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Introduction

Waking up in NYC after a long bus ride in Low-
er Manhattan, I'm pushed out bleary eyed
into Chinatown. Before | could even wipe
away the eye crust, | was stumbling through
the metropolis that is New York City. My last
memory before walking off of the bus into
the crowd was loading up the night before
on a highway leading out of sleepy Lexington,
Kentucky. The dramatic shift made those first
steps abrupt and jarring.

Let’s take a few steps back; a few months
before | was talking to a colleague in Ken-
tucky about what our lives would be like if we
had a go of New York. We exchanged stories
of friends working and living there. Silently
considering what might have been, we patted
ourselves on the back for being able to make
a decent living in the arts here.

Fast forward to Chinatown NYC months lat-
er, | found myself coming here for a week to
try to picture myself commuting on the sub-
way to Chelsea, attempting to drag gallery and
museum curators to my small studio above a
papaya shop tucked far off in an unknown
borough. | came to New York to meet up with
old and new friends and even a few strangers
in an attempt to learn what I've missed out on
that one way U-Haul rental to the Big Apple.
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Getting One’s Chucks Wet

Arriving too early to check in to my hotel, |
shouldered my luggage and dove into the sub-
way system. After a stint in Seoul, Korea, sub-
way systems no longer are a point of nervous
confusion. | quickly got my metro card and
headed for Brooklyn. Far before leaving for
New York, | scheduled a meet-up with an old
friend who | knew would be able to wake me
up after a long bus ride. After an hour rolling
under the East River and through Brooklyn,
| emerged into the surprisingly warm June
sun in Crown Heights. | hoofed it the rest of
the way to a 3rd floor walk-up where Naomi
Safran-Hon was awaiting my visit.* With art
along the walls and the workspace organized,
it was a relaxing place to put my bags down
and cool off. We caught up on each other’s
lives, my bus ride, and the goals of my trip.
| could tell she was a little suspicious of my
visit and was wondering why I'd travel so far
just to see what it was like to work and live in
NYC. | didn’t really have a good answer more
than curiosity. | realized then, that maybe |

* http:/naomisafranhon.com/

wanted validation for staying in the South.
Only the foolhardy and overly confident risk
takers would leave the comforts of their
hometown for such a harsh environment.
Maybe she heard this reluctance in my voice
that | hadn’t noticed until now. | wanted to
quickly stamp it out. | had a golden oppor-
tunity to straighten out this possible misun-
derstanding of what it takes to be a working
New York artist. | quickly changed the subject
to her recent work and asked what it’s like to
work in New York. She told me about the risks
she took staying in the city. Being an Israeli,
she only had one year after finishing school
to «make it» before she’d have to leave the
U.S. So she locked herself up in the studio
all year, producing dozens of new interest-
ingly sculpted paintings that combine lace,
plaster, and photography. After a year and
a unique body of work, she got a solo show
that earned enough for her to continue her
practice. Years went by and there she was,
working and loving New York. She compares

Naomi Safran-Hon (Israeli). Plaster, inkjet print, paint.
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the city to being in a passionate, yet abusive
relationship. It can hurt at times, but the pas-
sion is worth it.

| left Naomi’s studio feeling motivated. If
living in New York was like being in an abu-
sive relationship then | wouldn’t be the one
gas-lighted. Maybe with enough gumption
and talent, anyone could get a New York ca-
reer going. Maybe | underestimated myself
and the opportunity was still there. | was mo-
tivated, the iron was hot, and | knew now was
a good time to hit the city hard and check
out as much artwork as possible. | wanted the
same adrenaline rush | saw in Naomi. Not let-
ting this energy go to waste, | looked at the
map for the closest museum and started my
pilgrimage with a visit to the Brooklyn Muse-
um. It was there | properly started this NYC
trip by paying my respects to what | consid-
er an altar to Judy Chicago, which she called
The Dinner Party.

After settling in at the hotel, | quickly con-
tinued my hunt for artwork and kept the buzz
rolling. | went straight to the Whitney Museum
of American Art. It was near the end of the
Whitney Biennial, so it seemed like a golden
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opportunity to scratch this itch even hard-
er. Climbing all eight stories of the Whitney’s
200,000 square feet building packed with
contemporary and classical art, | dodged the
hundreds of audio-touring patrons whose
greatest takeaway from the museum was
selfies in front of the work. My usual M.O.
during visits to large, crowded museums is to
go from the top down. Here, | felt it would
be best to just seek out the quietest rooms
first. | was easily distracted from the exhib-
it by chatty visitors loudly explaining to each
other why An-My Lé&’s older work are better,
as well as the proactive parents attempting
to explain expressionist paintings to kids who
would rather play with the shiny interactive
screens and VR installations. What is inter-
esting about the Whitney is that it seems so
democratic. Every time | go, | see a mixture of
new artists to the NY scene and also a healthy
number of bad artworks. Most would find this
disappointing and distracting, but to me it
always made the exhibit feel more recogniz-
able. It's as if | was walking around a Master
in Fine Arts thesis exhibition. Some work is
fantastic, some is trivial but shows promise,

Judy Chicago (American, b. 1939). The Dinner Party, 1974-79. Mixed media: ceramic, porcelain.
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some aren’t technically finished, while others
make you wonder how they even got into the
school.

A few rooms drew my attention, particu-
larly the Shara Hughes' paintings.* These vi-
brant, warm paintings with organic moving
streaks of green caught my attention. | kept
seeing trees and landscapes with lazy rivers.
Reading the artist statement, | find out this
artist was born and raised in Atlanta. | want-
ed to know more about the work and what
brought her to New York in the first place.
| googled and emailed Shara and asked if
she’d be open to a studio visit and quickly
got a response. We were to meet the next
morning after she returned from Atlanta. |
had so many questions about how she pulled
up stakes in Georgia and started shop here
in New York. | wanted to see her routine and
what it was like to be a full time practicing
artist here in the city.

After my morning routine at Livingston Diner,
| rushed over to Shara’s studio in Greenpoint.
| quickly notice how young sheis. | have a ten-
dency to build imaginary portraits in my head

* http://sharahughesart.blogspot.com/

Shara Hughes’ paintings in the Whitney Biennial.

Shara Hughes in her studio.
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Shara Hughes pulling out two paintings during studio visit.

of artists when looking at their work. | had
pictured a mix between Joan Mitchell and
Georgia O'Keeffe, but she was actually close
to my age. It was nice to visit an artist that
| could identify with so easily. It also didn’t
hurt that she was in a paint-covered jump-
suit with her Boston Terrier tucked away in
a bed under the desk. She pulled out paint-
ings and told me about her tree farm in Geor-
gia and how these trees kind of accidentally
make their way into her work. It was not what
| expected. She doesn’t plan to paint a willow
tree in a landscape, but just paints from her
memories from back home. The flowing lines
and smooth movement around the canvas is
done with intuition. | felt that she had the
work methodology of many southern artists
as well as myself. Despite intentions, a body

of art can become about southern tropes or
cultural traits.

It appeared that her work was well received
in New York, but she quickly told me it hasn’t
always been the case. The move up north
wasn’t easy at first. After 8 months she left
for Atlanta feeling detached and adrift. She
spent another few years in Atlanta working
and exhibiting with galleries while still show-
ing in NYC. The day after one of her largest
solo exhibitions in the south, she left for a
second try at New York. This time, it stuck.
She was showing, working hard in the studio
and very importantly, had a crew of friends
she could rely upon. | was beginning to feel
a personal circle that surrounds your studio
practice is essential for people from smaller
communities, particularly during hard times.
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Rising Tide

| kept thinking about Shara Hughes’ relation-
ship with New York. When she felt detached
from the city, she left but eventually returned
and stayed when she had more connections.
Was that what one really needed to be part of
the city, acommunity? Not solely an active art
career? This seemed to be counterintuitive to
what I've been hearing about the art commu-
nity in NYC for years. | put that thought away
as the following morning | was getting coffee
with Jenn, a friend from my art school years.
Usually, | keep up with what long distance
friends are working on via social media posts,
but with Jenn, there has been a lot of radio
silence. | quickly learned that this was due to
her hectic workload as a school teacher and
to life in general. She had a few productive
years following graduation, but this changed
with people moving away or getting wrapped
up in their own lives. She told me that she
found studio time to be isolating at times
as she was often trying to balance work and
studio practice and not having as many in-
teractions with colleagues. She often asked
herself, «Who am | painting this for¢» The
demands of her day jobs and relationships
had concrete requirements and a schedule,

and studio practice doesn’t often fit in eas-
ily. The priority for making art fell far behind
enough to where she started to question if
being an artist was even necessary. | was tak-
en aback. | had always identified with Jenn
with our shared educational experiences and
seeing her distraught startled me. However,
she sounded hopeful and was ready to tackle
a new body of work soon. It made me wonder
if she could follow this path, could I2

| left feeling a little confused. Can the New
York scene be too much for some? Jenn was
from Los Angeles, not such a quiet town. How
would | fare? In Lexington, KY, | find myself
easily distracted from my studio practice.
Needing only one job to pay all my bills, | have
plenty of time to work in my studio, yet | feel
| have a small daily battle with getting all my
daily tasks done. Would the same happen to
me in New York? | had to find another voice of
reason to help me get a better perspective.

| showed up to the studio of Taylor Baldwin.*
We became friends at an artist residency up
in Maine. He studied in Richmond, Virginia and

* https:/www.taylorbaldwinstudio.com/

Taylor Baldwin & Angela Dufresne looking at his latest work in their shared studio.
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moved to New York through a last minute job
offer. | felt if anyone would have an unbiased
opinion of the city, it would be him. | walked
into his spacious studio and caught a glimpse
of his latest piece. A large amp mounted
on the wall, with a mechanical looking bird
strapped and dangling from the front of it. He
was explaining in detail how he tooled his own
camera accessories to make a stop-motion
video of another sculpture being planed down
slowly, when in walked his studio mate. They
are both teaching at Rhode Island School of
Design, one of the top art schools in the U.S.,
yet here they were sharing a studio. | was cu-
rious to know why one would need to split the
studio’s rent after both having full time ap-
pointments at such a well funded and world
famous school. Wouldn’t the salary of such a
place be more than enough to sustain an in-
dependent studio practice?¢ Apparently even
this kind of employment doesn’t pay the bills
in this economy. Knowing how thrifty Taylor
was, if any artist/academics could work com-
fortably in NYC, it would be him. For god’s
sake, the man tooled his own lens focus rings
for a single project. | don't see myself ever
tackling such a project-ending problem. For
me, the dream job was teaching a few class-
es a week at a local university and spending
the rest of my days in the studio producing
work. | was seeing that even if you got a job
at a well-paying school, you're still counting
pennies. | learned that this was mainly due to
much of the local academia not actually pay-
ing what’s needed to keep up with the costs
of living and working in the city.

| was thinking about this visit to Taylor’s stu-
dio. His work was amazing, he had the gold-
en job, yet things were still tenuous. | looked
to answer other questions | had about the
city. There had to be more to being an artist
and teacher in New York than just producing
work. | was hearing others saying that you can
see amazing art in the city every day and be-
ing surrounded by amazing artists and cutting
edge art makes for a fertile environment to
be more productive. Well, maybe that was
the case. Maybe having world-class art only a
train stop away from your own studio compels
you to innovate and work harder. | wanted to

test this out, so | headed down to a museum |
always stopped by when in town, the Museum
of Modern Art. Luckily when | arrived, | found
out it was a free day. Knowing the museum
well, | directed myself towards the new ex-
hibits, but | found myself swimming in a tor-
rent of people. The crowds filled every floor
from corner to corner, shifting and elbowing
their ways from piece to piece. Trying not to
stand in the middle of one of these rivers of
crowd movement, | found myself constant-
ly backing into a corner further and further
from that artwork. The sound of chatting,
feet squeaking on polished concrete floors
and smartphone camera shutter clicks was
overwhelming and made it impossible to
concentrate on the exhibit. | always enjoyed
the intimacy between the viewer and the art
when walking around a gallery or museum,
but this usually comes with looking at a piece
in silence for moments without any distrac-
tions. I'm not sure that is possible in this kind
of situation and | started to think about the
amount of patrons per museum there are. Is
this a result of too many of the world’s top-
notch exhibition spaces being located on one
23 square mile island? | know this crowd was
enlarged by the day | picked to attend, but
was this going to be the future of museums?
If so, | would have to adapt or lose interests
in attending large exhibitions.
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Caught in the Undertow

| pushed my way through the masses of
bodies out of the front doors of the MoMA
looking to get some fresh air and escape
the crowds. | ended up walking a few blocks
north to Central Park in the hopes of find-
ing some quiet patch of green for myself. But
even in a park as large as this, there is lit-
tle real estate to temporarily call your own.
People spread themselves out to get as much
personal space as possible creating this dot-
ted pattern across the green landscape. It
looked as if people were given assigned spots
to occupy, with little chance for me to find a
space to myself.

Fed up, | turned south. I'm still not sure if |
was heading south in an inherent pull towards
home in Kentucky or if it was just the general
direction of my hotel in Brooklyn. But after
dodging thousands of people along the side-
walk for an hour, | no longer cared for my own
space, buttonolongerbethe stranger. | want-
ed to be amongst friends sharing interests,
history, or cause. This walk south along the
spine of the city led me to Lower Manhattan,
where | was immediately swept up into a pro-
test. | was riding a crowd down that stretched
as far | could see in either direction. People
chanting «facts matter» and smiling and wav-
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ing their political signs proudly. | walked right
into what was called the March for Truth. |
was an angry soul marching along looking for
a cause to fight for. This one felt right. Cur-
rently in Middle America, you're finding a rise
in the number of protests with our new pres-
ident. It seems this president’s words and
actions are ruffling many American’s feathers
and a loud percentage of the population hits
the streets most weekends and what would
have normally seemed a rare and momentous
moment for a wondering southerner actually
had the air of familiarity. This crowd couldn’t
have assimilated a better lost pedestrian, as
| was unknowingly a willing candidate. Joining
in a political march, speaking out against po-
litical leadership is something I've done be-
fore and it seemed familiar and comforting.
| didn’t expect to find it in the busy financial
district of New York, though | took whatever
comforts | could get.

March for Truth in New York on June 3rd, 2017.
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After a good long communal hike through
southern Manhattan for the march, | final-
ly made my way back to Brooklyn. | needed
a drink more than ever. | wanted to relax,
not talk about work and just let loose. | had
heard a friend, Jesus Benavente, was doing a
performance down in Sunset Park at a com-
munal residency space.* To me, Jesus has
always been the epitome of wild, guttural,
animal-like performance and this sounded
perfect. | had been yelling demands all over
the Financial District for the past few hours, |
think it was someone else’s turn to bark right
back at me.

| showed up to the residency called the NARS
Foundation a few minutes ahead of his per-
formance. | got a chance to hug and catch up
with a few friends and quickly got a spot up
front. Leading up to the performance, | saw
a familiar scene. A long-haired Hispanic artist
removing his shirt and getting into character.
This time he was out amongst many balloons
that lit up from below. The music started with
a projection of graphics, flames, fireworks,
and balloons while he yelled the word «Sha-
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zam>» repeatedly. Each time he yelled it was
louder than before, until the exhaustion and
hoarseness of his voice appeared to over-
whelm him and he collapsed to his knees.
He fell silent, climbed up, and began to put
sweatbands over the audience’s heads, kiss-
ing them each on the forehead and whisper-
ing a message. As the performance ended, it
quickly evolved into a dance party, for which
the balloons and lighting worked well for. It
was great. Maybe it was the number of free
IPAs | had, but | was soaking up the rituals
that come with exhibiting and partying in
these shared studio spaces. It took me back
to my art school days and | forgot what city |
was in and only knew | was in Jesus’ studio lis-
tening to his dance playlist with broken GIFs
and YouTube memes flashing over our faces.
The performance was over yet |, of course,
wanted to prolong this buzz. After hitting up
the breweries that dotted my route all the
way back to my hotel room in Boerum Hill, |
ended my night falling asleep with a half eat-
en Cemita in hand and Family Guy blaring on
the TV.

* http://jesusbenavente.net/
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Sails on the Horizon

No alarm was needed to wake up the fol-
lowing morning. The searing pain that also
arrived with lingering tastes of IPA, Oaxaca
cheese, and bar nuts pulsated, forcing me
awake. After a good hour long shower and
a few hotel room granola bars, | forced my-
self out the door to finish my last day in New
York with a few more studio visits. | headed
up to a Greenpoint gallery crawl to see an
old friend | had met at a residency years ear-
lier. Our cabins had faced each other from
across a New Hampshire field for a summer
in 2013 and | always felt a strong bond to
this painter from Virginia. | found Michael
Scoggins in his studio entertaining visitors
and fellow studio mates with a grand view of
northern Brooklyn and Manhattan.* Mingled
in with his guests was his equally talented
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and charming wife, Alex Gingrow. Alex always
greets me with a big hug and a loud «How-
dy Rob>» with a voice laced with an eastern
Tennessee accent. | love this couple. They've
saved my ass from a few crazy jams that only
poor artists can get themselves into. For all
these reasons, | try to make a point to see
what they are up to and working on when |
get around this part of the U.S. | was happy
to see that Michael was still nailing out large
artworks that still seemed equally playful,
political, and personal. Living afar, | had kept
up with friends’ studio practices thanks to
their posts on social media, but Michael has
been the most productive in my thread. |
wanted to catch up with him, but also learn
how he has kept himself motivated to work
hard for so many years.

* http:/www.freightandvolume.com/artists/michael-scoggins
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As the gallery crawl came to an end and the
last guest left, Michael and | settled on his
couch to catch up. Eager to hear how these
southern transplants are doing, the first
subject was their purchase of a large coun-
try house upstate. | couldn’t say | was sur-
prised, as | had seen this on the other end a
few times. While working on projects upstate
along the Hudson River, I've seen lots of New
Yorkers getting homes a few hours drive from
the city. It seemed like the natural progres-
sion for artists here. Though, I'd never spo-
ken to someone in the middle of the move, |
was curious. How does someone work in the
art capital of the world while also living in the
country. Sounding indulgent, it was actually
easier that it sounded if you're a full time art-
ist. Weekdays are spent in the studio, while
weekends are spent out in the country fixing
up the house and barn. When you tell people
you're buying a house and a plot of land up-
state, they don’t imagine you hovering over
a utility sink brushing your teeth before you
inflate the twin mattress in Greenpoint. To
me, it is a lifestyle that doesn’t seem too odd,
though it sounds difficult if you're teaching a

~arm s T =
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full course load, own a dog, and your partner
has a job in the city. | think some of the things
that make New York difficult for artists can
also make them easier too. An artist couple
can do this routine together, driving up the
river 7 days a week. In Kentucky, | complain
about driving 10 blocks to pick up my girl-
friend’s pug. | obviously need to straighten
out my priorities. Michael and Alex have it fig-
ured out and they are building goals together.
They are slowly fixing a five-bedroom house
with adjacent studio, so | ask the question,
«Is your end goal to leave New Yorke» Yes and
no, is the confusing answer. They explain it’s
hard to leave NYC completely if this is where
you show and sell your work and it is very
important to an artist solely making their in-
come from sales. They see themselves having
the home upstate with their own large pri-
vate studios, while also having a small shared
«showroom studio» down in the city to show
their work to curators, collectors and friends.
That makes total sense to me, though you
need to be okay with the long commute. I'm
usually trying to find ways of working back
home where | never need to use my car.
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| realize what time it is and pull myself away
to allow them to tackle their tedious drive
home. Being that I'd been in the city a week
and was missing the countryside, | was a lit-
tle jealous of their drive after such a long
day hosting and chatting it up with visitors. |
walked south toward my last meet-up, which
was with Anthony Goicolea.* I'd always been a
fan of his work and had recently found out he
was from the Atlanta area. After wandering
around East Williamsburg | found his studio
tucked above a Chinese produce wholesaler
warehouse. It was odd stepping into his stu-
dio as | was so familiar with the work on the
walls from seeing them in museums and gal-
leries all over Kentucky. There is a museum
hotel chain called 21C that has a vast collec-
tion of this work always on display. Even right
now as | type these lines, there are a dozen
or so Goicolea pieces a few blocks from my
home. It felt familiar, as | knew the subject
and technique well.

Anthony was friendly, open, curious and a
welcoming Georgia gentleman. This was our
first meeting and he was happy to show me

* http://www.anthonygoicoleastudio.com/

Anthony Goicolea in his studio in East Williamsburg.
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all of his techniques and tell me what brought
him to the city. From a young age, he knew
he had to come here. He came to New York
and studied at Pratt to obtain his Masters
degree in Art, and his connections in the art
community quickly grew. Once settling down
in New York he never looked back and didn’t
seem to miss Georgia. | asked him about this
studio practice and routine, as this was one
of my biggest interests. Living at the end of
a street surrounded by quaint little hous-
es, walking only a few blocks to his studio,
his routine sounded very similar to mine. He
knows everyone on the street. Call me nuts,
but doesn’t that sound like he lives on a cul-
de-sac? | was starting to believe that the little
piece of quiet he had found in New York had
allowed him to be more comfortable here. |
started to think about all the artists | visited
and it came to me that all of them were look-
ing for their quiet place to escape the noise,
traffic and distractions of the city. Everyone
was moving to the far corners and side streets
of Brooklyn, Queens and Harlem, which may
have felt more familiar and comforting to
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them. While talking with Anthony, | realized
I'd heard a lot of artists show disinterest in
many of the things | would have guessed New
York artists would want. They didn’t want to
be close to the museums, galleries, nightlife
or hip restaurants. They wanted to live on the
quietest streets where they can park their
car, have easy access to public transit, walk
their dog to the nearest public park and still
buy a reasonably priced omelette.

It’s been a couple weeks since | returned to
Kentucky and I've been thinking a lot about
what | heard from everyone. The stories
about working 3 or 4 jobs trying to pay rent,
or those that have studio assistants and are
now just working in the studio all day pre-
paring for their solo shows. | tried to imag-
ine myself in their shoes. It was difficult to
envision as my career choice as an educator
probably wouldn’t subsidize the lifestyle I've
become accustomed to, yet | tried to ignore
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that detail and see myself working away in
a studio in Greenpoint, East Williamsburg or
Crown Heights. I'm taking a wild guess that |
would actually work a little harder because
the stakes seem higher and your hard work
has a much better chance of seeing the light
of day. | enjoy my large affordable studio in
Kentucky, though it is almost impossible to
get someone in here to see what I'm working
on and give me their two cents. Second to
all that is the art community. | knew mov-
ing back to Kentucky, I'd miss being part of a
large art community where it is easy to min-
gle with fellow artists. Living in Kentucky, it
is hard to «talk shop,» which is why | find
myself critiquing the previous college bas-
ketball season instead of whether the Whit-
ney Biennial was as revolutionary as the New
York Times claimed it to be. It isn’t so bad
though, as long as you like college sports,
BBQ and travel to see work often. But what
would have come of me if | made the move

Anthony Goicolea’s studio.
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to New York. It is hard to say but | can’t see
myself anywhere else than | am right now.
Spending my evenings typing in an old house
in downtown Lexington, overlooking a col-
lege campus lit only with street lamps and
fireflies and listening to the sounds of the
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crickets. | know that would be difficult to
turn my back on, though it looks like there is
a chance to find my own little version of that
in New York, too.

Oh speaking of New York, | should probably
start booking my next trip about now. e

Shara Hughes’ studio.

After receiving his MFA from Carnegie Mellon in 2011, James Robert Southard has worked in the art world
through invitations to international exhibitions such as the Moscow Biennale for Young Art, Hel'Pitts'Sinki'Burgh
in Finland, Camaguey Cuba’s 5th International Video Art Fest and participation in the Internet Pavilion at the
54th Venice Biennale in Italy. In 2012, James started a collaborative photography and video series with the col-
laboration of the city of Seoul, Korea at Seoul Art Space Geumcheon. Soon after he took his project to Maine
where he was a participant at Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture, then later to MacDowell Colony in
New Hampshire, Yaddo Retreat in New York, Jentel in Wyoming, Vermont Studio Center and to the MASS MoCA
residency in North Adams, MA. His digital construction process allows for public interactions and collaborations
to bleed from the conception stage of a project into the aesthetics and compositions of each frame. While
continuing this process in new communities, he has also returned to academia by teaching photography at the
University of Kentucky. www.jamesrsouthard.com
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