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IT’S OFTEN SAID that Nicola Tyson’s work explores gender,
sexuality,and the body. Butitdoesn’tsomuch explore these
issuesascannibalize them, excreting heady, unnervingimages
filled with playful invention and excoriating humor.
Bornandraised in London, Tyson relocated to New York
in 1990, where she became known for her paintings of
anatomically scrambled, acid-hued figures—often, though
notexclusively, female—in various states of bodily ecstasy
and disintegration. Known primarily asa painter, Tyson
is putting down her brush for the time being, preparing
drawings for her upcoming show at Friedrich Petzel’suptown
spaceinNew York, which runs March 2 through April 9.
Theartist’srustic, Shaker-style farmhousein New Paltz,
New York, is outfitted with multiple work spaces to
accommodate her protean practice, which overthe yearshas
included photography, film, sculpture, writing, and
performance. Off the hallwayis Tyson’s “drawing depot,”
where the wallsand worktables are covered with variously
sized workson paperteeming withalien landscapesand
willowy creatures. Downstairsisa painting studiowhere
theartistisexperimenting with acrylic works painted onto
glassandtransferred to paper.Ina freestanding cottagea
stone’s throw from the main house, Tyson hasa wood shop,
wheresheisworkingon five larger-than-lifeanthropo-
morphicsculptures made from wood salvaged from a felled
appletree, thestump of which isstill visiblein her front yard.
Tyson’shomeand studio seem worlds away from New York
City, thoughthey are only atwo-hourdrivenorth. In front
of her houseisa barn where she keeps
Slockwisefromtop donkeys,and the dining room windows
' look outontoa brook. When I visited
in December, Tysonshowed me
photos of the spot where anenterprising
beaverhad recently constructedan
architecturally imposingdam.
Tyson’ssurroundings are undeniably
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idyllic, butthere’snothing atall quaintabout her drawings.
Some of hercharactersare hulking and tuberous, with oversize
handsand feet; othersarespidery and attenuated. Playing
ontheoutskirts of figuration, these creatures are imbued with
astrange liveliness. “Ireally try to have the drawings be
somehow sentient, even :fthey’re notclearly arecognizable
thing,” she says. Tyson’s golems and grotesques scem
suspended in Brownian motion, an effectachieved through
her fast-paced, improvisational working method.

“When IstartdrawirgIdon’t know what’s going to
happen,” she explains. “I wanttostay ahead of the decision-
making, rational mind, of language, of anything that’s

Tyson’s golems and grotesques seem suspended in
Brownian motion, an effect achieved through
her fast-paced, improvisational working method.

aboutnamingthings or directing me. [have noidea what
I’'mgoing to draw until something startstoappear.” Inorderto
avoid fussinessand pedantry, Tyson startsand finishes her
smallerdrawingsinonego. “One of my rulesis thatIdoitin
onesitting, and thatisthat. Thereisnogoingbackin.”

Inearly 2015, Tyson began posting one of her drawings
every day onsocial media, and she even madea group of square
drawings toaccommodate the Instagram format. “Social
mediawasaway tosharethem and have a conversation beyond
thegallery,” shesays. Moreover, the experience transformed

her relationship to drawing, somethingshe used toconceive of
asaprivate practice. “There’saslightly performativeaspectto
itnow. Itisnolonger thisreclusive thingthatlamdoingalone.”
Downstairs, Tysonisrevisiting the monoprint technique
shestarted experimenting withinthe early 2000s. Working
rapidly withacrylic, she paints directly ontoa glass plate
andthenusesaninkroller toapply the image onto paper
using varying degrees of pressure toachieve different textures
and effects. Her early explorations of this technique
culminated inaseries of emotionally raw, physiognomically
unhinged portraits shown at Petzelin 2003. Several of
these “Portrait Heads” will be included in her upcoming
show there. Revisiting this
method, withitscombination of
fast-drying paintand lack
of preparatory drawing, allows
Tysontoremain intuitive. “I'ma
colorist, too,” she says.
Inthecottage, Tyson s fashioning the sculptures outof the
appletree wood. These twisted, carbuncular figures, which
will be freestanding once they are finished, could easily have
walked outof one of Tyson’s drawings. “Apple woodisso
expressiveand beautiful,” she says. “It’s pink,and all the
bugs that were underneath have made these traceries.”
Enchanted with theirnatural textures, Tysonisassembling the
lumber pieces—many of which already resemble torsos and
limbs—into deliberately crude skeletons, manipulating her
raw materialsaslittle as possible. Building on the delicate
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avian sculptures molded from Crayola Model Magic(a light-
weight, fast-drying children’sclay) thatshe exhibired in 20171,
thetimber sculptures are Tyson’s first serious foray into
making large-scale objects. “Idon’t want to be pigeonholed
asa painter becauselacrually want to develop sculpture
now,” shesays. “Ireally wantto make thingsinspace.”
In1979,attheage of 18, Tysonenrolled at the Chelsea

School of Artin London to study graphic design. Just
beforeenrolling there, she began photographing the nascent
postpunk scene surrounding Billy’s nightclub, a gay dive
anddiscothequeinthe Soho neighborhood. Exhibited at
White Columnsin New Yorkin 2012 and at Sadie Coles HQ
inLondonin 2013, hersnapshots of London’s young,
broke,and glamorous—including a teenage Boy George—
documenta transitional moment in British subculture,
asthedarknihilism of punk gave way to thesartorial thearer
of the New Romantics. “Punk had gone mainstream and

f most of the big players were off touring,” Tyson explains.
“The younger fan base, people like myself and Boy George,

456 W 18th Street New York NY 10011 & 35 E 67th Street New York NY 10065
Tel 212 680 9467 Fax 212 680 9473 info@petzel.com www.petzel.com



Petzel

Chloe Wyma, “Writing the Body,” Blouin Artinfo, February 2016, pp. 56-63.

wanted thatenergy. Soitbecame aboutdressingup.” people were coming tosce”—this unofficialunderground
Tysonwould sell her photographs back to her subjects for scene offered analternative to Britain’s small, sclerotic
beer money, but she remained merely anobserverofthepag-  artworld. “There wasn’treallyanartsceneinLondon.
eantry. “Ididn’tdressuplikethey did,” shesays. “Itcameout It wasreally fusty,” she remembers. “Artschools were

laterin my painting. ’'minterested in reinventing the body, churning outall these people every year, but there
but that comes up in my work rather thanin myappearance.”  wasnowheretogo because the artscene wasso tiny and
Afterayearinartschool, Tyson dropped outand fell in academic. All the energy wasin fashion and musicand

with London’s underground artand musicscene, freelancing ~ design.” Meanwhile, Britain’sart establishmentsstill
asa music photographer, making Super 8

films (“posey, carly-'3osthings” she “I’m interested in reinventing the body, but that comes
callsthem), and playing backup percussion ‘ 1 o> ’ *
inanartband. “It was a performance up 1in my wq rk rather than in my appe€arance.

thing,” she remembers. “We used to

enrage peopleatclubs. There’s this Gertrude Stein poem constellated around two towering male figures: “this

called “1f1Told Him’ that’s several minutes long, and weird, old-fashioned, cliquey, alcoholic, gay world around

the front man, Bertie Marshall, would reciteitand I'd just Francis Bacon™ and “the horrible straight world around

be banging a cymbal or something.” Lucian Freud and his many children and women.”

“Itwasall really exploratory,” Tyson says of this period. In 1986 Tyson returned toartschool to study painting at
“Iwasn’t working within any kind of artistic framework. CentralSaint Martins. There, she had a generative encounter
There wasjustalot of aestheticindulgence and general with feministtheory in the writings of Judith Butler, Hélene
mucking about.” Before the era of Saatchi, Tate, and the Cixous,and Lucelrigaray. “It waslike discoveringanew
yBAs—when “artbecame the thing that truckloads of continent,” shesays. “Instead of that weird feeling of having
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Right: Se/f-Portrait
Singing, 2002, one
of Tyson’sfirst
manoprintworks,
fromthe "Portrait
Heads"series.
Below:Aselection
ofworksonpaper

towork inthe margins of men’s worlds, tobean
honorary man and work out how youcanmake a
little space for yourselfin ‘the bigargument,’
suddenly this whole thing busted open.”

Tyson hasengaged with feminism throughout
her career. Since her first commercial show in 1995,
her work has been regularly compared to that
ofBacon, Egon Schiele, and Hans Bellmer, famous
male modernists known for emotional histrionics
and corporal dismemberment. Keenly aware of
thisirony, over the pastseveral years Tysonauthored
aseries of witty, often scathing first-person letters
todead maleartists, among them Pablo Picasso,
Edouard Manet, and Bacon. Tyson has read these
missives aloud asa performance and collected them
in Dead Letter Men,alimited-edition book
published last year by Petzel and Sadie Coles HQ.

Putoff by Britain’s parochial, male-dominated
artworld, Tyson left London for New York in
1990, shortly after graduating, With the patronage
of agirlfriend, she opened Trial Balloon, a project
spaceexclusively showing female artists, out
of her downtown studio loft. “Itwas an all-woman
space, butnotin an old-school feminist way,”
Tysonexplains, “It was a kind of punky, British
‘fuck you'—taking the feminism to an excessive
extreme to make it more rebellious. It was cheeky.
We were having a good time, and we weren’t
going to waste time promoting men, because they
havealready had enough breaks.” The space
becamea hub for New York’s then emerging scene
of lesbian artistsand writers, among them
Nicole Eisenman, Patricia Cronin, and Tyson’s
current partner, writer Laurie Weeks.

Afterthreeyears running Trial Balloonand

showingother artists, Tysonreturned to
painting, struggling tofind “a way of
writing the body,” as she puts it, that was
informed by feminist theory and politics
without being overdetermined by them.
“WhenIfinally stopped doing the gallery,”
shesays, “Ifoundthatl was wanting
towork in thiscompletely unguided way,
toclearaway thelanguage tosee what
wouldcomein.”

Today Tyson iscounted, inthe
company of the late Maria Lassnig, her
contemporary Eisenman, and the younger
painter Dana Schutz, inagroup of female
artists who have revitalized figurative
painting from what wasonceseenasa
dowdy anachronismtoa seemingly bottom-
less source of creative expression and
experimentation. Aftera 1998 solo
exhibition of Tyson’s paintings at the
Kunsthalle Zurich, her work has been
acquired by majorartmuseumsincluding
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Below: Untitled(sketch the Museumof Modern Artin
:J;:tg‘;q;;:Sf,:fgig;:)m' New York, the Philadelphia
sitting,asareallof Tyson's  Museum of Art,and Tate
,\""\:::': ]‘:":h“::fu; :}‘-’"" Modernin London. She shows
regularlyin New York and
London and hasexhibited extensively in muscums and
galleries worldwide. In 201 4 she joined Susanne Vielmetter
Los Angeles Projects and had her first solo exhibition at the
gallery, “Troublein Happiness.”

Intheearly 1990s, however, Tyson’santhropophagic
figuration was hardly a recipe for commercial or critical
success. “Painting was uncool,and autobiography and
expression were also considered completely redundant,”
sheremembers. “Ithoughtitwassuicideinasense,and
Ithoughtnobody would be interested commercially, but 1
ended up with Friedrich Petzel because he happened to
come tomy studio and was really interested in some of the
weird thingsthat were goingoninthe images.”

“Iwasincredibly intrigued by her paintings, which
seemed so enigmatic and inaccessible tome,” says Petzel,
who began representing Tysonin 1995. “Painting was
almostinvisible in those years. She was not only one of the
first artists [asked to join my very new gallery, butshe
wascertainly the first successful painterin my program.
We had many discussions about women artists in those
yearsand she encouraged me ro visit Lassnigin Vienna.”

This inexhaustible weirdnessis what keeps Tyson inspired,
whatever her medium. “Figurationcansoeasily gowrong,”
shesays. “Ilikethatkind of risk of embarrassment. With
abstraction, todoitreally well you have to be really good, but
atthesametimethere'ssortof asetof moves thatare familiar.
It’s thisgame where you do really well oryou fail, burwith
figuration youcankeepinventing and pushingit. Itcan easily
be hokey orjustcrap. Walking onthatedgeisfun.” B
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Today Tyson is counted, in the company
of the late Maria Lassnig, her contemporary

Nicole Eisenman, and the younger painter
Dana Schutz, in a group of female artists
who have revitalized figurative painting
from what was once seen as a dowdy anach-
ronism to a seemingly bottomless source

of creative expression and experimentation.
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