ANTENNA SPACE

Alexandra Noel in Conversation with Claire Shiying Li

CL: Claire Shiying Li AN: Alexandra Noel

CL: Hi Allie! Thank you for taking the time to join
the conversation. | would like to first congratulate
you on the success of your first solo show here in
China. This is the second time we work together -
the first time was in Beijing and this time is at
Antenna’s gallery space in Shanghai. How would
you describe the works in the second show in
relation to your practice till today and what's the
main focus on this show for you?

AN: Thanks Claire! | never really start working
towards a show with a main focus. | start making
things and then these things connect and speak
to each other naturally, either while I'm making
the work or maybe the connection will happen
several years from now. For this show in
particular | ended up working more serially. For
some subjects, namely “tornadoes”, “cakes” and
“tables”, | wanted to see them from many different
angles, in different colors and textures, etc. My
interest in these subjects usually comes from very
simple or almost “dumb” ideas. For example, | was
thinking about how much I love cake but sadly
hate all the work that goes into its impermanence.

CL: | particularly love the show opens with

the tornado series, which reminds me of the
opening scene of Wizard of Oz, where tornado is
not just an extreme weather that causes
destruction, but also signifies a major life change
for the protagonist. The dramatization of the
narrow space near the entrance presents a
promise of itself — a single event that marks the
beginning of a meaningful journey. What was the
thinking behind it?

AN: | was thinking more about the film Twister from
1996, which I think is like my generations’ The
Wizard of Oz. Instead of one tornado setting the
stage and taking you out of reality, turning things
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into “color”, Twister is more like an amusement park
ride or a video game, where the tornadoes just keep
coming. They are like enormous, cartoonish babies
with bad tempers; throwing trees and cows around
like toys and flipping houses upside down like
dollhouses. Meanwhile these comically small
humans incessantly chase after them, trying to
“figure them out.” I'm not necessarily trying to take
people out of reality with my paintings but | want to
turn familiar objects “upside down”.

CL: Are you currently based in Los Angeles? Did
any particular figures or scenes in the city leave a
strong influence to your work?

AN: I've been living in Los Angeles for a decade
now this year. As cliché as it is, | think the crazy
colors in the sky, the gray concrete and the film
world here has had a strong influence on my work.
The more you get to know other artists living here,
and all over the world really, non-artists alike, the
more you realize the majority of them are secretly
or reservedly working on ideas for films, myself
included. | like being around that shared awkward
yet passionate energy. Even if your day-to-day
focus is on art, there’'s a larger or different kind of
“picture” to be made in film. And | think it can
excitedly go both ways.

CL: We know many of your previous shows are
situated in venues of more intimate scales, so the
compressed scale of the paintings can
comfortably embed in the wall almost like gems.
What was your first reaction to the gallery space
with an industrial scale and sense of materiality?

AN: The scale of the gallery was definitely
intimidating at first. I've been making small
paintings for a while now | started to fear their
smallness was the only thing people saw and their
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presentation began feeling too familiar, like the
same Morse code on a long piece of paper. | think
the room built in the middle breaks up the
familiarity, having the viewer’s body movement
mimic their eyes. A kind of narrowing in, like
entering a womb or outstretched hands that are
embracing you, squeezing you out to the other
side.

CL: Would you consider large-scale paintings?

AN: | do think about making large-scale paintings
often but | don’t want them to look like my small
paintings “blown up”. I'd want them to do
something different. If | find something to say in
big I'll definitely do it.

CL: From reading your novel, | realized many of the
seemingly arbitrary scenarios in your paintings are
all connected in one story. It seems like the
narrative in your writing and scenarios in your
paintings motivate each other to develop further
into one integral practice. How do you see the
relation between two mediums?

AN: | can't really explain how they relate but some
ideas should be written and others painted. It's rare
for me to let them overlap but when they do I think
of the paintings as “souvenirs” or ephemera from a
story rather than narrative scenarios or stories in
their own right. | don't necessarily think the
paintings connect into a story but maybe more like
arambling poem. After I've titled a painting, that
title can influence a story and then the story can
influence a screenplay, and so on.

CL: | also want to mention the way you title your
work is imaginative, elegant, concise, and twisted.
The contrast of the abstract geometry and the
real-life subject matter make the wry humor
memorable. Did you come up with the title before
the painting? For example, the Incest in the Wild in
the Snow, and We tell our dog what to do.

AN: I'm not always sure which comes first, the
title or the painting, when the title itself
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often is the idea. For a while | had been giving the
work titles that didn’t necessarily have a visually
apparent connection to the painting; it was
sometimes something someone had said in
passing or sayings | kept repeating in my mind
like a koan. Now the paintings feel more like
koans in themselves and the titles just say what
they are. Incest in the Wild in the Snow depicts
exactly that. | became interested in family trees
and the funny act of tracing familial sexual
relationships with your eye. | started wondering
what a family tree would look like like when it
involves incest. Adding the element of snow
allowed for the physical imprints of this
hypothetical family.

We tell our dog what to do is also as it sounds.
The blobby shapes on the two outside panels
depict human tongues and the blob shape in the
middle panel is a dog’s brain, both tongues and
brain being close to life-size scale. Like any pet
owner, my husband Naoki and | are always telling
our dog what to do.

CL: Two works on the axis, Ice Cream Mountain
Cake (2021) and Miniature Horses (2021) are
probably thematically and visually central pieces to
the show. | admire how you draw references from
pop culture and art history in a way that feels more
empathetic than differential. Can you tell us a little
bit about the references you make?

AN: In the painting Ice Cream Mountain Cake, |
was referencing an episode of the children’s
cartoon Rugrats, from 1992. In the episode, the
baby characters find themselves at a miniature
golf course where there is a giant mountain of
what they think is real ice cream but it's actually
just a painted prop in the game. Watching this, as
a near baby myself, there was a moment of
frustration experienced along side these cartoon
characters. The babies find out the ice cream isn't
real but at the same time, | realized the cartoon in
the TV wasn't and never will be “real”. This desire
to eat something that isn’t even realistically
rendered was a source for a lot of the paintings in
this show. For Ice Cream Mountain Cake, | added
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oil paint texture to the “ice cream” scoops,
something | could do in three-dimensional space
where as the cartoon in the TV could not.

Miniature Horses references a herd of black
miniature horses galloping through a field,
something | saw in a video online. At some point
their bodies align in the distance and it appears
as if there is one large horse with several legs
galloping. | immediately thought | wanted to paint
this somehow and then realized it was similar to
Giacomo Balla's idea for Dynamism of a Dog on a
Leash. At that point it became a reference to the
video | saw and a painting that already existed. |
like the idea of experiencing déja vu with a
painting, if you happen to be familiar with the
painting that came before.

CL: Combined with geometric compositions, you
applied textures to your paintings, as well as the
enamel treatment to the side of the frame. The
added dimensionality provides another angle to
access the enticing sensation of the depicted
subject matter, cakes, ice-creams, etc. Would you
say the duality of lure of images and seductive
nature of paint always been there for your work?

AN: I've always thought of paintings as being
three-dimensional objects. | think it's a common

antenna-space.com

202, Building 17, No.50 Moganshan Rd., Shanghai CHINA

and disingenuous interpretation not to
acknowledge that they exist in space and come
off of the wall, even if it's only slightly. Even if
their surface depicts something “realistic”, | want
the smallness of mine to call attention to them as
objects, which can give the desire to hold or
consume them. Sometimes | want the paintings to
come off the wall entirely sometimes, which is
where my “sculptures” come in.

I've always looked at the sides of paintings
when | go to see shows. Did the artist address
them? Did they tape the edges to keep them clean
or did they ignore them and let paint messily build
up? Did they paint on unstretched canvas and
then stretch it over bars? Frames used to resolve
this issue but frames are rarely used anymore. For
me, the enamel acts as a built-in frame, but
sometimes | let the oil paint spill over the sides or
let the enamel take over the face. | like that the
viewer is sometimes rewarded if they look
underneath.

CL: Your comment on the frame reminds me of
Mondrian’s grid paintings - it's always the sides that
signify the work’s relation to the environment
whether as an autonomous object or a beginning of
the environment.
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Alexandra Noel
Storm Squatting with George, 2021
0il and Enamel on Wood
10.2x12.7cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel
It's a, 2021
0il and Enamel on Wood
10.2x12.7cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel
Chasing root, 2021
0il and Enamel on Wood
10.2x 7.6 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel“Funny Looking”exhibition views
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Alexandra Noel
A Vampire at Home, 2021
Oil and Enamel on Wood
30.5x61cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel
Incest in the Wild in the Snow, 2021
Qil and Enamel on Wood
25.4x20.3cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel
We tell our dog what to do, 2021
Oil and Enamel on Wood
7.6x10.2 cm (3 pieces)
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel
Ice Cream Mountain Cake, 2021
Oil and Enamel on Wood
12.7x17.8cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel
Miniature Horses, 2021
Oil and Enamel on Wood
20.3x25.4cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel
Sliced Cityspace, 2021
0il and Enamel on Wood
8.9x17.8cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel
Fruit flies, mosquitos stagger, 2021
Oil and Enamel on Wood
10.2x7.6cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space
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Alexandra Noel
Leek Stew, 2021
Oil and Enamel on Wood
10.2x7.6cm
Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space

202, Building 17, No.50 Moganshan Rd., Shanghai CHINA
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FHXKXX - XIZER
Storm Squatting with George, 2021
135y el g B A A X
10.2x12.7cm
1R X4 852 Rl 0 SR EE B
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FHMXXN - X2ER
/t's a, 2021
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10.2x12.7cm
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HHMXD] - K2R
Chasing root, 2021
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10.2x7.6cm
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FHXIXN - XIZER
A Vampire at Home, 2021
LB R e E R X)
30.5x61lcm
1R XA R Bl 1 TR 3
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HHMXD] - WA

Incest in the Wild in the Snow, 2021

e I BRI AR

25.4x20.3cm
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TN - XZE
We tell our dog what to do, 2021
SEEIE RS IS hE R e X
7.6x10.2 cm X B3
1RSI R X R E
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S R E S
Ice Cream Mountain Cake, 2021
S e R I mE R R X
12.7x17.8cm
HR XA 0% R Bl 01 TR 3
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FHXIMNX - KIS
Miniature Horses, 2021
B BRI BRI IR X
20.3x25.4cm
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FAXNXINX - KB
Sliced Cityspace, 2021
S IE RS IS nE R e X
8.9x17.8cm
RXIE R R E ITRERH
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BHRKN - K28
Fruit flies, mosquitos stagger, 2021
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S R E S
Leek Stew, 2021
S e R I mE R R X
10.2x7.6cm
RXIEF R IR
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