make a 

mouth neutral enough—it would always attach itself to a single determinate expression or 

mode of address. Then I found the ghost mouth and thought, this is the one! So now all 

my paintings have ghost mouths.  

 

LB: Oh! I’ve been trying to figure out what that was.  

 



 

 

HLM: In the one I just started, the line of the mouth is negative space, which I like. The 

mouth is supposed to be an aperture. It’s a hole in the face and through it comes 

communication and saliva and it receives food, body parts, whatever. In this painting, it’s 

reversed so that the line of the mouth permits passage into deep space but the place where 

the hole goes is closed off. That tension can also be in something like an eyeball, which is 

supposed to be this puddle of authentic personhood—but the eyes in these paintings are 

always either really opaque so that you kind of bounce off of them, or they just pass you 

into more space. 

 

LB: Before, you were talking about a fully immersive experience of painting; how are 

you doing that? For me, that would make me think of a larger painting or an unstretched 

painting. What is your reasoning for keeping it on a smaller stretched surface? Maybe 

you think of immersive differently that I do. 

 

HLM: You can jump into a little swimming pool, and it’s circumscribed by pebbly 

concrete, and it’s not the ocean, but you’re still immersed. I guess you can’t really be 

immersed in a teaspoon of water; it has to do with relative scale. But I think small 

paintings can be immersive if they’re both magnetic and hard to look at, like physically 

difficult to see—I like the idea of a Seurat that you can’t back away from, where the bits 

can’t resolve into bonnets and dogs.  

 

When I think about color, sometimes I think of looking out at a landscape and seeing 

light reflect off of a windshield or a puddle, and your eye can’t meter that intensity so you 

just see it as a glow—you can’t really focus on it, you have to just experience it. Most 

paint is not literally incandescent—but I think if painted color can force you to 

experience it rather than focus on it, that’s what I’m after. 

 

I’m reading David Bachelor’s book Chromophobia. He writes about how Aristotle called 

color a drug, but used this untranslatable word pharmakon, which can mean a sacrament, 



 

 

a poison, a remedy, a talisman, a cosmetic, a perfume, or an intoxicant. Doesn’t that seem 

exactly right? 

 

LB: Yes! In thinking about the coloring of these paintings, do you come to these 

paintings with a color mood that you’re trying to convey, or does that reveal itself through 

the painting? 

 

HLM: I usually have a basic chromatic structure. These new ones have become a little 

more rainbow-ey. They have that full-spectrum quality that I really associate with 

fantasy, especially the commercial enchantment of little-girlhood, with My Little Pony 

and Disney princesses and Lisa Frank.  

 

LB: You must have liked Lisa Frank as a girl. 

 

HLM: Oh yeah, I coveted all those Trapper Keepers. 

 

LB: Are these all women? Are they self-portraits? 

 

HLM: That’s such a good question. Someone asked me recently if a boy would make 

these paintings. 

 

LB: They feel gendered, don’t they? 

 

HLM: I can’t imagine a boy consciousness producing them, but I don’t think of them as 

being women. I really want them to be in that space of the third option. Feminism is a 

really important part of my life and I think of my work as being both indebted to the 

history of feminism and, itself, feminist. But I’m not painting girls, exactly.  

 

LB: How do you think of your work as being feminist? 

 



 

 

HLM: My work is about shifting identity, unfixed identity and attendant questions about 

selfhood; and that idea owes a lot to feminist theory. I’ve been reading Judith Butler this 

summer-- I’m a big Judith Butler fan-- and her ideas about gender-performativity are 

really important for me… this idea that there is no “real” gender behind the performance 

of gender. 

 

LB: In this painting you leave a piece of the white surface; tell me about that. 

 

HLM: I wanted there to be a break in the colored rectangle, something that almost 

rejected its substrate; I love that little slit of gessoed canvas, and some of these other 

white spots that interrupt the rectangle. They have some greater affinity with the wall. 

They connect to the room, and transitively, to the viewing body.  

 

LB: I just noticed in this one, there is one eyebrow, then another one there. Is that the first 

time you’ve done that? 

 

HLM: I started doing it in my drawings a lot. I really like having many expressions 

present together; for a while I was doing mouths by overlaying lots of really expressive 

mouths, in order to knock out any one association by just including this cacophony of 

meanings. In this painting I was originally going to put like eight eyebrows but now I dig 

some of this openness in the top area. 

 

LB: Is it done? 

 

HLM: I think, but who knows. My pattern is to have a period of intensive work on a 

painting, a period of rest, and then a kind of last burst of changes, and then it’s done. It’s 

hard for me to feel like something is finished until I’ve experienced all three stages. 

 

LB: Do you have a preference of a more gutteral or intellectual way for these paintings to 

register?  



 

 

 

HLM: I like things to register in both the body and the mind. I want it all. I want you to 

feel some kind of physical thrust from it, and also to have this thinky experience at the 

same time. Guttural is a great word. I really like soft g sounds. I recently titled a painting 

Eggy Giggle.  

 

LB: Is it important to have the same kind of energy in each of the works? A lot of them 

are very frontal and almost aggressive in their coloring, is there a quieter Heather face? 

 

HLM: Maybe I go quieter by going smaller. For me the small ones are more: you can 

hold it in your lap. It’s not going to eat you. But, yeah, I always want paintings to do 

twenty things-- to have all the colors and do all the things. Within my conceptual 

allowance, I want to do everything at once.  

 

LB: How do you title your work? 

 

HLM: I make titles a lot like I make paintings. Eggy Giggle seemed like the right 

linguistic cousin to that painting, with the right music and associations and near-

obscenity. I like the words to have implied temperature and pressure.  

 

LB: You want your titles to do it all too? 

 

HLM: Yes. And sometimes I use a fragment that I’ve written down during the course of 

working on something. I recently titled a painting Speed Makes Me a Bad Feminist, 

which is the most confessional title of mine, and the only one so far that forms a proper 

sentence. It’s about how taking drugs makes me susceptible to shitty cultural messages. 

Either that or it’s a celebration of slowness.  

 


